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T
he cancellation of the UGC-NET examina-
tion on Wednesday, just a day after its
supposed “successful conduct” by the

National Testing Agency (NTA), is one more load
of straw threatening to break the agency’s creak-
ing reputation. Coming as it did after irregulari-
ties in this year’s NEET-UG (medicine), and com-
plaints about the JEE (engineering), the NTA is
under intense pressure. In some ways, the Edu-
cation Ministry’s actions are in stark contrast to
its response to the ongoing NEET �asco, and
seem to indicate that it has learnt some lessons. It
took suo motu action on the basis of the Home Mi-
nistry’s cybercrime team’s inputs, even without
any formal complaints from candidates, unlike in
the NEET case where it has dragged its feet
through committees and court cases despite mul-
tiple allegations and police complaints of paper
leaks. The Ministry immediately cancelled the
UGC-NET and promised a fresh examination. It
has asked the CBI to probe the case, while not
heeding the persistent demand of NEET aspi-
rants for a similar probe. However, for the over
nine lakh UGC-NET candidates who studied for
months, and then travelled long distances to
their examination centres, some taking loans to
cover their costs, this is little consolation.

These young people deserve answers, and
right now, most of the questions are still unan-
swered. For one, no one in the government’s edu-
cation establishment has explained why the NET
was an o�ine exam conducted by the CBSE till
2018, when it was taken over by the NTA and be-
came an online exam, only to revert this year to
an o�ine, pen-and-paper exam, which is poten-
tially more vulnerable to paper leaks. As the in-
vestigation is carried out, full transparency is key
to any hopes that the NTA can regain trustworthi-
ness in the eyes of candidates. The second is ac-
countability and punishment of the guilty. The
government would also do well to consider a re-
haul of the NTA’s systems and personnel to en-
sure that the technical glitches, cheating scams,
paper leaks, and proxy candidates that have
plagued the exams this year are not allowed to
happen again. With the fate of lakhs of India’s
educated youth and youngest voters at stake, it is
not surprising that the testing agency’s woes have
become a political hot potato. Some Opposition
leaders have demanded that the NTA be disman-
tled and the responsibility for entrance examina-
tions be handed over to the States instead. This
may well curb the Union government’s centralis-
ing tendencies leading to examinations of enor-
mous scale that are harder to manage in a far-
�ung nation. However, some all-India examina-
tions will always remain, and the need is for the
States to join the Centre in recovering the integri-
ty of the beleaguered examination system.

Testing times  
The National Testing Agency needs 

an overhaul to regain credibility  

T
he security pact reached between Rus-
sian President Vladimir Putin and North
Korean leader Kim Jong-un in Pyon-

gyang, in which both countries promised mutual
assistance “in the event of aggression”, has
echoes from the Cold War era. Russia and North
Korea, erstwhile allies, are facing biting sanc-
tions, but for di�erent reasons. And, both are at
odds with the West. Now, they seem determined
to revive the alliance so that they can stand up to
the western-led global order together. Mr. Putin’s
visit to Pyongyang, his �rst in 24 years, itself
marked a new beginning. The Russian leader has
supported multilateral e�orts to curb the North’s
nuclear programme in the past. Moscow has also
voted for sanctions at the UN Security Council
against Pyongyang over its nuclear arsenals. But
the Ukraine war appears to have altered Krem-
lin’s geopolitical arithmetic and provided an op-
portunity for Pyongyang to make itself useful as
an ally. When the Ukraine war dragged on and
Russia came under western sanctions, Mr. Putin
turned to Mr. Kim for ammunition and ballistic
missiles. After Mr. Kim’s visit to Russia in Septem-
ber 2023, North Korea reportedly supplied am-
munition to Russia. Moscow stepped up supplies
of food and fuel, and there was speculation that it
could help the North’s defence sector with criti-
cal technologies. While both have rejected re-
ports of weapons trade, the security pact clearly
elevates ties to the level of a de facto alliance.

Ever since the Ukraine war, Mr. Putin has stea-
dily expanded Russia’s cooperation with coun-
tries that are at odds with the U.S. He reportedly
bought kamikaze drones from Iran. China has al-
so emerged as a key economic, technological and
energy partner. And, by promising to help North
Korea, an isolated, one-family-ruled totalitarian
state that is still technically at war with South Ko-
rea, in the event of an attack, Russia has signalled
its readiness to play a larger role in northeast
Asia. Mr. Putin, essentially a cold warrior, wants
to build an axis of the ‘others’ opposed by the
West to expedite the churn in the global order.
China remains cautious but seems �ne with the
idea of its closest partners challenging the west-
ern order. This will have far-reaching geopolitical
consequences. North Korea will now have little
incentive to discuss denuclearisation. Russia,
which already has testy ties with Japan, could see
its relationship with South Korea deteriorating.
The agreement is also likely to strengthen the
emerging tripartite partnership in East Asia
among Japan, South Korea and the U.S., further
solidifying the new cold war between great pow-
ers, which is still in its early stages.

New Cold War  
Russia’s pact with North Korea will

deepen U.S. ties in East Asia  

T
he results of the just concluded general
election may partly be interpreted as
signalling a discontent with economic
conditions. The substantial drop in the

number of seats won by the Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) in Uttar Pradesh — which is among
India’s poorest and most rural States — aligns with
this view.

Discontent, its sources
Dissatisfaction with governance is bound to be
high at a time of unemployment and persistent
in�ation. Food-price in�ation, in particular, has
remained elevated for �ve years. It is highest for
cereals and pulses, which are staples. For
households at the bottom of the income
distribution, food constitutes close to half their
household expenditure. Past experience suggests
that the price of food can be a determinant of
how the electorate votes. For instance,
historically high food-price in�ation towards the
end of its decade-long tenure had preceded the
end of the A.B. Vajpayee-led National Democratic
Alliance government in 2004. When it comes to
jobs, the unemployment rate has mostly been
higher since 2014. The Periodic Labour Force
Survey also shows a decline in the real earnings
of regular employees and the self-employed,
being substantial in the case of the latter. These
are some of the sources of the economic
discontent that may have propelled the shift away
from the BJP.

In the spirit of democracy, which he constantly
refers to, Prime Minister Narendra Modi must
now honour the mandate given by the people.
His government must address the sources of their
discontent. This would require a change from the
economic approach that has been followed for
the last decade. We are yet to see indications that
the government has this in mind. The Finance
Minister has promised ‘reforms’, and some
supportive commentators have spoken of how
they are essential for growth. Two points spring
to mind as reforms are brought to the table.

First, Mr. Modi’s much praised reforming zeal
has not translated to a higher average growth rate
after 2014. Reforms understood as changes in the
policy regime are e�ective only to the extent that
they a�ect the forces of demand or supply.
Clearly, this has not happened strongly or widely
enough in the economy, whatever the reforms
undertaken by the present regime so far.

Second, the growth that we have seen since
2014 has not brought along with it the things that
Indians aspire to. I have already mentioned the
high food in�ation. The Food and Agriculture
Organization of the United Nations estimates that
close to 75% of the Indian population cannot
a�ord a healthy diet. This is not surprising given
the extent of increase in food prices in the past

�ve years and the highly unequal distribution of
income in the country. Apart from a�ordable
food, Indians aspire to infrastructure, both
physical and social. Social infrastructure is
constituted mainly by health care and education.
Physical infrastructure is almost everything that
is necessary both for everyday life and engaging
in economic activity. Both are crucial for living.

The economic policy of the past decade has
focused on attracting foreign investment, moving
to digital payment in all spheres, building a
manufacturing sector through subsidy and, in the
past three years, unleashing a highway
construction spree. Combined with this, there
have been a host of transfers, cash for farmers
and housewives and free rations for the poorest.
This might appear to be a winning formula, but it
has not been enough to bring the BJP back with a
majority. To continue with this would be to
ignore the people’s verdict. To honour it would
require going beyond vague pronouncements on
reforms or doubling down on welfare transfers,
even if there was �scal capacity for this.
Showcasing macroeconomic stability also will not
do. Till the COVID-19 pandemic, the central
government had had fair success with �scal
consolidation, though not equally with in�ation
control, but that could not prevent growth from
sliding even before COVID-19 had struck. While
you certainly do not want macroeconomic
instability, we can now see that it does not
necessarily bring more growth or deliver the
goods citizens aspire to. Continued high growth
in India would require a rise in the investment
rate. Private investment is guided by anticipation
of demand. The private investment rate in India
has not budged for a decade. Whether it will
rebound at a time when its principal cheerleader,
Mr. Modi, has lost his majority in Parliament is to
be seen.

Glaring de�cits
So, if ‘more reforms’ is not the way for economic
policy to respond to the electorate, then what is?
It would be to undertake speci�c interventions at
the pressure points which currently signal a
presence. The �rst, as already �agged, is the
rising price of food. Other than the promotion of
millets, agriculture has been a generally
neglected aspect of the Modi economic package
of the last decade. The relentless rise in prices of
staple foods is the sign of an under-developed
economy, and sits uncomfortably with the goal of
a ‘Viksit Bharat’. While wheat production only
experiences shortfalls in certain years, the
production of pulses, a major source of protein
for workers, has chronically fallen short of
demand for decades. Making India self-su�cient
in pulses must be taken up in mission mode. The
supply of fruits and vegetables, the sources of

vitamins and minerals, is hobbled by the absence
of cold-storage facilities and poor transportation.

A second pressure point in the country is to be
found in the Indian Railways. Its leadership
appears to have been caught unawares by the rise
in long-distance migration for work. Pictures of
reserved compartments on long-distance trains
swarming with ticketless travellers have sent
shock waves across the country. In such a
situation, to treat high-end ‘Vande Bharat’ trains
as a priority, not to mention the bullet train, is a
serious failure of judgment when it is not actually
irresponsible.

A third pressure point is the strained water
supply situation in our mega cities. First
Bengaluru and now Delhi have witnessed severe
de�cits this summer. These are India’s leading
agglomerations and water shortage can cripple
their economic potential, apart from endangering
social harmony. ‘Nal se jal’ must seem a distant
dream to many.

The public sector is crucial
I have selected only a small set from the many
de�cits in India today, but this would be su�cient
to see the point being made. Expressways and a
Digital Stack, which the BJP has championed ,
have their place for sure, but connecting cities
and digitising India are not the most pressing of
the country’s needs right now. The country needs
infrastructure that supports both everyday life
and economic activity. The �rst is easily
understood, but the second perhaps not. Firms,
including the self-employed, need producer
services ranging from e�cient transportation and
steady electricity supply to sewerage and waste
disposal facilities. When such services are
unavailable, production cannot take place, and
employment cannot expand.

The relatively high growth in India over the
past quarter century has not delivered these
services su�ciently, and they are unlikely to be
supplied by the private sector within any time
frame. Only the public sector can supply them at
scale. Surely, this must be obvious to Mr. Modi as
he travels the world to attend summits held in
locations with impressive public infrastructure.
His economic approach has banked too much on
the private sector to take the lead in developing
the country. But this has not materialised in a
decade, and it is unlikely to change. The
government, however, can undertake course
correction now. Instead of promising, or even
implementing, liberalising reforms, it should
move swiftly to address the pressure points that
are so obvious. It has set 2047 as the date to make
the country a developed economy. However
much it may grow by then, India will remain
underdeveloped without the infrastructure to
support life.

A mandate for a new economic approach 
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T
hree years on, the military in Myanmar,
which overthrew the elected civilian
government in February 2021, continues

to kill, maim and displace its own people. India
has steadfastly maintained formal relations with
this regime, which has so far murdered more
than 5,000 people and displaced some 2.5
million people. In its second tenure, the Narendra
Modi government did very little to engage with
the pro-democracy resistance, which now has
both political and military wings. Indian foreign
policy scholars and practitioners have doggedly
defended this policy by arguing that India needs
to work with the junta if it has to protect its
“interests” in Myanmar and not get swayed by an
idealistic preoccupation with “values”.

How India can step out of China’s shadow
But, in foreign policy, there is no clear line
between “values” and “interests” simply because
neither has a standard de�nition. It all depends
on how a country de�nes these terms. This is also
the case with India’s Myanmar policy. New Delhi
has long de�ned its “interests” in the Southeast
Asian country in narrow strategic terms. But now,
it needs to leverage a unique set of “values” to
better defend its interests. It is possible for India
to put in place a more progressive, values-driven
Myanmar policy that works in favour, and not
against, its national interests.

This new policy should have two key pivots,
namely, democracy and human security. The
new National Democratic Alliance (NDA)
government, therefore, needs to take four
interlocking steps immediately.

First, India needs to use its credentials as the
largest federal democracy in the region to
sharpen its in�uence in Myanmar. For long,
Myanmar’s pro-democracy political elites and
civil society have looked up to India as a model of
a federal democratic union with a well-oiled
power-sharing arrangement between the centre
and various subnational units. This is even more
relevant today as the democratic resistance in
Myanmar, which is led by the National Unity
Government (NUG), dozens of ethnic
revolutionary organisations, civil society
organisations, and trade unions, strives to replace
the military-drafted 2008 constitution with a

federal constitution. By helping this vibrant
opposition achieve its aim through
capacity-building and knowledge exchange
programmes, India can distinguish itself from
China, its primary regional competitor in
Myanmar. Both Beijing and New Delhi can sell
military hardware to Myanmar, but only India can
sell the spirit of federal cooperation. Here is a
chance for the new Indian government to
outmanoeuvre the Chinese in their own
‘backyard’.

Weapons sales and humanitarian outreach
Second, India needs to immediately halt all
weapon sales to the Myanmar military. According
to the advocacy group, Justice For Myanmar
( JFM), Indian state-owned military hardware
manufacturers have sold a range of non-lethal
and semi-lethal equipment to the junta since the
2021 coup. In its most recent report, published on
March 27, the group claimed that on January 2,
the Indian Air Force transferred a package which
had 52 items, including navigation and
communication parts, to its Myanmar
counterpart. Another recent investigation by
Frontier Myanmar claims that India sold more
than $1.5 million worth of navy-grade diesel to
junta-linked entities since the coup. New Delhi
needs to immediately put a stop to these, as the
Myanmar military continues to use all its three
services — the army, air force, and navy — to
attack non-combatant civilians using imprecise
lethal tactics.

Third, India needs to immediately open
cross-border humanitarian corridors to help
civilians a�ected by the con�ict along three
border provinces — Sagaing Region, Chin State
and northern Rakhine State. According to United
Nations O�ce for the Coordination of
Humanitarian A�airs (UNOCHA) data, Sagaing
Region has seen the largest quantum of internal
displacement in all of Myanmar since the coup (as
of March 25, 2024). Rakhine comes next, while
Chin State sits tenth in the list. Continuing air
strikes by the junta and clashes between armed
groups in these areas have only pushed more
civilians across the borders. New Delhi needs to
�rst revoke its plans to fence the India-Myanmar
border and reinstate the Free Movement Regime,

or the FMR, which the Union Home Ministry
suspended in February 2024. Then, it should
engage existing humanitarian aid networks along
the India-Myanmar border to send emergency
relief assistance including medicines, food and
tarpaulin to the other side. Mizoram, where a
multi-layered asylum and aid ecosystem is
already operational, is a good starting point. India
should also collaborate with local and
international non-governmental organisations
with experience in the �eld. Best practices from
Thailand, which recently started cross-border aid
deliveries into Myanmar, should also be adopted.
New Delhi should use its clout to ensure that the
aid is not distributed by the junta, which not only
has a disastrous track record in this �eld, but is
also not even in control of large areas along the
India-Myanmar border. It is also possible to run
cross-border aid corridors without allowing
contraband to pass through, with stringent
checks and pre-delivery vetting.

