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T
he tragic accident at an IAS coaching
centre in New Delhi, where �ooding led
to three IAS aspirants dying, was a largely

man-made, hence avoidable, disaster. Such inci-
dents are an increasing feature of localised urban
�ooding in which human failures play a major
role. Basements in buildings have limited access
and often limited ventilation. Getting in and out
can be a challenge and being trapped is a real
possibility as the water will �nd its way there
�rst. Special pumping arrangements would be re-
quired to mitigate �ooding. In general, rules do
not permit basements in buildings across the
country to have habitation, while allowing stor-
age, parking and utilities such as electric equip-
ment and generators. Habitation would include
o�ces and residents. Shops are sanctioned espe-
cially in malls or mixed-use buildings as they are
seen as temporary habitation. A classroom or a
study centre may well be considered habitation
in such an interpretation of rules, which could
mean classes or long hours of study should not
be allowed in the basement. Building byelaws for
Delhi (2016) consider the basement as a storage
area but recognise mixed-use buildings that may
use basements for other purposes. As India ur-
banises and land value and building value be-
come increasingly expensive, it would be inevita-
ble for buildings to be used for purposes other
than mandated. In such mixed-use buildings,
basements are also seen as income generators. 

The Delhi Master Plan 2021 explicitly says that
the use of a basement in coaching centres shall be
subject to clearance from �re authorities and oth-
er statutory bodies as per the relevant laws. It is
not known if the IAS coaching centre had the re-
levant permissions and if any changes made on
basement use were noti�ed to the authorities. In
India, questions need to be asked whether a rene-
wal of permits was done after inspections; users
prefer not to notify the authorities since it causes
hurdles and invites bribe demands. In what ap-
pears to be a case of poor civic infrastructure, a
stormwater drain burst with the water entering
the basement of the coaching centre. Big cities
getting �ooded has become routine and the
�ooding is as much due to natural topography as
changes in land use and haphazard construc-
tions. In 2015, for instance, in Chennai, �ooding
of basements damaged electric equipment in ma-
ny buildings and disrupted businesses. It caused
deaths in a hospital since the water damaged
emergency power generators and lifesaving ICU
equipment stopped functioning. Buildings can
be made �ood-resilient by ensuring that no water
enters inside up to the one metre to 1.5 m level on
the road. Concrete, non-porous compound walls,
�ood-barrier gates and non-return valves on
plumbing lines can help achieve this resilience.

Human failure  
The deaths of IAS aspirants in basement

�ooding were preventable  

A
rocket attack on a football ground in Maj-
dal Shams in the Golan Heights, in which
12 young people were killed, has taken

West Asia to the brink of a wider war. Israel and
the U.S. have blamed Hezbollah, Lebanon’s po-
werful Shia militia that is backed by Iran, for the
attack. Hezbollah, which initially claimed rocket
strikes on an Israeli military outpost in the near-
by Mount Hermon, later denied any role in this
incident. But Israel has not bought Hezbollah’s
claims and is preparing its response. From Oc-
tober 7, 2023, the day Hamas carried out a cross-
border attack in Israel, killing an estimated 1,200
people, a slow-burning war has been raging on Is-
rael’s northern border with Hezbollah. When Is-
rael launched the Gaza war following the Hamas
attack, Hezbollah began rocket attacks from
southern Lebanon, its stronghold, mostly target-
ing Israel’s military outposts in the occupied She-
baa Farms or the Upper Galilee region of north-
ern Israel. Hezbollah’s attacks forced some
60,000 Israelis to �ee from Upper Galilee, with
Israeli forces carrying out air strikes inside Leba-
non in retaliation. Hezbollah claimed that it was
�ghting Israel “in solidarity” with the Palesti-
nians, while Israel’s leadership said none of Hez-
bollah’s attacks would go unpunished. However,
both sides were, until recently, cautious not to let
the con�ict spiral into an all-out war. But the Maj-
dal Shams attack seems to have broken those un-
written rules of the war.

Hezbollah’s claim that it was not involved in
the attack cannot be taken for granted. It is possi-
ble that the group targeted IDF outposts in the
Golan Heights, under Israel’s illegal occupation
since 1967, and the rocket fell on the football
�eld, but still the responsibility lies with the mil-
itia. Israel’s hands are not clean either. The IDF,
whose Gaza campaign has killed thousands of
Palestinian civilians, has also carried out strikes
in Lebanon’s civilian neighbourhoods. Hezbollah
and Israel last fought an all-out war in 2006, and
it did not end well for the Jewish state. Hezbollah
also takes credit in forcing Israel to withdraw
from southern Lebanon after 18 years of occupa-
tion. And since 2006, Hezbollah has built a stron-
ger army and a huge stockpile of weapons. A war
could spiral out of control with a high risk of
Iran’s involvement. Hezbollah’s rocket attacks in
recent months have only provoked Israel; and Is-
raeli strikes on Lebanon have done little in deter-
ring the group. This cycle of violence is self-defea-
tist and there will be peace only if both parties
reset the current hostility and calm the borders.
The obvious �rst step is to end the war which trig-
gered this regional crisis — the war on Gaza. 

Widening con�ict  
As long as the Gaza war drags on, peace

will be elusive in West Asia  

I
ndian authorities have promised more
visas to Chinese technicians, whose help
Indian businesses urgently need. Rajesh
Kumar Singh, Secretary, Department for

Promotion of Industry and Internal Trade,
recently accepted claims by Indian companies
that “a signi�cant skill gap” exists between
Chinese and Indian factory supervisors and
workers. As a Vellore-based shoe manufacturer
explained, Chinese professionals are “highly
productive.” They can “help you produce 150
items with the same resources with which we
produce 100”. The Engineering Export
Promotion Council of India’s chairman has joined
the call for more visas for Chinese technicians.

From footwear and textiles to engineering and
electronics, Indian businesses have purchased
machines from China but cannot use them
productively without the help of Chinese
technicians. Leaders of Indian industry
associations keep reminding o�cials that the
machines are lying idle, and export orders
unful�lled. Gautam Adani’s solar manufacturing
facility is also awaiting visas for Chinese workers.

The o�cial acknowledgement of India’s huge
skill de�cit is important and impressive. Rarely is
there such clarity that even “low-tech”,
labour-intensive production requires a deep well
of expertise. China honed exactly this expertise
over the past 40 years to become the world’s
manufacturing hub. Its experts are less expensive
than those from elsewhere. Yet, while the
government has few, if any, restrictions on
international experts, it holds the Chinese back,
citing national security concerns. This is a
problem. The Chinese can help India secure a
foothold on the lowest rungs of the global skills’
ladder. Those rungs are rising: India must jump
on now.

But especially since the government is already
slow walking its promise of more visas to the
Chinese, this moment must trigger action on the
real culprit: woeful Indian education. For, despite
the hype, the world is not waiting for India.
Without foreign technical assistance and vastly
upgraded domestic education (as also in China),
job-rich prosperity will remain a cruel mirage.

Discouraging visa prospects
In 2019, Chinese nationals received 2,00,000
visas, but the numbers fell sharply after deadly
clashes between Indian and Chinese troops in
2020. Indian o�cials accused the Chinese of
violating visa conditions and laundering money
to evade India’s tax laws. Last year, the number of
visas to Chinese personnel was down to 2,000. A
security-driven mindset has taken root. This year,
even the meagre 1,000 visas for Chinese
electronics professionals are stuck in a
“pipeline”, undergoing “intensive screening”.

Despite positive noises by Commerce and
Industry Ministry o�cials, a cabinet Minister,
who chose to remain anonymous, tempered
expectations. “Visas,” the Minister said, “will be
issued for Chinese technicians and businessmen
only after screening with assurance that travel
conditions will not be violated”. Such “screening”
might well kill this initiative with a thousand cuts.

The powerful national security argument is

easily cloaked in the rhetoric of “Atmanirbhar
Bharat”, a golden era of self-reliant Indian
manufacturing. The breathtaking irony of
invoking self-reliance is lost on Indian o�cials
precisely when India’s economic growth
increasingly depends on foreign expertise,
particularly from China.

Integrating foreign knowledge
East Asian economic history teaches us that
foreign knowledge is pivotal but spurs
development only when combined with
adequately educated domestic workers. Weak
Indian education makes foreign expertise
especially urgent. In the 1980s, Korean
businesses bought foreign machines to dismantle
and reverse engineer them. By then, Korea had
nearly three decades of a solid educational
foundation and needed minimal human
assistance. They sourced foreign knowledge as
was embodied in machines.

China began its explosive growth in the early
1980s with a weaker education base than Korea’s.
However, the breadth and the quality of Chinese
primary education — achieved during the
Communist era — had primed it for rapid
development, as a World Bank report predicted
in 1981. To enhance domestic capabilities, Deng
Xiaoping — better known for special economic
zones and Tiananmen Square — sent senior
policymakers on international study tours and
sought foreign investors willing to bring global
knowledge to China. Once again, the interaction
of domestic and foreign knowledge proved
potent, propelling China to become the world’s
global manufacturing hub.

India, in the meantime, built more school
buildings and enrolled more children in schools.
But as the surveys of learning outcomes
depressingly remind us, the schools have rarely
educated the children. Stanford University’s Eric
Hanushek — the world’s pre-eminent scholar on
the tight relationship between education quality
and growth — points out that only about 15% of
Indian school students have the basic reading and
arithmetic skills required for an international
economy; 85% of Chinese children have those
skills.

And China is not standing still. Since 2018,
Chinese school students have bettered the
world’s best in the Programme for International
Student Assessment (PISA) conducted by the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD). Successive PISA
evaluations and internal Chinese assessments
show ever-larger numbers of Chinese children
achieving world-class levels of learning. India
participated in a 2009 PISA evaluation, and
dropped out after a cringe-worthy performance.

The Red Queen race
China, for all its faults and problems, has learnt a
fundamental lesson that the Red Queen imparted
in Lewis Carroll’s Through the Looking Glass. You
must run twice as fast as you can to stay in the
same place. You must run faster than that to get
ahead. Chinese universities are among the
world’s best, especially in computer science and
mathematics. Chinese scientists are making

advances in various applied sciences of relevance
to industrial progress. A world leader in electric
vehicles and solar technology, China is ready to
breach the inner sanctums of arti�cial
intelligence.

Put simply, China is at the frontiers of global
technology, a fact that has captured the attention
of western leaders, who — instead of remedying
their atrophying education systems — are building
trade barriers against Chinese imports with howls
of unfair competition. Such protectionism, even if
digni�ed as “industrial policy”, will not �x the
fundamental shortcomings in their education
systems.

Indian and international elites seem unable to
learn the lesson from China’s example. The
economists Rohit Lamba and Raghuram Rajan
have mistakenly given up hope of generating
Indian jobs for the, as yet, vast global market for
labour-intensive products. Instead, they say that
India must grow jobs in technology-enhanced
service exports. This proposition ignores the tiny
base of high-quality Indian university education.
And as the historian Mukul Kesavan’s poignant
description of Delhi University’s decay reminds
us, Indian leadership is eviscerating some of its
best institutions.

The reality in India
India’s spurt in technology-related service exports
during the COVID-19 years has come to a grinding
halt. Even graduates from the Indian Institutes of
Technology are struggling to �nd jobs. Many
formerly at the bottom rungs of Bengaluru’s IT
economy — in support, maintenance, and basic
coding roles — are seeking opportunities in the
gig economy. IT jobs have fallen o� their peak of
just above �ve million in 2023, which itself was
minuscule in a working-age population of a billion
people and a workforce of 600 million.

Undeterred by such evidence, Martin Wolf of
the Financial Times predicts that India — a
country that cannot educate its children and
provide its vast millions with digni�ed jobs — is on
course to be a global economic superpower.
However, India has all-but-missed the
China-plus-one window. Mexico (due to its
strategic location) and Vietnam (well-located and
possessing exceptional human capital) seized this
opportunity when barriers descended on
Chinese products. In fact, foreign investors are
shying away from India, and India’s
labour-intensive manufactured exports (goods
exports minus petrochemicals and chemicals) are
stuck at a 1.3% share of global markets, below
Vietnam’s share.

Make no mistake, if national security and
self-reliance mantras block even the baby step of
visas for relevant foreign experts, India will miss
another opportunity for a new beginning. With
dysfunction in school and university education
and an overvalued rupee, any prospect of
labour-intensive manufactured exports will die
again. India must address its severely de�cient
human capital rather than harbouring fanciful
notions of its place in the world. The global Red
Queen race is intensifying. More windows will
close as increased millions helplessly await
digni�ed jobs.

The problem with India’s blocking of the Chinese 
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W
hen the Centre did not extend the
deadline of June 30, 2024 to freeze
administrative boundaries for the

purpose of the Census, hopes were raised that
the decennial Census operations, initially
scheduled to begin in 2020 as a prelude to
Census 2021, would at least commence in
October 2024. It usually takes about three
months after the boundaries are set, to make
massive preparations for the �eld work. However,
these expectations were belied when the Budget
2024-25 recently allocated ₹1,309.46 crore for the
Census, a signi�cant reduction from 2021-22
when ₹3,768 crore was allocated for the decadal
exercise, thereby indicating that it may not be
carried out even after the considerable delay. The
next Census, therefore, continues to be on hold
with the government yet to announce the new
schedule.

An absolute necessity
Conducting the Census on a priority basis is a
must, as in the absence of a Census after 2011, a
majority of our country’s population is unable to
access several schemes, bene�ts and services.
Moreover, the implementation of the women’s
Reservation Act passed in the Parliament last
year, reserving 33% of seats in Parliament and
Assemblies for women, awaits the conduct of the
Census.

It is imperative that su�cient provisions are
made in the 2025-26 Census Budget so that the
2021 Census that has been postponed could be
held at the earliest, in 2026, on completion of the
�rst phase in 2025 that would include house
listing and housing census and updating of the
National Population Register (NPR). The
preliminary arrangements for the Census, such as
preparing updated maps and lists of

administrative areas, pre-testing draft Census
questionnaires, training of o�cers and core sta�,
who would train the large number of �eld sta� in
collecting the Census data digitally, i.e., on
mobile app, planning the �eld work, logistics,
budgeting have all been taking place in the
Census Directorates in States and Union
Territories for the past few years in anticipation
of putting through a Census.

My visit to the Census Directorate of Tamil
Nadu in Chennai and talks with the o�cials there
have revealed that they are ready to undertake
the task once the new Census date is �xed. All
that is required is quick refresher training for
them. The amount of ₹1,309.46 crore allocated in
the 2024-25 budget could be utilised by the
Census department to carry out several
preliminary activities such as �rming up of the
enumeration areas, questionnaire �nalisation,
refresher training of the core sta� in the
proposed digital census, and tabulation plan.

The Constitution (Eighty fourth Amendment)
Act of 2001 was speci�cally made so as not to
have delimitation of the constituencies till the
�rst Census conducted after 2026. In the event of
the Centre thinking in terms of having the Census
in 2027 and utilising the population �gures
obtained from it for delimitation purposes, then
the Census reference date should be announced
soon, with the new deadline for the freezing of
the boundaries of the administrative units by the
State governments and Union Territory
administration.

Clari�cations
To create a comprehensive database of usual
residents in the country, the NPR with details of
persons usually residing in villages and towns and
other rural and urban areas was �rst prepared in

2010 during the Houselisting and Housing Census
phase of Census 2011. It was updated in 2015
incorporating changes due to birth, death and
migration. This process was put through under
the Citizenship Act, 1955. The NPR would be
updated again during the House listing and
Housing Census Operations (Phase 1) of the
forthcoming Census.

The draft form of the NPR for the next Census
has questions such as “mother tongue, place of
birth of father and mother and last place of
residence” — which were not in the NPR of 2011
Census prepared in 2010. The inclusion of the
new questions has been opposed by some States
and citizen groups as the NPR is the �rst step
toward compilation of the National Register of
Citizens (NRC), according to the Citizenship Rules
2003.The Centre has however clari�ed that NPR
data will not be used in the preparation of the
NRC.

The Centre has to make a decision whether to
retain or not the contentious questions in the
NPR format to be updated in the �rst phase of the
upcoming Census.

On caste information
There is growing demand for a caste-based
census to be conducted by the Centre to precisely
understand the economic well-being of the
marginalised communities. In an a�davit �led in
the Supreme Court of India on September 23,
2021, the Union Government had stated that a
caste census (except that for the Scheduled Castes
and the Scheduled Tribes done traditionally) was
unfeasible, and “administratively di�cult and
cumbersome”.

The Centre has to take a call now on whether
or not to collect caste information in the next
Census.

Any further delay in Census taking is perilous 
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Accident in Delhi
The accident in the
basement of a building in
Delhi, where three IAS
aspirants lost their lives, is
really shocking (“Two
arrested a day after three
IAS aspirants drown in Delhi
basement”, July 29). No
amount of compensation

meeting was undemocratic
and a sign of their sheer
political obduracy. Making
insinuations about the
functioning of the
institution without
attending its meeting is
unfortunate.

Ravi Mathur,
Noida, Uttar Pradesh

wonders how many other
unsafe buildings exist.
A.S. Thirumalai,

Chennai

NITI Aayog meet
The decision by the leaders
of some Opposition-ruled
States and Union Territories
to boycott the NITI Aayog

need safe facilities with a
proper teacher-student
ratio. There should be
regular checks.
Cijo Joseph,
Kozha, Kottayam, Kerala

The accident highlights the
dangers unscrupulous
businesses pose. One

The case is a serious matter
as the unregulated growth
of coaching centres is
leading to the flouting of
building rules and
regulations. These centres
also collect exorbitant
amounts of money and
o�er aspirants minimal
facilities in return. Aspirants

will compensate for the loss
and trauma the families are
undergoing. 
There need to be safety
audits of all buildings. A
vigilant public and media
must report any violation of
norms.
Brij B. Goyal,
Ludhiana, Punjab
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Bombay, July 29: The Income Tax authorities in
Bombay have impounded two large bank
accounts of Rs. 28 lakhs and Rs. 14 lakhs in a city
bank on suspicion that it is black money and is
part of a foreign exchange racket involving
remittances abroad of about $2 millions (Rs. 1.50
crores). 

The action by the Income Tax authorities, it
was o�cially learnt to-day, followed the
suspension from service two days ago of two
junior o�cers of the Exchange Control
Department of the Reserve Bank of India here
for their suspected involvement in this
remittance racket.

The Reserve Bank’s suspicions about the two
o�cers indulging in malpractices in issuing
remittance memos were aroused when the
Regional Manager of the Vijaya Bank in Bombay
raised a query about the authenticity of a
particular exchange permit. 

Top o�cers of the Enforcement Directorate of
the Union Government were immediately called
in and after a preliminary enquiry, the o�cers
were suspended. 

The bursting of the racket has now become a
combined operation of the Reserve Bank, the
Enforcement Directorate and the Income Tax
authorities, with the CBI being pressed into
service for related investigations.

It is suspected that the racket was mainly
organised for arranging remittances of foreign
currency to Hong Kong, Dubai, Switzerland and
the U.S. to well-guarded secret accounts kept in
�ctitious names in banks in these countries. 

FIFTY YEARS AGO JULY 30, 1974

Two large bank accounts
impounded in Bombay 

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

Alleppey, July 23: The whole Kuttanad area is
under water. Kuttanad, a very fertile, wealthy
and thickly populated area in Central
Travancore, though subjected to �oods a few
days in July every year, is now under a very
heavy �ood which was never heard of in the
history of Travancore. It is said that the �ood
that occurred some 42 years ago was the
heaviest on record. The present �ood has gone a
foot and a half higher than that. For the past ten
days there has been continuous rain throughout
day and night with heavy storms at intervals and
as result of which water began to rise in all the
rivers from 17th July.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO JULY 30, 1924

In Travancore 

P
olicymakers have been
grappling with the
rising complexity of
Machine Learning (ML)

models that churn huge swathes of
data through Large Language
Models (LLMs) and deep neural
networks. The complexity has
made it di�cult for data
�duciaries to e�ectively “correct,
complete, update and erase”
sensitive data from computer
systems. Simultaneously, we are
witnessing an increase in AI
(Arti�cial Intelligence) bias,
misinformation, and breach of
privacy, which gets heightened
during events such as elections.