Detention of asylum seekers
Fourth, the Narendra Modi government should
immediately halt the detention and deportation
of asylum seekers from Myanmar. This is
especially so in the case of Manipur, where the
BJP-led government has so far deported 115
asylum seekers to Myanmar — the latest round
was on June 11. These are people who entered
India not because they wanted to or with
mal-intent, but because they were forced to.
Regardless of the fact that India has not rati�ed
the 1951 Refugee Convention, it is incumbent
upon the government to treat them as refugees in
need of humanitarian assistance and protection
rather than as “illegal immigrants”. Both the
Indian Constitution and international law allow
the Indian state to do so. In fact, the customary
international legal principle of non-refoulement
discourages India from deporting refugees back
to a home country where they face a threat of
persecution or death. The Centre should also
urge the BJP-led Assam government to release the
27 Chin refugees detained in the State and house
them in a humane refugee shelter.

India, the “Vishwabandhu”, routinely claims to
stand with the people of Myanmar. It should now
walk the talk.

A progressive Indian policy on Myanmar outlined 
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Kallakurichi and policy

It is heart-wrenching that
several families in
Kallakurichi district have
lost their breadwinners. It is
likely that the Tamil Nadu
government will take action
against bootleggers, at least
in the short term. However,

Even though there are
loopholes in the legal
system in India, there needs
to be stringent legal action
and severe punishment
even if the political class is
found to be involved.

K.V. Ramesh Nair,
Chennai

after Independence, a
competitive examination
cannot be conducted in a
fair and scandal-free way in
India. The plight of hapless
aspirants cannot be
imagined. Their being
demoralised is only one
aspect. 

more awareness of the
impact of alcohol on health
must be scaled up.
Michael Jom,

Thiruvananthapuram

Examination scandal

It is a real shame and
pathetic that even decades

governments to raise taxes
without much backlash.
Since total prohibition has
been shown to be
ine�ective historically, there
is a need for measures to
ensure a safe product.
Simultaneously, e�orts to
promote de-addiction and

the elephant in the room —
flawed liquor taxation
policies — is being ignored.
Liquor is viewed as an easy
source of revenue for
governments, as consumers
are from diverse social
classes and are not
organised, allowing the
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A
food delivery executive out with a Sun-
day-breakfast parcel on June 9, was
headed to one of the apartments in
Sattva Anugraha, an upmarket com-

plex on the Outer Ring Road (ORR) in Bengalu-
ru’s western suburbs. On his way, he saw street
dogs pull at what looked like the body of a man in
a storm water drain. He alerted the security
guards, who in turn called the police.

Based on the complaint of Kevalram Dorji, the
security o�cer of the apartment complex, the
police recovered the body riddled with injuries.
It was stuck on a bushy slope o� the road and had
not fallen into the running water. There was no
identi�cation on him. 

The CCTV footage from the apartment com-
plex gave leads on two suspicious vehicles. As is
routine, the police secured the body in a morgue
and put out an advertisement with photographs
in newspapers that evening, seeking informa-
tion. It might have ended up as one of the many
unidenti�ed bodies in the metropolis, but the
police were in for a surprise on the evening of
June 10.

At about 7 p.m. that day, four men walked into
the Kamakshipalya police station and con-
fessed to the murder of the man they said
was K.S. Renukaswamy, 33. A resident of
Chitradurga, a district headquarters in cen-
tral Karnataka, around 200 kilometres away
from Bengaluru, Renukaswamy worked at a

retail pharmacy chain. Raghavendra, 43, also
from Chitradurga; Karthik, 27; Keshavamur-

thy, 27; and Nikhil Naik, 21, all from Ben-
galuru, claimed they had a �nancial dis-
pute with the deceased, had abducted
and brought him to the city, beaten him
up, and he had died.

Police action 

The police were sceptical: “The victim
did not have a pro�le which could have led to his
murder due to a �nancial dispute. Such surren-
ders usually happen only in underworld cases,”
said a senior police o�cial, who has been leading
the investigation.

Following sustained interrogation, the four
told a di�erent story. “What they revealed came
as a shock to us,” the o�cial said. The men said
Darshan Thoogudeepa, one of the most popular
Kannada cinema actors, had got the victim ab-
ducted from Chitradurga, had him brought to a
shed in Rajarajeshwari Nagar in Bengaluru, and
had beaten him up by his associates, leading to
his death. 

They said the victim had sent obscene messag-
es to Darshan’s alleged partner Pavithra Gowda
on social media. The actor had sent the four to
surrender, paying them to keep his name out,
police say. One of the four, Raghavendra, was the
president of the Chitradurga District Darshan
Fans’ Club.

In the next few hours, the police arrested se-
ven more people: Vinay V., 38, owner of Stonny
Brook resto-bar in Bengaluru, where the actor
had been partying on Saturday afternoon. Vi-
nay’s uncle owns the shed where the victim was

allegedly tortured and killed. Deepak, 39, is a
partner in the company running the shed and a
nephew of a Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) city
MLA. Pavan K., 29, is an employee of Darshan,
working as Pavithra Gowda’s helper. Pradosh,
40, is a corporate executive and has been Dar-
shan’s friend for two decades. Nandeesh, 28;
Lakshman, 54; and Nagaraju, 41, were allegedly
present at the shed and had assaulted the victim.

The next morning, as Gowda was arrested in
Bengaluru, city police arrested Darshan, who
was at a hotel in Mysuru for a �lm shoot. 

Darshan is one of the highest paid actors in
the Kannada �lm industry, called Sandalwood in-
formally. “He did at least two or three movies a
year earlier, and was considered a ‘dependable’
hero. Producers invested money in him; exhibi-
tors felt the need for such a hero so that theatres
would be busy most of the year. Both the indus-
try and the audience admired him for di�erent
reasons,” said Shashidhar Chitradurga, author
and �lm journalist. 

Darshan’s most recent action �lm Kaatera is
the industry’s biggest hit this year so far. At elec-
tion time, politicians �ocked to get the D-Boss, as
he is popularly known, to campaign for them, es-
pecially in southern Karnataka.

Last day at home

At about 2.30 p.m. on June 8, Renukaswamy had
called his mother Rathnaprabha, 62, over the
phone to tell her that he would not come home
for lunch, and would return late in the evening.
That was their last conversation. His body was
brought to Chitradurga three days later.

Renukaswamy had left home around 9 a.m.
on Saturday and parked his two-wheeler near Ba-
laji Bar, close to the circle where the roads con-
necting Chitradurga with Bengaluru and Challak-
ere taluka meet. As per CCTV camera footage, he

got into an autorickshaw, and the vehicle took the
Bengaluru route. After a couple of kilometres,
the passengers in the autorickshaw and the driv-
er shifted to a taxi. 

They have now been identi�ed as Raghaven-
dra, the driver Ravi Shankar, and two of his asso-
ciates Anu Kumar, 25, and Jagadeesh, 36, all from
Chitradurga. Raghavendra had allegedly lured
them into the plot, promising them a meeting
with their idol, Darshan.

Back home, his mother; father, Kashinath S.
Shivanagowdru, 75; and wife, Sahana K.S, 26,
waited, as the evening turned to the next day, and
there was no sign of him. “We called his friends
and the pharmacy, but no one knew anything,”
says Shivanagowdru. 

As they contemplated lodging a complaint
with the police on Monday, Shivanagowdru, who
retired as a senior assistant from the Bengaluru
Electricity Supply Company (BESCOM) 17 years
ago, got information of his son’s death from the
police. “I felt the ground beneath me cave in,” re-
called the father, still shaken. 

Renukaswamy, who was actively involved in
the activities of a few Hindutva groups, according
to people in the locality, had dropped out of col-
lege, where he was studying Commerce. He se-
cured a job in the sales section of a pharmacy
company and worked at its outlets in Chitradur-
ga, after undergoing training. “Last year, we got
him married to Sahana. June 28 is his wedding
anniversary, and we were planning an event to
mark the occasion,” said Shivanagowdru.

Instead, on June 17, the family held a ritual in
memory of Renukaswamy. “Sorry, the moment I
start to speak about my son, I cannot hold back
my tears,” Shivanagowdru said. What haunts him
most are the reports of torture. “The moment I
remember him, I start to imagine how he must
have su�ered. I imagine him pleading with folded
hands, wailing in pain. He must have cried for
help; he must have begged them not to torture
him.” Then, “His wife is �ve months pregnant.”

Where it all happened

The now infamous shed, about 300 metres away
from the road, is situated on a four-acre plot
owned by Pattanagere Jayanna, who has signi�-
cant land holdings in the Pattanagere village,
now subsumed within Rajarajeshwari Nagar, a
suburb in west Bengaluru. Intact Autoparc India
Pvt Ltd had rented the land parcel. About 400
seized vehicles, including some trucks and buses,
allegedly of loan defaulters, are parked in the
space. It has a two-storey building at one end and
is covered by at least eight CCTV cameras.

Raghavendra was allegedly instructed to take
Renukaswamy to the shed, where at least one
movie of Darshan had been shot. Darshan was
partying at Stonny Brooks.

Gowda, who runs a boutique, had on January
24, this year, posted pictures with Darshan on so-

Actor Darshan Thoogudeepa, after being arrested in connection with an alleged murder case. MURALI KUMAR K. 

Catching a 
falling star
The killing of Renukaswamy, allegedly by Kannada �lm actor-producer Darshan and his

associates, has made news even in places he and his �lms are not popular. K.V. Aditya

Bharadwaj and G.T. Sathish chronicle the horrifying series of incidents that mirror society’s

realities: fan-culture, alleged social media violations, and violence so brutal that it caused death 
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Police seal the shed were Renukaswamy, a fan of actor Darshan, was allegedly tortured and murdered. MURALI KUMAR K. 

Barring Darshan, who had a domestic abuse
case [in 2011, when he was arrested]; three
others have petty cases against them; none of
the other accused has any criminal record

A SENIOR POLICE OFFICER

cial media with the caption, “One decade down;
forever to go. #10year. It’s been 10 years of our re-
lationship. Thank you.” A sprinkling of hearts and
stars was added. Gowda became a target of trolls.
The message upset many Darshan fans who sided
with his wife, Vijayalakshmi, and wrote messages
against Gowda. 

Renukaswamy was one of them. Allegedly op-
erating under multiple fake Instagram identities,
he had persistently trolled Gowda publicly. Police
say he used the account @goutham_ks_1990 to
send her obscene messages and pictures. Police
have now found that Renukaswamy was a habi-
tual o�ender and had employed a similar modus
operandi with many women. One of them had
brought it to the notice of a police o�cer in
March 2024, but no action was taken.

These messages enraged Gowda, who alleged-
ly informed her help Pavan. Posing as Gowda, he
had chatted with Renukaswamy, managing to ex-
tract his mobile number and details of his whe-
reabouts. With this information, Darshan alleged-
ly contacted Raghavendra, seeking his ‘help’.
Using the photo and number, Raghavendra
tracked down Renukaswamy and brought him to
the shed, allegedly on Darshan’s instructions. 

Darshan then allegedly landed up at the shed
with Gowda and several of his associates, includ-
ing Pavan, the pub owner Vinay, and his friend
Pradosh. Investigations have now revealed that
Darshan got Gowda to beat up Renukaswamy and
made him apologise. Renukaswamy was later tor-
tured for several hours. Police claim that Deepak,
a partner in the company running the shed, who
had been out on work, joined them midway. 

Past and present o�enders 

The post-mortem report says that Renukaswa-
my’s death was “due to shock and haemorrhage
as a result of multiple blunt injuries sustained,”
say the police. The police’s remand application
gives graphic details of the torture. So far, 17 ar-
rests have been made. 

Police claim Pavan took charge of the cover-
up, roping in three associates. Late in the night,
the trio along with four others, took the body in
two SUVs and threw it into the drain. “They as-
sumed it would be washed away, but the body got
stuck in the bushes,” a police o�cial said.

Darshan claims he only warned Renukaswa-
my, got Pavithra to slap him, and left, and that he
had nothing to do with the murder. But police say
he was present for much longer. The actor has
now reportedly confessed to having paid Pradosh
₹30 lakh for the cover-up. Pradosh allegedly gave
₹5 lakh each to three who surrendered before the
police, taking the blame for the murder. They
had been promised more money for their fami-
lies. Police have recovered the money.

Bengaluru City Police Commissioner B. Daya-
nanda said they were con�dent of the case
against the actor, as the arrest was based on
strong evidence. “Barring Darshan, who had a
domestic abuse case [in 2011, when he was arrest-
ed after his wife �led a case]; three others have
petty cases against them; none of the other ac-
cused has any criminal record,” another senior
police o�cer leading the probe, said. He adds
this was the reason they did not know how to cov-
er their tracks. 

Fact, �ction, and the �lm world 

Following Darshan’s arrest for murder, social me-
dia is abuzz with multiple clips from his �lms
which eerily mirror the happenings in the case.
The characters Darshan plays in the movies often
portray a type of masculinity that punishes those
who violate women, by taking the law into their
hands. At 6.3 feet and a gym-built body, Dar-
shan’s appeal was at many levels. 

“In the initial years, people appreciated his
screen presence and stunts, in addition to his
looks. It was the time when gym culture picked
up in Karnataka. Young boys who were keen on
their physical appearance followed the actor,”
said Shashidhar. 

Despite being the son of on-screen villain and
character-actor Thoogudeepa Srinivas, well-
known in the 1970s and 1980s, Darshan started at
the bottom of the �lm industry pyramid, working
as a light boy, when he lost his father at 18. His
�rst break as a lead actor came with the 2002 su-
perhit Majestic, in which he played an orphaned
youth led astray into Bengaluru’s underworld. 

With his arrest after the domestic violence
case, for which he got bail, his relationship with
the media soured, but most of his �lms continued
to rake in money. Days after the domestic vio-
lence case, his �lm Sarathi, in which he played an
auto driver �ghting to take revenge over his fath-
er’s murder, became a blockbuster. 

Today, fans stand outside the police station
where he is being held, and the police, have had
to impose prohibitory orders around the station.
Social media is awash with fan support. 

In recent years, Darshan had made an e�ort to
break away from the mould he found himself in,
essaying roles of freedom �ghter Sangolli Rayan-
na and the Mahabharata’s tragic-hero Duryodha-
na in recent �lms. These brought him closer to fa-
mily audiences. His recent �lms Yajamana,
Kranti, and Kaatera, made good business and
were hailed for their social messages. 

Away from the blinding camera lights, Chan-
drappa, 60, accused person Anu Kumar’s father,
collapsed and died on hearing the news of his
son’s arrest. Chandrappa was a construction la-
bourer; his wife Jayamma works as a domestic
help. In their one-room tenement in Chitradurga,
Jayamma says, “My son Anu’s friend Jagadish is
Darshan’s fan. He forced Anu to join him for the
trip,” she says, weeping.
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N
early seven years after its inception, there
can be no denying the success of GST as a tax
reform measure. Businesses have benefited

from a more streamlined system after State imposts
were dispensed with. Transparent e-filing processes
appear to have stemmed leakages, boosting tax
revenues. The gross GST mop-up in FY24 crossed the
₹20-lakh crore mark (₹20.18-lakh crore), up 11.5 per
cent over the previous year. It is remarkable that GST
collections have increased 71 per cent since FY19,
notwithstanding the pandemic shock. 

Yet, when the GST Council meets today
for the 53rd time, the first under the new
government, it needs to impart a push to
crucial reforms – rationalising tax rates;
bringing alcohol and fuel into GST’s ambit;
and doing away with a punitive approach to
mopping up taxes. Besides rate
rationalisation, a review of taxes on specific
sectors is likely to figure as an agenda item.
The latter includes a 28 per cent levy on
online gaming; addressing inverted duty
structure in sectors such as textiles,
footwear, medicines and fertilizer, which
stymies input tax credit claims; and
surprisingly high rates of duty on items of
common use such as cement and
two-wheelers. The Council has, in the past,
corrected genuine anomalies. However, it
remains to be seen whether it makes major
progress in crucial but contentious areas
such as rate rationalisation and inclusion of
new items, given electoral considerations
and the realities of coalition politics.

The need to rationalise rates to promote
ease of doing business is one of the main
goals of GST. But it is apprehended as being
inflationary. The move would mean a rate of
8 per cent instead of 5 per cent and 12 per
cent, and 15 per cent instead of 12 per cent
and 18 per cent. The 28 per cent rate can
perhaps be reduced to 18 per cent. Much
would depend on how the fitment
committee (comprising central and State tax
o�cials who have been meeting often of
late) approaches the issue. The
consensus-building skills of BJP’s State
ministers can play a crucial role in achieving
a breakthrough. They are part of the
multi-party ‘group of ministers’ looking into
rate rationalisation, led by Uttar Pradesh
Finance Minister Suresh Khanna. GST marks
the success of consensus building in a
diverse polity; that spirit should be
sustained. 

It is easier to move quickly on procedural
matters. GST tribunals must be set up soon
to resolve disputes. Multiple reasons for
delay in disbursing input tax credit should be
addressed, including the cost borne by a
buyer due to tax filing irregularities by a
seller. These delays or denials could lead to
costs being passed down the chain. The
Central Board of Indirect Taxes and
Customs has recently issued orders to
restrain overzealous tax o�cials, but
harassment remains a concern – more so
with MSMEs. Powers of arrest under Section
132 of the GST Act have been a subject of
controversy. Ultimately, it should not be
forgotten that GST is meant to smoothen
matters for business. 

The good(s) tax
Prioritise reforms in GST rates, procedures 
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Eco-friendly fashion
Apropos ‘Ethical fashion is chic’
(June 21), indeed fashion
industry in consonance with
environment protection must
ensure good working conditions
to their workers especially in
providing protection to workers
who handle dye and other
chemicals. 
Also they must take steps to
recycling practices, low
emissions and reducing cotton
waste.
Reducing the green house gas
emissions is also vital for the
environment.
NR Nagarajan 
Sivakasi 

Rly safety concerns
The article ‘Railways safety going
o�-track?’ (June 21), depicts the
painful and appaling state of
a�airs in the Railways. The writer
rightly doubts whether gaps in
information, lack of real time alert
generation leveraging available
data and proactive response all
added to endanger safety. 
The slow progress of Kavach
installation is also a matter of
concern, especially at a time the
Railways has been getting huge
investments. 
The author’s advocacy not to take
shelter behind statistics of
lowering of accidents and aim for
‘zero-fatality’ should be a creed to

all up the hierarchy : time for IR to
wake up.
Jose Abraham 
Vaikom (Kerala)

Apropos, ‘Railway safety going
o�-track?’ , as more than 22 million
passengers on an average travel in
13,000-plus passenger trains daily,
we can't a�ord to be lax on safety.
The recent disaster involving the
Sealdah Kanchanjungha Express and
a goods train in West Bengal
shouldn't have happened. 
However, the much flaunted
anti-collision system, Kavach, is
currently operational on only
1,400-odd km of rail track, with plans
to extend coverage by another 3,000

km by end-2024. Indian Railways has
cited costs and practical challenges
for the tardy progress but that hardly
cuts any ice. There can be no
compromise on passenger safety. 
N Sadhasiva Reddy
Bengaluru

RBI’s valid worries
Apropos ‘RBI’s timely action helped
moderate unsecured credit growth,
says Das’ (June 21). Banks need to
deploy their money on high-yielding
assets. 
Accordingly, retail lending, credit card
businesses and lending to NBFCs are
the areas where banks earn higher
interest compared to other advances.
At the same time there is higher

amount of risk involved on these
unsecured consumer loans and loans
to NBFCs forcing banks to make
higher provisions on these loans. 
The banks therefore are forced to
reduce their exposure to unsecured
lendings resulting in declining
outstanding balances under these
heads as on April ' 24. 
The RBI policy is therefore certainly
correct in this direction as
uncontrolled lendings to unsecured
loans also create recovery problems
involving huge provisions to cover
the potential risks associated with
them. Viable and proper monitoring
of lending is the need of the hour.
Katuru Durga Prasad Rao 
Hyderabad
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P
olitical branding has become
a part of Indian elections and
more than the symbol of
political parties it is the
individuals who have now

become the face of the party. 
For the BJP it is Prime Minister

Narendra Modi, Telugu Desam Party
(TDP), once identified as NT Rama Rao’s
party, has N Chandrababu Naidu as its
face, Biju Janata Dal (BJD) has Naveen
Patnaik as its face, YSR Congress Party
has YS Jagan Mohan Reddy, and Rahul
Gandhi is the face of the Indian National
Congress (INC).

The latest elections in Andhra Pradesh
are a good example of how political
branding followed by individual
branding works.

How does the branding of politicians
happen? Does it influence the voter?
Does it make a political party more
individual centric?

Political branding is di�erent from
political advertising. Here the stakes run
high on one individual if not the party. As
experts say, the brand is an
organisation’s most important asset as it
gives it an identity and helps create a
niche.

According to Harish Bijoor of Harish
Bijoor Consults Inc, a private-label
consulting firm that specialises in brand

and business strategy, “The brand of a
politician actually emerges slowly but
surely. In the beginning there is a hunger
to establish a share of view, a share of
mind and of course a share of heart with
the electorate.”

POLITICAL PITFALLS

“A politician typically follows in the
footsteps of those who have been there
before and emulates typically what has
been good practices of politician
branding. In the bargain many of them
make mistakes because one of the key
issues in branding yourself is the fact that
you must not look like the other, and
most politicians end up looking like one
another,” he pointed out.

A politician’s branding occurs in the
minds of people and hinges crucially on
the politician’s actions, inactions, and
acts of commissions and omissions. 

“Many try and harvest family names,
family work, etc. But the best thing to do
would be to depend on your own work
and establish for yourself a very solid
high ground. In branding, occupying a

key high ground is very very important,”
he said. Look at two politicians from two
ends of the political spectrum —
Narendra Modi and Rahul Gandhi. Says
Bijoor, “I think Rahul Gandhi realised
over a period of time that it is not enough
to look like the other, but it is very
important to distinguish and look
disparate from Modi. And therefore, if
you look at the recent high ground
occupied by Rahul Gandhi you will see
that if Modi talks of religion Rahul
Gandhi talks of caste and caste
consolidations. If Modi talks about
wealth creation, Rahul Gandhi talks
about wealth redistribution. And
therefore, I think the story has been
learnt and there is a new brand Rahul
which you and I see today.”

According to Robbin Sharrma,
Director ShowTime Consulting, and
mastermind behind brand CBN for these
elections, “Branding of politicians is
connected to the party he/she
represents. It is simple. Face of the party
represents the positioning of the party.
For example, in Andhra Pradesh Jagan
Mohan Reddy and Chandrababu Naidu
were representing their parties.”

How does it create a recall value in the
voters mind? “The brand by my
definition is a thought that lives in a
person’s mind. The politician brand is a
key thought of a persona which lives in a
voter’s mind and establishing that key
thought is the task of the politician
brand. When it comes to voting day, it is
this brand equity that helps swing a vote
in favour or against the candidate in
mention,” Bijoor sad.

“In the realm of politics there are two
brands really — there is a party brand and
then there is a leader brand. Both matter,
but in most cases, it is the charisma and
the persona of the individual that
override the party brand. If you look at
BJP, the BJP story is PM Modi, and it has
done exceedingly well for the party. And
Modi has ruled the roost and hearts of
the voters,” he pointed out.

Sharrma says it is very important to
create a di�erentiator for individuals or
parties. For example, TDP was created by
NTR then Naidu came in. YSRCP was
close to Congress in its positioning.

“We had to work on a di�erentiator.
So, we ensured that Naidu talks about
development. A party’s positioning and
ideology had to be in sync. For example, if
Congress starts talking about hardcore
Hindutva then how will it be di�erent
from BJP? When branding a leader we
keep in the crowd which is the target as
well as the colour,” he said.

“For TDP we chose yellow and red
representing hope and energy. Naidu
was being projected as coming with new
energy at 74 and Nara Lokesh getting
ready to take over the mantle from Naidu
subsequently,” he added.

So when marketing Naidu, the brand
colours used were 30 per cent red, 60 per
cent yellow and close to 10 per cent green
(farmers), while for Lokesh 70 per cent
red and 30 per cent yellow, he said. 

Branding does have an impact on
voters. Going ahead, political branding is
going to gain momentum but for
politicians and parties maintaining that
image will be a challenge. 

Political 
branding: 

Pluses and 
minuses

The key to political
branding is
differentiation. Politicians
must strive hard to create
a distinct political identity
for themselves and make
sure they don’t “resemble”
each other. 

RICHA MISHRA

CAPITAL
IDEAS.

Political branding is now a reality in Indian
politics. But politicians must work hard to

maintain the image they create

A
s the surprise outcome of the
election wears o�, the coalition
government’s agenda comes

under focus. The first ‘100 days’ report
card, which rose to prominence during
the action-packed tenure of US
President Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1933,
will be the first milestone for the NDA
administration. 

A big shift in the government’s
priorities post the poll results is unlikely,
even as we expect more emphasis on an
inclusive growth agenda and deeper
support for the agrarian sector.

Continuity: The core Cabinet team
was kept unchanged, which signalled the
status quo on the broader policy
direction by introducing certainty and
consistency on the decision-making
front. 

This was followed by plans to transfer
the 17th installment of the PM-Kisan
fund, likely pending due to the model
code of conduct, which will amount to
₹200 billion (0.1 per cent of GDP) to 93
million farmers. Subsequently, the
Cabinet also approved government
assistance for the construction of 30

million houses under the PMAY
programme, with two-thirds to be built
under the rural component.

Consistency: The gross fixed capital
formation ratio to GDP has risen to
north of 31 per cent in FY24 but is still
below the FY12 peak. 

A large part of the increase in capital
expenditure by direct government and
non-corporate private (households) has
been concentrated in construction (of
infrastructure projects) and real estate,
reflected in ‘dwellings and structures’
under the GDP series, with higher
private corporate participation expected
to provide a boost to ‘machinery and
equipment’.

Further tweaks to the PLI scheme and
other incentives to better target the
intended sectors, expand to a few
ancillary segments, and ease
disbursements are also likely to be under
consideration. Subsidy allocations are
likely to stay at similar levels as the
interim budget. The revenue windfall
from strong tax collections and RBI
surplus transfer provides ample fiscal
flexibility to not only target a small
improvement in the FY25 deficit target
but also accommodate additional
stimulus measures.

Cost of living: Post-poll surveys
signalled the need to address food
inflation, job creation, and farm sector
stress. After a record heatwave, the
south-west monsoon has started with a
20 per cent deficit, posing a headwind
for the agrarian sector, after farm output
GVA growth averaged a weak 0.7 per
cent yoy in FY24. 

Direct support for farmers via inputs,
including fertilisers, and a 5-10 per cent
increase in MSPs for kharif crops,
including rice and pulses, might be
considered.

Concurrently, to contain spillover

impact on food prices, reports suggested
that the government plans to add 16 new
commodities to its price monitoring list,
increasing the total to 38. 

Income tax cuts for certain categories
(for instance, on incomes over ₹15 lakh)
might also be on the cards to boost
disposable incomes.

Rating agency S&P recently upgraded
the economy’s sovereign rating outlook,
opening the door to a potential upgrade
within the next two years. 

With the large combined fiscal deficit
and debt levels being highlighted as the
drags on the sovereign, we expect fiscal
consolidation to be demonstrated by
lowering deficits to below 4.5 per cent of
GDP next year. 

This is likely to be accompanied by a
gradual moderation in the path of the
debt levels towards 80-81 per cent of
GDP over the next five years. These
incremental steps are focused on
achieving bigger goals, such as meeting
the government’s centennial goal of
‘Viksit Bharat’ plans by 2047 to rise from
an emerging economy to developed
status.

The writer is Executive Director and Senior Economist,
DBS Bank.

Economic agenda for the new government 

Radhika Rao
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Direct sops for farmers, tweaks to PLI scheme and I-T relief for some income categories can be considered
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A
 constellation of panicked head-
lines recently danced across our 
screens: “Sunita Williams in 

danger?”, “Trouble for Sunita Williams, 
crew”, “Sunita Williams ‘bugged’ in 
space”, and so on. The very notion of this 
intrepid astronaut and others like her, 
nestled within the International Space 
Station (ISS), beset by unseen adver-
saries, stirred the collective imagination. 

Though the situation at the ISS is 
slightly unsettling, holding funeral 
dirges would be an overkill. 

Astronauts aboard the space station 
have found themselves facing a foe far 
tinier than any rogue asteroid: A joint 
study by the Indian Institute of 
Technology Madras and Nasa’s Jet 
Propulsion Laboratory — under 
principal investigator Kasthuri 
Venkateswaran — has revealed that 
strains of the bacterial species 
Enterobacter bugandensis, a multi-drug 
resistant superbug, have been hitting the 
gym in the microgravity crucible. 

Now, before you start imagining 
scenes from a sci-fi movie, allow me to 
puncture your thought bubble: These 
aren’t alien microbes; they’re 
hitchhikers from Earth that have 
adapted to the unique environment of 
the space station. Near-zero gravity, high 
radiation, and recycled air with elevated 
carbon dioxide levels seem to be a perfect 
evolutionary pressure cooker, turning 
run-of-the-mill bacteria into potentially 
tougher opponents. 

On Earth, Enterobacter bugandensis 
is mainly found in clinical specimens, 
including from the human gut. This 
usually harmless bacterium can act as an 
opportunistic pathogen, co-infecting 

people with compromised immunity. 
This bacterial species is also known to 
transfer its genome or obtain DNA from 
other organisms — in other words, it 
can lead to a “plethora of infections”,  
said researchers. Also, the superbug — 
which, according to the study, has 
developed a method to evade the action 
of many different types of antibiotics — 
can persist on the ISS for long periods, 
co-existing with multiple other 
microorganisms. 

Astronauts’ immune systems are 
weakened by microgravity and 
radiation exposure, making them 
relatively susceptible to infections. 
Enhanced pathogenicity and virulence 
of microorganisms in space pose a 
significant risk to 
immunocompromised astronauts 
during long-term missions, and a 
superbug outbreak in the space station 
can be catastrophic, thus forcing 
mission terminations. 

Beyond crew health, there’s the 
concern of superbugs contaminating 
celestial bodies during exploration 
missions. If microorganisms from 
Earth are introduced to extraterrestrial 
environments, it could disrupt fragile 
ecosystems that may have evolved  
in isolation. 

But here’s the paradox: Space may 
also offer solutions. Studying these 
superbugs in the ISS’ closed 
environment allows us to predict their 
behaviour and develop 
countermeasures — vaccines, new 
antibiotics, or alternative strategies.  

Space missions can also act as 
testing grounds for advanced microbial 
monitoring technologies. Early detection 
of outbreaks is crucial for implementing 
mitigation strategies and protecting 
astronauts on long-duration missions 
like Mars exploration. In terrestrial 

settings, insights from space superbugs 
can boost safety measures at hospital 
ICUs and surgical theatres. 

Microorganisms also carry out life-
support functions in space, such as waste 
degradation, water recycling, and oxygen 
production. Studies show that fungi, 
bacteria, and cyanobacteria can enhance 
vitamin production and air 
decontamination under space 
conditions. Harnessing fungal 
biotechnology could lead to self-
sustaining space stations in terms of 
food, pharmaceuticals, and plastic 
degradation for long-term missions. 