The antithesis of ML
In order to deal with this problem,
a possible solution that has ignited
interest among researchers and
companies alike is the idea of
Machine Unlearning (MUL). First
mooted by Cao and Yang in
‘Towards Making Systems Forget
with Machine Unlearning’, MUL
ponders upon the question of how
we can make machines forget data
from trained AI models. It is the
antithesis of ML. An algorithm is
added to the AI model for the
purpose of identifying and
deleting false, incorrect,
discriminatory, outdated, and
sensitive information.

The concept builds on the
challenge of removing information
due to the constant churning of
data by these LLMs. So much so
that it gets di�cult to keep track of
the data as it can be utilised for
multiple objectives, creating a
complex web of algorithms, also
known as data lineage, that
adversely a�ect its quality, leading
to manipulation, adversarial
outputs, and di�culty in locating
and removing sensitive
information. Moreover, as there is
no sandbox approach for choosing
and processing data in these
models, there is also a proven
possibility of hackers inserting
manipulated data to produce
biased results (data poisoning).

One might argue for simply
deleting the entire data set, i.e.
data pruning, and re-training the

entire AI model. However, it will
lead to in�ated computational
costs and undue delays for the
data �duciaries while
simultaneously carrying the risk of
losing substantial accuracy.
Consequently, MUL is gaining
traction as a viable option among
data �duciaries such as IBM where
the models are being tested for
enhanced unlearning accuracy,
intelligibility, reduced unlearning
time and cost e�ciency.

Three approaches
The question, however, remains
how a MUL model can be
implemented to e�ectively ful�l
the obligation. There could be
three approaches based on their
viability for on-ground
implementation: private, public,
and international. In the private
approach, data �duciaries will be
primarily responsible for testing
MUL algorithms, which can then
be applied across their training
models for e�cient deletion based
on speci�c requirements. This
voluntary approach gives
companies much headroom to
enhance their AI models and
preserve users’ rights without
undue government intervention.
However, the problem occurs in
expertise and a�ordability to
execute these models, which
might discourage smaller
companies from testing the
solutions. This is the model
currently being followed, albeit at
a preliminary stage.

In the public approach, the
government has the responsibility
to prepare the statutory blueprint,
either through soft-law or hard-law
approaches, to obligate data
�duciaries to ful�l their legal
obligations. This approach has to
be read with the context of rising
mentions of AI in legislative
proceedings (from 1,247 in 2022 to
2,175 in 2023) across 49
jurisdictions. The data re�ect a
high possibility of government
intervention in the near future if a
major breakthrough in a MUL
model parallels the rising
regulatory landscape. The
government can issue guidelines

under the respective Data or AI
Protection Regime mandating that
data �duciaries implement a
plausible MUL model. For
instance, the European Union’s AI
Act has adopted a soft-law
approach by adding a provision to
tackle data poisoning. It considers
data poisoning as a form of cyber
attack and directs data �duciaries
to put security controls “to ensure
a level of cybersecurity
appropriate to the risks.”

On the contrary, the
government can itself prepare a
MUL model as part of its Digital
Public Infrastructure for the
perusal of data �duciaries to
implement across platforms
uniformly. This is especially useful
in developing countries where the
state has substantive stakes in the
DPI for the country’s overall
development. Moreover, it
addresses the problem of
a�ordability and expertise for
smaller companies.

The international approach
emphasises the role of nation
states in coming together and
preparing a framework to be
adopted uniformly at a domestic
level. The rationale �ows from the
idea that any innovation in AI has
trans-boundary implications, and
it is preferable to follow uniform
standards across jurisdictions as a
step ahead towards global
governance of AI. As the e�cacy
of this approach is not clear amid
geopolitical frictions, the onus
e�ectively shifts to the role of
international standard-setting
organisations such as the
International Electrotechnical
Commission to come up with MUL
standards that can be applied
across jurisdictions.

These approaches represent a
formal blueprint for one of the
solutions that can be utilised to
subdue the menace of Generative
AI and preserve the user’s right to
be forgotten. The MUL is still in
the preliminary stages. Therefore,
stakeholders must address
technical and regulatory
considerations to ensure its
e�ective implementation in this
evolving landscape of AI.

Teaching computers to forget 
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Machine
Unlearning
ponders upon
the question of
how we can
make machines
forget data from
trained AI
models

STATE OF PLAY

T
elangana is battling a
drug problem. Hyde-
rabad has emerged as

a transit hub for drugs, with
marijuana being ferried
through the city to be sup-
plied to neighbouring Maha-
rashtra and Karnataka. Ko-
nark Express, which runs
between Bhubaneshwar and
Mumbai through Hyderabad,
is used to transport drugs, ac-
cording to the police. During
the recent meeting between
the Chief Ministers of Andhra
Pradesh and Telangana, tack-
ling this problem was an im-
portant item on the agenda.

The arrests of drug ped-
dlers and the seizure of con-
traband shows the gravity of
the problem. Between 2020
and 2022, the number of peo-
ple charge-sheeted for posses-
sion and peddling of drugs
went up from 735 to 3,052 in
the State. In the �rst six
months of this year, nearly
1,900 cases were lodged by
State o�cials against peddlers
and users. It is not just natural
psychedelic drugs that are
�ooding Hyderabad. In Febru-
ary, Telangana busted an in-
ternational ring which was be-
ing run from a prison in Goa:
₹8 crore worth of synthetic
psychedelics including OG
Kush or Ocean Grown Weed
and Ecstasy pills were seized.

Prior to becoming Chief Mi-
nister, A. Revanth Reddy had
dared the then IT Minister K.T.
Rama Rao to undergo a drug
test. Calling it the ‘White Chal-
lenge’, he suggested that polit-
icians and celebrities in the
State undergo drug analysis
tests to create awareness
among the youth. An angry
Mr. Rao �led a defamation
case against him. As Chief Mi-

nister and Home Minister, Mr.
Reddy clearly wants results.
Recently, when o�cials
checked 50 attendees of an
Electronic Dance Music party
in Hyderabad with drug detec-
tion kits, they found that 24 of
them had traces of narcotics
in their body. A few days prior
to this, students at the city’s
top medical college and of a
private management college
were caught using marijuana.
Catching drug users and ped-
dlers creates a buzz in the me-
dia, but it does little to solve
the problem. Home Minister
Amit Shah said as much when
he asked the Narco Coordina-
tion Centre to focus on the
trade and not the users. “The
goal of all agencies should be
not just to catch those who use
drugs, but to dismantle its en-
tire network,” he said.

The drug problem is com-
plicated in Hyderabad as there
is a large in�ux of people into
the city in search of jobs and
education; in this stream of
humanity, the drug smugglers
blend in. The police have de-
ployed the latest technology,
including the 12-panel drug
test, which tests for 12 drugs,
including the most popular
ones, for instant identi�cation
of drug abuse. The State is
likely to get more expensive
and accurate multi-panel me-
tabolite test kits for identifying
drug users. Sni�er dogs have
been pressed into service and
are being take to pubs and
transit hubs to �nd the

contraband.
The signs of this problem

have been there for years. In
2017, during a high-pro�le
drug bust, the names of well-
known �lm stars and elite
schools from where students
were buying drugs were re-
vealed. The Enforcement Di-
rectorate conducted a probe
into money laundering in
2021. Finally, a Special Investi-
gation Team of the Excise De-
partment gave a clean chit in
September 2021. Prior to this,
the o�cial who brought to
light the case was transferred
out. The case thus died a slow
death. If it had been taken to
its logical conclusion, at least
it would have given the mes-
sage that the State it taking the
problem seriously.

During the 2017 drug abuse
case, the dark web was used to
procure drugs. Seven years la-
ter, the police say e-commerce
apps are being used for bulk
delivery. The Telangana Anti-
Narcotics Bureau has sent
cease and desist notices to
eight �rms in Uttar Pradesh
and Madhya Pradesh which
are manufacturing ganja-laced
chocolates, which were being
shipped using e-commerce
platforms.

Showing political will to
�ght the drug menace is an en-
couraging sign. But this �ght
should be about the drugs and
should not turn into a witch
hunt with speci�c localities
being targeted, parks being
shut down, and institutions
being shamed publicly. Many
worry that the shutting down
of pubs, cafes, and restaurants
before midnight will lead to
the death of night life in the ci-
ty. This will hurt the economy
in the short run and a�ect the
business environment in the
long run. The �ght against the
drug menace requires smart
policing. It should be targeted
at the producers and suppliers
and not users.

Target drug producers, not users 
The �ght against drugs in Telangana requires smart thinking and policing 

Serish Nanisetti
serish.n@thehindu.co.in

I
n 2023, four years after the di-
lution of Article 370 and soon
after the COVID-19 pandemic

subsided, there were sharp spikes
in deaths in militancy-related inci-
dents in the relatively peaceful dis-
tricts of the Jammu region. This
continued in the �rst half of 2024
as well. While in 2023, militancy-
related incidents were mostly con-
�ned to the Poonch and Rajouri
districts of Jammu, in 2024 they
have spread to newer districts
such as Doda, Kathua, and Reasi.

There is also another worrying
trend this year: the share of civi-
lian deaths in such incidents
across Jammu and Kashmir ( J&K)
has been disproportionately high
— in fact, the highest in about two
decades (till July 27). Overall, mili-
tancy-related fatalities have also
been rising every month this year.
The number of militancy-related
deaths recorded in July 2024 was
the highest for any month in the
last two years. 

Chart 1 shows the year-wise
share of militancy-related civilian
deaths in J&K between 2000 and
2024 (till July 27, 2024). This year,
the share of civilian deaths in the
total number of deaths due to mil-
itancy stands at 26%, the highest
since 2005. 

Civilians are either caught in the
cross�re between militants and
the security forces or are being de-
liberately targeted by terrorists. In
the last two years, there has been
an increase in the targeted killings
of Kashmiri Pandits and minorities
in the Valley. Last year, civilians
detained by the Army died follow-
ing a deadly ambush on their con-
voy. Civilians were allegedly tor-
tured by the security forces last
year too, as per various reports. 

Chart 2 shows the absolute
number of militant deaths each
month in J&K since August 2019.
This year, the number of such fa-
talities has been increasing — from

less than three deaths each in the
�rst three months of the year, it
rose to seven deaths each in the
next two, and more than 20 deaths
each in June and July. In fact, July
recorded the highest number of
such deaths (26) for any month in
the past two years. June recorded
the second highest number (21). 

In August 2019, Article 370 was
diluted, thus e�ectively stripping
J&K of its special status. A stringent
lockdown was imposed in the new
Union Territory. When the lock-
down was eased, there was a spurt
in the number of militancy-related
deaths. The numbers came down
again with the pandemic outbreak
and the imposition of a lockdown
to contain the spread of the virus.
The numbers went up after the
pandemic-related restrictions
were eased and the threat of CO-
VID-19 ended. In 2024, the region
is once again on the boil. 

Table 3 shows the district-wise
share of fatalities between 2001
and 2024. While some districts in
northern and southern Kashmir
continue to be a�ected by a higher
share of deaths, the attacks in Do-
da, Reasi, and Kathua this year, fol-
lowed by incidents in Poonch and
Rajouri last year, con�rm a shift in
focus to the Jammu region. Re-
ports show that more Army troops
and special forces have been de-
ployed in the Jammu region, in ad-
dition to the Central Armed Police
Forces. As shown in the table, the
share of districts falling under the
Jammu region made up 40% of the
total number of militancy-related
deaths in J&K this year. Last year,
the share of the Jammu region was
44%. The share crossed the 40%
mark in these two years for the
�rst time since 2009. 

In June this year, in Reasi, a 53-
seater bus was attacked and nine
pilgrims who were on their way to
the Mata Vaishno Devi shrine in
Katra were killed. 

Thirteen per cent of the total
militancy-related casualties in J&K
took place in Reasi this year, fol-
lowed by 10% each in the Kathua
and Doda districts. 

In 2024, newer districts are a�ected by militancy in Jammu
Also, the share of civilian deaths this year in militancy-related incidents in Jammu and Kashmir is the highest since 2005

Nitika Francis
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The growth in India’s
power generation
capacity

4.46
In GW. The Minister

of State for Power

informed the Rajya

Sabha that India’s total installed power

generation capacity has grown around 80%

in the last decade. The installed capacity of

renewable sector rose to 1,95,013 MW. PTI

NEWS IN NUMBERS

Deaths due to Israeli
drone strike near
south Lebanon

2
Israel had accused Hezbollah for the

death of 12 children in the

Israeli-occupied Golan Heights.

Hezbollah has denied any involvement in

the strike. Lebanese civil defence said that

the Israeli strike on Shaqra had also

wounded three other civilians. REUTERS

Number of elephants
that died due to
electrocution 

392
Responding to a Lok

Sabha question,

Minister of State for

Environment Kirti Vardhan Singh said that

India lost 528 elephants in the last five

years due to unnatural causes, including

poaching, poisoning, and electrocution. PTI

Number of people
detained by Russia in
occupied Ukraine

25
Russian forces have detained

people in occupied areas of

southern Ukraine for allegedly

supporting Kyiv. The arrests were made in

Ukraine’s Kherson and Zaporizhzhia

regions, large swathes of which Moscow

captured in February 2022. AFP

The growth in
employment in power
and energy sector

9
In per cent. According to the

‘Employment Outlook Report’ for

H1FY25, hiring activity in the power

and energy sector increased in the first half

of this financial year (H1FY25) compared to

the same period last year. PTI
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The story so far: 

I
n a landmark ruling on July 25, the
Supreme Court a�rmed that States
have the legislative authority to
impose taxes on minerals in

addition to the royalty levied by the
Centre. Upholding the principles of
federalism, the verdict clari�ed that the
power of State legislatures to tax mineral
activities within their respective
territories is not constrained by
Parliament’s Mines and Minerals
(Development and Regulation) Act, 1957
(1957 Act). The case which has been
pending for more than a quarter century
was decided by an 8:1 ruling with Chief
Justice of India (CJI) D.Y. Chandrachud
authoring the majority opinion. Justice
B.V. Nagarathna gave a dissenting opinion
where she cautioned that allowing States
to impose additional levies could hinder
the development of the nation’s mineral
resources and disproportionately
advantage mineral-rich States. 

What was the case? 
Section 9 of the 1957 Act requires those
who obtain leases to conduct mining
activities to “pay royalty in respect of any
mineral removed” to the individual or
corporation who leased the land to them.
The key question for consideration was
whether the royalties paid by mine
leaseholders to State governments under
the 1957 Act should be classi�ed as “tax.”
Additionally, the court needed to
determine whether the Centre could
impose such charges or if the States
possessed the sole authority to levy them
within their jurisdictions.

The case has its genesis in a dispute
between India Cement Ltd and the Tamil
Nadu government which arose after the
company secured a mining lease in Tamil
Nadu. Although India Cement was already
paying royalties, the government imposed
a cess — an additional tax on land
revenues, including royalties. The
company challenged this in the Madras
High Court contending that the cess on
royalties e�ectively constituted a tax on
royalties, the imposition of which
exceeded the State’s legislative authority.
In 1989, a seven-judge Bench of the
Supreme Court in India Cement Ltd. v.
State of Tamil Nadu decided in favour of
India Cement by reasoning that States
only have the power to collect royalties
and not impose taxes on mining activities.
It pointed out that the Union government
exercises overriding authority over the
“regulation of mines and mineral
development” under Entry 54 of the
Union List, as speci�ed by law (in this
case, the 1957 Act). Thus, States are not
empowered to levy additional taxes on
this subject. 

Over a decade later, a �ve-judge Bench
in 2004, while hearing a similar dispute
between West Bengal and Kesoram
Industries Ltd held that there was a
typographical error in the India Cement
decision and that the phrase “royalty is a
tax” should be read as “cess on royalty is
a tax”. However, since the Bench was
smaller than the one in the India Cement
case, it was unable to overrule or amend
the previous ruling. 

In 2011, a three-judge Bench led by
former Chief Justice S.H. Kapadia, while
examining a challenge to a Bihar law
imposing a cess on land revenue from
mineral-bearing lands, recognised the
con�icting precedents set by Kesoram
Industries and India Cement. It
accordingly referred the issue to a
nine-judge Bench to de�nitively settle the

legal position. 

What is the di�erence between
royalty and tax? 
The majority ruling clari�ed the
distinction between royalty and tax. It
de�ned royalty as the “contractual
consideration” paid by the mining lessee
to the lessor (who may also be a private
party) for the right to extract minerals. In
contrast, a tax was characterised as an
“imposition by a sovereign authority.”
The judges underscored that taxes are
determined by law and can only be levied
by public authorities to fund welfare
schemes and public services. Meanwhile,
royalties are paid to a lessor in exchange
“for parting with their exclusive privileges
in the minerals”.

Can States tax mining activities? 
Entry 50 of the State List under the
seventh Schedule of the Constitution gives
States the exclusive authority to make
laws regarding “taxes on mineral rights”,
but this power is limited by any laws
Parliament may pass concerning mineral
development. On the other hand, Entry
54 of the Union List gives the Centre the
power to regulate “mines and mineral
development,” especially when
Parliament decides it is necessary in
public interest. During the proceedings,
the Centre argued that Entry 50 in the
State List had allowed Parliament to
impose “any limitations” on taxes on
mineral rights through the promulgation
of laws relating to mineral development —
in this case, the 1957 Act. 

However, the majority reasoned that
since royalties could not be classi�ed as a
tax, they do not fall within the category of
“taxes on mineral rights” as de�ned in
Entry 50 of the State List. As a result, it
was held that the 1957 Act merely
provided States with another source of
revenue through royalties, without
interfering with their authority to levy
taxes on mineral rights under Entry 50.

While the Centre is empowered to
regulate mining development under
Entry 54 of the Union List, the court
clari�ed that this authority does not
include the power to impose taxes, which
is exclusively under the jurisdiction of the
State legislatures. However, this express
power, it said, is subject to “any
limitations” that may be imposed by
Parliament which could even include a
“prohibition’” against imposing taxes.
This implies that if the Centre wanted to
modify the existing legislative framework
under the 1957 Act to divest States of their
power to levy a tax, it could do so. 

The majority also held that States have
the power to tax the land where mines
and quarries are located by virtue of
Article 246 read with Entry 49 (taxes on
lands and buildings) of the State List. “In
other words, mineral-bearing lands also
fall within the description of lands under
Entry 49 of List 2,” the CJI declared,
adding that the income of the land yield
can be adopted as a measure of tax. 

Why did Justice Nagarathna dissent?
Disagreeing with the majority, Justice
Nagarathna held that royalties paid under

the 1957 Act should be considered as tax
for developing the country’s mineral
resources. 

She pointed out that a central
legislation, like the 1957 Act, was intended
to promote mineral development and this
objective could be severely undermined if
States were allowed to impose levies and
cesses (additional taxes) on top of the
royalties they collect. The passage of the
1957 Act thus “denuded” States’ powers to
levy taxes by entrusting the Centre with
complete control over mineral
development and limiting States to
generating revenue solely through
royalties, she underscored. 