Also, microorganisms exposed to 
space conditions encounter extreme 
radiation conditions and therefore, 
develop protective adaptation 
mechanisms. Understanding these 
mechanisms can help us develop ways to 
protect humans from harmful radiation, 
in space and on Earth. 

Furthermore, a bacterial species — 
Bacillus stratosphericus — normally 
found 30 km above Earth has been 
identified as a highly efficient generator 
of electricity. Microbial Fuel Cells (MFC) 
that work in a similar way to a battery use 
bacteria to convert organic compounds 
into electricity by a process known as bio-
catalytic oxidation. A biofilm, or “slime”, 
coats the carbon electrodes of an MFC 
and as the bacteria feed, they produce 
electrons that pass into these electrodes 
and generate power. 

Superbugs in space serve as a 
reminder that microbial evolution knows 
no boundaries. While they pose a threat, 
they also offer opportunities for scientific 
advancement and better health 
practices. Challenges ahead may involve 
developing a balanced microflora that 
maximises life support functions and 
minimises the threat to crew health in 
closed space systems. 

So, while Sunita Williams might 
have a new workout buddy on board, 
it’s one we can definitely outsmart.
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A
fter 23 years in power, 13 of them in 
Gujarat as chief minister, this will be 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s first 

experience of governing in an environment of 
contested politics. 

The most fiercely contested new space will be 
the 18th Lok Sabha, set to convene later next week. 
Despite the National Democratic Alliance’s 
(NDA’s) comfortable majority, the rejuvenated and 
united Opposition INDIA bloc will match the 
numbers and throat-power of the Bharatiya 
Janata Party (BJP). 

Mr Modi, and the BJP under him, has never 
had to deal with such a challenge either in the 
Gujarat Assembly or in New Delhi. The time-
tested method of the Modi-led 
BJP, to shout down, suspend or 
expel Opposition members en 
masse — as with 146 in 
December last year — will no 
longer be available. 

Some of the most important 
laws were passed by near unan-
imous voice votes in 
Opposition-mukt chambers of 
Parliament. The three new crim-
inal laws are among the most 
significant examples. These 
come into effect from July 1. 

All Bills will henceforth be 
fully and contentiously debated and put to vote. 
Even areas where unanimity was found on the 
basis of the political rivals’ shared “trade union” 
interest, such as the National Judicial 
Appointments Commission Act, will now face a 
challenge. Parliamentary committees will change 
character. It is easy to understand, therefore, how 
critical the choice of the new Speaker will be.  

Prominent political strategist (or political aide 
as he prefers to call himself) Prashant Kishor has 
gone wrong with his somewhat hasty prediction 
of an easy and large BJP majority. But the second 
significant change he foresaw will turn out as 
right as the first was wrong: That even with this 
big majority, the BJP would face popular discon-
tent, Opposition action. As for his third — that 
Brand Modi is in decline — let’s hide behind the 
oldest cop-out of the opedist: Only time will tell. 

The Opposition is already sharpening the 
knives on three issues: Serial examination 
paper leaks, the Agnipath scheme, and 
Manipur. Each concerns large segments of the 

voter demographics vital for the BJP. Rahul 
Gandhi made the opening moves Thursday 
with a press conference on the paper leaks but 
also mentioned Agnipath. 

The government was carrying out a review of 
the Agnipath programme even before the elec-
tions, but it has to brace for two things now. One, 
the Opposition isn’t going to be satisfied with any 
changes short of a full withdrawal. Second, even 
if the government retains it with substantive 
changes, the Opposition will claim that it forced 
the government’s hand. In the 17th Lok Sabha, 
when the scheme was implemented with the 
shock-and-awe secrecy characteristic of the Modi 
government, no such pushback was possible. 

On exam leaks, the minister 
has already walked back to admit 
responsibility and ordering 
reviews and inquiries. The BJP 
has so far had an easy ride on its 
failure to restore normality in 
Manipur. With the Congress win-
ning both seats in the state and 
even a chief minister as discred-
ited as Biren Singh digging in his 
heels, the Modi government can 
no longer afford the earlier out-
of-sight-out-of-mind approach. 

There will also be a new chal-
lenge in the Rajya Sabha now, 

though not as severe as in the Lok Sabha, but sig-
nificant nevertheless. So far, the BJP was able to 
count on support from two significant regional 
parties, Andhra Pradesh’s YSR Congress Party and 
Odisha’s Biju Janata Dal. This included support 
on most contentious Bills, like the one constitu-
tionally downgrading the powers of Delhi’s elected 
government. Neither was a member of the NDA 
or an ally of the BJP in any formal way. If anything, 
the BJP contested against both in their respective 
states, but in a friendly manner. Both became the 
majority government’s obedient Opposition. Can 
the BJP continue to count on their blind support 
now? With their defeat by the BJP or its partner, 
political equations in both states have changed.  

And finally in Parliament, if Rahul Gandhi 
accepts the post of leader of the Opposition, he 
will have the constitutional right to sit with the 
Prime Minister to choose people for key positions, 
including the heads of the Central Bureau of 
Investigation, Central Vigilance Commission, and 
Election Commission. However notional it is, 

chai with Rahul, unavoidable if occasional, is an 
important metaphor for the Prime Minister’s 
transformed universe. 

The changed reality for the Modi government 
in its third innings is a return to the old normal, 
where even majorities had to routinely wrestle 
with the storied million mutinies. The past decade 
was the Centre’s least challenging on that count. 
Most that emerged, notably the anti-Citizenship 
Amendment Act and Jawaharlal Nehru 
University protests, were speedily put down. Only 
the farmers’ protests ended with a victory. 

By and large, the government had the space 
to compartmentalise its challenges, deal with 
some in a piecemeal manner, and put off others 
indefinitely. Take the stalled Naga peace agree-
ment, for example. It simply fell off the to-do list. 

These aren’t earthshaking new challenges. 
But they underline the fact that in its third term, 
the Modi government will now need to square 
up to what used to be usual, mundane challenges 
in governing India. For example, the matter of 
the three radicals who have won in Punjab and 
Kashmir, two of them still in jail, is the kind of 
issue he has never had to confront. This is the 
return of the normal irritants of democracy. 

And finally, the political challenge of the day 
after. From 2002, when Mr Modi led his party to 
victory in his first election in Gujarat, there was 
never any doubt about his all-conquering elec-
toral power. Each election further cemented his 
position as his party’s main vote-getter first, and 
the only one in the course of time. Leaders of 
consequence from other parties, who had 
opposed the RSS-BJP ideology for decades, 
walked across presuming that crossing over 
brought them a “Modi ki Guarantee” of winning 
elections. Does that presumption still exist? 

Even after both general elections, 2014 and 
2019, it was evident that Mr Modi wasn’t able to 
swing for his party even most of the state elections 
that followed soon thereafter. It was then argued 
that while he could swing a lamp-post election 
as long as the vote was sought for him, the same 
formula did not often work when he wasn’t on 
the ticket. But it was not seen as a failing because 
he was only rising at the national level. 

Now, every state election — first up, 
Maharashtra, Haryana and Jharkhand later this 
year, then Delhi in January and Bihar in 
September next year — will be seen by his fol-
lowers for evidence of his recovery, and by rivals 
of sharpening decline. 

It isn’t as if Mr Modi hasn’t faced challenges 
in the past. As chief minister of Gujarat, he and 
his key aides were confronted with multiple cases 
and investigations, a western boycott, and tough 
challenges from activists and courts. Instead of 
weakening his politics, however, these strength-
ened it. Because he was the underdog fighting 
for his ideology, his base was happier. Nobody 
was able to challenge him electorally. The new 
situation is qualitatively different. 

By special arrangement with ThePrint

C
lose to a decade ago, India’s regu-
lators, along with banks, teamed up 
to launch a surgical strike on asset 

quality issues plaguing the banking sector 
post the global financial crisis. The mes-
sage was clear: The sanctity of the financial 
fabric was sacrosanct for the regulators, 
entrusted with a dual mandate of anchor-
ing growth while safeguarding the interests 
of the common man and ensuring finan-
cial stability.  Similarly, the recent bulldoz-
ing of unruly payment aggregators echoes 
this commitment. 

It is thus rather sad to see the salvos 
fired from select quarters now dubbing 
India’s financial sector as poorly regulated 
and questioning the integrity of the coun-
try’s top financial institutions. Irrational 
exuberance in coloured counter-narra-
tives, may we say so! 

First, through the last decade, and par-
ticularly in the post-pandemic period, the 
Indian banking system has exhibited 
unprecedented resilience with maturity 
and surpassed many challenges arising 
from both the domestic and global eco-
nomic environment. The improvement in 
asset quality has been primarily led by 
strong macroeconomic fundamentals, 
effective regulatory and supervisory over-
sight, the creation of strong banks through 
mergers and capital infusion, improving 
governance practices while expanding the 
reach and quality of financial services, and 
enhancing the adoption of digital-heavy 
banking while ensuring customer interests 
are protected. Most importantly, this has 
been achieved by ensuring that the finan-
cial fabric remains well-cushioned with 

capital and liquidity buffers to tide over 
any exogenous or intrinsic shocks. 

Second, the Indian financial system 
remains truly unique with overwhelming 
market dominance of heavily regulated 
banks, both public and private, dictating 
the terms of trade co-terminus with their 
risk appetite, while maintaining robust 
internal controls and remaining open to 
constant vigilance. 

Third, the fears fanned by select 
quarters regarding the rapid growth of 
bank credit seems unfounded, as credit 
growth in the Indian banking system 
remained at 16.3 per cent in FY24 (includ-
ing HDFC at 20.2 per cent), with a near sec-
ular growth across sectors, including agri-
culture and small and medium 
enterprises. While the share of retail loans 
has increased to 32.4 per cent from 29.5 per 
cent, mainly anchored by secured home 
loans, which grew from 14.4 per cent in 
April 2022 to 16.6 per cent in April 2024. 

Fourth, analysing the time trend in 
retail loans shows no major compositional 
shifts since April 2021 for both the secured 

and unsecured portfolio of retail credit. 
Both segments have grown since Covid-19, 
with an unmasked bias towards the 
secured portfolio. 

Fifth, the total share of unsecured 
retail loans remains just around one-
tenth of the entire scheduled commercial 
banks’ credit portfolio. 

Sixth, the quality of retail portfolio 
growth in non-banking financial com-
panies (NBFCs), including Fintechs  and 
peer-to-peer, is subject to scale-based 
regulation of NBFCs, with 15 larger 
players commanding close to a quarter 
of the sector’s assets. 

Seventh, the latest TransUnion CIBIL 
data on origination statistics reveals the 
share of prime and above cohorts stand at 
41 per cent, while new-to-credit consumers 
are at a low level of 14 per cent. 

Eighth, small-ticket personal loans of 
less than ~50,000 account for 0.3 per cent 
of the total retail loan book size at the 
industry level. 

Ninth, household debt in India , as 
measured by credit card outstanding per 

card, has either been static or declined in 
recent times. With approximately 10.1 mil-
lion credit cards in circulation as of 
January 2024, the average outstanding per 
card is around ~26,000, with rollovers and 
revolvers under control. This pales in com-
parison to the US, where the total outstand-
ing credit card debt stands at $1.13 trillion 
for about 167 million cardholders, exacer-
bated by rising interest rates and defaults. 

Finally, household sector financial sav-
ings increased to ~49.6 trillion in FY23 from 
~38.4 trillion in FY20. Out of the ~49.6 tril-
lion, the large jump in physical assets of 
~12.3 trillion during FY23 more than offset 
the increase in financial liabilities at  
around ~7.9 trillion. Additionally, out of the 
~7.9 trillion increase, ~7 trillion (90 per cent) 
came from household borrowings from the 
banking system, mainly as retail credit that 
satiates basic needs. This puts to rest the 
constant nitpicking over the decline in net 
financial savings during this period. 

We believe that total household savings 
(both financial and physical) for FY24 
would still surpass FY23 levels despite the 

decline in financial savings. In sync, house-
hold debt-to-gross domestic product stood 
at 40.1 per cent as of December 2023, down 
from the highs of 42.2 per cent as of March 
2021, according to the Bank for 
International Settlements.   

The fortification of the banking and 
financial system, buoyed by the tailwinds 
of higher capital adequacy ratios/ common 
equity tier 1 , improved liquidity coverage 
ratio /provision coverage ratio,  return on 
equity and return on assets aligning with 
industry standards, coupled with the 
lowest gross to net non-performing asset 
levels in a decade, better usage of alternate 
data (goods and services tax/ income tax) 
for credit underwriting and wherewithal 
to stand shocks as vouched by stress test 
models under both baseline and stressed 
scenarios, signify the resurgence of the 
“novel” approach to balanced tenets of 
banking. It is thus regrettable that coloured 
and unfounded criticisms, tinged with 
bias, have now become the norm rather 
than the exception. 

The writer is group chief economic advisor, SBI, 

and member, 16th Finance Commission.   

The views are personal 

S
o, there is a street in 
Kunitachi, a district of 
western Tokyo, called 

Fujimidori — Street With a View 
of Mount Fuji. On it, a building 
called Grand Maison Fujimidori 
was being constructed. But then 
suddenly, the developers, 
Sekisui House, announced that 
instead of putting the finishing 
touches on the building that 
was scheduled for a July hand-
over, they were going to bring 
down the building! But why? 
The upcoming building was 
blocking the view of Mount Fuji 
from the street that was famous 
for just that. Sekisui House said 
that as the construction pro-
gressed, they saw the actual 
effect the building had on the 
view, and they “have come to 
the decision to prioritise the 
view from Fujimidori and are 
voluntarily cancelling the con-
struction project.” That can 
happen only in Japan. 

Now to the back story. A 
number of residents who 
already lived in the Fujimidori 
neighbourhood weren’t happy 

about the negative impact the 
proposed condominium 
would have on the vista of a 
street named for its nice view 
of the revered mountain. 
Shortly after Sekisui House 
announced the project in 
February of 2021, complaints 
from locals started pouring in. 
In response, in September of 
that year, Sekisui House said 
it would revise its blueprints 
for the building, shrinking it 
from its originally planned 11-
storey, 36.09 metres (118.41 
feet) height down to 10 floors 
and 32.7 metres. But the locals 
pressed for a further reduc-
tion. However, in January of 
2022, Sekisui House said the 
building dimensions had been 
finalised. The development 
plan was approved by the 
Kunitachi government that 
November, and construction 
began in January of 2023. 

Earlier this month, Sekisui 
House did a volte-face. It 
informed the Kunitachi gov-
ernment that it would be 
demolishing the Grand 
Maison Fujimidori without 
any residents moving in, say-
ing, “We did not sufficiently 
consider the effect on the sur-
rounding area, including the 
scenery … we are voluntarily 
cancelling the project.” Wow! 

Something like this 
wouldn’t have happened any-
where else in the world. Not in 
the US. Not in the Big Apple. A 
pencil-thin, 860-foot-tall build-
ing is, in fact, spoiling views of 
the Empire State from Lower 

Fifth Avenue. It is called 262 
Fifth Avenue. Designed by a 
Russian firm named 
Meganom, it has 56 stories and 
contains just 26 apartments. 
For all intents and purposes, 
the new edifice has obliterated 
a large part of the Empire State 
building, which was once  the 
tallest building in the world, 
and is without doubt a land-
mark of New York city.  