Elucidating upon the likely
consequences of allowing States to tax
mineral rights, the judge highlighted that
this would lead to an “unhealthy
competition between the States to derive
additional revenue” resulting in a steep,
uncoordinated, and uneven increase in
the cost of minerals. Such a scenario, she
warned, might exploit the national
market for arbitrage, where di�erences in
pricing could be manipulated for pro�t,
disrupting the market’s stability. 

What happens next? 
On July 31, the court will consider
whether the verdict should be applied
retroactively or prospectively. 

If applied retroactively, it could result
in signi�cant �nancial bene�ts for
mineral-rich States such as West Bengal,
Odisha, and Jharkhand, which have
enacted local laws to impose additional
taxes on mining lessees.

Can States tax mining activities? 
Why was an earlier judgment on the matter by a seven-judge Bench called into question? What are the provisions of the Mines and Minerals (Development and

Regulation) Act, 1957? Are royalties the same as tax? What did the latest verdict on the issue state?

Tug of war: A goods train transporting mining materials from Odisha on July 23. BISWARANJAN ROUT

Aaratrika Bhaumik

EXPLAINER THE GIST

�

The Supreme Court a�irmed
that States have the legislative
authority to impose taxes on
minerals in addition to the
royalty levied by the Centre.

�

The majority ruling clarified the
distinction between royalty
and tax. It defined royalty as
the “contractual
consideration” paid by the
mining lessee to the lessor for
the right to extract minerals. In
contrast, a tax was
characterised as an
“imposition by a sovereign
authority.”

�

On July 31, the court will
consider whether the verdict
should be applied retroactively
or prospectively.
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I
n the mid-1930s, two Harvard
scholars — Milman Parry and Albert
Lord — travelled to Yugoslavia to
record the Balkan guslar poets,

some of the last practitioners of the
central European oral epic tradition. Two
and a half decades later, in a book called
The Singer of Tales, Lord systematised
their �ndings into a set of theories about
oral epic poetry, and formulated the
famous Parry-Lord hypothesis: that
Homer’s The Iliad had begun life as an
oral poem. Homer himself was not an
individual person, but a collective of
bards working within a �uid tradition of
oral poetry, where every performance of
The Iliad was akin to a fresh composition.
Through their work, Parry and Lord
displaced some of the most long-standing
assumptions about written and oral forms
and the origins of epic poetry.

In 1981, the Albanian writer Ismail
Kadare wrote a novel called The File on H.
In The File on H, two Irish-American
scholars from Harvard journey to the
Albanian Highlands, seeking to solve “the
Homeric Question” by recording some of
the last surviving Albanian epic poets.
They carry with them newly-invented
recording technology. But their quest
proves to be anything but simple. It turns
out that the two scholars have landed
right into the heart of a long-standing
dispute between the Albanians and the
Serbs. “They had quarrelled over
everything,” Kadare writes, in the style so
typical of him. “Over land, over
boundaries, over pastures and watering
holes, and it would have been entirely
unsurprising had they also disputed the
ownership of local rainbows. And as if
that were not enough, they were also
squabbling over the ancient epics which

existed, just to make things completely
intractable, in both languages, Albanian
and Serbo-Croatian. Each of the two
people asserted that it had created the
epic, leaving the other nation the choice
of being considered either a thief or a
mere imitator.”

Walling up voices
But that is not all: as they �nd themselves
beset by incompetent spies, intractable
government o�cials, and sceptical locals,
the scholars begin to have doubts about
their own project. 

While they begin with a triumphalist
belief that they are helping salvage a
dying tradition for posterity, they soon
start wondering if the very act of
recording is, in one sense, an act of
mutilation. “This machine walls up the
ancient songs,” they’re told, “imprisons
them within itself, and you know as well
as I do what happens to a song when you
wall up its voice.” After all, if oral epics
“could only ever exist in the scattered
form in which they found it … they there
were betraying and altering their material
by trying to put its pieces together.” The
File on H does not answer the many
questions it raises, although its �nal,
shattering denouement hints at their
unanswerability.

The File on H is one outstanding
example of the work of Ismail Kadare,
who passed away on July 1 at 88. 

It takes as its basis a real-life narrative —
Milman Parry and Albert Lord’s actual
trip to the Balkans — and weaves out of it
a story about epic poetry and the
construction of nationalism, the many
faces of authoritarianism, the disruption
of the outsider’s gaze, the pathologies of
modernity, and so much more. These are
themes that occur and recur in Kadare’s
work.

Blood feuds and ‘kanun’
Perhaps his most famous novel, Broken
April, also features two outsiders
chancing upon a world whose rhythms
and norms they are unprepared for — and
which is unprepared for them: the
generational blood-feuds of the Albanian
highlands. The characters of Broken April
act out the rules of the blood feud in
accordance with the kanun, a law that
permits neither dissent nor questioning,
but also structures and gives meaning to
collective life. To outsiders, the kanun is
either a romantic throwback to a purer
past, a stubborn and anachronistic
hold-out against modernity, or — to
someone who comes to know one of its
victims — a visceral horror: but each of
these perspectives reveal more about the
limited horizons of outsiders, rather than
any immutable truth about the kanun.

In all of his work, Kadare — who came
of age in the climate of Cold War
censorship — was keenly aware of the
power of myth in constructing an idea of
nationhood, for better and for worse. The
Siege portrays an Ottoman siege of an
unnamed Albanian fortress, told from the
alternating perspective of the Turks and
(in brief, one-page interludes) of the
besieged soldiers. The Siege features a
stark — almost jarring — contrast between
the brutality of war, and its deployment in
building national narratives. A
commander dies wanting “to have
thought a sublime thought, but he could
not.” A doctor bitterly reminds the
Turkish chronicler to include the rats in
his chronicle. But amidst the blood,
stench, and ruin, even as he is engaged in
a futile resistance, the Albanain leader
Skanderberg, we are told, “is trying to
create a second Albania, outside anyone’s
reach, a kind of immaterial Albania. So
that when one day this Albania, the

terrestrial one, falls to the Empire, that
other, ghostly Albania, its shadow-self,
will go on wandering among the clouds.”
A similar contrast between national
myths and the violence that underlies
them is o�ered in The Pyramid, an
allegory set in ancient Egypt, about the
construction of the great Pyramid of
Cheops, and the human labour that went
into it.

Intersecting strands
All these strands intersect and together
constitute the theme that Kadare is
perhaps most well-known for: the lucid
and uncompromising
anti-authoritarianism and
anti-totalitarianism that de�nes his
stories. The most obvious example is The
Palace of Dreams. Set in the 19th century
Ottoman Empire, at the heart of the novel
is the Tabir Sarrail, the Palace of Dreams,
a mysterious, impenetrable and vitally
important organ of the state, housed in a
labyrinthine, inaccessible building, that is
responsible for collecting, categorising
and interpreting every dream that is
dreamt by the inhabitants of the Empire.
But when an interpretation of a dream
gives the Empire a chance to �nally attack
a prominent once-Albanian clan that has
long been a thorn in the Ottoman side,
the stage is set for a complex, tragic
re�ection on national myths, political
power, and language and dreaming.

These are only some of the examples of
the rich and complex oeuvre that Kadare
has left us. In a world that is beset by
struggles over history, over mythic pasts,
and over nationhood, in a world that
Kadare memorably called “an orphanage
for fallen stars,” his work has an ageless
quality that every generation will have the
privilege to discover and rediscover.

Gautam Bhatia is a Delhi-based lawyer.

An orphanage for fallen stars: the rich and
complex world of Ismail Kadare 
The Albanian great, who passed away recently, wrote primarily about authoritarianism, the disruption of the outsider’s gaze, and much more. Kadare

came of age in a climate of Cold War censorship and was keenly aware of the power of myth in constructing nationalism 

Legendary life: Ismail Kadare in the Playfair library before accepting the Man Booker International literary prize in Edinburgh, on June 27, 2005. REUTERS

Gautam Bhatia

X

QUESTION 1

Who is this multiple gold medal
winner who later made a
successful career for himself in
Hollywood, which earned him a
star on the Hollywood Walk of
Fame?
X

QUESTION 2 

Who created an Olympic first by
winning the gold medal in 5,000
metres, 10,000 metres and the
marathon at the 1952 Helsinki
Games?
X

QUESTION 3

Who did the “double double” by
winning the 5,000 and 10,000
metres gold medals both at the
1972 Munich and 1976 Montreal

Olympic Games? 
X

QUESTION 4

Who won back-to-back gold medals
in both diving events at the 1984
Los Angeles and 1988 Seoul Games? 
X

QUESTION 5

Who is the only athlete to win a
gold medal in 100 metres and 200
metres in three consecutive
Olympic Games?
X

QUESTION 6

Who holds the Olympic record of
having won the most gold medals
in Women’s Field Hockey
competition? 
X

QUESTION 7

Identify the most decorated athlete
in Olympics history with 23 Gold
medals and 28 overall medals. 

Questions and Answers to the previous

day’s daily quiz: 1. These two former
Prime Ministers of these two countries were
born on this day. Ans: John Howard of

Australia and Jacinda Ardern of New

Zealand

2. This American actor born on July 26 is
known for a show called House of Cards.

Ans: Kevin Spacey

3. This Irish singer-songwriter died on this
day last year. Ans: Sinéad O'Connor

4. This is celebrated every year to observe
India's victory over Pakistan, in a war that
ended on July 26, 1999. Ans: Kargil Vijay

Diwas

5. This English writer was born on this day in
1894. Ans: Aldous Huxley

6. Identify this American sportsperson and
the sport she was known for. Ans: Dorothy

Hamill, figure skating

Early Birds: Animesh Mohan| K.N.
Viswanathan| Jyot Prakash| Jharna Kamdar|
Vasanthy Ayyappan

THE DAILY QUIZ

Here is a quiz on the all-time legends of the Olympics as the 33rd Summer
Olympic Games gets underway in Paris, France 

X

Visual question:

Identify the athlete. What historic moment is she known for? THE HINDU ARCHIVES

Please send in your answers to 

dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

Soorya Prakash. N

“Where have you been? Haven’t seen you
in a while. Busy with a project?”

“Harini was here with her husband. So,
I was busy showing them the...”

“Why didn’t you bring them over?
Haven’t seen Harini in a while.”

“They didn’t really want to meet
anyone. Wanted to see the city.”

“Did you take them to the beach and
all the fancy malls we have?”

“Luckily, I didn’t have to do that! The
husband was only interested in visiting
our museums.”

“Really? Nice to know he’s a bit of a
culture vulture.”

“Culture vulture? Never heard that
expression before. What does it mean?”

“Someone who is interested in the arts
— like music, painting, etc. — can be called
a culture vulture.”

“My friend is interested in the theatre.
Can he be called a culture vulture?”

“Most certainly! The term ‘culture
vulture’ can be used to suggest
disapproval as well. Nowadays, it is
mostly used in this sense. You can use it
to suggest that the interest that the
individual shows is only a pretence.”

“I see! Harini’s husband spent hours in
the three museums he visited.”

“I’m sure that didn’t make you happy. ”
“Luckily for me, they didn’t insist on

my coming to any of the places they
visited. I was planning to take them to the
science museum. We got into the car, and
in that moment, I got a call from my boss
saying I was needed at the o�ce.”

“I see. By the way, it’s ‘at that moment’
and not ‘in that moment’.”

“Does ‘at that moment’ mean ‘at that
particular time’?”

“Exactly! Here’s an example. I was
taking o� my shoes. At that moment, the
dog started barking loudly.”

“I had switched o� the lights. At that
moment, I heard the doorbell ring.”

“That’s a good example. Heard Priya is
in town. Any idea how her new business
is doing?”

“Not too well, I’m afraid. She might
have to ask her father for help.”

“I can’t see Priya going to her father,
cap in hand, and asking…”

“Cap in hand? What are you talking
about? She doesn’t wear a cap!”

“When you ‘go cap in hand’ to
someone, you’re asking in a very polite
and humble way for their help. Especially
for money. Sashi asked the bank manager,
cap in hand, for a loan.”

“How about this? When he started his
company, my father used to go, cap in
hand, to banks begging for a loan.”

“Now things are di�erent. Now, it’s the
bank managers who stand before your
father, cap in hand, for deposits. In
American English, it’s ‘hat in hand’. By
the way, asking for help or money is just
one of the meanings of this expression.”

upendrankye@gmail.com

He went, cap
in hand, to ask
for tickets 

At that moment, he got a call from

his friend who said the entire

event was cancelled 

S. Upendran
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F
or more than two decades
now I have been arguing that
the European terms Left,
Right and Liberal make zero
sense in India except to a

small minority who don’t know India at
all. These terms have imprisoned the
new Congress into a system of thought
that has relevance in Europe but not
India.

But 70 years ago Nehru refused to fall
into the trap. He was quick to realise its
unsuitability and brought in the first
amendment as early as 1951 to restrict
free speech. He then brought in the
fourth amendment in 1956 to restrict
the judiciary. His daughter went several
steps further. Her understanding of
India was, in many ways, superior to her
father’s. She governed accordingly and
coercively. Her son Rajiv was clueless
about India and paid the electoral price
for it. 

Here’s the circle that Rahul Gandhi’s
advisers have to square: if they want the
Congress to be like a western European
social democratic organisation, what are
they going to do with all the restrictive
constitutional amendments that Nehru,

Indira and Rajiv brought in? 
If they retain them, the party is very

far removed from the western European
model. If they remove them, or try to,
how are they di�erent from the BJP? 

PEAS OF A POD

I don’t think Rahul Gandhi and his
advisers have thought through this
paradox. Their real problem is,
therefore, convergence with the BJP
disguised by electoral and governance
compulsions.

Rahul Gandhi simply doesn’t
understand the exigencies of the two
and his party’s consequent vulnerability
to whataboutery. That’s what happened
to his father also. It’s worth recalling
that it was during Rajiv Gandhi’s term
that the Congress started disintegrating
as a party and became an agglomeration
of buccaneers. 

Another huge problem for the party is
the confusion between individual rights
and group rights. There’s a vast amount
of literature on these subjects but very
little about the conflicts between them,

except in very technical terms. The main
thing, however, is that there is no
resolution, at any level, between these
conflicts. So what we have had, in all
democracies, are policies based on one
position or the other. 

Indeed very few of Rahul Gandhi’s
advisers can even tell you whether it’s a
political, economic or philosophical
tussle. Barring one or two, the apostles
themselves lack clarity. 

The BJP, for its part, has come down
heavily on the side of group rights. The
Congress, however, is unable to decide
and, beyond an amorphous feeling that
individual rights should take
precedence, is unable to articulate its
preferences clearly. 

Rahul Gandhi has been given some
rudimentary tutorials on justice and
fairness but his confusion is
embarrassingly visible. The intellectual
di�erences between John Rawls and
Amartya Sen aren’t his strong points but
he talks about them all the time in the
same way as ignorant BJP leaders talk
about Hindu philosophy. The talk grates. 

And this is yet another problem.
Whether speaking through him or
o�cial communications like a party
manifesto, there is zero clarity on what
the party stands for. Mohabbat ki dukan

just doesn’t cut it even as a slogan. 

WHAT SHOULD BE DONE

So what should the Congress do if, like

the Cheshire cat, it’s not to be left with
only Rahul Gandhi’s undoubtedly
fetching smile?

First and foremost, if it wishes to be a
European style social democratic party,
it must repudiate the dozen or so
restrictive constitutional amendments
made by it between 1951 and 1989. That
is, it must walk the talk. 

Second, it must fully endorse the
world-views of Narasimha Rao and
Manmohan Singh. The many political
disasters of their governments were just
that: disasters. They happen. But their
approaches weren’t. Both understood
India way better than Rahul Gandhi can
ever hope to. That led to a complete
change in the economic paradigm, away
from distribution to growth. Rahul
Gandhi wants to reverse that emphasis.

Third, it needs to separate its
electoral tactics from its intellectual
strategies. The failure to do this is a very
powerful reason why it’s lost so much
ground to the BJP. 

It’s interesting to note here that in the
2024 election, the BJP also made this
mistake and paid for it. The most telling
— but least talked about — consequence
was the 4.5 lakh vote fall in Narendra
Modi’s margin of victory. 

The BJP seems to have learnt its
lesson and gone back to its ideological
knitting. The Congress, the poor dear,
doesn’t have a knitting at all. It should
get one quickly. 

PTI

Whether speaking
through Rahul Gandhi or
official communications
like a party manifesto,
there is zero clarity on
what the party stands for

If it wishes to be a
European style social
democratic party, it
must repudiate the
dozen or so restrictive
constitutional
amendments made by it
between 1951 and 1989
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I
t’s only in India that concepts and practices
that are well settled elsewhere become
matters of prolix interpretation and debate.

The latest instance of this proclivity is the 8:1
judgment last week by the Supreme Court on
whether a royalty is a tax. This is on par with the
debate in Orthodox Judaism on whether electricity
is fire.

The current judgment was the result of
a long running dispute between some
States, which wanted to tax minerals, and
the Centre said they couldn’t because it
said so. The matter went back and forth
for decades. Di�erent issues arising out of
some provisions of the Constitution — for
example, does a law enacted by Parliament
supersede a provision of the Constitution
— and the di�erence between royalty and
tax came up for examination. Finally, last
week, the Court said in a majority
judgment that the di�erence between
royalty and tax is that while the former is a
voluntary payment made as a contractual
obligation, the latter is quite simply a
sovereign imposition and that there is
nothing voluntary about the transfer of
money that takes place. Done by anyone
else other than the sovereign it would be
extortion.

The Central government was able to
insist that the States could not tax
minerals under their boundaries because a
1957 Act of Parliament denied them this
right, regardless of what the Constitution
says. No, said eight of the nine judges who
heard the case; the States had a perfect
right to tax their minerals. One said no
because this would amount to eroding the
“constitutional intent”. Thankfully the
matter is settled now. But the question of
whether a law made by Parliament
supersedes a constitutional issue is still
alive and will doubtless crop up again. This
is inherent in the constitutional design,
which has a concurrent list on which there
are items over which both the Centre and
the States have jurisdiction. This case once
again shows that the logic of a concurrent
list needs to be re-examined. The India of
2024 is not the India of 1947-50.

Two consequences could follow as a
result of this judgment. One is positive,
the other negative. The positive
consequence is that there is now an
additional source of revenue for the States
who have very few such sources. The
negative consequence is the possibility, as
the dissenting judge pointed out, of tax
competition between the States. Only
time will tell which of these will have a
greater impact on future outcomes. The
larger question of State revenues remains.
These have continued to be hostage to the
political need to ensure the integrity of
India. The original constitutional design
had a legitimate concern in this regard.
Those conditions are no longer there.
Hence, the need is for the Centre to delink
politics from economics and allow the
States greater freedom in matters of
revenue.