New York has just one legally 
designated “view shed” — the 
panorama of Lower Manhattan 
across the East River, from the 
Brooklyn Heights Promenade. 
During the 1970s, residents of 
the Heights successfully lob-
bied the city to safeguard that 
vista. Authorities were starting 
to redevelop the Brooklyn 
waterfront at the foot of the 
Heights, raising fears about 
derelict warehouses giving way 
to high rises. Instead, the water-
front became Brooklyn Bridge 
Park, one of the glories of 21st 
century New York. 

Urban and natural land-
scapes can be protected — and 
their beauty preserved — if 
there is the will and desire to do 
so. The Yabuli China 
Entrepreneurs Forum wanted 
to build a retreat up in the quiet 
and snowy mountains. What 
was conceptualised and created 
was a building inside a moun-
tain forest, and presented as a 
place of power that embodies 
courage and wisdom. In 
addition to its main function, 
the building also serves as an 
exhibition space showcasing 

the history of Chinese entrepre-
neurship. The design of the cen-
tre resembles a canopy, slightly 
powdered with snow. And the 
silvery-white surface echoes the 
peaks of the mountains sur-
rounding the building. Zero 
intrusion, by design.   

The Fujimidori voluntary 
demolition would be unthink-
able in India. We don’t even 
understand or appreciate the 
concept of visual pollution. 
Visual pollution refers to things 
that obstruct or detract from 
natural and man-made land-
scapes. Billboards or hoardings 
are the biggest culprits in 
Mumbai. They are all over the 
city, crowding its already over-
crowded roads, hanging onto 
high-rises, and towering over 
colonies and communities. The 
Brihanmumbai Municipal 
Corporation (BMC) claims that 
there are only 1,025 legal hoard-
ings in the island city that fetch 
it an annual licensing fee of 
~100 crore. But the actual 
number exceeds the official 
count by at least a thousand per 
cent. Following the Fujimidori 
example, the BMC should 
announce a voluntary take-
down scheme for illegal hoard-
ings. Give a 30-day window for 
a self-initiated clean-up. And if 
they don’t act, the culprits (read 
owners), like in the Ghatkopar 
hoarding collapse case, should 
be sent to jail. Nothing less 
would be a deterrent. 

The writer is chairman of 

Rediffusion  
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H
ow afraid are tribal com-
munities in India that the 
Uniform Civil Code (UCC) 

will marginalise their identity? 
Judging by the results of the 

Lok Sabha election, it is not an 
easy question to answer. 

Exactly a year ago, the Law 
Commission had asked for public 
reactions to a proposal to replace 
personal laws based on religion, 
custom, and tradition with one 
common law for everyone irre-
spective of religion, caste, creed, 
sexual orientation, and gender. 
Personal laws and laws related to 
inheritance, adoption, and succes-
sion were to be covered by a com-
mon code. Till June 2023, around 
1.9 million suggestions had been 
received by the government. Now, 
after the election, WhatsApp mes-
sages are being forwarded by 
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) sup-
porters, asking recipients to click 
“yes” to the UCC. 

Even before the UCC was 
included in the BJP 2024 mani-
festo, leaders of tribal groups had 
been meeting Union Home 
Minister Amit Shah and other top 
government functionaries to 
demand that tribals be kept out of 
the UCC. A BJP MP, a non-tribal, 

and the head of the Standing 
Committee on Law, the late Sushil 
Modi, had publicly said he felt 
tribals in the Northeast should be 
kept out of the UCC. He was echo-
ing the demand of chief ministers 
from the Northeast like Conrad 
Sangma (Meghalaya), an ally of the 
NDA, who believes the UCC will 
compromise India’s core strength 
of diversity. The Nagaland and 
Mizoram Legislative Assemblies 
have passed unanimous resolutions 
that they be exempt from the UCC. 
In Mizoram, Nagaland, and 
Meghalaya the proportion of the 
tribal population, according to the 
2011 census, is as high as 94.4 per 
cent, 86.5 per cent, and 86.1 per 
cent, respectively. Mizos cite con-
stitutional protection for their per-
sonal laws under Article 371(G). 

But India being India, there is 
always “a but”. 

BJP leaders from Jharkhand 
frankly confess that fears of the UCC 
submerging tribal identity cost 
them the Lok Sabha election. 
Although the party did win eight of 
the 14 seats in Jharkhand, the vic-
tory margin of the BJP candidates 
was lower than in 2019. The party 
lost twice over: In terms of vote 
share (from 51.6 per cent in 2019 
down to 44.58 per cent in 2024) and 
in seats reserved for the tribals: It 
was not able to win even one. 

The losses in Jharkhand have 
been attributed to both the arrest 
of former chief minister Hemant 
Soren on charges of corruption, 
and the imminent threat of the 
UCC. Tribal communities have 
been active on the issue of protec-
tion to Sarna, a system of worship 
of animistic gods and mobilisation 
by the Adivasi Samanvay Samiti to 
protect the tribal way of life regard-

ing women’s rights, inheritance 
and adoption. The situation gets 
more complicated because of 
tribal conversion to Christianity. 

And yet, the situation was dra-
matically different in Madhya 
Pradesh and even Chhattisgarh. In 
Madhya Pradesh people — includ-
ing tribals — bestowed vast riches 
on the BJP. The party won all the 
29 Lok Sabha seats, a rousing 
endorsement after the 2023 
Assembly elections, in which it 
won its highest ever tally of 163 of 
the 230 seats. Chhattisgarh and 
Madhya Pradesh together have 76 
Assembly seats reserved for the 
tribals. From 19 in 2018, the BJP 
won 44 in 2023. Most of them were 
earlier held by the Congress. 

This brings us to the central 
question: If the tribals in 
Jharkhand are so worried about 
the UCC swamping their identity, 
why didn’t the same fear inhibit 
tribal voters from supporting the 
BJP in Madhya Pradesh and 
Chhattisgarh? Or tribal-dominated 
Odisha for that matter, where the 
party posted its best ever results 
— forming the government in the 
state and winning 20 of the 21 Lok 
Sabha seats? 

Maybe the answer lies in more 
granular analysis. In Chhattisgarh, 
for instance, the combined vote of 
the Bahujan Samaj Party, the 
Communist Party of India, and the 
newly formed Hamar Raj and 
Sarva Adi Dal was more than the 
victory margin of the BJP in the 
two tribal seats of Kanker and 
Bastar. So, a working hypothesis 
is: They may have voted for it, but 
tribal voters are worried about 
threats to their identity from the 
UCC and the BJP would do well to 
keep this in mind.

Modi 3.0, T&C apply
A changed reality for Modi govt in its 3rd innings is by no 
means rise of a new phenomenon. It’s a return to old 
normal where even majorities had to routinely wrestle 
with storied million mutinies
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Many tout India’s strong demographics as a
crucial economic advantage, particularly
when compared with China, Japan, and some
of Europe’s largest economies, but when half
the population faces such obstacles to joining
the formal economy, the advantage is far from
its potential.

Finally, India has roughly 1.5 billion people,
and too many still live in poverty. In 2023,
India still ranked 111th of 125 countries on the
Global Hunger Index. While China has
become a middle-income country, India’s path
toward that status is far from secure. Given all
these structural challenges, India could fail to
develop as Modi promises, leaving the country
more vulnerable to social and political insta-
bility, fuelled in part by the Hindu nationalism
that Modi’s party itself has amplified.

Yet, we can’t ignore the many advantages of
India’s current geopolitical position. Modi’s
government will continue to benefit from the
trend that many Indians call “China +1”. West-
ern and many Asian countries think of limit-
ing production and supply chain risks associ-
ated with China by shifting business opera-
tions and investment toward India. Many
multinational corporations across a variety of
key economic sectors now see India not only
as a viable alternative for long-term capital
investment, but as an attractive market in its

W
hen I decided to quit my full-
time job with this newspaper
and go freelance so that I could
spend more time with my then

school-going daughters, my father-in-law
was appalled. But he didn’t want to directly
question my decision and, so, told a friend
that he would make sure my children were
well looked after at home.

I knew that but quit anyway. When I
wrote a 12-part series on women’s declining
workforce participation that went on to win
a national award, Baba, which is what we

called Murlidhar Bhandare, couldn’t have
been prouder — though he continued to
believe that I could, and should, have
dodged the “motherhood penalty”, one of
the barriers to workforce participation that
I had written about.

Baba was my feminist ally, the sort of
man every woman should have in her cor-
ner. Someone who believes in her thinks
twice before questioning her decisions, and
remains her most enthusiastic cheerleader.

After the death of his wife, a Delhi high
court judge, he had started the Justice Sun-

anda Bhandare Foundation with the goal
of “gender equality”. In truth, it was as
much his goal as it was hers. “The freedom
to choose, the right to excel” was the motto
he chose. Ever the optimist, he believed
that given the opportunity, there was no
reason why women could not flourish. The
challenge lay in creating the right environ-
ment.

Sunanda Bhandare had married young.
To say that her husband was responsible for
her success would be to undermine her grit
and brilliance. But he was the catalyst that
ensured she not only completed her law
degree but went on to a successful law prac-
tice while raising two children with him.

We don’t talk enough about the value of
male allies. The wrestler from Haryana
who trains his daughters and nieces in
defiance of social norm. The airport loader
who sells his land to finance his daughter’s
education. The shop owner who is assisted
by his daughter when she returns from col-
lege.

This is not an avuncular benevolence but
an ingrained belief that everyone around

you regardless of gender, sexuality or cir-
cumstance is deserving of dignity and free-
dom. That society cannot advance without
taking everyone along. And that everyone
gains when women and girls gain.

At 95, Baba might not have been up to
date on issues like gender identity. He could
be anachronistic about his choice of words
— preferring lady to woman, for instance —
and was unquestionably paterfamilias. But
his feminism shone through his actions and
the way he lived his life.

Where families are so often the gatekeep-
ers of gender roles and morality, particu-
larly of daughters, he had thrown away the
key. He was happy to be challenged and
proud to follow the budding careers of his
granddaughters.

Every time my column was published, he
would call with feedback — not always posi-
tive — but always willing to listen. What a
loss for me then that I will not be receiving
his call after this one.

Namita Bhandare writes on gender.

The views expressed are personal

Male feminist allies: Why 
every woman needs one

{ ANOTHER DAY }

Namita Bhandare

MODI’S HINDU-MUSLIM 
SPEECHES AT THE STUMPS 
DID NOT GO DOWN WELL 
WITH HIS OWN VOTERS. 
THERE IS ENOUGH 
POST-POLL DATA AVAILABLE 
TO SHOW THE LIMITATIONS 
OF HINDUTVA RHETORIC 
ON THE GROUND IN THE 
HINDI-SPEAKING STATES

{ EDITOR’S PICK }  

Delhi registered its highest minimum temperature
on Wednesday, at 35.2 degrees Celsius, the highest in
60 years. The national Capital is not the only region
affected by extreme heat, with prolonged heatwaves
claiming 143 lives to date across the country. In the
face of extreme weather events, understanding the
dynamics of the climate crisis is vital. 

This week, we recommend The Weather of the
Future by Heidi Cullen, which offers a sobering look
at the future of our planet as the climate crisis wor-
sens. Cullen examines the increasing frequency and
intensity of heatwaves, hurricanes, droughts, and
floods, with real-world examples and projections.
She provides case studies from various parts of the
world, such as the Sahel region in Africa, and the
Great Barrier Reef in Australia, to highlight how dif-
ferent areas are uniquely affected. The Weather of the
Future underscores the need for comprehensive
strategies to safeguard our planet’s future.

The Weather of the 
Future: Heidi Cullen
Year: 2010

HT’s editors offer a book recommendation every Saturday, which provides history, 
context, and helps understand recent news events

DECODING THE HEATWAVE PHENOMENA

which depend for political support on farming
interests that rely too heavily on water-inten-
sive agriculture in areas where water is
already in short supply.

Then there is the climate crisis. India has
already set temperature records this
summer, and hundreds of millions of
Indians have no way to escape the
heat and humidity. Add some of the
world’s worst air quality, a problem
that will become much worse given
the country’s expected robust eco-
nomic growth, and the enormous
power requirements needed to sus-
tain it, including with the use of huge
amounts of coal generation. The

result will be an expansion of human suffering
in a nation with more than its share of envi-
ronmental damage.

There is also a major structural problem
with India’s economy: Not many women con-
tribute to it. Fewer than one third of employa-
ble women are now in the workforce. There
are very few female CEOs or corporate board
members, and a tiny fraction of the country’s
venture capital funding goes to startups
founded or led by women. The World Eco-
nomic Forum’s most recent gender gap report
ranked India 127 out of 146 countries, behind
Bangladesh, Nepal and Sri Lanka. To solve this
problem, Modi and other local officials must
contend with a high rural population, crip-
pling poverty, and conservative social values.

own right. 
India’s domestic infrastructure investment

continues to lag behind China, but the gap is
narrowing. In Mumbai, major new highways,
bridges and tunnels are easing some of the
world’s worst urban traffic. There are fewer
interruptions of electricity, data and the inter-
net. India is not China, but its day-to-day busi-
ness operations are no longer regularly dis-
rupted. India has also made gains in higher-
end manufacturing, with the export of more
motorcycles, cars, and other goods that meet
an international quality standard once
unknown in India.

India’s biggest foreign-policy challenges are
on its borders — in China, Pakistan, and Myan-
mar. All three create security problems for
Delhi. But outside India’s neighbourhood,
Modi looks abroad and sees important oppor-
tunities. That’s true not only in relations with
the United States — India is one of the few
countries that can expect increasingly close
ties with Washington no matter who wins the
November US election — but especially in the
Global South, where Modi has earned a leader-
ship role. As we saw last year when India
hosted the G20 Summit, Modi wants India to
become a vitally important bridge between the
developed and developing worlds. Since the
Cold War’s end, no country’s rise has been
welcomed by so many other governments.

In short, India still faces enormous long-
term challenges. But Modi’s personal appeal at
home and the inroads he has helped open for
India abroad make this country’s development
one of the most important stories of the next
decade.

Ian Bremmer is the founder and board president of

Eurasia Group Foundation.

The views expressed are personal

voters. There is enough post-election data
available to show the limitations of Hindutva
rhetoric on the ground in the Hindi-speaking
states. And oddly, the BJP, otherwise an agile
and adaptable election machine, did not tweak
or replace the Hindutva messaging with more
imaginative narratives, even when it had time
to do so. 

Modi was the first to understand that poli-
tics is, above all, about powerful storytelling.
And, as we in the media know only too well,
storytellers constantly need to adapt to shrink-
ing attention spans, new formats, new messa-
ges and also, the competition. Modi’s personal
story as the self-made son of a tea vendor who
rose to be chief minister and PM on his own
merit was powerful. It worked as a put down
of entitlement, old elites and pedigree in poli-
tics. But nothing in politics remains constant.
The Congress, at first defensive about the
dynasty charge, is today all set to have three
members of the Gandhi family in Parliament.
The party is confident that the two Bharat
Jodo Yatras, to borrow a phrase from Yogen-
dra Yadav, ensured that people now feel Rahul
Gandhi has earned his inheritance.

Modi, meanwhile, has not added new per-

sonal stories to the original one. His challenge
is not unique to him, it is the challenge of
many incumbents. But there is some evidence
to show that where the PM has opted not to
communicate at all, or where others in his
party have smeared people’s movements (good
or bad, fair or unfair notwithstanding), there
have been political costs to pay. The Congress
won both seats in strife-torn Manipur. In Har-
yana, CSDS post-poll data shows that amongst
farmers, 61% voted for the INDIA bloc. And in
states with strong martial traditions, the con-
tentious Agniveer recruitment scheme made
its electoral impact felt. 

While the economy, livelihood and jobs and
managing allies will be the inevitable priority
of Modi’s third term as PM, he will also need
more weapons in his communication arsenal.
If 2014 was a vote for change and 2019 about
national security, the message of 2024 has
some layers of ambivalence. Listening, with
empathy, to the “mann ki baat” of ordinary
Indians may be a good way to refresh the com-
munication strategy of NDA 3.0. 

Barkha Dutt is an award-winning journalist and

author. The views expressed are personal
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inquiry into “the entire mechanism” of the
National Testing Agency, which is entrusted
with the tests.

At his latest press conference, Pradhan took
“moral responsibility” for the fiasco. So, why
did he not strike a more conciliatory, less
abrasive note to begin with? And why would
the Prime Minister (PM) not address the issue?
A statement from PM Modi, a sideways refer-
ence in a public speech, or even a comment on
social media, would have gone a long way in
containing the upsurge of anger and anguish.
Instead, Modi kept his focus on the Interna-
tional Yoga Day, seeming oddly out of sync
with the zeitgeist of the moment. Effective
political communication — an effective per-
sonal narrative, powerful oratory, smart use of
social media and a constant awareness of the
power of the image — has been a key chapter
in the Modi playbook in his first two terms as
PM. I once described Modi as India’s “influen-
cer-in-chief” to make a point about his acute
understanding of an increasingly digitised
voter base.

But right from the campaign of the 2024
elections, through the first weeks in govern-
ment, this prowess appears to have not been
deployed. Modi’s Hindu-Muslim speeches at
the stumps did not go down well with his own

T
hough his party didn’t win the land-
slide victory he hoped for, Prime Min-
ister (PM) Narendra Modi has secured
a rare third five-year term as India’s

PM. It wasn’t an easy win. High inflation and
unemployment helped a more unified
Opposition portray Modi as too cosy
with big business to cut into the vic-
tory margin of his Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP)-led alliance. The wealth
inequality this has exacerbated
forced Modi to lean more heavily on
the appeal of an often-ugly Hindu
nationalism pitch, a burden he has
allowed subordinates to carry in the
past. In addition, India’s media envi-
ronment has become more polarised as many
more people get their news online than when
Modi was first elected a decade ago.

But Modi himself remains far more popular
than his party. He has built a reputation for
personal integrity, and after a decade in office,
his name recognition is uncontestable. That
matters in a country where dozens of different
languages are spoken by millions of people.
Once the votes were counted in the world’s
largest and longest-running election, Modi
emerged again as man of the moment.

India needs a popular leader, because the
long-term challenges it faces are formidable.
Within 10 years, India will face serious water
shortages, and there is no obvious fix. He must
work with weak local governments, many of

T
he government’s first big misstep,
in its third term, has been its
response to the student agitation
over the NEET medical entrance
exam. Less than a week ago, Dhar-
mendra Pradhan, the Union educa-

tion minister, called the protests “motivated”
and rubbished the charge of a leak. When
arrested students in Bihar confirmed other-
wise, the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) tried to
turn the tables by claiming a link between the
accused and an aide of Rashtriya Janata Dal
(RJD) leader Tejashwi Yadav. The RJD retali-
ated by targeting the BJP over its purported
links to an examination centre in Haryana
from where, suspiciously, six of the perfect
scorers sat for the paper.

That India’s examination system is broken
— reports suggest at least 40 paper leaks in
five years — is obvious. That this cannot hap-
pen without a nexus between politics, the
bureaucracy, and an underground mafia is
obvious. What’s less obvious is why the gov-
ernment believed it could be so contemptuous
of an issue that impacts 2.4 million students,
some of them who are sitting for the exam for
the fourth or fifth time. If you add the 900,000
young Indians impacted by the cancellation of
the UGC-NET examination, we are talking
about nearly 3.3 million Indians. 

Can any government afford to be this cava-
lier about young voters? Especially in a coun-
try where more than 65% of Indians are below
the age of 35. The answer to the BJP should be
obvious from the fact that among the agitators
out on the streets are its party affiliates and
supporters. The Akhil Bharatiya Vidyarthi
Parishad is among student union groups
demanding a Central Bureau of Investigation

{ THIRD EYE }

Barkha Dutt

NEET fiasco is a 
test of the govt’s 
outreach skills 
A dispensation known for smart 
political communication has 
allowed the ground to slide

Ian 
Bremmer

Road ahead for PM Modi, 
India in a China +1 world

{ OUR TAKE }  

T
he 18th Lok Sabha will assemble for the first time
on Monday, when the National Democratic
Alliance (NDA) government will take its place in
the treasury benches for the third consecutive

time, signifying a landmark not achieved since the 
Republic’s infant years. Across the aisle will be an 
energised Opposition swollen in ranks and buoyed by its 
better-than-expected performance in the general 
elections. One by one, representatives of the world’s 
largest democracy will be sworn in, followed by the 
election of the custodian of the Lower House, the 
Speaker, and the speech by the President laying down 
the government’s agenda. 

This session marks the first time that Parliament is 
meeting after the world’s largest elections not only 
cemented India’s place as the biggest democracy but 
also affirmed the vibrancy of its grassroots processes. 
The representatives who enter the home of Indian 
democracy will have to remember their solemn duty to 
not only represent their constituents to the best of their 
abilities but also contribute in good faith to maintaining 
the highest standards of lawmaking. 

The last few sessions of Parliament were witness to 
unseemly stand-offs between the government and the 
Opposition and the widening of the trust deficit between 
both sides. The government felt its democratic mandate 
was being disrespected while the Opposition was upset 
by what it saw as the government using its numerical 
superiority to ram bills through, short-circuiting the 
parliamentary process. The new session and 
parliamentary officials will have to find a way to break 
this impasse, and open channels of communication that 
allow the House to function to its fullest ability. 
Moreover, over the years, fewer bills were being referred 
to committees, fuelling the perception that the primary 
function of Parliament — scrutinising bills — was 
suffering. This impression was further strengthened 
with pandemonium often replacing sober debate and 
discussion in the House. The lawmakers and officials 
will need to carve out time for both sides to raise issues, 
and for sufficient scope to scrutinise key legislation. 

The first session will mark an epoch. After two 
consecutive terms of single-party majority, the Indian 
public has voted for continuity but also judiciousness, 
certainty, and collaboration. The ruling Bharatiya Janata 
Party is well short of a majority on its own for the first 
time in a decade, though it has a majority as part of the 
NDA, and the Opposition is strengthened by its revival. 
This can easily slip into confrontations and face-offs, but 
all lawmakers must prioritise careful deliberation.  At the 
heart of the issue is the willingness and sincerity that 
needs to be shown by all parliamentarians to lawmaking. 
They have to prioritise discussion over acrimony, debate 
over disruption. This will need accommodation and 
sagacity from both sides, as well as a commitment to 
showcase the best of India’s hallowed tradition of 
parliamentary procedures, speeches and rebuttals.

The upcoming session will likely see the balance of 
power between the government and the Opposition 
being recalibrated in the 18th Lok Sabha. In the balance 
will hang key issues that affect millions of people, such as 
irregularities in premier examinations, the climate crisis 
that has upended lives across the country, and a better 
deal for India’s vast poor. The government, Opposition 
and parliamentary officials will need to remain flexible, 
and create a compact on allowing Parliament to function. 
Nothing less will befit the nerve centre of the largest 
democracy in the world.

When House gets 
down to business
Treasury benches and the Opposition must 
accommodate their respective concerns for 
the 18th Lok Sabha to have a productive term

E STA B L I S H E D  I N  1 9 24

INDIA HAS ROUGHLY 1.5 
BILLION PEOPLE, AND 
TOO MANY STILL LIVE IN 
POVERTY. IN 2023, INDIA 
STILL RANKED 111TH OF
125 COUNTRIES ON THE
GLOBAL HUNGER INDEX
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HE runway has been cleared for 
the prosecution of  Arundhati 
Roy for utterances made 14 years 
ago, though no one has hit the 
ignition button yet. And Austral-
ian satirist Juice Media’s ‘Hon-
est Government Ad: India’, a 

YouTube short, has been blocked for high-
lighting what most foreign coverage of  the 
election did not: that the government had 
weaponised the law to put critics, includ-
ing opposition CMs, behind bars. In denial 
of  its decline in parliament, the BJP is sig-
nalling that it’s back to business as usual.

The most populous democracy is done 
with its national election. Now, the most 
powerful democracy is heading for polls in 
November. Like in India, there is no per-
ceivable wave for or against the ruling dis-
pensation or opposition in the US; neither 
side has a leader who commands the affec-
tions and trust of  the majority. The divi-
sive Donald Trump raises anxieties about 
internal strife among all but his core con-
stituents. Defending champion President 
Joe Biden has alienated core supporters 
with his Israel policy. But like the Indian 
opposition, Democrat voters perceive this 
poll to be an existential struggle, and they 
will stand up and be counted. 

The law plays a significant role in both 
elections. The Indian Supreme Court has 
shelved constitutionally important cases 
for years and disrespected the old dictum 
that bail is a right, and jail an exception. 
The especially important matter of  elec-
toral bonds was heard at the last moment, 
and it looked like a face-saver. The contest 
in the US promises to be even stranger
than the Indian tournament, if  such a 
thing were possible, due to courtroom dra-
mas on both sides. 

Biden is weighed down by his son Hunt-
er, who has been convicted of  felony for 
denying that he used controlled substanc-
es when he bought a handgun, though he 
did use hard drugs at the time. Being 
caught lying is still a serious offence in the 
US. He will also face a tax evasion case in 
September, which could end in another 
felony conviction. In a country where his-
torically, family values have been vener-
ated (even gender identity politics hasn’t 
dismantled it, and Bill Clinton’s career 
ended because of  it), a troubled son spells 
electoral trouble. 

Biden’s opposite number is the first con-
victed felon to run for president who could 
actually win. Trump’s first term ended in 
a transfer-of-power crisis featuring furry 

wild men, gouts of  flame and a Bible. Nev-
ertheless, he stands a decent chance of  
winning again, and it’s completely legal 
because the US constitution, the world’s 
oldest in written form, is a slim volume 
that is sparse on the details. It only speci-

fies that the president must have been born 
in the US, must have lived there for at least 
14 years, and must be at least 35 years of  
age. Its authors did not anticipate that citi-
zens with a criminal record would be with-
in striking distance of  the White House, 
and the document is silent on the issue. 

Trump was found guilty in May last year 
in a case brought by columnist E Jean Car-
roll, who had accused him of  sexual as-
sault. The court found him guilty, but it 
was a civil trial and Trump only had to pay 
$5 million. He did not get a felony record, 
but had to face a defamation case when he 
pooh-poohed her initial charge. In total, he 
had to put up over $88 million in damages, 
mostly for the charge of  defamation.

Now, Trump has been found guilty on 34 

counts in a criminal case featuring com-
mercial sex and cash skimmed from his 
balance sheet for a cover-up. The list is 
long, and it was being read out on air and 
online with obvious relish: “Count one, 
guilty; count two, guilty… count 23, 
guilty… count 31, guilty…” It went on and 
on and people loved it—even those who 
would never dream of  voting Democrat. It 
was like the response of  the Indian press 
and social media to the humbling of  Smriti 
Irani and the embarrassment of  Kangana 
Ranaut. Even people on their side of  the 
fence were trying hard to suppress grins. 
Audiences used to react like this, guiltless-
ly, to the slap scenes from the Trinity spa-
ghetti Western films in the 1970s but now, 
we must conceal our little pleasures. 

The possibility of  constitutional crises 
is another common thread. Briefly, India 
seemed to be heading for one before count-
ing day. Manipulated exit polls were pre-
dicting numbers which, if  they had been 
true, could have been rejected in states in 
the south and east. In the US, Trump’s sen-
tencing could trigger a crisis, too. While 
there is no law against a convicted felon be-
ing elected president, the felon is required 
to perform as president after the event. 
Arvind Kejriwal tried to run his state gov-
ernment from a jail cell till he got bail, but 
a US president who must operate behind a 
firewall of  secrecy spanning multiple insti-
tutions and departments cannot do so. 

American constitutional experts fear 
the possibility of  a crisis would urge the 
court to either not award Trump a sen-
tence, which could be a miscarriage of  jus-
tice, or suspend its operation until after he 
finishes his term, if  he is elected. That is, 
POTUS would walk out of  the White House 
directly into the cooler. Presumably, he 
could be holding the Bible and surrounded 
by furry men and purifying flames. While 
Indian politics has been fairly bizarre in 
the last decade, it has not faced such ab-
surdities. There’s some comfort in that. 

(Views are personal)
(Tweets @pratik_k)
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Vikram 
Seth

I sometimes seem to wander around 
the world merely accumulating 
material for future nostalgias

INDIAN EXPRESS IS NOT AN  
INDUSTRY. IT IS A MISSION.

— Ramnath Goenka

few weeks ago, I had written  
on the unstoppable Modi jug-
gernaut and the impotent re-
sistance from the opposition in 
the form of  an INDIA bloc  
that was splitting at the seams 
even before it got a chance to 

demonstrate its ability to fight. I  
underscored Modi’s supreme confidence 
in his ability to win the battle by himself, 
with the BJP and the NDA merely ap-
plauding from the sidelines.

PM Modi exuded confidence in re-
sponding to the motion of  thanks for the 
president’s address in the previous ses-
sion of  parliament. Not only would the 
BJP and the NDA cross past majorities, 
but the former would win 370 seats out of  
an NDA tally of  400, he claimed. I felt that 
the miscalculations of  the Congress and 
their inability to bring together the IN-
DIA bloc could well presage a long period 
of  uninterrupted BJP rule, the break-up 
of  the Congress and the emergence of  a 
Congress-mukt Bharat, the final destina-
tion the BJP wishes to reach.

I now have to eat my words. So does 
Prime Minister Modi, who suddenly 
finds himself  with not even a majority 
for his party. To form a government, he 
needed the support of  two seasoned war-
riors with long experience of  political 
fights—sometimes winning, sometimes 
losing—knowing full well that nothing is 
static in politics and that today’s enemies 
can become tomorrow’s friends. As chief  
minister and as PM, Modi has never 
faced a strong opposition. He was con-
vinced that ‘Modi ki guarantee’ alone 
would win the election.

He was so self-assured that he asked his 
officers to prepare a 100-day plan well be-
fore the election, so that he could hit the 
deck running. The expectation was that 
Modi 3.0 would be a seamless continua-
tion of  Modi 2.0, with the PM in a strong-
er position than ever before. The cam-
paign became a glorification crusade. 

Yet, the people chose to pull him  
back. This will have implications on pol-
icy and action. Further action on the Citi-
zenship (Amendment) Act, the National 
Register of  Citizens and the uniform 
civil code must be carefully considered 
by the new government and parliament 
before the next step is taken. India’s  
second-largest community is no  
longer voiceless; it cannot be bulldozed 
into submission everywhere. 

Significantly, the first file Modi han-
dled after assuming office a third time 
related to farmers. The farm laws, hast-
ily introduced as part of  a “stimulus 
package” during the pandemic, cannot 

now be imposed on farmers without dis-
cussion within the coalition and with the 
states and other parties. The sudden im-
position of  farm laws frightened farm-
ers, who now insist on legal guarantees 
for enforcing minimum support prices. 
This is not easy, as MSP covers a wide 
range of  crops and the exchequer will 
not be able to sustain this burden.

In 2026, the time will come for parlia-
ment to look afresh at the question of  
delimitation of  constituencies. If  3.0 had 
been a mere continuation of  2.0, delimi-
tation would have gone through like a 
breeze. The current elections have made 
three changes, which makes this less fac-
ile. One, the BJP’s presence in the north 
has declined, while they grew in vote 
share in the south and the east. Two, 

within the government, while JD(U) sup-
ports delimitation based on population 
according to the latest census, TDP 
stands to lose. And three, the government 
does not have a two-thirds majority and 
hence cannot push through a constitu-
tional amendment on its own.