Significant verdict
States score major win on financial freedom

TUESDAY - JULY 30, 2024

Capital gains tax
This refers to ‘Capital gains growth
deserves higher taxes: Finance
Secretary’ (July 29). While there is
no doubt that capital gains growth
requires higher taxes, the key issue is
the exclusion of the indexation
benefit from its calculation. The
central bank’s continuous e�orts to
combat inflation and its
management of interest rates
underscore the significance of
inflation. It is primarily the middle
class, often without pension support,
that engages in trading securities and
mutual fund units to earn some
profit. Denying them the indexation
benefit on real estate deals and on
debt mutual funds taxing them at
higher rates could not be construed
as a move in the right direction.
Targeting the middle class for

revenue generation under the guise
of fiscal consolidation appears
unjustified. Not mandating a fiscal
deficit control to 3 per cent of GDP,
as seen in EU countries, while
comparing capital gains tax increases
to those in developed economies,
seems like cherry-picking. The
removal of the indexation benefit
from the real estate sector raises
questions about how this measure
would be revenue-neutral rather
than leading to government revenue
gains. 
Srinivasan Velamur
Chennai

Railways’ revenues
Apropos the editorial ‘Amber signal’
(July 29), the Railways’ thrust of
capital investment in recent years
has been directed mostly towards

high speed passenger trains and
improvement of railway stations,
which by itself is an admirable move.
But to improve its revenues there is a
need to substantially revamp and
improve its freight services. The
scope for increasing freight volumes
is enormous, if the Railways
modernises its operations in this
sector. Assurance of timely and safe
delivery and competitive freight
rates are crucial factors that would
make a di�erence. Development of
more dedicated freight corridors on
the high freight volume routes,
prompt and timely strengthening
and re-laying of existing tracks,
wherever necessary, transforming
the communication facilities to
ensure faster movement of goods
trains, rationalising the freight
charges to attract greater volumes

and a better PR system would be
necessary to increase revenues on
the freight front.
Kosaraju Chandramouli
Hyderabad

Farm productivity
Apropos ‘Preparing agriculture for a
richer harvest’ (July 29), the
government has already taken
positive initiatives such as higher
MSP, creating a nationwide online
platform for marketing, and
improving logistics and cold storage
facilities. Budget 2024 accords more
emphasis on agriculture research,
natural farming, creating a
well-balanced vegetable supply
chain, and increasing the production
of pulses and edible oilseeds. While
these measures are laudable, Indian
agriculture has to overcome

monsoon vagaries and climate
change constraints to ensure
improved production and
productivity.
NR Nagarajan
Sivakasi, TN

Celebrating JRD Tata
‘JRD: A team builder exemplar’ (July
29) was a good read and a befitting
tribute to the colossus of Indian
industry. The excerpted brief urges
one to go through the whole book.
The painstaking nurturing of steel
and many other industries by JRD
Tata, achieved against great odds,
needs to be etched in golden letters.
The talent spotting, mentoring those
talents, taking calculated risks all
deserve special mention. 
Jose Abraham
Vaikom, Kerala
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B
udget 2024 lays down a marker
for India’s march towards Viksit
Bharat, emphasising the

government’s commitment to fostering
high growth, and balanced job creation
through innovation, business
facilitation, and ongoing infrastructure
enhancements. A big part of this vision is
building Atmanirbharta and ushering in
a simpler tax/duty regime as well as
enabling MSMEs to prosper.

The Budget is noteworthy for
remaining steadfast on the path of fiscal
consolidation while maintaining a
growth-oriented approach. This delicate
balancing act was adeptly handled by the
Finance Minister without
compromising on growth and
development objectives — she
addressed the priority areas, ensured the
capex thrust, and provided tax relief to
the salaried class. The attempt to reduce
tax litigation is particularly welcome as
it would improve ease of doing business.

Capex thrust continued in the Budget,
with an allocation of ₹11.11 lakh crore
towards enhancing the country’s
infrastructure, pushing for investments
primarily in highways, railways, ports,
and urban infrastructure. This is
expected to create jobs, boost economic
activity and improve connectivity
nationwide.

Public-private partnerships (PPPs)

will play a crucial role in mobilising
private investment and the expertise to
accelerate these projects.

The reworking of the tax slabs under
the new tax regime introduced in the
Budget seeks to provide significant relief
to middle-class taxpayers with the aim
to increase purchasing power,
particularly among the lower-income
class. This move is expected to stimulate
consumption and align with the broader
goal of economic inclusivity. 

One of the standout features of this
Budget is the focus on job creation in the
manufacturing sector, evident through
increased allocations and incentives for
industries to encourage employment. By
building a robust manufacturing sector,
the government aims to create a greater
number of jobs and boost economic
growth. This approach is aligned with
the larger goal of economic resilience
and sustainability.

PRIORITY FOR SKILLING

Addressing the education and
employment gap through skilling is
another important aspect of the Budget.
With an allocation of ₹1.12 lakh crore
for education and skill development, the
government is committed to preparing
the workforce for future demands.
Investments in education, particularly
in STEM fields, and the promotion of
vocational training and digital literacy
will equip individuals with the necessary
skills to face the challenges of a rapidly

evolving job market. 
The Budget’s commitment to digital

transformation is commendable, with
substantial funds allocated for
developing digital infrastructure,
including high-speed internet, data
centres, and cybersecurity. 

These investments will create a
robust digital ecosystem that supports
innovation, entrepreneurship, and job
creation. 

The focus on women empowerment is
evident as the Budget promotes their
participation in the workforce, o�ering
incentives for female entrepreneurs and
support for women-led businesses as
well as partnerships to organise
women-specific skilling programmes. 

Signalling the government’s
commitment for enhancing women’s
role in economic development, the
Budget has earmarked more than ₹3 lakh

crore for schemes benefiting women and
girls. 

The government’s pledge to
sustainable development is reflected in
increased allocation of ₹35,000 crore for
renewable energy projects in the Budget.
By promoting clean energy and reducing
carbon emissions, the Budget aims to
create a more sustainable and resilient
economy. The emphasis on
environmental conservation and
sustainable agriculture, with initiatives
like making agriculture more resilient
and improving agricultural productivity
on an outlay of ₹1.52 lakh crore, will
significantly boost farmers’ welfare.

In conclusion, Budget 2024 is a
visionary blueprint for India’s future,
reflecting the government’s
commitment to fostering inclusive
growth. By focusing on infrastructure,
tax relief, job creation, education, digital
transformation, financial sector
reforms, women's empowerment, and
sustainability, the Budget addresses
immediate economic needs while laying
the foundation for long-term prosperity.
This Budget is a testament to India’s
resilience, innovation, and
entrepreneurial spirit, setting the stage
for a new era of growth and
development.

The writer is Chairman and Managing Director, JK
Paper Ltd, and Vice-Chairman and
Member-Management Board at the International
Chamber of Commerce

A holistic Budget that will foster sustained growth

Harsh Pati Singhania

SKILLING. Bridging the employment gap

It also promotes inclusivity, thanks to the thrust on job creation, education, women’s empowerment and sustainability
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T
he Economic Survey 2024
states that India should
focus on getting more FDI
from China to boost exports
to the US and other Western

countries. This would help India keep its
growing trade deficit with Beijing under
manageable levels. Taking this as the
context, let’s dive into the reasons and
the ways in which India can attain this
objective.

China and the US are the two main
global powerhouses of the present era.
The evolution in their relationship has
been catalysed by geopolitical and
geo-economics factors. In the 20 years
following China’s admission to the WTO
in 2001, trade between the US and China
has surged. Although Chinese and
American businesses have profited from
this trade, Washington grew more
concerned about the dangers Beijing’s
state-led development poses. This
finally culminated in the ‘Trump
Tari�-War’ between the countries in
2019. It was upheld by President Biden,
who added new ‘sanctions’. The
situation was further aggravated by
supply chain disruptions during the
Covid-19 pandemic, which led to
increased support for the China Plus
One strategy.

Meanwhile, India has emerged as a
prominent player in the global scene,
acting as the leader of the Global South.
While the India-US relationship has
evolved post the 2008 nuclear
agreement to being strategic partners
now, the Sino-Indian relationship has
seen a downward trend, especially post
the Galwan clash in 2020. In response to
this and the Covid-19 pandemic, India
mandated government approval for
investments from countries that it
shares a land border with, such as China.
This was done to prevent opportunistic
takeovers during the pandemic.

Even after taking this into account, it
is irrefutable that complete decoupling
from China at this point is nearly
impossible. It holds the comparative
advantage in auxiliary technologies and
production know-how to manufacture
for US-based companies in the
information technology industry.
However, under the China+1 strategy,
American multinational corporations
that rely on Chinese intermediaries for
their upstream activities have been
looking to diversify their operations. At
the same time, it’s undeniable that India
can’t quite shake o� its craving for
Chinese products, much like its
addiction to spicy street food. In fact,
India’s manufacturing sector seems to
thrive on a steady diet of Chinese
companies setting up shop on its soil. 

The prevalence of the China+1

strategy, friendly ties between India and
the US and the present undeniable
dependence of the US and India on
China provides scope for the formation
of international joint ventures (IJVs)
between Indian and Chinese companies.
IJV refers to the coming together of two
or more business partners from
di�erent jurisdictions to exchange
resources, share risks, and divide
rewards from a joint enterprise. One of
the partners is typically, though not
always, situated physically within the
joint venture’s jurisdiction.

By the formation of IJVs, Chinese
firms can mitigate the US restrictions
and tari�s and export their products to
the US with greater ease. This is due to
the relatively softer geopolitical
relationship between India and the US
compared to that between the US and
China. Chinese intermediary firms are
looking to expand global supply chains
and view India as a potential partner. At
the same time, India is primarily focused
on quadrupling its electronics hardware
manufacturing industry under the

Production Linked Incentive (PLI)
scheme to attract more manufacturers
to make in India. 

COLLABORATIONS PICKING UP

This collaboration, driven by a shared
goal to expand technological capabilities
and make supply chains more resilient,
resulted in an interesting dynamic
where Chinese multinationals and
Indian firms are coming together to
collaborate. For example, Apple intends
to relocate 18-20 per cent of its iPhone
production to India by FY 2025-26 while
Chinese brands like Xiaomi have already
started manufacturing in India. Let’s call
it a tripartite game between the US,
India and China.

This became evident in January 2023
when India granted initial permission
for Chinese intermediary firms that
produce goods for Apple to establish
joint ventures with Indian firms. India is
expediting the approval process for
Chinese investments in the electronics
and automobile industries, which is
contingent on Chinese partners holding
minority stakes and not having Chinese
nationals in key management roles. 

However, a crucial point to note is
that the production cost for IJVs would
be relatively higher due to India’s higher
production costs compared to China’s,
as well as the costs associated with
forming a joint venture. Incentives
driving Chinese firms to form joint
ventures with Indian counterparts,
despite higher production costs, are to

access the US and Western markets with
greater ease and hedge against the
future risk of trade barriers. 

Nevertheless, India faces a significant
challenge in the form of high tari�s on
components in the electronics
manufacturing sector, which will
increase IJVs’ production costs, hinder
their ability to expand electronics
exports and undermine their global
competitiveness. This leads to an
inverted duty structure (another
concerning issue for India, quite
recognised in the Budget though).

The competitiveness and scale of
industries are significantly impacted by
tari�s. India’s average tari�s stand at
approximately 7.5 per cent, surpassing
those of China (4 per cent), Malaysia
(3.5 per cent) and Mexico (2.7 per cent).
This tari� disparity translates to a cost
disadvantage of 5-6 per cent for Indian
electronics exports. To bridge this cost
gap and enhance production e�ciencies,
India must overhaul its tari� structure.

Bottomline: For India to shine as a
manufacturing powerhouse and IJV
partner, the government must
streamline tari�s on crucial imports.
Pairing this with enhanced PLI support,
business-friendly land acquisition,
environmental clearances, and labour
laws will set the stage for robust growth
and global competitiveness.

Rahangdale is a Research Fellow at NIPFP, Huria is an
Assistant Professor at IIFT, Delhi, and Harichandan is an
Assistant Professor at IIM Sirmaur, Himachal Pradesh

Indian, Chinese firms
teaming up will pay-off

For India to shine as 
a manufacturing
powerhouse and
international joint venture
partner, the government
must streamline tariffs on
crucial imports

JOIN HANDS. While India will get FDI and a supply chain boost, China will have easier
access to Western markets and can hedge against possible trade barriers
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T
he global report of
UNAIDS, ‘The Urgency of
now: AIDS at crossroads’,

released on the eve of the
International AIDS Conference
(IAC) in Munich, concluded that
“the global AIDS response is
currently o� track”. At the
current rate of progress, it is
highly unlikely that the ambitious
targets set for either 2025 or 2030
will be achieved. The UNAIDS
highlighted two conditionalities
for turning the tide and achieving
the goals — countries must scale
up resources for AIDS
programmes substantially and
protect human rights of people
infected with and vulnerable to
HIV. But the data provided by
UNAIDS did not give rise to such
optimism. 

World over, 1.3 million people
still get newly infected, 50 per
cent of them in Africa. Global
deaths at 6,30,000 account for 50
per cent of the new infections.
The glaring failure was on
prevention of new infections with
a coverage of a lowly 39-50 per
cent against the goal to cover 95
per cent of those who are
vulnerable. Eastern Europe and
Central Asia, Middle East and
Northern Africa and Latin
America still report increasing
rates of new infections. Africa
performed better where new
infections registered a decline of
50 per cent. In Asia-Pacific, new
infections declined by 14 per cent
but the decline virtually plateaued
in the last 10 years. The tap of new
infections is still leaking profusely
all over the globe.

COLLECTIVE FAILURE

It is not di�cult to understand
the reasons for this collective
failure of countries to rein in the
AIDS pandemic. Logically,
prevention programmes should
saturate the key populations
(KPs) — such as sex workers, gay
populations, people who inject
drugs, transgenders and those
who practice high risk behaviour
— with proven strategies of
prevention. On the contrary, the
report states that proportion of
new infections among KPs has
increased from 45 per cent in
2010 to 55 per cent in 2023. In
Asia-Pacific, 79 per cent of new
infections occurred among KPs in
2023. Normatively, prevention
programmes should get an
allocation of 20 per cent of total
resources but got a measly 2.6 per
cent of the spending.

The global report, however,
except for providing generic
statements like optimisation of

resources and protecting human
rights, does not dig deep into
what went wrong. The first 10
years after the UN General
Assembly Special Session, 2001,
on AIDS witnessed an
unprecedented response, both in
prevention and treatment. And
several countries could halt and
reverse the epidemic in that
decade of action, especially in the
Asia-Pacific region. But the
response stalled in its tracks, with
political leadership losing interest
in AIDS programmes. Success had
given rise to complacency. 

In Asian countries such as
India, Thailand and Bangladesh,
social contracting of
community-based organisations
and NGOs was adopted as a
strategy to directly reach
resources for prevention
programmes. But over the years,
interest in such programmes has
waned and funds got stuck in
bureaucratic muddle. 

The report has also not gone
into the reasons for failed
implementation of programmes
even with the limited resources
made available. In the earlier
decade, governance of AIDS
programmes followed the Three
Ones principle with national
AIDS committees pivoting
focused AIDS programmes. This
strategy was later watered down
trying to bring the AIDS response
out of isolation. The present
report advocates main-streaming
of AIDS responses without trying
to identify the key elements of the
programmes, such as treatment
which can be integrated and
maintaining that KP-related
prevention programmes still
needing focused implementation. 

The global AIDS response
partially succeeded in preventing
AIDS-related deaths but is failing
on many other fronts.
Implementation failure is the
most important of them and often
goes missing in global reports on
AIDS, such as the present one.

The writer is former Special Envoy of the UN
Secretary General on AIDS, and former Health
Secretary, Government of India. Views are
personal

AIDS response waning

JVR Prasada Rao

OFF TRACK. AIDS control 

Globally, there’s a spike in new infection rates
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IDBI Bank to merge with IDBI
In separate meetings held on Thursday, the boards of IDBI and IDBI Bank in
principle approved the proposal to merge IDBI Bank with IDBI, thereby
enabling the combined entity — the Industrial Development Bank of India —
to become a universal bank. In a separate development, the setting up of a
Stressed Assets Stabilisation Fund (SASF) was also approved to enable the
purging of IDBI’s legacy portfolio of NPAs. 

We will take a re-look at free trade pact with Thailand: PM
India will take a hard re-look at the free trade agreement with Thailand which
the Vajpayee Government initiated last year. Prime Minister Manmohan Singh
explained that it was only two months since his Government took o�ce, and
therefore it needed more time to study the implications of the agreement.

Data Access to o�oad 30-35% equity
International long distance telephony company Data Access is close to selling
30-35 per cent equity to a large global investment fund for ₹100-150 crore.
The move comes in the wake of the company’s decision to scrap its plans to go
for an Initial Public O�ering following objections raised by SEBI. 
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ACROSS

1. Not willing to wait (9)

5. Night-flier (3)

7. Meat (4)

8. In a ridiculous way (8)

10. Does away with (8)

11. Untruthful person (4)

13. Relative; nun (6)

15. Rely on (6)

18. Be changeable (4)

19. Ingredients (8)

22. Iterated (8)

23. End of musical 

movement (4)

24. Blue (3)

25. Area not for 

development (5,4)

DOWN

1. Overruns another's 

territory (7)

2. Is engaged in sport (5)

3. Unborn child (6)

4. ‘Do the provinces’ (4)

5. From the past (3-4)

6. Stratum (5)

9. Statement of belief (5)

12. Burglar's short crowbar (5)

14. With chevrons (7)

16. Vocal accompaniment

above the air (7)

17. Arm-part (6)

18. Source of infection (5)

20. Hanging loop (5)

21. Vocalised (4)

ACROSS

1. Can't wait for time paint takes to be mixed (9)

5. Some wise old bird or woman lecturing beginners (3)

7. Have a limited intake of calf as meat (4)

8. Rating, sullen about destroyer prow in such a silly way (8)

10. Ruins Ilium in craft, having half made a start (8)

11. Story-teller looks intently at romantic openings (4)

13. One who takes the veil is among the others in upset (6)

15. Have to have the writer among the dead, after a loss (6)

18. Ring the changes, and take the Virginia railway (4)

19. Fire, water etc for steel construction involving soldiers (8)

22. Again did find fuel in the water-grass (8)

23. Paid for at the door with a conclusion at end of

movement (4)

24. Wasn't happy to have said one quitted (3)

25. Without experience drive fast where land is not

developed (5,4)

DOWN

1. Gains victory in overturning Sedan one overruns (7)

2. Examples of drama showing one is a sportsman (5)

3. First stage of development got by more juggling (6)

4. Round journey has turn forbidden in rubbish-tip (4)

5. What used to be told by hourglass is out of the past (3-4)

6. Sort of cake for a domestic fowl (5)

9. Academic reeducation involves this system of belief (5)

12. In France I start making my short crowbar (5)

14. Like a tiger, tear it instead following a loss (7)

16. Half the brides are unable to supply vocal

accompaniment (7)

17. What to put hand through that may have record in it (6)

18. Ancient Roman man, American cause of infection (5)

20. Nothing in front of aircraft is provided by a 

lynch-mob (5)

21. Played one's part in opera and squealed (4)

EASY

ACROSS 1. Cornet 4. Shrink 9. Notable 10. Shako 11. Emit 12. Dale 13. Elk 15. Song 16. Drop 19. Apt 21. Envy 22. True 24. Idiot 25. Dogfish 26. Extend 27. Ostler

DOWN 1. Contemplative 2. Retains 3. Ebbs 5. Hostelry 6. Irate 7. Knock together 8. Penal 14. Unbeaten 17. Partial 18. Evade 20. Twist 23. Ages

BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2492

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2491

NOT SO EASY

B
udget 2024-25 marks a
milestone for Indian sports,
which got its highest-ever

allocation of ₹3,442 crore, a slight
increase from last year’s ₹3,396 crore.
This reflects the government’s ongoing
commitment to promoting sports in
the country. 

A substantial portion of this
allocation is directed towards the
Khelo India initiative, which received
₹900 crore. This flagship programme
aims to nurture sporting talent at the
grassroots level and has expanded to
include various sub-programmes such
as the Khelo India Youth Games, the
University Games and the Para Games.

The Sports Ministry’s budget, which
saw a minor increase of ₹45.36 crore,
will largely go towards maintaining and
enhancing India’s sports
infrastructure. Priority has been given

to boosting cricket infrastructure in
Bihar, a State that has historically
lagged in sporting facilities. 

The Sports Authority of India (SAI),
crucial for organising national camps
and providing essential equipment to
athletes, received allocation of ₹822
crores. Additionally, the National
Sports Federations (NSFs),
responsible for the development of
various sports disciplines, are set to
receive close to ₹340 crore this year.