The postponed census may have to  
be redesigned to include a caste census. 
The ‘One Nation, One Election’  
report of  former President Ram Nath Ko-
vind could enter the ranks of  govern-
ment reports gathering dust.

On the economic front, changes will 
become inevitable. Nirmala Sithara-
man’s heavily corporate-oriented eco-
nomic policy—with some sops thrown in 
for the very poor—will have to be moder-
ated. There will be and should be, more 

demand-side economics focusing on the 
middle classes and the bottom half  of  the 
pyramid. The finance minister’s firm 
conviction that growth can only trickle 
down from the top will have to be re-
viewed. Interestingly, this could lead to 
higher GDP growth, as increased de-
mand will generate higher capacity uti-
lisation, production, and significant in-
vestments from Indian and foreign firms. 
Besides, higher incomes will mean lower 
household debt and possibly eliminate a 
lurking danger to the banking system.

Modi 3.0 should also lead to greater 
synergy between the Centre and the 
states. Modi started in 2014 with grand 
ideas of  building ‘Team India’. This fell 
by the wayside. Instead, ministers pro-
claimed that a BJP-led government is a 
“double engine” that would get special 
deals from the Centre, while other states 
would have to fend for themselves. BJP 
leaders used this logic even in the recent 
Odisha assembly elections too.

The Centre will now have to find ways 
to continue discussions with states on 
critical issues to design and implement 
schemes, as successive governments did 
so effectively in the case of  GST. This 
should also impact the work of  the 16th 
Finance Commission. Chandrababu 
Naidu has, in the past, been an excellent 
finance minister. The Finance Commis-
sion will be constrained to look at  
the existing imbalance between the Cen-
tre and the states realistically and find 
ways of  balancing them, particularly 
now that the use of  Article 360 to  
“discipline state financial profligacy” 
has been rendered impotent by voters.

I also expect significant changes in  
law enforcement and the judiciary. Per-
haps the central agencies will be used 
with greater discretion. The bulldozers 
and encounter specialists may have to 
take a back seat in light of  the clear mes-
sage sent by the people of  Uttar Pradesh, 
Haryana and Punjab. The judiciary, par-
ticularly at the lower level, was confused 
during Modi 2.0 and was subjected to  
immense political pressure in some cas-
es on which the Supreme Court  
and high courts commented adversely 
later. Now the line of  command is clearer. 
The Supreme Court will hopefully priori-
tise scrutiny of  such laws as the  
Prevention of  Money Laundering Act, 
the laws enacted to emasculate the  
Delhi government and the vexing issue 
of  Centre-state financial relations.

In short, governance will change. If  it 
does not, there could be early elections.

(Views are personal)
(kmchandrasekhar@gmail.com)
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HOW THE LAW PLAYS CRUCIAL
ROLE IN POLLS PAST & FUTURE

EATING MY WORDS
ON THE FUTURE

COURSE OF INDIA

K M CHANDRASEKHAR Former Cabinet Secretary and author of  
As Good as My Word: A Memoir

Donald Trump was found guilty 
on 34 counts in a criminal case, 
and he still has a decent chance of 
winning the presidential polls this 
November. The US Constitution, 
the world’s oldest in a written 
form, doesn’t say anything against 
a president being a convicted felon

The people’s verdict has given Modi 3.0 limited space to 
manoeuvre. Winds of change are sure to blow across many policy 

terrains. Even the Finance Commission may not be immune

SOURAV ROY

PRATIK KANJILAL For years, the author has been speaking 
easy to a surprisingly tolerant public

Rural tragedy
It’s terrible to know of more than 40 people 
dying in Kallakurichi after consuming illicit 
liquor. This is the second major incident 
in the state since 2023, when twin hooch 
tragedies claimed 17 lives in Viluppuram and 
Chengalpattu districts. It’s mostly people 
living in villages who lose health and money 
because of this habit. The government should 
take this matter seriously, act against those 
involved and safeguard rural families.
V K S Krishnan, Kumbakonam

Stern action
Dereliction of duty on the part of government 
officials is responsible for the painful hooch 
tragedy in Kallakurichi. Remaining taciturn 
about such a horrendous event smacks of 
some politicians’ indifference. Mere lip  
service would not be enough. Only  
stern action can put an end to loss of  
lives due to toxic inebriation.
Venkat Desikan, Chennai

Debate laws
Ref: New criminal laws must go through 
parliament again (Jun 22). I  am an assistant 
professor of law and am writing to thank you 
for the article on the three new criminal laws. I 
completely agree with the views in it and hope 
the government agrees to a wider debate and 
discussion on the issues.
Sam J Abraham, Kolkata

Delhi crisis 
For the past few weeks, millions of Delhi 
residents have been suffering from a severe 
water crisis. The situation in the national 
capital can tarnish the country’s reputation 
globally, despite our desire to see India in 
a leading position. It is the government’s 
responsibility to promptly address such crises, 
ensuring that citizens do not face difficulties 
and the pride of India is upheld.
Jakir Hussain, Kanpur

Mediclaim tax
It would be good if the government considered 
removing GST on Mediclaim insurance 
premiums.  As such, the government itself is 
offering many hospitalisation covers under 
social welfare measures. Such a move will 
boost the health insurance sector.
Y K Krishna Kumar, Tirupati

Exam overhaul
The recent incidents of malpratice during 
examinations conducted by central agencies 
have put a question mark on the efficacy of 
the system administered by these agencies. 
It  is time for a complete overhaul to help 
the students have a transparent and reliable 
means for achieving their dreams.
V Padmanabhan, Bengaluru

AP

BUDGET NEEDS TO LOOK  
AT DIRECT TAX CODE 

AND RATE RESPITE

I
NDIA’S direct tax collections are on a tear. During the cur-
rent fiscal year so far, the provisional direct tax revenue 
grew by an annualised 22.19 percent to ̀ 5.16 lakh crore from 
`4.2 lakh crore in the corresponding period a year ago. Net 
of  refunds, direct tax collections settled at `4.6 lakh crore 

as against `3.8 lakh crore, translating to a 21 percent jump 
over last year. While corporate income tax collections stood 
at `2.26 lakh crore, the personal income tax haul was higher 
at `2.8 lakh crore. Personal income tax exceeded corporate 
tax revenues in 2023-24 and is likely to do so in 2024-25 too, 
going by the interim budget estimates. The trendline shows 
that individual taxpayers are likely to contribute more to the 
exchequer in the coming years than corporates, notwith-
standing the handsome corporate tax reductions in 2019.

From the government’s perspective, this is just how it 
should be, and they expect personal income taxes to punch 
in higher than corporate tax collections, whose growth is 
likely to be ‘moderate’. This is despite the significant cut in 
headline corporate tax rates from 30 percent to 22 percent 
in 2019 for companies foregoing exemptions and deductions. 
As for individuals, a reduction in rates remains elusive, 
though the government in 2020 introduced a new tax regime 
with altered tax slabs and concessional rates; but first, tax-
payers must forego incentives. This caused confusion and 
as there were few takers, in 2023, the new regime was sweet-
ened with changes including a higher tax rebate limit and 
a lower surcharge. It remains to be seen whether individuals 
are willing to part with tax reliefs in lieu of  lower rates.

Regardless of  whether there is acceptance of  the regime, 
individual taxpayers are hoping for a respite in the Union 
Budget to be presented next month. There is undeniable frus-
tration among the salaried class and any reduction in rates 
will alleviate their burden resulting from high inflation and 
stagnant incomes. The government must also initiate and 
hasten the process of  replacing the existing Income Tax Act 
with a new Direct Tax Code. Such a move will help increase 
the tax-to-GDP ratio, reduce compliance costs, lower admin-
istrative burden and provide moderate rates to all taxpayers. 
By reducing ambiguities, it will broaden the tax base.

K’TAKA MUST BALANCE 
WELFARE WITH GROWTH

A 
year into its tenure, the Karnataka government is be-
ginning to feel the burden of  its successful ‘guarantee 
schemes’. With the Lok Sabha elections done, the Sid-
daramaiah government has set about raising resourc-
es to fund the schemes, which arguably are popular 

among the 5.10 crore beneficiaries. Having raised stamp duty 
by 200-500 percent earlier this year, it has now raised sales tax 
on fuel, making petrol and diesel `3 costlier. The fallout is a 
spike in inflation. There are also hints of  an increase in wa-
ter tariff  and bus fares, leading to rumbles of  discontent 
from the taxpaying public. The five guarantees cost the ex-
chequer `36,000 crore in 2023-24, and are billed at `52,009 
crore for the current year. Gruha Lakshmi (`2,000 to woman 
head of  family), Gruha Jyoti (200 units free power), Shakti 
(free bus travel for women), Anna Bhagya (10 kg rice per 
person) and Yuva Nidhi (`3,000 to unemployed graduates, 
`1,500 to unemployed diploma holders) came as relief  for 
people impoverished by the pandemic. To its credit, the gov-
ernment also cut domestic and commercial power tariffs.

Defending the rate increases, Siddaramaiah admitted that 
the government needed more funds for the schemes. Taking 
on a belligerent opposition, which has demanded a rollback of  
the fuel rate hikes, he argued that the state was finally on par 
with others. The Shakti scheme is delivering unexpected re-
turns, with road transport corporations registering record 
revenues of  ̀ 3,930 crore in 2023-24, compared to ̀ 3,349 crore in 
2022-23. Mobility experts also advocate free public transport, 
which brings environmental, social and economic benefits, 
and is in vogue in more than 100 cities across 36 countries. 
Realising that the withdrawal of  any scheme would be unac-
ceptable, the government is now looking at generating funds. 
A private consultant has advised the government to monetise 
about 25,000 acres of  land around Bengaluru; this planned ur-
banisation is expected to attract substantial investments.

It is all very well for politicians to adopt a welfare ideology, 
but they must realise that someone has to pay for it. Taxing 
Priya to keep Pradip’s home fires burning has never made 
economic sense, though it keeps populists in power. The CM, 
known for his financial skills, will have to balance his pet 
schemes with visible development if  he has to keep both 
Priya and Pradip happy.  

Q U I C K  TA K E

LEARNING FROM TOURIST TAXES

THE Calangute panchayat’s decision to impose an entry tax 
on tourists who do not have hotel reservations could go 
some way in making one of  the busiest and dirtiest beaches 

in Goa safer and cleaner. This stretch attracts a large number 
of  day tourists and has recorded several cases of  drowning 
over the years. While adopting the measure, the panchayat 
cited a similar tax in Maharashtra’s Mahabaleshwar. Both 
taxes are a result of  the thoughtless tourist’s irresponsible be-
haviour. The other local governments across India that have 
proposed similar taxes will keenly watch Calangute on how it 
uses the collected tax to improve the area’s infrastructure.
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India’s solar energy sector
is shining brighter than
ever, emerging as a gold-

mine for investors and entre-
preneurs. The market, valued
at $38 billion in 2021, is set to
grow exponentially, reaching
$238 billion by 2032, driven
by an impressive 40 per cent
compound annual growth
rate (CAGR). The surge in
global demand for renewable
energy has placed solar power
at the centre stage, particular-
ly in India. With supportive
Government policies, techno-
logical advancements and an
increasing shift towards sus-
tainability, the solar energy
sector is witnessing unprece-
dented growth. Entrepreneurs
and investors capitalise on this
momentum, prioritising their
goals to reap substantial ben-
efits in the coming years.
Tech Advancements
Technological innovations are
at the heart of the solar indus-
try’s success. Commercial
solar panels have gotten way
better at turning sunlight into
electricity, cranking up the
power they can produce per
square foot. The switch from
polycrystalline to more
advanced bifacial solar pan-
els, which can generate power
from both sides, shows how

the industry is focused on
squeezing out as much effi-
ciency as possible. 
In recent years, PERC
(Passivated Emitter and Rear
Cell) technology has been
predominant in India’s solar
panel market. However, due
to efficiency limitations in
mass production, there is a
gradual shift towards more
advanced technologies like
TOPCon (Tunnel Oxide
Passivated Contact) and HJT
(Heterojunction Technology).
Government Policies 
The Indian Government’s
policies have played a crucial
role in transforming the solar
energy landscape. The
Production-Linked Incentive
(PLI) schemes, with substan-
tial financial allocations (PLI-
I with Rs. 4,500 crores and
PLI-II with Rs. 19,500 crores),
are designed to boost domes-
tic manufacturing of solar
components. 

Further bolstering the “Make
in India” initiative, the
Approved List of Models and
Manufacturers (ALMM) was
reinStated on April 1, 2024,
ensuring quality control and
encouraging the use of
domestically manufactured
modules. Various projects by
the Ministry of New and
Renewable Energy (MNRE),
such as the CPSU Scheme
Phase-II, PM-KUSUM
Component B and the Grid-
connected Rooftop Solar
Programme Phase-II, man-
date the use of Domestic
Content Requirement (DCR)
solar panels, providing subsi-
dies to promote the adoption
of solar energy.
Environmental Impact
The solar industry in India
isn’t just about fulfilling ener-
gy requirements - it’s also
helping the environment. By
using more solar power and
relying less on fossil fuels, the
solar industry is assisting in
eliminating greenhouse gas
emissions and fighting cli-
mate change. Shifting towards
renewable energy, like solar
power, is super crucial for
India’s climate goals and
ensuring a sustainable future. 
Market Potential and
Investment Opportunities

India’s solar energy market
presents a plethora of oppor-
tunities for investors and
entrepreneurs. The sector’s
rapid growth and the increas-
ing acceptance of solar power
for both commercial and per-
sonal uses underscore its
potential. With Government
support and ongoing techno-
logical advancements, the
barriers to entry are diminish-
ing, making it an attractive
proposition for new ventures.
Besides, technological
advancements enhance effi-
ciency and reduce costs,
increasing profitability.
Entrepreneurs can explore
various segments within the
industry. 
On a larger front, the global
shift towards sustainability
ensures a steady demand for
solar energy solutions, provid-
ing businesses with a long-
term growth trajectory.
Moreover, India’s solar indus-
try’s robust market potential,
Government support and
technological innovation
make it a compelling oppor-
tunity for those looking to
invest or start a venture in
renewable energy.

(The writer is the CEO, of
Gautam Solar, views are

personal)
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can occur either offline or online. Structural
issues and managerial specialisations con-
tribute to the disjointed approach, but
evolving consumer behaviour demands
integration. While offline channels have a
long-standing command-and-control
structure, online channels are rapidly
gaining significance. Companies must
adopt integrated thinking to enhance cus-
tomer experience and ensure sustainable
success.

Mitali | Noida
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Madam — Apropos the news story “The
Unseen Burden of Women’s Unpaid
Labour,” published on June 21, this is my
response. The early 60s saw Canadian
writer Alice Munro dismissed as a mere
“housewife who finds time to write short
stories.” Munro’s eventual Nobel Prize in
2013 underscored the absurdity of this con-
descension. Economist Claudia Goldin’s
research reveals that women’s careers are
often constrained by societal expectations
that idealise their roles as unpaid caregivers.
This has tangible impacts: women global-

ly spend 76.2 per cent of their time on
unpaid care work, three times more than
men. In regions like the Pacific and Asia,
men contribute the least.
The burden of unpaid care work keeps 606
million working-age women out of the
labour market, compared to just 41 mil-
lion men. This disparity is reflected in eco-
nomic metrics; for example, women’s
unpaid work could be worth up to 40 per
cent of GDP in some countries.
Additionally, the “motherhood penalty”
persists, reducing women’s career prospects
and earnings. Conversely, men often
receive a wage bonus upon becoming
fathers. To bridge this gap, significant
investments in childcare and care indus-
tries are crucial. Research shows that
such investments could create millions of
jobs and significantly boost women’s
employment rates. Meeting these needs is
essential to achieving gender equality and
fulfilling global commitments to women’s
economic justice.