In a significant move to ensure the
integrity of sports, the government’s
contribution to the National
Anti-Doping Agency increased from
₹21.73 crore to ₹22.30 crore.
Additionally, the National Dope
Testing Laboratory saw its allocation
rise from ₹19.50 crore to ₹22 crore.
These steps are crucial in maintaining
fair play and building a robust
anti-doping infrastructure. 

Despite the comprehensive support

for traditional sports, the Budget has
overlooked the gaming industry. With
India’s young, tech-savvy population
driving the rapid expansion of this
sector, gaming has transformed into a
mainstream phenomenon with
significant economic contributions
through game development, streaming,
and professional tournaments. The
absence of tax incentives, regulatory
frameworks, and increased funding for
esports is a missed opportunity for the

government to capitalise on this
growing industry. A consortium of 70
Indian gaming companies had
petitioned for a reduction in GST on
video games from 18 per cent to 12 per
cent, aiming to improve cash flow and
sustainability for developers but these
requests were not addressed.

While the Khelo India initiative
received substantial support, other
sports like football still require
significant government intervention
and funding. The focus remains on
traditional sports but for India to truly
become a sports superpower, it is
crucial that the Budget also addresses
the needs of emerging sports. A more
inclusive and diversified approach to
sports budgeting is essential. The
steady increase in sports funding is
promising but a broader focus will
ensure comprehensive growth and
development across all sectors of
Indian sports.

Sports budgeting needs to be more diversified
Anjana PV

GAMING. Not getting attention
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A
fter the ninth meeting last week of the governing body of the NITI Aayog, 
an “approach paper” that purported to detail a “vision for Viksit Bharat” 
by 2047 was released. This is, of course, a buzzword and target that has 
been repeated several times by Prime Minister Narendra Modi. It is impor-

tant, therefore, to evaluate what the government’s think tank believes is necessary 
to make this vision a reality. A tone of great confidence pervades the document, 
born of the belief that “India has made visible strides in its transformation journey 
and is now ready for take-off”. But many argue that India has been taxiing on the 
runway for at least two decades; takeoff still seems some distance away. 

Much of the paper talks about the record of the past decade, and shows that 
India “has demonstrated quantum leap capabilities”. This is in the context of the 
expansion of Jan Dhan accounts, the achievements of Chandrayaan, and even the 
medal tally at the Asian Games. While all these are worthy of pride, they and other 
examples do not necessarily add up to a game plan for economic development. 
Much of the rest of the paper examines what a “Viksit Bharat” could possibly mean; 
it claims that a “national level … consultative process, involving almost 15 lakh con-
tributors, has led to the preparation of a template for a Vision for Viksit Bharat@2047”. 
However, these attributes and aspirations probably did not require such deep con-
sultation, as they include such popular demands as clean drinking water, skills for 
all, and a vibrant rural economy. If anything, the section on “internal challenges” is 
most relevant; these include fixing the energy sector, rural-urban inequality, and 
industrial competitiveness. However, suggestions on how these should be addressed 
need to be worked out. 

In the end, it is economic targets that are most important, since it is growth 
that will provide the resources to address the other “Viksit Bharat” aspirations. Here 
the paper says “we need to strive to be a U$30 trillion economy by 2047 with a per 
capita income of US$18,000 per annum”. However, growth will need to approach 
double digits and stay high for this to be a reality. The examples of such growth pro-
vided in the paper — which include Japan, Germany, Singapore, and South Korea 
but, interestingly, not China — all had decades of high growth, catalysed by dramatic 
institutional and societal changes. Singapore reformed its bureaucracy; South Korea 
pioneered new forms of private-public partnership; Japan completely adopted 
Western liberal norms in its public sphere, regulation, and judiciary. China, after 
the 1970s, also had a similar process in that its governance was opened up, private 
profit was permitted, and decisions were decentralised. 

Without comparable shifts to Indian institutions, it is hard to achieve similar 
sustained growth. India’s ossified bureaucratic structure, for example, delays deci-
sion-making and does not prioritise expertise or experience: Clearly, administrative 
reform is overdue. Multiple institutions need transformation. The judicial process 
takes too long; law enforcement is erratic and arbitrary; the third level of government 
is underfunded and lacks accountability. Social shifts — such as a greater willingness 
to see females in the workforce — might be even more difficult to implement. All 
these will need political and social consensus that the NITI Aayog should work 
harder to build up.

Built to last
Infra spend must focus on climate change

T
he death by drowning of three civil services aspirants in the basement 
of a coaching centre in New Delhi last week is a tragic reminder of the 
gross corruption and negligence of urban bodies and money-making 
educational institutes in allowing an area marked for parking and storage 

to be used as a library. But beyond this depressing evidence of negligence, this 
disaster offers governments at the Centre and states a wakeup call when it comes 
to infrastructure planning and spending. Basements are common in the National 
Capital Region with its low water table and relatively dry climate. But as the rapid 
flood caused by heavy rain demonstrates, they may no longer be viable additions 
to building plans even for parking purposes. The truth is, climate change is altering 
the nature of the monsoon all over India, and infrastructure plans urgently need 
to adapt and be made more sustainable to cope with it. 

The current monsoon season has demonstrated the troubling link between 
climate change and infrastructure planning like never before. In this season alone, 
the outer canopy of Terminal 1 of Delhi airport collapsed under the weight of 
unexpectedly heavy showers, killing one person. In riverine Bihar, 12 bridges col-
lapsed over a period of 17 days. In the past decade, the emergence of the phe-
nomenon of glacial lake outburst floods and flash floods, which have resulted in 
landslides and caused many deaths in the hilly states of Uttarakhand, Sikkim, 
and Himachal Pradesh, is another manifestation of the new climate paradigm. 
These serial accidents highlight two points. First, changing climate patterns will 
expose shoddy construction standards in new and expected ways. Second, they 
point to the urgent need for India to recalibrate its infrastructure spending in line 
with the exigencies of increasingly unpredictable weather patterns brought on 
by climate change. Global warming is altering rainfall patterns across the world, 
and the monsoons are no exception. The steady and predictable pace of monsoon 
precipitation through June and July has been replaced by erratic patterns of 
extended dry spells followed by short, unprecedented heavy showers, which 
impose new pressures on infrastructure. 

As the basement tragedy in Delhi demonstrated, urban drainage systems 
built to old specifications no longer suffice — wider, deeper drains are needed to 
cope with the larger volumes of rainwater from a sudden deluge. This is as true of 
older cities (such as Delhi and Kolkata) where colonial-era drainage systems have 
not been augmented or upgraded. In newer cities, such as Bengaluru and 
Gurugram, the destruction of natural drainage systems such as lakes and water 
bodies and the construction of sewers built to old specifications highlight the 
problems. In Bihar, some of the bridges that collapsed had not even been completed 
and others are just 15 years old, raising suspicions of poor construction standards 
to begin with. Others are of British-era vintage calibrated to dated climate patterns. 
As a result, many of them have shallow foundations, which make them vulnerable 
during floods, which have increased in frequency. In the Budget for 2024-25, the 
Union government has allocated a record ~11 trillion for infrastructure. This pro-
vides it a unique opportunity to reorient the quality of spending on enforcing 
better standards and building sustainable infrastructure that stands the test of 
global warming-induced climate change.
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A
 sophisticated and efficient market economy 
is ruled by prices. Prices fluctuate and send 
signals that generate a demand and supply 

response. These fluctuations can be painful in the 
short run. The financial derivative markets create 
tools through which, in exchange for a payment, 
protection from price fluctuations can be obtained 
in the short and medium term. 

The establishment of gross domestic product 
(GDP)-scale, deep and liquid markets 
for financial derivatives runs along-
side the establishment of a market 
economy. Over a generation, progress 
has been made in India on these 
fronts, albeit at a great cost. There is 
undoubtedly room for doing better 
on the problem of mis-selling of some 
derivatives. For the rest, reversing the 
basic direction will be costly. 

In socialist India, the government 
controlled many prices. Sometimes, 
the law defined a fixed price and 
inflicted punishments for violations. 
Other times, the law restricted who 
could transact (e.g. only banks and 
primary dealers permitted) or where 
transactions could take place (e.g. at Agricultural 
Produce Marketing Committees only), and punished 
transgressors. The state built up a large arsenal of 
controls upon the economy, which were used to 
influence prices, such as export and import bans, 
regulatory requirements, etc. 

A market economy is one in which the actions 
of myriad uncoordinated actors make the supply 
and the demand, which determine the price. On the 
path from socialism to prosperity, we move from 
prices controlled by the government to prices con-
trolled by nobody — prices made by everybody. 

Reforms essentially mean freeing both quantity and 
price restrictions. This is a world in which prices 
and output fluctuate. Price fluctuations are a good 
thing as they send out signals into the economy that 
trigger adjustments. When the rupee depreciates, 
imports become more expensive, exports become 
cheaper, and Indian financial assets become more 
attractive to foreigners. 

The market economy delivers a great bounty of 
prosperity in return for the ceaseless 
process of adjustment in response to 
fluctuating prices. But this comes 
with pain. Some people would like 
their tomorrow to be exactly the 
same as their today. But the world 
keeps changing, and adjustments are 
required — adjustments that are effi-
ciently induced by the price system.  

Is there a middle road through 
which the full gain from the price 
system is obtained, but the full pain 
of fluctuating prices is partly avoid-
ed? Yes, this can be done, using finan-
cial derivatives. Financial derivatives 
help their users buy time. When the 
rupee depreciates, an importer faces 

higher prices, and ultimately will have to reconsider 
business strategy. But in the short run, for a certain 
number of months or quarters, protection can be 
obtained through financial derivatives. 

At the high table of development strategy, then, 
there is a need for vibrant and liquid financial deriva-
tives markets, alongside the emergence of India as a 
market economy. We should remove all barriers against 
prices that fluctuate. This would yield economic 
growth, but also impose the pain of continuously 
adjusting to a changing world, which would irritate 
some people who want an unchanging life. If policy-

makers enable the emergence of deep and liquid mar-
kets for financial derivatives, this would help reduce 
the cost of transitioning into a market economy. 

To matter, these markets need to be very big. In 
2023-24, about $1 trillion came into the Indian econ-
omy from the rest of the world and a similar value 
left. Out of these $2 trillion of activity, if half used 
currency derivatives for protection, then we would 
have end-users of currency derivatives amounting 
to $1 trillion per annum. The actual market size has 
to be many times higher, where finance professionals 
(termed “speculators” and “arbitrageurs”) undertake 
enormous activity in order to produce this $1 trillion 
of protection. All this is done by private people, with 
no requirement of government money. 

These numbers — e.g. $5 trillion to $10 trillion a 
year of currency derivatives activity — look scary to 
the uninitiated. Development strategy thinkers in 
India understood these things by the 1990s. 
Enormous amounts of blood and sweat were invest-
ed to help make these things happen. Key milestones 
towards this journey included the launch of equity 
derivatives trading at BSE, followed by NSE in 2000, 
and the launch of currency futures trading in 2008. 
Gradually, private players learned how to operate 
on these markets, and they started acquiring liq-
uidity and correct prices. 

Commodity futures trading is equally important, 
and India can become a global maker of derivatives 
trading services in over 20 agricultural commodities 
where it is an important player. Former Finance 
Minister Yashwant Sinha wisely utilised one support-
ive sentence from the report of the Joint Parliamentary 
Committee (JPC) on the Ketan Parekh scandal when 
initiating commodity futures trading that had been 
shut down in the 1950s in the prevailing socialist envi-
ronment. General B C Khanduri wrote a standing 
committee report that led to important amendments 
of the Securities Contract Regulation Act in 2007. 

The Reserve Bank of India tried for years to block 
the emergence of some of these markets. However, 
this was important enough for the government to 
announce in the Budget speech of 2008 its intention 
to take measures to develop the bond, currency and 
derivatives markets, including launching exchange-
traded currency and interest rate futures, and devel-
oping a transparent credit derivatives market with 
appropriate safeguards. All these got launched sub-
sequently but not without intense policy and regu-
latory intellectual jousting and serious exercise of 
leadership qualities in the Union government. 

Creating GDP-scale derivatives markets, then, is 
hallowed ground with hard-won gains. The recent 
actions to curb the scope and participation in deriva-
tives are retrograde. They will push activity overseas, 
so foreigners will be able to get protection while resi-
dents will be deprived. Losing ground today makes 
the economy more backward and will increase the 
requirement of sweat and blood by policymakers in 
the future. The political and policy leadership of India 
is clearly envisioning India as an advanced economy 
and a major player in the affairs of the world. Bringing 
back ideas and actions prevalent in poor countries in 
the 1950s does not align with these dreams. 

The writer is an honorary senior fellow at the Isaac Centre 

for Public Policy, and a former civil servant

T
he first Union Budget of the third Narendra 
Modi government, presented last week by 
Union Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman, 

improved the fiscal deficit target for the ongoing 
financial year by 20 basis points to 4.9 per cent of 
gross domestic product (GDP), compared to the 
Interim Budget presented in February. This reflected 
the Union government’s commitment to fiscal con-
solidation. Even in the last financial year (2023-24), 
the government restricted the fiscal deficit to 5.6 per 
cent of GDP, compared to the Budget 
estimate of 5.9 per cent. Better than 
expected revenue collection, cou-
pled with realistic Budget assump-
tions, has helped the government in 
recent years. It is on course to meet 
the medium-term target of reducing 
the fiscal deficit to below 4.5 per cent 
of GDP by 2025-26. 

The government must be com-
mended for adhering to the fiscal 
glide path, which looked difficult 
when it was first announced in 2021. 
Given the fiscal performance in 
recent years, the government was 
expected to announce a new medi-
um-term path. Although the Budget did indicate how 
the government will approach fiscal management in 
coming years, it raised several questions, which must 
be debated. Ms Sitharaman in her Budget speech not-
ed: “From 2026-27 onwards, our endeavour will be to 
keep the fiscal deficit each year such that the Central 
Government debt will be on a declining path as per-
centage of GDP.” Since India’s public debt increased 
significantly after the pandemic and remains a source 
of vulnerability, targeting a consistent reduction in 
the debt-to-GDP ratio is an apt fiscal goal. 

However, what is not clear is the targeted pace of 
reduction in public debt. In the current fiscal year, 
for instance, the government expects central gov-

ernment debt to settle at 56.8 per cent of GDP, com-
pared to 58.1 per cent in 2023-24. At this pace, it would 
take well over a decade to reach the debt target of 40 
per cent as recommended by the Fiscal Responsibility 
and Budget Management (FRBM) Review Committee 
in 2017. This, too, would be possible if the economy 
continues to grow rapidly and there are no exogenous 
shocks requiring large fiscal interventions over the 
next decade. Besides, it is unclear whether the overall 
debt ceiling of 60 per cent of GDP— with central gov-

ernment debt at 40 per cent— as sug-
gested by the FRBM Review 
Committee is relevant anymore. 
Both the Indian and global economy 
have changed significantly over the 
past decade. 

To create more fiscal policy space, 
India will need a faster reduction in 
debt over the next several years. 
Therefore, the government would be 
well advised to chart a debt reduc-
tion path, outlining medium-term 
targets. A reasonable reduction in 
debt over a period will also need an 
operational target. Thus far, it has 
been the fiscal deficit. It will be crit-

ical to determine how much fiscal deficit the gov-
ernment can run to achieve the required level of debt 
reduction within the given time frame. One of the 
criticisms of hard fiscal targets is that it tends to be 
pro-cyclical. But it is partly because of the reluctance 
to make sufficient corrections in the good times. 

Officials have argued the fiscal deficit that can 
be supported without expanding debt in a normal 
year is not 3 per cent of GDP— as enshrined in the 
FRBM Act— but probably higher. However, the 
objective at this stage should not be to keep the 
debt stable, but to reduce it at an accelerated pace. 
Also, it is unclear whether states will  be allowed to 
follow the same principle of keeping public debt 

on a declining trajectory without any other con-
straints. Further, economic growth in the post-pan-
demic period has been significantly driven by gov-
ernment capital expenditure, which is expected to 
reach 3.4 per cent of GDP this year. Does the gov-
ernment expect to maintain high spending to sus-
tain growth over the medium term, which will keep 
the deficit elevated? 

Moreover, medium-term fiscal targets have usually 
taken into account the economy’s ability to finance. 
If the optimal level of fiscal deficit is above 3 per cent 
of GDP,  presumably the same will apply to states as 
well, has the availability of savings to finance it 
increased in the economy? The latest available num-
ber showed that net household financial savings 
dropped to a multi-decade low of 5.3 per cent of GDP. 
Even if it recovers, will it go significantly above trend 
to fulfil the financing needs of the economy? If cor-
porate investment revives, which is an absolute neces-
sity to sustain growth, where will the money come 
from? If the government continues to borrow at higher 
levels, the private sector will need to depend on 
imported savings, which can quickly create compli-
cations for external sector management. 

Therefore, India’s need for a simple, transparent, 
and rule-based fiscal framework cannot be overem-
phasised at this stage of development. This becomes 
even more important at a time when both the gov-
ernment and the private sector will need global sav-
ings for investment. Government of India bonds, 
for the first time, have been included in a widely 
tracked global bond index, and more such inclusions 
are expected. India also expects a rating upgrade, 
and justifiably so. Overall, India’s fiscal stance after 
the pandemic has helped. It should build on those 
gains. India thus needs a comprehensive review of 
its fiscal position. It requires a clear road map con-
sistent with the objectives of faster debt reduction, 
sustained economic growth, and the economy’s abil-
ity to finance these goals.

New fiscal policy questions

India needs a clear road map for development

Waiting for takeoff

F
orty years ago, it was mandatory 
to flag down every public bus sev-
eral times as it made its way to 

the Indian capital from one of the 
northern states, especially if its origi-
nating point was anywhere in Punjab or 
Chandigarh. Police personnel would 
rush inside and ask all Sikhs (identifi-
able as men wearing turbans) to get 
down. They were then questioned — 
where were they coming from, what 
was the destination and the journey’s 
purpose — subjected to a pat-down 
search, and their luggage poked with 
rifle bayonets. The humiliating exercise 
over, the buses would resume its jour-
ney while cops at the barricade awaited 
the next bus. In time, such discrimina-
tory treatment of Sikhs reached horrific 

heights after Indira Gandhi’s assassina-
tion and they, chiefly men, were killed 
in thousands mainly in northern and 
western India, but even in some south-
ern cities, Coimbatore most notably. 

In a few years, the Punjab imbroglio 
began petering out even though terrorist 
violence lingered on till the mid-1990s. 
But innumerable Sikh men across north 
India did not wait for anti-Sikh 
sentiments to abate. Without anyone’s 
prodding, they forlornly headed to 
barber shops and emerged clean-
shaven. Altering identity appeared to be 
the easiest way out of the trauma of 
being ceaselessly viewed with suspicion. 
Over time, such discrimination ceased 
and the several among the new 
generation of Sikhs began becoming 
comfortable with their distinct identity. 

Around the time such targeting of 
Sikhs began to abate, angry Hindu youth 
found a new target — Muslims. Unlike 
discrimination against Sikhs, which has 
petered out, discrimination against 
Muslims has persisted and taken new 
forms. This is backed by organisations 
advocating an exclusionary ideology, 
which have grown from a marginal force 

to India’s dominant political fraternity. 
In this time, the Sikhs have begun to be 
considered by these Hindu nationalistic 
groups as “their own” and their religion 
is dubbed an “Indic” faith. 

In his compelling book, Mujibur 
Rehman argues that the Hindu rightwing 
forces in India do not consider Muslims 
minorities in the same way they do the 
Sikhs, Jains and Buddhists. Instead they 
are seen as “colonialists”, descendants of 
those responsible for what — several 
Hindutva leaders assert — 1,200 (or 
1,000) years of slavery of this nation and 
its people. This alone explains why the 
crude label of Babur Ke Santan applied to 
millions of India’s Muslims has found 
widespread resonance. If Muslims desire 
to be counted among the majority, 
Hindutva leaders argue, they must 
declare themselves Hindus;  they may 
practise their faith of Islam in the privacy 
of their homes, but never in public. If they 
are unwilling to agree to these terms, they 
are considered aliens to this land, 
unworthy of equal rights. 

Given this reality, the political future 
of India’s Muslims should be a top 
concern of at least those who do not 

back the Hindu nationalistic idea. But 
for that they have to first accept the 
reality of their present — decades of 
wishy-washy advocacy of inclusive 
politics. True, several political parties, 
including some coalition partners of the 
Union government, 
recently 
condemned what 
was an undeniably 
majoritarian order. 
The Uttar Pradesh 
government 
directive that food 
stall owners on the 
route of the Kanwar 
Yatras must display 
the owner’s name 
was eventually 
stayed by the Supreme Court; but the 
order has been “voluntarily” heeded by 
most stall owners, mostly Hindus, while 
a large number of Muslim-owned 
eateries have shut shop for this period. 
Even if only this episode is factored in, 
there can be no disagreement with the 
author’s contention that the objective of 
the Hindu rightwing is to “de-Islamise” 
India. Despite this one-off response to 

the order on eatery boards, the author’s 
contention is valid: The bigger 
challenge for the Muslims is not the 
hostility of the Hindu right, but 
confusion among the secular parties. 

Quite often, Professor Rehman 
contends, the targeting of Muslims in 
India is set against the post-9/11 global 
rise in Islamophobia. He however, serves 
a reminder that in India this process 

began before this 
and sharpened in the 
course of the 
agitation for the Ram 
temple, waged from 
the mid-1980s and in 
the early-1990s, 
leading to the 
demolition of the 
Babri Masjid. After 
this, other 
developments, such 
as emerging 

militancy and separatism in Kashmir, 
fused with the Ayodhya movement and 
caused prejudice against Muslims to 
take the form of a pan-Indian sentiment. 
Over this almost three-decades long 
period, the situation has reached a stage 
at which Muslims in specific situations 
go though the same responses as the 
Sikhs did when they were physically 
identified because of their turbans. It is 

not necessary to “look” Muslim — their 
name, or even the form of greeting they 
use is enough to draw looks of suspicion. 

The book, with its six standalone 
chapters and the introduction and a 
concluding chapter, offers a 
comprehensive overview of the 
background, existence and dilemmas of 
being a Muslim and their situation in 
today’s India. The chapter on Indian 
Muslim women is particularly 
compelling, especially in the context of 
the Hindu rightwing presenting them as 
the “aggrieved” party within the 
community and making efforts to co-opt 
them politically. In recent years, in words 
but not in action, majoritarian leaders 
have reached out to the Pasmanda 
Muslims, but Professor Rehman argues 
that its prevalence among Muslims in 
India stems mainly from poor knowledge 
of Islam’s egalitarian beliefs. Even 
otherwise, he contends correctly, caste is 
not as water-tight as among Hindus and 
relations are more interactive. This 
timely book will add to the literature on 
an issue that requires more extensive 
exploration and analysis. 

The writer is a NCR-based author and 

journalist. His books include The RSS: Icons of 

the Indian Right and Narendra Modi: The 

Man, The Times.  @NilanjanUdwin
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Many platforms exert a significant amount of power and control over 
workers through their algorithms   REUTERS

T
he full budget for the current financial
year that was presented last week — it
is also the first budget in the third term
of the government led by Prime Minis-

ter Narendra Modi — underlines some key 
trends in the trajectory of Indian foreign pol-
icy. It is no secret that despite India’s growing
global clout and ambitions, the budget allo-
cated to the ministry of external affairs (MEA)
has consistently remained below 1% of the 
overall budget. However, with a 23% growth in
the budget estimate when compared to that of
last year, this budget has seen the highest-ever
allocation for the MEA worth ₹22,155 crore. 
With a significant focus on special diplomatic
expenditure, guarantee redemption funds, 
embassies and missions, and assistance to 
neighbours, the budget places India’s foreign 
policy on the right track. That said, several 
structural issues persist.

A significant chunk of the
MEA budget is allocated to other
central sector expenditures. This
division has seen a significant 
increase in budget estimates of 
₹5,256 crore from last year to 
₹10,046 crore. Special diplo-
matic expenditure or discretion-
ary expenditure accounts 
(₹4,659 crore) and guarantee 
redemption funds accounts 
(₹4,383 crore) entail most of the
allocation. This higher allocation
for discretionary spending will 
help India expand its influence, 
public perception, and bilateral 
relations, especially when China
is emerging as a major chal-
lenge, and the world order is 
evolving in unpredictable ways.

Similarly, the guarantee redemption funds
refer to guarantees provided to EXIM Bank by
the Centre for loans that are doubtful debts. 
Such guarantees are required for India to 
enhance its image as a significant player in the
Global South and the developing world, with 
many in these groupings struggling from 
recent multi-crises. To further its interests, the
MEA has also made allocations to multilateral
institutions like the United Nations, the South
Asian Association for Regional Cooperation, 
and the Commonwealth Secretariat. It has also
continued to strengthen its capacities and net-
works by funding the South Asian University 
and Nalanda International University, as well
as other autonomous and non-autonomous 
research institutions and think tanks.

The second major component of the budget
is the establishment expenditure of the Centre,
which has seen a reduction from ₹6,945 crore
to ₹6,441 crore. The allocation is for the secre-
tariat, embassies/missions, passport and emi-
gration, welfare schemes for women, and oth-
ers like public diplomacy, evacuation projects,
international conferences, entertainment of 

dignitaries and high-level visits. More than half
of the estimate (₹3,868 crore) is being allocated
to expenditures for embassies and missions, 
an increase from last year’s ₹3,529 crore. This
allocation underscores India’s willingness to 
strengthen its missions abroad and further its
global presence and diplomatic activities. 

The third and final component of the budget
is schemes and projects with an allocation of 
₹5,668 crore, which includes assistance to 
countries, international training programmes,
and cultural aid. A significant part of assist-
ance has been reserved for India’s neighbour-
hood, reflecting the government’s Neighbour-
hood First policy and Security and Growth for
All in the Region (SAGAR) vision. This is vital
to expanding its influence, building leverage, 
and emerging as a credible alternative to China
in the region. 

Bhutan is the largest recipient
with ₹2,069 crore, despite a
reduction from last year’s ₹2,400
crore. Nepal (₹700 crore), Sri
Lanka (₹245 crore), and Sey-
chelles (₹40 crore) have seen an
increase from previous BEs,
underscoring India’s focus on
faster implementation of its pro-
jects. In the Maldives and
Afghanistan, the assistance has
remained similar to last year’s
BE. Finally, Mauritius (₹370
crore), Myanmar (₹250 crore),
and Bangladesh (₹120 crore)
have seen a reduction in assist-
ance compared to last year. This
highlights the complexities
inherent in dealing with the
regimes in Kabul and Naypyi-
daw, preference for commercial

assistance to Dhaka, slow implementation of 
projects in the Maldives, and fewer new com-
mitments with Mauritius. 

Beyond the neighbourhood, India has
increased its assistance to African and other 
developing countries. Its commitment to 
Chahbahar (₹100 crore) and Eurasia has 
remained the same, reinforcing New Delhi’s 
stakes in these regions. However, there is a 
decline in assistance to Latin America, and dis-
aster relief, potentially impacting India’s role 
as a first responder.

Structural issues like partial utilisation of
allocated funds, slow implementation of pro-
jects, and short-staffing pose a major challenge
to the successful implementation of the bud-
get. In fact, with a size of 4,500 personnel — of
whom about only 1,000 are IFS officers — the 
MEA still needs significant reforms to cope 
with India’s rising global profile. 

Harsh V Pant is vice-president, Observer Research 

Foundation, and professor at King’s College London. 

Aditya Gowdara Shivamurthy is fellow, ORF.
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Budget underscores India’s 
foreign policy aspirations

Harsh V 
Pant

approved sites, under approved supervision
so that the HEI can assess the learning during
an internship, and the credits for the intern-
ship are credited through the Academic Bank
of Credits platform.

The government’s decision to ensure that
only those at the margins will be eligible for
this internship scheme is a welcome move.
Internships are a critical pathway for develop-
ing a skilled workforce. By including margina-
lised groups, we can broaden the talent pool
across the socio-economic spectrum, which is
essential for meeting the diverse needs of the
economy. Access to internships for students
from the marginalised sections can reduce
their unemployment rates by providing
hands-on experience and networking oppor-
tunities. This increased economic participa-
tion boosts our country’s overall economic
activity and productivity.

While the details on how these internships
will be operationalised for the students will
unfold in the coming months, some factors

must be considered. I assume that
this internship programme will be
implemented with the participation
of HEIs and regulators such as the
UGC, who can reach out to the HEIs
to raise awareness about this
scheme.

To begin with, HEIs must ensure
that, depending on the organisation
where the student will intern, learn-
ing objectives align with the student’s
career goals. HEIs must also provide

pre-internship training sessions to the stu-
dents to prepare them for internships outside
the academic environment so that they have
positive experiences.

Students must clearly understand the
nature of the tasks they are expected to per-
form during their internship. They must
refrain from ending up doing menial labour
as a substitute to the regular employee of the
organisation to the exclusion of doing pri-
mary meaningful internship work.

There is more to internship than merely
providing experiential learning. The intern-
ship is an opportunity for a student to under-
stand the societal responsibilities of a profes-
sion and the ethical obligations one must
uphold. This experience can be invaluable in
shaping a student’s understanding and expec-
tations of a future career. It is erroneous to
believe that if a student is majoring, for exam-
ple, in economics, an internship should be in
an area related to economics. On the contrary,
it will be beneficial if the student interned in a
different area, e.g., media and entertainment.

What has to be in place for an internship
programme to be successful? Two intercon-
nected factors will decide: How much effort
the organisation puts into the internship pro-
gramme and the student’s effort towards the
internship. Organisations must ensure that
the interns are helped in being able to harmo-
nise within the organisation’s culture and the
prevailing team dynamics. They must know
that the intern’s academic training may not
match operational needs and workflows and,
therefore, must put extra effort into the pro-
gramme to make the interns perform their
best.

It is time for Indian firms to open their
doors to interns and actively participate in the
internship scheme. Their diligent participa-
tion can shape the future workforce and foster
inclusive growth for a brighter and more pros-
perous India’s future.

M Jagadesh Kumar is chairman, UGC,

chairman, and former V-C, JNU.

The views expressed are personal

partners.
Such a finding is crucial because,

as noted here, the employment rela-
tionship — or the legal status of
employment — is the gateway for
workers to access the basic labour
rights that mitigate the imbalance of
power between workers and corpo-
rations. In this context, the 
Karnataka Bill’s silence on the issue
of employment status appears to be
by design and is a serious shortcom-
ing. Mere access to social security
schemes (which is also promised
by the centrally-enacted new labour
codes, which are yet to come
into force) is not a sufficient substi-
tute for employment status: Indeed,
it is no substitute at all, as State lar-
gesse cannot substitute for labour
rights.

As anyone who reads the newspa-
pers knows, some of the most shock-
ing stories of exploitation and work-
ers’ suffering in recent times have
come from the gig, or platform
industry. We hear of workers being

run into the ground, of having to per-
form deliveries in blazing heat or
dangerous rains, of having no
recourse against arbitrary down-
grading of wages or against dis-
missal. The reason for this is simple:
Platform workers, at present, do not
have recourse to law and legal rights
— in particular, the rights guaran-
teed by labour laws (although there
are pending petitions in the Supreme
Court seeking this status through
judicial declaration).

Any new legislation that does not
recognise and remedy this, for all its
pious words, risks turning into a
sham. One, therefore, hopes that the
Karnataka government consider
amending the Bill and clarifying that
the default status (unless established
otherwise) is that platform workers
are employees and entitled to the
rights and benefits under the nation’s
labour laws.

Gautam Bhatia is a Delhi-based advocate.

The views expressed are personal

T
o enhance our graduates’ readiness
for productive employment, the
National Education Policy (NEP) 2020
recommends that the skills and

expertise our students acquire in higher edu-
cation institutions must be made to match
those demanded by the emerging job market.
Unfortunately, limited practical experience
and the incapability to use theoretical learn-
ing in problem-solving situations have led to
the impairment of graduates for future career
opportunities. In addition, our graduates need
to gain soft skills such as interpersonal com-
munication, the ability to work in teams and
work-life balance.

Higher education institutions (HEIs),
industry and the government must work
together to enhance graduate employability.
A critical impetus to this arrived when Budget
FY25 proactively announced providing
internships to 10 million youth over the next
five years, offering a monthly allowance of
₹5,000 and a one-time assistance of ₹6,000.
The top 500 Indian firms will pro-
vide these internship openings.

For the first time in India, and as
part of implementing NEP 2020, this
partnership among HEIs, internship
providers, and the government can
enhance the number of employ-
ment-ready graduates through
internships.

In NEP 2020, the most crucial and
primary framework that enables
students to take internships during
their degree programmes is the Curriculum
and Credit Framework for Undergraduate
Programmes. HEIs can lay out numerous pro-
visions to bridge the gap between theory and
practice through internships, apprentice-
ships, projects, and field studies through this
framework in the four-year undergraduate
programmes.

We often associate internships with busi-
ness, engineering, medicine and similar disci-
plines. However, students studying disciplines
like science, commerce, sociology, history,
political science, or psychology should also be
provided with internships. For instance, a
sociology student might work with an organi-
sation involved in child immunisation to
understand social dynamics. Likewise, a his-
tory student could intern at a museum, or a
psychology student could work with organisa-
tions dealing with public health initiatives,
policy development, and community mental
health services. Such experiences help the
student immerse themselves in the culture
and norms of a profession and gain a deeper
understanding of real-world situations,
enhancing their employment opportunities.

Internships need not be confined to only
technology firms. The University Grants Com-
mission (UGC) internship guidelines encour-
age students to intern in research laborato-
ries, social organisations, government offices,
small-scale industries and a courthouse.
However, internships must occur only at

Avoid a spillover of 
the Israel-Hamas war

A
 rocket attack in Israel-occupied Golan Heights
blamed on Hezbollah and Israel’s retaliatory
air strikes on the Iran-aligned militant group’s

positions in Lebanon over the weekend have stoked 
concerns about an escalation of the Israel-Hamas 
war. Israel has contended that the attack on a 
football field that killed 12 young people was the 
work of Hezbollah, which fired a barrage of rockets 
from Lebanon on Saturday. Hezbollah, however, has 
denied any involvement in the incident and experts 
have concluded the strike on the football ground 
may not have been intentional. Israeli leaders have 
pledged retaliation like never before and said 
Hezbollah will pay the price, changing the context 
from the near-daily exchange of fire between Israeli 
forces and the Lebanese militant group. Though the 
US, Israel’s staunchest ally, has said it doesn’t want 
an escalation of the conflict, it has maintained that it 
supports Israel’s right to defend itself. On the other 
hand, Iran has described the strike on the field a 
“fabricated scenario” aimed at drawing attention 
from the 39,000 Palestinians killed in Gaza, and 
warned Israel against any “new adventure”. 

An expanded war — which very likely could draw
in Iran, given its stakes in propping up Hezbollah — 
would be devastating for West Asia and the rest of 
the world, especially at a time when the West and its 
allies have stepped up efforts to finalise a ceasefire 
between Israel and Hamas. The latest developments 
could also complicate ongoing negotiations for a 
truce. The West should do more to get Israel to stop 
its carnage in the Gaza Strip, which continues to feed 
anger in many parts of West Asia. Any escalation of 
the conflict will only complicate the policy options 
available to India, which has almost nine million 
expatriates spread across the region. 

T
he government of Karna-
taka recently introduced
a Bill called the Karna-
taka Platform-based Gig
Workers (Social Security
and Welfare) Bill, 2024.

The Karnataka government’s Bill is
the latest legislative attempt to regu-
late the relationship between gig, or
platform, workers and the digital
platforms they work for (such as
Uber, Ola and Swiggy). Legislation
has long been needed, as — for the
moment — existing labour laws are
not applied to platform workers.
Platforms classify them as “part-
ners,” use this classification to avoid
labour laws, and the terms and con-
ditions of work are determined by
contract. However, the vast disparity
of power between platforms and
their workers means that not only do
workers have no meaningful bar-

gaining power in shaping the terms
of these contracts, but also, the terms
of work are frequently and unilater-
ally altered.

In some respects, the Karnataka
Bill follows its predecessor law that
was passed in Rajasthan last year. It
envisions the setting up of a welfare
board, which will be funded through
cess-like contributions, as well as
being funded by the state and central
governments. It guarantees access to
social security schemes for platform
workers. And it introduces
certain basic safeguards —
such as a 14 days’ notice
before dismissal— that can
help forestall arbitrary
action by platforms.

Unfortunately, however,
the Bill fails to address the
rather significant elephant
in the room: The employ-
ment status of gig workers,
and the rights they can claim by vir-
tue of that status. This is a legal battle
that has been taking place in multi-
ple countries across the world.
Broadly, and at the risk of some sim-
plification, many countries’ labour
laws are applicable to a class of
workers commonly known as
“employees”, or those in an “employ-
ment relationship.” In order to get
around having to adhere to labour
laws (which would include the pay-
ment of minimum wages, overtime
and holiday pay, obligations of non-

discrimination and non-interference
with unionisation, protections
against dismissal and so on), plat-
forms across the world have claimed
that they do not actually “employ”
anyone, but only serve as a conduit
for people to offer services for con-
sumers. For example, a company like
Uber argues that it is not in the busi-
ness of transport, but that it is a “digi-
tal service.”

With a few exceptions, lawmakers
and courts have been sceptical of

these claims — and rightly
so. Many of the platforms
under discussion exert a sig-
nificant amount of power
and control over workers,
through the device of the
algorithm that underlies the
so-called “digital service”
(or, in common parlance,
the “app”). 

They fix wages (and uni-
laterally alter them), exercise disci-
plinary powers (by kicking individu-
als off the app, especially if their rat-
ings go down), and enjoy asymmetric
control over information through
their control over the proprietary
software that runs the app. For this
reason, even though modern-day dig-
ital platforms do not resemble the
classic image of the factory and the
workers on the shop floor, courts and
legislators have frequently held that
for the purposes of labour law, plat-
form workers are employees and not

K’taka Bill misses gig 
workers’ primary ask
The Bill has important 
provisions for platform 
workers but fails to 
define their employment 
status, as a result of 
which they have little 
recourse to legal 
protection under 
the labour laws
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There should be no politics... 
Negligence has happened and 
someone has to take responsibility 

so that a solution can be found
On the tragic drowning of three civil services aspirants in 

the national Capital’s Old Rajendra Nagar area

Making apprenticeship 
vision work for the youth
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THERE IS MORE TO 
INTERNSHIP THAN MERELY 
PROVIDING EXPERIENTIAL 
LEARNING. IT IS AN 
OPPORTUNITY FOR A 
STUDENT TO UNDERSTAND 
RESPONSIBILITIES OF A 
PROFESSION AND THE 
ETHICAL OBLIGATIONS 
ONE MUST UPHOLD

{ OUR TAKE }

No one really 
runs Delhi

A
 freak set of events may have led to the tragic
drowning of three civil services aspirants in
the national Capital’s Old Rajendra Nagar
area on Saturday evening, but it was also a

tragedy that was waiting to happen. Several lapses 
have surfaced in the matter. The basement, in which 
the three were trapped when surface drainage 
gushed in after a heavy localised downpour, had 
approval for use only as a parking or storage area. 
It shouldn’t have been functioning as a library where 
a large number of people could regularly gather. 
The centre was run by Rau’s IAS Study Circle, a fairly 
well-known coaching company of some vintage, but 
the basement didn’t have the necessary permits and 
clearances to function as a commercial 
establishment. It isn’t clear whether it was an error 
of omission or commission that made the local 
corporation turn a blind eye to the violation.