Jitu Majumdar | Kolkata
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Madam — Apropos the news story “Forest
fires are a grim environmental reality,” pub-
lished on June 21, this is my response. The
recent wildlife fires in Uttarakhand high-
light a pressing environmental and societal
issue. These fires are not just a natural
calamity but a reflection of human irre-
sponsibility and systemic failures.
Environmental pollution, an unrestrained
culture among youth and weak law
enforcement have contributed to these
destructive events. Global warming, large-
ly driven by hydrocarbon fuel use, has exac-
erbated the situation, similar to patterns
seen in Australia and the USA. 
Local industries and vehicular pollution
have significantly warmed the atmos-
phere, making the naturally fire-prone Chir
Pine forests even more vulnerable.
Additionally, reckless behaviour, such as
setting fires for social media fame and ille-
gal activities like unauthorised construc-
tion and tree felling, further fuel these dis-
asters. The media often needs to delve more
deeply into such incidents’ root causes and
preventive measures. A more profound
understanding, perhaps through the lens
of Vedic Physics, could offer comprehen-
sive solutions by integrating ancient wis-
dom with modern scientific approaches.

Kundan | Delhi
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Madam — Apropos the news story
“Benefits of integrating offline and online
channels,” published on June 21, this is my
response. The management of offline and
online channels often operates in silos, with
little intersection in their strategies. This
separation ignores the fundamental fact
that consumers are people whose decision-
making spans both realms. 
Consumers today engage with brands
through multiple touchpoints—retail
stores, social media, online reviews and
influencer videos—making integrated
channel management essential. The AIDA
model (Attention, Interest, Decision,
Action) highlights the need for a coherent
strategy across channels, as purchases
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expensive, often touching Rs
one crore for the entire course.
For middle-class families, these
costs are untenable, prompting
them to look for more afford-
able options abroad.
Thus the medical college mar-
ket in countries like China,
Ukraine, Russia and
Kyrgyzstan. Here the cost of
education at the best is less
than half of what the private
medical colleges charge. No
wonder if there is COVID hap-
pening in China, war happen-
ing in central Asia or hooligan-
ism in Kyrgyzstan, miserable
State of the Indian students
makes news.
The problems of these students
don’t end here. Even on the
successful completion of the
course, an uncertain future
awaits them. The medical
degrees obtained from foreign
universities must be recog-
nised by the National Medical
Commission of India (NMCI).
Even if the college is recog-
nised, the medical graduates
need to clear the Foreign
Medical Graduates
Examination (FMGE) con-
ducted by NMCI to practice in
India. The pass rate for FMGE
is relatively low.
This shortage of seats explains
the repeated noise of corrup-
tion around the medical
entrance tests for several years

now. The most prominent
among the many fallouts of
this situation are higher prices,
long wait times and increased
competition for the limited
available resources. 
When shortage occurs, an
environment is created where
individuals or stakeholders
may be willing to pay bribes to
secure access to the limited
resources.
Today, in the NEET eco-sys-
tem, there aren’t just the stu-
dents and testing agencies
who are participating. It can be
safely said that the financial
stakes at this examination is
much higher for the horde of
coaching centres and admis-
sion counsellors than the stu-
dents themselves.
Then there are the people
who manipulate the system to
make entrance into an Indian
college ‘convenient’ lest the
candidate ends up selling fam-
ily silver for an admission in a
private college in India or go
through the rigmarole of
enrolling in a foreign medical
college and face an uncertain
future.
The expected role of Education
Minister Dharmendra
Pradhan in the current crisis
would be to provide an imme-
diate relief to the injury and
pain caused to the lakhs of stu-
dents by the NTA, which con-

ducted NEET 2024. The larg-
er relief would only come by
investment in the health infra-
structure sector.
Increasing the number of
medical seats in Government
and private colleges, in the
higher numbers in the former
category, would lessen the
need for students to seek edu-
cation abroad or the manipu-
lators having a field day. This
requires substantial invest-
ment in medical infrastructure
and faculty.
This would not come by the
mere initiative of either
Education Minister
Dharmendra Pradhan or the
newly-appointed Health
Minister JP Nadda. There has
to be a Government vision and
more importantly the political
will to break the cartel of the
private medical colleges.
The management of these col-
leges maintains a Octopus-like
stranglehold over the medical
education system through its
various arms like the coaching
centres and the counsellors.
The ‘costly’ admission process
is the first step towards the
crass commercialisation of the
medical sector in this country.
About it on some other day.

(The writer is author and
president, Centre for Reforms,
Development & Justice, views

are personal)
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Plans do go awry. Who
could say this better
than Modi Sarkar 3.0?
Prime Minister
Narendra Modi had

planned a blitzkrieg of the first
100 days of good governance. It
doesn’t seem to be happening as
of now. First the number of BJP
members elected to Lok Sabha
did not sufficiently pile up, forc-
ing a toned-down deportment of
the Government.
Worse has been the marks manip-
ulation controversy generated
around the results declared by
National Testing Agency (NTA)
of the National Eligibility-cum-
Entrance Test (NEET) for admis-
sion to the undergraduate cours-
es in the medical colleges across
the country. The Supreme Court
on June 18 told the Union
Government and the NTA to
ensure that even ‘0.001 per cent
negligence’ in conducting the
NEET-UG 2024 exams be looked
into with all seriousness consid-
ering the immense labour that the
candidates have put in for prepar-
ing the nationwide examination.
Thankfully, we have a mature
leader like Dharmendra Pradhan
as Union Education Minister,
who is expected to steer through
the crisis and not a Smriti Irani
or a Ramesh Pokhriyal Nishank
camping at the Shastri Bhawan,
the seat of the Ministry of
Education. Pradhan has so far
shown the patience and persever-
ance in handling this gargantuan-
like crisis.
The mess around NEET is much
deeper than just the alleged mal-
practice in the conduct of the
examination and the manipula-
tion of marks. It’s a question of the
very high financial and emotion-
al stakes involved, given the lim-
ited number of the seats available
in the medical colleges.
Over 15 lakh students appear for
the NEET annually to fight over
about 83,000 seats available. Less
than half of these seats are avail-
able in the Government-run col-
leges. More than half of the seats
in these colleges are allotted
under various quotas. Thus, many
deserving candidates are unable
to secure admission to
Government colleges.
The fees in the private medical
colleges in India are unbelievably
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Adecade ago, wearable
technology was just tak-
ing early strides. Today,

generative AI — a subset of
artificial intelligence — is mak-
ing its presence felt across
diverse domains such as fash-
ion, health, entertainment and
more.
With smart wearables gaining
greater popularity worldwide,
the fusing of fashion and inno-
vative technology is permitting
smart devices to function as
icons of personal styling, con-
necting every element of users’
lives. As these aspects play out,
generative AI is steadily show-
casing several novel dimen-
sions of personalisation and
functionality.
Personalised Insights
The rising popularity of AI-
enabled wearables is partly
because of their ability to offer

personalised insights and rec-
ommendations based on the
user’s data. Through sensors
embedded in the wearables,
data is analysed to provide
real-time advice and feedback
that helps users improve per-
formance, maximise produc-
tivity and prevent injuries.
In an era where most people
want to stay fighting fit, gen-
erative AI goes beyond mere-
ly counting the steps taken and
monitoring their heart rate. By

employing AI algorithms,
advanced fitness trackers
analyse the user’s data to pro-
vide personalised insights and
coaching. A dynamic, bespoke
approach is adopted in man-
aging the user’s health and
well-being as the smart device
adapts to each person’s prefer-
ences, goals and individual fit-
ness levels.
For instance, an AI-driven
coaching algorithm, Zepp
Coach, offers customised guid-
ance so its users can train and
recover more effectively. A
user simply needs to enter his
or her physical characteristics,
exercise experience level and
preferred number of training
days each week into the app.
The app then builds a person-
alised training regime for every
user. As the days progress, the
Zepp Coach app monitors

each person’s fitness level,
fatigue threshold and current
training status. Based on this
data, it recommends a reduc-
tion (or increase) in training
intensity. 
Wearables in Healthcare
Besides personal training, gen-
erative AI-linked wearables
are deployed in healthcare
with a similar model of lever-
aging user data to provide per-
sonalised counsel and insights.
For example, the WHOOP
Coach app uses a generative AI
feature to offer extremely per-
sonalised, precise advice and
suggestions by using GPT-4 -
the most advanced generative
AI system of OpenAI.
Thereby, WHOOP can discov-
er patterns and connections in
the data of users and then offer
instant, conversational, cus-
tomised responses to their

queries concerning fitness,
health and overall well-being.
Since they come equipped
with generative AI, such smart
wearables are revolutionising
the field of healthcare monitor-
ing. Instead, they deploy pre-
dictive analytics to forecast
potential health problems
based on historical data.
Thanks to this proactive
approach, both users and

healthcare practitioners can
employ preventive measures.
Propelled by the power of
predictive analytics, smart
wearables are driving a steady
shift from a purely reactive to
a proactive healthcare model.
Taking these capabilities one
level higher, generative AI is
empowering wearables with
the capability to sense and
react to the emotions of users.
These emotion-sensing algo-
rithms can analyse facial
expressions, monitor heart
rate variability and check other
physiological cues to assess the
emotional State of users. 
Immersive Reality 
Then there is smart clothing
with adaptive features that
respond to environmental cir-
cumstances and user prefer-
ences. Such smart clothing
offers temperature-regulating

textiles and dynamically
adjustable apparel tightness
for maximum comfort, espe-
cially when users engage in
physical activities. Or consid-
er language translation earbuds
that offer contextual under-
standing. Backed by generative
AI, these language translation
earbuds go way beyond mere
word-for-word translations.
Through advanced contextu-
al understanding, these ear-
buds can comprehend the
idioms, cultural references and
nuances of a specific language.
By eliminating language bar-
riers, this smart innovation
facilitates seamless and effi-
cient cross-cultural communi-
cation.
Another exciting wearables
category is immersive AR
(augmented reality) glasses.
Generative AI has allowed

these glasses to take a giant
leap forward by delivering
immersive experiences for
users, seamlessly blending the
virtual realm with real-world
surroundings. 
This is not all. Generative AI
has even revolutionised navi-
gation-aiding wearables for
visually impaired people.
Through AI algorithms, smart
navigation devices can inter-
pret the environmental data to
offer real-time details about
any obstacles, the surround-
ings or necessary directions.
With these wearables, visual-
ly challenged users can enjoy
enhanced mobility and a cer-
tain level of independence
that is not possible otherwise.

(The writer is CEO of PR
Innovations, brand custodian

of Amazfit India, 
views are personal)
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most cities in India unless urgent
remedial measures are taken. But
sadly, most of the action taken is
at best knee-jerk and impulsive
with neither long-term strategy
nor investment attached to it.
Consecutive Governments, both
at the State and central levels have
always dealt with groundwater-
related issues on a passive basis
instead of a proactive basis. As a
result every year the nature of the
problem not only becomes com-
plex but also more difficult to
solve.
The future of India’s water
resources looks bleak and the
Government must deploy a
plethora of measures to ensure
that the future generations have
enough of this precious resource.
As a first step, the central
Government must conduct a
nationwide satellite-assisted nat-
ural water body census along
with the measurable extent of the
water body. This will not only
quantify the number of water
bodies but will also capture any
encroachment of the same.
Additionally, steps have to be
taken to rejuvenate and revive
these water bodies. 
This can be done by removing the
vegetation and setting up artificial
groundwater recharge points such
as percolation wells. Apart from
this, the roping in of local munic-
ipal authorities, especially the
anti-encroachment departments
can help remove unauthorised
occupation from the water body
area.
The central Government in asso-
ciation with State Government
authorities can work on measures

such as metered borewells to
monitor and regulate groundwa-
ter extraction. The concept of
metered borewells is not new. The
State of West Bengal has metered
borewells for a while now and as
a result, the State has been expe-
riencing better levels of ground
water. The same can be replicat-
ed across India, especially in
Karnataka which is witnessing
over-exploitation of groundwater.
Yet another measure that needs
sincere application is rain-water
harvesting(RWH). Even though a
much-talked-about concept,
RWH has seen minimal imple-
mentation in India.
Bangalore is an apt example of the
abysmal application of RWH.
According to Bangalore Water
Supply and Sewerage Board
(BWSSB) data, only 1.8 lakh out
of the 19 lakh eligible properties
in Bengaluru have installed rain-
water harvesting systems. Experts
have opined that the city harvests
only 10 per cent of the rainwater
while the rest 90 per cent drains
away wasted. Conditions such as
these point towards the unfortu-
nate reality of hyped concepts that
receive very little implementation.
The Government must try and
understand the latent potential of
RWH and ensure that not only
residential but commercial prop-
erties across India implement
RWH and the same must be
enforceable by law.
However conventional remedial
measures may still not be able to
rein in the runaway groundwater
scarcity problem. Since the scale
of the problem has risen, the
Government must explore invest-

ments in innovative technolo-
gies to bolster the efforts to revive
and boost the groundwater table
in India. Efficient farming tech-
nologies that rely less on water for
instance can make a huge differ-
ence. 
Investments in precision agri-
technology for the usage of
groundwater for irrigation are an
ideal solution for providing opti-
mal water usage. This saves water
compared to traditional flooding
methods which increases output
while conserving resources and
reducing water wastage.
Similarly, App-driven water
meters that automatically regulate
extraction and smart groundwa-
ter pressure sensors that maintain
critical and minimum water lev-
els can all help alleviate the bur-
dens weighing on groundwater. 
With water scarcity spreading
region-wise across India and with
a rapidly increasing water use the
structural imbalance between
water supply and demand contin-
ues to widen. Therefore it is time
that the Governments in associ-
ation corporate under corporate
social responsibility schemes
(CSR) must increase capital
expenditure on smart technolo-
gies that can actively provide
solutions to water scarcity and
water quality issues besides
improving sustainability of water
resources.
The groundwater clock is ticking
towards day zero. India needs a
combination of strategy and
investment to safeguard and revi-
talise the same.

(The author is a policy analyst.
The views are personal)

According to the India Water
Portal, India uses 25 per cent
of all groundwater extracted
globally, ahead of the USA
and China. Nearly 70 per

cent of the water supply in Indian agri-
culture today is groundwater. For a
resource that is under such heavy use,
India still lacks a contingency plan when
it comes to dealing with groundwater
depletion and over-exploitation.
Predictably, the writing on the wall is
becoming increasingly clear. On June
19th, 2024 the Central Ground Water
Board (CGWB) dropped the shocking
news that Delhi has already extracted 99
per cent of its available groundwater.
The latest CGWB report revealed a
decline in both annual recharge and
available groundwater for extraction in
the city. According to the CGWB’s find-
ings, Delhi’s net annual groundwater
recharge in 2023 was measured at 0.38
billion cubic meters (bcm), with only 0.34
bcm available for extraction. Shockingly,
nearly all accessible groundwater has
already been extracted, totalling 99.1 per
cent. The concerning aspect here is the
increased rate of extraction despite
reduced groundwater recharge.
These trying conditions come at a time
when Delhi is already reeling under the
worst heatwave in the last 120 years
which has claimed 192 lives so far. Sadly
the issue of water distressed cities is
becoming a worrying trend across India.
Bangalore hit rock bottom earlier this
year with over 500 million litres of
water deficit daily with over 7000
borewells running dry. Coupled with
abnormally harsh summers the water
scarcity conditions can not only take a
toll on human lives but also bring the
urban economy to a grinding halt.
This trend of drying up groundwater
may, unfortunately, become the norm for
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