But the tragedy doesn’t end there. It turns out that
flooding and waterlogging is a recurrent problem in 
the area, suggesting inadequate drainage 
infrastructure or poor upkeep, or, as is very likely the 
case, both. Yet, none of the authorities responsible 
for this — typical of Delhi’s complex governance 
machinery, there are several — did anything about it.

And even official apathy isn’t fresh news: After last
year’s fire at a coaching centre in Mukherjee Nagar 
in the city, the Delhi Police informed the Delhi high 
court that just 67 of close to 600 coaching institutes 
in the city had relevant no-objection certificates from
the authorities. A year on, the needle seems to have 
moved little in terms of ensuring safety at such 
establishments.

Not just the building housing the basement, but 
many such in the area and other pockets in Delhi 
have been functioning as coaching centres and other 
commercial establishments, with a heavy footfall, 
for decades now — many of them illegally, violating 
several building bylaws and without adequate safety 
and evacuation planning.

Saturday’s tragedy has resulted in the obvious 
blame game, with the Lieutenant Governor and the 
Aam Aadmi Party pulling out a routine that reads 
like the storyboard of a very funny Spy vs Spy strip by 
Antonio Prohias. Only, in this case, the joke is on all 
of Delhi’s residents. The punch line is that, in a 
Union territory with multiple governments, no one 
is really in charge. The Capital desperately needs a 
clean-up — one that can upgrade its crumbling 
infrastructure, and crack down on ineffective and 
inefficient bodies.

The coaching centre tragedy highlights 
how multiple power centres are good 
for the blame game, little else 
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auto or steel worker, but a care or retail 
worker. Moreover, labour-friendly innova-
tion must be at the centre of the programme. 
Boosting wages and jobs at the same time 
requires organizational and technological 
innovations that enhance the productivity of 
less-educated workers. Unlike automation 
and other forms of labour-saving technolo-
gies, labour-friendly innovations help ordi-
nary workers perform a greater range of 
more complicated tasks. Digital tools that 
confer expertise are an example.

Because innovation and productivity are 
central to this agenda, the requisite policies 
look like successful industrial policies of old. 
We could call them industrial policies for 
services or, better still, productive policies 
for labour. They build on existing local 
cross-sectoral partnerships and national 
innovation programmes, but with a focus on 
labour-absorbing services and technologies 
that are complementary to less-educated 
labour. My colleagues and I have sketched 
variants of such programmes for the US, 
France and Britain. A new left must confront 
both the new structure of the economy and 
the productivity imperative. Only then will 
it turn into the genuine political movement 
of the future and a credible alternative to the 
far right. ©2024/PROJECT SYNDICATE

there is still considerable work to be done for 
the left. Biden’s age and evident failure to 
convince the public of his mental fitness is a 
big part of the problem. But so is the mixed 
message Democrats have been sending 
about what they really stand for and who 
they represent. This is a problem that afflicts 
other parties of the left as well.

As Thomas Piketty has shown, leftist par-
ties have become unmoored from their tra-
ditional working-class base and veered 
toward the educated elite.

The left has yet to forge an identity that is 
fit for current realities. How should they 
reposition themselves? Should they focus on 
redistribution, as the NFP in France appears 
to have done? Should they uphold fiscal 
responsibility, like the UK’s Labour Party? 
Should they embrace industrial policies à la 
Biden, and to what purpose? How should 
they handle issues such as immigration, the 
environment, or transgender rights, on 
which the cultural elite hold very different 
views from the general public?

If the left is to regain political strength, it 
must return to its roots and represent the 
interests of working people. This means 
focusing squarely on good, secure and pro-
ductive jobs for workers without a bachelor’s 
degree. The rise in economic insecurity, 

R
ecent elections in France and the UK, 
together with America’s current presi-
dential campaign, reflect the dilem-

mas left-leaning parties confront as they try 
to fashion new identities and present credi-
ble alternatives to the far right. It was the far 
right that first capitalized on the backlash to 
neoliberalism and hyper-globalization that 
grew in the aftermath of the 2008 global cri-
sis. A decade ago, one could justifiably com-
plain about the “abdication of the left.”

To their credit, leftist parties are in a bet-
ter position today. The Labour Party in Brit-
ain has just won by a landslide, ending 14 
years of Conservative rule. The left-wing 
New Popular Front (NFP) coalition in France 
has a far better chance to stop the rise of the 
far right than the centrist forces allied with 
President Emmanuel Macron. US President 
Joe Biden has taken his country into 
uncharted territory with new industrial and 
green policies, though he lags behind 
Donald Trump in the opinion polls. As the 
Democrats’ difficulties in the US indicate, 

Iceland, Sweden and the Netherlands.
It is not all bad news for EVs. Dra-

matic acceleration is visible in countries 
with high per capita income, like in 
Scandinavia, and where government 
policy has been very purposeful, like 
China. As a general rule, EV adoption 
follows a broad ‘S’ curve. It remains slow 
for several years till the 1% sales mark is 
conquered, after which an exponential 
upshoot is observed until gradual mar-
ket saturation at a high level. 

India’s EV sales crossed 1% in 2022 
and are now approaching 2%. India’s EV 
growth rate is about three times the 
global growth rate now. Similarly, Israel 
jumped from under 1% to over 8% in a 
span of just two years.

But a cross flow of traffic has begun. A 
decline in the cost curve of EVs and the 
widening of charging infrastructure are 
not happening fast enough for the 
required rapid adoption of EVs in more 
countries. At the very least, this will 
push forth the point at which EVs attain 
a significant market share by about 10 
years. It seems more likely now that 
more than 50% of all cars on the road 
will be EVs not by 2035, but only by 
2045 or beyond. 

In December 2022, Toyota Motor 
Corp’s president Akio Toyoda caused a 
stir when he openly questioned an 
EV-only strategy in the global quest for 
carbon-neutral automobiles. Toyoda 
argued that a sound strategy should 
include hybrids and hydrogen-powered 
vehicles. Identifying himself as among a 
“silent majority” within the auto indus-
try, Toyoda was quoted by The Wall 
Street Journal as saying, “That silent 
majority is wondering whether EVs are 
really OK to have as a single option. But 
they think it’s the trend so they can’t 
speak out loudly.”

More recently, the Saudi Arabian oil 
leviathan, Aramco, invested in a com-
pany called Horse, betting that ICE 
vehicles will be around for a very long 
time. The Financial Times reports that 
“the calculation by Saudi Aramco and 
the other shareholders in Horse, Chi-

nese carmaker Geely and its French 
peer Renault, is that as the industry 
stops designing and developing its own 
combustion engines, it will start buying 
them from third parties.” The new $7.9 
billion company has 19,000 employees 
and 17 factories worldwide, and it is 
ramping up capacity to produce five 
million units a year. 

Rapid electrification has also resulted 
in losses amounting to billions for big 
American carmakers, in turn putting 
pressure on the US government to relax 
the pace of change.

So, it seems likely that there will be a 
lengthy ‘settling’ period for EVs to gain 
ground, but other cleaner alternatives 
like hybrid, CNG and fuel-cell cars will 
make up a meaningful proportion. EV 
adoption for heavy commercial vehicles 
will take even longer and involve a 
longer transition.

For India, this affords an opportunity 
to establish a more realistic policy of 
50% EV adoption by 2040, while also 
accelerating the transformation of the 
electricity grid towards renewables. 
From a sustainability point of view, 
there is little point in forcing EV adop-
tion if grid power remains substantially 
generated from fossil fuels. More EVs 
on such a grid will be a Pyrrhic victory.

India’s current GST rate on battery-
run EVs is only 5%, versus 28% on 
hybrids and ICE vehicles. States apply 
differential rates for registration as well. 
For instance, Uttar Pradesh exempts 
both hybrids and EVs from registration 
fee. In a controversial move, Karnataka 
has introduced a 10% registration fee on 
EVs that cost more than ₹25 lakh. 

In recognition of a long transition 
period, taxes and registration fees will 
need to be made uniform, so that these 
charges do not distort the market’s 
adoption of non-ICE vehicles. Prepare 
for a pothole-filled road ahead.

P.S: King Pyrrhus of Epirus’ army 
suffered irreplaceable casualties in 
defeating Romans during the Battle 
of Asculum in 279 BCE, leaving us with 
the term ‘Pyrrhic victory.’ 

A
nd just like that, the road for 
electric cars has become less 
smooth. It was not very long ago 

that streets full of only electric vehicles 
(EVs) a few decades hence seemed 
like a virtual certainty. Many countries, 
including the UK, Spain, France, South 
Korea and India, had announced their 
intention to ban the sale of internal 
combustion engine (ICE) vehicles at 
various points in time between 2030 
and 2040.

First, some background. In 2023, 
about 73 million passenger cars were 
sold across the world, according to auto 
consultancy Jato Dynamics. The top 
five countries were China (30 million), 
the US (15 million), Japan (nearly 5 mil-
lion) India (4 million) and Germany 
(nearly 3 million). In value terms, this 
global market is expected to grow at 
about 6.5% a year for the next decade.

In 2023, EV sales neared 14 million, 
meaning that 1 in 5 cars sold was elec-
tric. Of these, 60% were in China, 25% in 
Europe and 10% in the US, with three 
markets adding up to 95% of the total. 
According to Climate Action Tracker, 
an independent organization, EVs need 
to reach 75-95% of all passenger vehicle 
sales for consistency with international 
climate goals by 2030. On current 
trends, an EV share of four times today’s 
level is unlikely. The only countries 
where EVs represent a significant share 
of all passenger car sales are Norway, 

The transition from fossil-fuel cars to electric vehicles isn’t following the road-map we had expected
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Leftist parties require new ideas to revive their appeal
DANI RODRIK 

M
arket leader UltraTech’s India 
Cements deal springs it further 
ahead in its race with the 
Adani Group for cement pro-
duction capacity. As industry 
consolidation proceeds, how-

ever, another race calls for attention—to de-
carbonize this hard-to-abate sector. Rivalry 
over containing carbon emissions is underway, 
thankfully, as businesses join the battle against 
climate change. The 32.7% stake purchase 
announced by the A.V. Birla group’s cement-
maker adds to the 22.8% ownership of India 
Cements it acquired barely a month ago. With 
its total stake headed above the halfway mark, 
UltraTech will make an open offer for another 
26%. If that’s fully subscribed, it would need to 
either take India Cements private or shed about 
6.5% of its equity to comply with a rule that says 
a quarter of every listed firm’s shares must be 
publicly held. That UltraTech is ready to go 
through all that speaks not just of its need to 
expand its coverage of south India, as the deal 
enables, but also to stay ahead of Adani, which 
has snapped up three companies since entering 
the field in 2022, including ACC and Ambuja 
Cement, and is said to be eyeing another target. 

While UltraTech still has a big lead, Adani’s 
quick inorganic expansion has left no doubt 
that it is aiming for market leadership. Given 
Adani’s large financial war-chest, which took 
only a slight hit from the Hindenburg episode, it 
makes sense for the Kumar Mangalam Birla-led 
A.V. Birla Group to pre-empt its takeover trail. 
The India Cements deal will add 14.45 million 
tonnes per annum of cement capacity to its 
existing total of 154.86 million tonnes. In com-
parison, Adani’s annual capacity is around 90 
million tonnes, with its sights set on doubling 

this number within three years. As India under-
goes a phase of rapid construction, demand for 
cement is projected to grow robustly for years. 
The industry’s challenge, however, is to mini-
mize its carbon exhaust even as it keeps us well 
supplied. As far as industries go, cement emis-
sions are particularly difficult to abate. A key 
input is limestone, which undergoes a process 
called calcination that converts it to clinker by 
releasing carbon dioxide. This accounts for over 
half the sector’s emissions, globally. Since the 
making of clinker requires temperatures as 
high as 1,450° Celsius, it’s also highly energy-in-
tensive, which adds to the carbon footprint of a 
cement plant, unless clean sources are used. 
Like all processes, though, cement production 
must be decarbonized to the extent possible. 

We don’t need to wait for the dust to settle on 
the capacity race to track rivalry in the arena of 
climate action. The industry’s arch-rivals both 
aim for clean-ups by 2050. UltraTech plans to 
use renewable energy and waste heat recovery 
systems as it targets a share of 85% green energy 
in its usage mix by 2030, aided by its partner-
ship with Finland-based Coolbrook for modern 
tech enablers. The Adani Group has also been 
moving on clean fuels, even as it invests heavily 
in green hydrogen, on which many industrial 
hopes are pinned. Partial clinker substitutes 
like fly ash and slag are also being explored by 
both, although what’s awaited is a chem-tech 
invention that can act as a clean binding agent. 
Innovative carbon-capture methods could 
open another pathway. Research and develop-
ment will have to play a major role in any such 
climate innovation. Should mutual competition 
hasten their efforts to go green, the better it 
would be for everyone. Let’s see the UltraTech-
Adani rivalry heat up, not the environment. 

Let the UltraTech-Adani 
rivalry spur a green race 
UltraTech’s acquisition of India Cements will boost its capacity lead over Adani, but no less 

critical are the arch-rivals’ carbon reduction plans. Let competition heat up, not the planet
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The one thing that
relations between India

and the US never lack is
happy words. A speech by
any leader from the two
countries is likely to be
peppered with expressions
like ‘largest democracies’
and ‘the most important
strategic relationship of the
21st century’, among other
generous homilies.

The reality is more
prosaic. Since the advent of
Barack Obama as US
President, relations have
been cool. After being
touted as the partner of US
in Asia, India suddenly
dropped a few notches in
American estimation.

A better way to proceed
in building a stronger
relationship will be to focus
on simpler things. India
can open its doors to US
investors. After all, India
needs a huge dollop of
investment. India should
end all waffling about
foreign direct investment
and simply clear the
thicket of regulations. If the
Narendra Modi
government can’t do that,
it should rule out the
politically demanding steps
needed to further bilateral
ties.

QUICK EDIT

Some more
happynoise

ANTITRUST HURDLE

Sun-Ranbaxy
deal in CCI
crosshairs

BY V IDYA KRISHNAN

vidya.k@livemint.com
·························
NEW DELHI

Sun Pharmaceutical Indus-
tries Ltd’s acquisition of
Ranbaxy Laboratories Ltd

may have hit a major hurdle,
with the antitrust body, the
Competition Commission of In-
dia (CCI), asking the two compa-
nies why a public investigation
should not be ordered into the
deal because it will result in sig-
nificant market domination by
one company and could affect
the prices of essential life-saving
drugs in the domestic market.

Officials at the competition
body say it has issued so-called
show-cause notices to both Ran-
baxy and Sun Pharma. They add
that they believe the deal could
be against “national interest”.
None of the officials from the an-
ti-trust body wished to be identi-
fied.

This is the first time CCI has
evoked national interest to ask
hard questions of a merger-in-
the-making.

Ranbaxy and Sun Pharma did
not respond to emails sent on
Thursday. Company spokesper-
sons who said they would revert
with a comment on Monday
hadn’t done so as of press time
on Tuesday.

On 11 July, the National Stock
Exchange and BSE cleared the
deal. It still needs to be cleared
by capital market regulator Secu-
rities and Exchange Board of In-
dia, CCI and various courts.

On 6 April, Sun Pharma
agreed to buy Ranbaxy for $3.2
billion in stock from its Japanese
parent Daiichi Sankyo Co. Ltd. It
also agreed to take on $800 mil-
lion of Ranbaxy’s debt.

The antitrust body is especial-
ly concerned about the 46 drug
formulations that will constitute
the merged entity’s portfolio and
in which the entity will have a
significant presence in the mar-
ket. If the merger goes through, it
will create India’s biggest drug
maker with an 8.5% share of In-
dia’s pharmaceutical market,
worth an annual `76,000 crore
by sales.

Under India’s merger and ac-
quisition (M&A) rules, compa-
nies need CCI’s approval if the
combined assets of the two enti-
ties are worth more than `1,500
crore or sales amount to more
than `4,500 crore in India.

Sun Pharma’s acquisition of
Ranbaxy—slightly uncommon in
the pharmaceutical sector with
one Indian company buying a lo-
cal competitor—will have esti-
mated annual revenue of $4.2
billion (about `25,200 crore).
Since both companies are mar-
ket leaders in various drug seg-
ments, the merger may have sig-
nificant impact on drug prices.

A person familiar with the de-
velopment and who asked not to
be identified said that “when
companies hold between 50-90%
of markets share in any drug seg-
ment (for example, antibiotics or
statins), it will become difficult
to keep prices under check.
While some companies may
make cheaper variables of these
drugs, it will not influence the
market. In this case, the merger
would have resulted in highly
concentrated market in 46 drug
categories, throwing the drug
price control in complete disar-
ray. Hence, there is enough rea-
son to raise red flags.”

A CCI official said that this is
the first time the antitrust body
had sent out such show-cause
notices. “Other deals have been
fairly simple. Prima facie, we had
no reason to demand a public in-
vestigation. Since the pharma-
ceutical sector is slightly compli-
cated and the ripple effect of the
merger could be huge, we decid-
ed to send the notices. The pro-
cedure is fairly simple. We are
waiting to hear from the compa-
nies as to why we should clear
the deal. Depending on that, we
will take further steps,” the offi-
cial said.

Under the terms of the deal,
shareholders of Ranbaxy will re-
ceive four shares of Sun Pharma
for every five shares they hold.
Analysts were expecting the
merger to be completed by the
end of the year.

The announcement of the ac-
quisition, and the launch of the
generic version of blood pres-
sure drug Diovan, have provided
a boost to Ranbaxy’s stock which
is now trading at `590 a share,
up from the sub-`300 levels it
was trading at a year ago.

In the past year, Ranbaxy has
been battling a regulatory crisis,
with the US Food and Drug Ad-
ministration putting all four of its
manufacturing plants on an im-
port alert after violations of good
manufacturing practices sur-
faced.

On Monday, shares of Ran-
baxy rose 1.24% to `590 on the
BSE and shares of Sun Pharma
gained 1.33% to `789.70. The
BSE’s benchmark Sensex fell
0.52% to 25,991.23 points.

CCI issues show-cause
notices to firms, asks
why deal should be
cleared as it will lead to
market domination

INVESTOR APPEAL

Flipkart bags $7 bn valuation
after mammoth fund raise

BY M IHIR DALAL &

SHRUTIKA VERMA

·························
BANGALORE/NEW DELHI

Flipkart, India’s biggest on-
line retailer, said on Tues-

day that it had received as much
as $1 billion in fresh capital, il-
lustrating its appeal to global
investors and piling pressure on
rivals to keep up with the com-
pany in attracting funds.

The money was raised from
existing investors including Ti-
ger Global, Naspers and Gov-
ernment of Singapore Invest-
ment Corp., the city-state’s sov-
ereign wealth fund.

The fund raising, the largest-
ever by an Indian startup and
among the largest-ever by any
Internet startup globally, greatly
boosts Flipkart’s ability to take
on Amazon India and widen its
lead over other rivals.

“This is a big milestone not
just for Flipkart, but for Internet
firms in India in general,” chief
executive officer Sachin Bansal
told reporters.

“We believe India can pro-
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After seeking ideas from or-
dinary citizens on how to

improve the concept of govern-
ance, Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s administration is tap-
ping the public for suggestion
to pep up staid government ad-
vertising.

For India’s 68th Independ-
ence Day next month, for in-
stance, the National Democrat-
ic Alliance government is ask-
ing people to offer suggestions
on the kind of message they
want to hear from the govern-
ment.

“The government wants to
connect with the masses and
that was the thinking of the
PM,” said Bimal Julka, the top
civil servant in the ministry of
information and broadcasting.
“He was of the view that as far
as possible, we should try and
go to the people and let creative
and innovative ideas emerge
from them, based on which the
ads should be prepared.”

“On mandatory ads which
are of public significance, we
should connect with people,”

TURN TO PAGE 2®

Govt turns to
crowdsourcing
to give its ads
a makeover
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The great hope for a 
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transition to renewable 
energy is wishful thinking.
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green transition sounds realistic when it 
comes to jobs. Nor does protectionism 
against China. Strategies that focus on man-
ufacturing have less political appeal when 
most workers are not in manufacturing.

Redistributive policies also have prob-
lems. There is a strong argument for making 

tax systems more progres-
sive and increasing income 
tax rates for top earners. 
Higher social transfers and 
better social insurance 
would help, especially in 
the US, where social safety 
nets remain weak. But 
income transfers do not 
compensate workers for 
the loss of dignity and 
social recognition that 
accompany the disappear-
ance of good jobs. Nor do 
they repair the breakdown 
in social and community 

life that ensues when factories close.
What the left needs, then, is a credible 

programme of creating good, productive 
jobs throughout the economy—especially in 
lagging regions and for workers with less 
than a university education. The representa-
tive target of such a programme is not an 

erosion of the middle class and disappear-
ance of good jobs in lagging regions were at 
the heart of the rise of right-wing populism. 
Only by reversing these trends can the left 
present a credible alternative.

The difficulty is that old strategies will not 
work. Unionized workers in manufacturing 
formed the core of support 
for leftist parties. They 
were also the foundation of 
the middle class.

Today manufacturing 
employs an ever-smaller 
share of workers in the US 
and Europe. The bulk of 
the workforce is in servi-
ces. When Biden took 
office in January 2021, the 
manufacturing share of US 
employment had already 
shrunk to 8.5%. Today it is 
below 8.2%, despite all his 
administration’s efforts to 
revitalize manufacturing. Some European 
countries, such as Germany, have higher 
shares of manufacturing employment, but 
none has managed to avoid a decline.

Parties of the left have not yet fully faced 
this fact. None of their talk about re-shoring, 
competitiveness, digitalization and the 

Credible plans 

to create jobs 

for the less 

educated may 

help them stem 

the rise of right 

wing populism

Electrifying roads: Watch out for 
a bumpy ride and Pyrrhic gains
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U
ntil recently, the edtech business 
was the poster boy of India’s startup 
ecosystem. The industry’s core 
promise of anywhere anytime edu-
cation was to revolutionize the 
knowledge sector. Several compa-

nies flocked into the field. Investment companies 
poured millions into these businesses. Some 
edtech entrepreneurs became millionaires in a 
short span of time. But for the past few months, 
things have been different. We hear very little 
positive news about edtech firms. At least one 
prominent edtech enterprise is on the verge of 
insolvency. How did this industry that promised so 
much so recently reach this level of despondency? 

Edtech companies had several advantages over 
the traditional ways of imparting education in a 
classroom. They held the potential of huge scale. 
They could reach millions of learners around the 
world. Another superiority was their quality of 
content. While lessons in most classrooms were 
delivered by ordinary teachers, edtech lessons 
could be delivered by eminent teachers of each 
subject. And instead of concepts being explained 
by using chalk sketches on a blackboard, the 
audiovisual technology-aided content developed 
by edtech companies was superior. 

Given the above, the present situation of the 
edtech business has caught many by surprise. But 
the irony of it is that the very factors that made 
the model a success have also contributed to its 
decline. Edtech industry leaders, basking in all the 
hype around their business prospects, did not take 
any steps to alleviate the weaknesses that were 
building up, alongside their successes. 

Let us take the ease of accessibility of edtech 
content. These digital packages could be run in a 
smart classroom, on one’s personal computer or 
even on one’s smartphone. As compared to tradi-
tional education, where the student must travel a 
long distance to school and spend most of the day 
in a classroom, edtech provides access to learning 
anywhere, anytime. This freedom to learn is use-
ful, even though it is supplementary to regular 
schooling towards a secondary certificate. Edtech, 
as an educational option, is alluring. But this very 
advantage provided by digital technology has also 
contributed to its post-pandemic undoing. 

It is a basic principle of human behaviour that 
the effort one puts into any activity is directly pro-
portional to the commitment one has towards its 
outcome. In the traditional educational system, the 
student endures a lot of pain to travel all the way to 
school, sit in an assigned spot in a classroom 
throughout the day, and then travel back home in 
the evening. But the truth is that these painful 
efforts that students are forced to undertake non-
consciously increase their commitment to the 
learning they receive in a classroom. 

With school unavoidable, a lack of commitment to 
online learning is evident in the huge number of stu-
dents dropping out almost immediately after joining 
an online course. While edtech majors have clearly 
developed well-recognized brands, and saw waves 
of sign-ups in their boom phase, they seem to have 
paid little attention to what generates brand loyalty. 
Real-world points of convergence, for example, can 
make a substantial difference (as in the case of reli-
gious pilgrimage spots).  

A physical classroom, however dilapidated it is, 
has an environment of learning. Benches, black-
boards and all the rest form a shared experience for 
students who converge here in a learning context. 
This air is not easy to create even in the poshest 
study room of an individual learner. Edtech com-
panies provide content even on smartphones, 
which are usually fun devices for teenagers that do 
not host a studious environment. Context is a big 
determinant of human behaviour. Edtech firms, 
while developing their products, seem to have 
wholly ignored the important role of context in 
generating particular behaviours. 

Integral to learning is an authority figure who 
controls the process of imparting of knowledge. 
In the traditional education system, even the 
teacher in a village school can play this role. But 
edtech has no such figure who can nudge students 
to learn. In the edtech world, the onus to learn rests 
entirely on the shoulders of the individual learner. 
While the student has the freedom to learn as one 

pleases, it does not always work out well. So here is 
another irony. The teenage brain has a fully active 
reward system, but the cortical areas that control 
important behaviours are not yet fully developed. 
The freedom to learn as and when one pleases can 
be a perfect recipe for learning little, if anything.  

The present fate of edtech businesses holds 
many lessons for other technology companies. 
Achieving scale is a laudable business objective. 
But achieving scale should not be at the cost of 
sacrificing the core objective. Anywhere anytime 
effortless learning, which made edtech attractive, 
cannot match the painstaking learning processes 
of a regular school. As a supplementary aid, the 
dedicated-use levels it can achieve are also limited. 

There is a mistaken belief in the technology 
world that once a technologically superior product 
is created, its adoption is an automatic outcome. 
Human behaviour is often overlooked. While 
developing tech products, one should take into 
consideration not just the benefits of the technol-
ogy for humans, but even the negative emotions of 
those affected by it. Tech leaders should not brush 
these aside as ‘soft’ or ‘emotional’ issues. Ideally, 
these concerns should be addressed at the very 
design stage of every technology. 

The success of any technology product is partly 
determined by the understanding its creator has 
of all the human behaviours around that offering. 
That is the biggest lesson taught by the slide in the 
fortunes of edtech companies. 

Edtech businesses failed to take 
the teenage brain into account

Their technically superior education model seems to have run into the resistance of student behaviour in a learning context
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W
e’re all drinking less champagne 
as the world becomes a scarier 
place. That was the message 

from LVMH Moet Hennessy Louis Vuitton. 
It underlines what is becoming the biggest 
bling bust for a decade. And even the 
world’s largest luxury group isn’t immune.  
The owner of Louis Vuitton and Dior has 
reported a 1% increase in sales excluding 
currency movements and mergers and 
acquisitions in the fiscal second quarter, 
below analysts’ expectations of a 2.9% gain, 
and the lowest level of growth since 2009, 
excluding the pandemic dip.

Sales of fashion and leather goods, the 
engine of the group, also rose 1% in the 
three months to 30 June, about half of what 
analysts had been expecting. The shares 
fell as much as 6.5%. The first half operat-
ing margin fell to 25.6% from 27.4%. After 
three years of strong sales growth, cost 
bases will inevitably have expanded, while 
the company has rightly continued to 
invest. There has also been a ‘violent’ swing 
among Chinese customers to shopping in 
Japan, according to chief financial officer 
Jean-Jacques Guiony. A weak yen makes 
prices for handbags lower, while store 
rents are more likely to rise alongside sales, 
putting pressure on profitability. 

The industry downturn is being felt 
because both major drivers of demand— 
the US and China—have slowed. The sec-
ond quarter compares with the period a 
year ago, when China emerged from lock-
downs and its consumers were revenge 
spending once more. Now shoppers are 
more cautious amid a deepening property 
slowdown, perhaps explaining why they 
are so keen to save for trips to Japan. Mean-
while, US middle-class spenders remain 
under pressure from inflation and higher 
borrowing costs.

Yet the pain from industry trends hasn’t 
spread evenly. Winners need a top-notch 
customer base and red-hot brands. LVMH 
has both, but it is also exposed to wines and 
spirits, where there has been a “severe 
demand issue in champagne,” and to mid-
dle-class customers, for example in the US, 
where the company is trying to elevate 
jeweller Tiffany at a time when shoppers 
are cutting back on engagement rings.

Consequently, its overall growth rate is 
lagging that of Italy’s Brunello Cucinelli, 
which forecasts that its sales will increase 
by 10% this year. Hermes International, 
maker of $10,000 Birkin bags, is also 
expected to be resilient. LVMH noted that 
demand for pricier items, such as designer 
clothes, was holding up better than its 
cheapest handbags.

By comparison, those selling to the sim-
ply comfortable appear more vulnerable. 
Britain’s Burberry Group warned last week 
that it could have a loss for the first half of 
the year, suspended its dividend and 
parted ways with its CEO Jonathan Ake-
royd. Kering is trying to take its flagship 
Gucci brand upmarket, but it’s struggling 
to gain traction. Gucci organic sales fell 18% 
in the first quarter, and analysts don’t 
expect the situation to have improved.

Finally, brand desirability matters. Bur-
berry’s and Gucci’s woes have been exacer-
bated by the fact that they suffer from the 
double whammy of middle-class consum-
ers plus brand turnarounds that have yet to 
bear fruit. Meanwhile, jewellery shone at 
Cie Financiere Richemont’s Cartier and 
Van Cleef & Arpels, both revered right now.

LVMH’s Loewe fashion house is one of 
the hottest around, while Louis Vuitton is 
holding up, particularly in China. There is 
more worry about Dior after allegations of 
poor working conditions in its supply chain 
in Italy. Guiony said the brand would 
intensify its scrutiny of suppliers and 
would also invest in bringing more of 
Dior’s production in-house.

One company that’s expected to deliver 
a robust performance is Prada, whose 
namesake brand has retained its cool factor 
after its turnaround a few years ago. Even 
with these few bright spots, luxury stocks 
have lost all their gains since January, 
when LVMH’s CEO Bernard Arnault said 
the industry was normalizing rather than 
falling off a cliff.

Comparisons get easier in the second 
half, as Chinese revenge spending slowed 
in the third and fourth quarters of 2023, 
and the US continued to decelerate. Gui-
ony said demand from US consumers 
improved in the second quarter, in terms of 
both fashion and leather goods and cognac. 
But Chinese appetite weakened slightly.

While any meaningful recovery has 
been delayed until at least 2025, in the 
longer term the top end should continue to 
benefit from rising incomes around the 
world. And LVMH, being the most muscu-
lar, should win a disproportionate amount 
of sales when things do finally get better.

But until Chinese and US consumers 
regain their love of luxury, there will be lit-
tle reason to crack open the bubbly any-
time soon. ©BLOOMBERG

LVMH’s global woes indicate 
a slump in the luxury market

Posh labels have been losing their sparkle across major markets 

Luxury sales in China and the US have been 

disappointing. REUTERS
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the capital available for research expendi-
ture. This influx of capital supports the crea-
tion of advanced AI applications, which in 
turn drive productivity and efficiency gains 
in the economy. 

Emerging AI enterprises are playing a 
crucial role in driving innovation. By 2025, 
four sectors—industrial and automotive, 
healthcare, retail and packaged consumer 
goods—are expected to drive 60% of the 
gross value added by AI to India’s GDP. The 
likes of Sarvam and Krutrim are taking stri-
des on foundational AI models, even as 
incumbent IT service firms explore AI use-
cases in the banking, financial services and 
insurance sector, apart from agri-tech 
domains. New-age startups are working on 
conversational AI to solve high-impact 
enterprise problems, while others are pio-
neering AI-powered video and voiceover 
creation platforms. 

The synergy between India’s AI mission, 
policy certainty (through the DPDP Act and 
DEPA), market opportunities, the National 
AI Fund and PLI schemes can  make the 
country a global AI leader. We have in place 
what’s needed for a self-reinforcing cycle of 
domestic capital augmentation, startup 
innovation, effective data management and 
hardware production.  

enterprises and startups across sectors. 
Central to this strategy is India’s AI mis-

sion, which includes components focused 
on enhancing computational capacity, fos-
tering innovation through dedicated AI cen-
tres, developing extensive open data-sets, 
supporting application development, 
upskilling the workforce, financing startups 
and ensuring safe and trusted AI practices. 
Each element is crucial for a thriving AI eco-
system. India has approached its AI mission 
in a way that is similar to its Digital Public 
Infrastructure (DPI) strategy. Initial funding 
for graphic processing units (GPUs), semi-
conductors and international technology 
transfer partnerships is being facilitated by 
the public sector. However, the expertise 
and innovation driving this foundational 
infrastructure are primarily provided by pri-
vate players, creating a dynamic environ-
ment for AI advancement. 

These components of the AI mission work 
in tandem with India’s broader policy frame-
works, such as the Digital Personal Data Pro-
tection (DPDP) Act, which establishes a legal 
structure for data protection and privacy. 
The underlying architecture is the Data 
Empowerment and Protection Architecture 
(DEPA) that complements the DPDP Act by 
establishing a standardized and interopera-

T
he artificial intelligence (AI) revolu-
tion is a talking point across board 
rooms, industry round-tables and pol-

icy circles, not only in India, but globally. 
India is forging two pivotal paths in its quest 
for AI leadership: first, by positioning itself 
as a leading use-case market, and second, by 
developing foundational AI models. The 
first approach emphasizes creating AI solu-
tions tailored to local needs, driving imme-
diate societal impact and economic growth. 
The second is long-drawn, as it requires 
investing in foundational models that can 
support a wide range of AI applications, 
ensuring long-term sustainability and global 
competitiveness. 

To achieve progress on both AI tracks, one 
thing is clear. These ambitions require sub-
stantial domestic investment. To augment 
capital expenditure, India has a multifaceted 
strategy that combines robust policy frame-
works, strategic manufacturing initiatives 
and innovative centres, thereby fostering a 
supportive environment for the growth of AI 

A great convergence could drive India’s AI revolution 
ARVIND GUPTA & AAKASH GUGLANI

eign direct investment in the large-scale 
electronic manufacturing has surged 254% 
since the PLI scheme’s inception, and the 
telecom sector has achieved 60% import 
substitution. 

These successes lay a strong foundation 
for an expanding AI market, projected to 

grow from $881 million in 
2023 to $7.8 billion by 
2025, alongside the Indian 
GenAI industry, expected 
to reach $17 billion by 
2030. This market oppor-
tunity, when coupled with 
the objectives of India’s AI 
mission and PLI schemes, 
can create a virtuous cycle 
that augments domestic 
capital. As AI capabilities 
expand and diversify, they 
drive increased economic 
output and create new 
business opportunities. 

The PLI schemes further bolster this growth 
by incentivizing the manufacturing of 
essential AI hardware components within 
the country, thereby reducing dependency 
on imports. As domestic AI enterprises 
grow, they attract more investment, both 
from within India and globally, enhancing 

ble framework for consent management. 
DEPA empowers individuals to control their 
personal data and manage consent preferen-
ces seamlessly across multiple platforms and 
services through a unified interface. 

India’s strategy does not solely rest on 
sound regulatory architecture; it also 
includes manufacturing 
and market interventions 
crucial for the AI hardware 
ecosystem. The country’s 
production-linked incen-
tive (PLI) schemes for tele-
com hardware, semicon-
ductors and large-scale 
electronics manufacturing 
are pivotal in this context. 
For instance, the manufac-
turing of essential elec-
tronic components—such 
as batteries, chargers, cam-
era modules and printed 
circuit boards—has been 
localized, with major players like the Tata 
Group entering the component manufac-
turing space. PLI beneficiaries, representing 
about 20% of the market, drove 82% of 
mobile phone exports in 2022-23, with pro-
duction having risen over 125% and exports 
having gone up fourfold since 2020-21. For-

The country is 

in a sweet spot 

where public 

policy and 

private efforts 

can combine 

to yield success

are, respectively, an adjunct 

professor of data and digital 

economy, and head, Digital 

India Foundation (DIF); and 

policy manager, DIF.
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HE recent Union Budget indi-
cated a swing in the framework
of  intergovernmental fiscal rela-
tions from cooperative federal-
ism to competitive federalism. 
The FM announced the signifi-
cance of  competitive federalism 

to achieve optimum ‘total factor productiv-
ity’ by initiating structural reforms on all 
the factors of  production—land, labour, 
capital and investment—by urging states 
to do heavy lifting on these reforms. 

This is in addition to the budget’s empha-
sis on capital expenditure—in the sense 
that high fiscal deficit and debt is closely 
tied to strengthening capital formation at 
the Central and state levels, and to reduce 
the ‘output gaps’. This also includes trans-
fers to the states of  around ̀ 1 lakh crore for 
capital infrastructure investment. 

Cooperative federalism primarily works 
through intergovernmental tax transfers, 
which is unconditional in nature. In India, 
the transfer is designed on a scientific for-
mula. The criterions incorporated are pop-
ulation, income distance, area, climate 
change, demographic transition and tax ef-
fort. The transfers happen through the Fi-
nance Commission, a constitutional body. 

Bihar and Andhra Pradesh asked for a 
special category status based on socio-eco-
nomic backwardness, propensity to natu-
ral calamities and a constrained fiscal 
space. However, given the available fiscal 
space, it will be difficult for the government 
to fulfil their demand. It can also create a 
bandwagon effect—others including Odis-
ha might strengthen their demand for such 
a status too. There was a shadow of  these 
concerns in the budget. 

How to solve this, given the coalition poli-
tics on board? Ideally, the 16th Finance Com-
mission can tackle the issue by increasing 
the level of  tax transfers from the existing 
41 percent. According to the subsidiarity 
principle, the best decisions are taken at the 
level of  government closest to people. As per 
Schedule 7 of  the Constitution, significant 
functions are assigned at the subnational 
level, while dynamic taxes are with the Cen-
tre. This creates vertical and horizontal im-
balances in the intergovernmental fiscal 
mechanism. Hence, institutions like Fi-
nance Commission are constitutionally 
mandated to look into these imbalances. 

Given the tremendous shrinkage in the 
divisible tax pool due to a disproportionate 
increase in cess and surcharge, I urge the 
16th Finance Commission to increase the 
magnitude of  devolution to approximately 

50 percent, as any downward revision can 
be akin to ‘fiscal waterboarding’. 

There is debate about efficiency versus 
equity in the criterions used in intergovern-
mental fiscal relations. The states that have 
controlled their populations and material-
ised economic growth are getting penalised, 
as significant weightage is given to ‘equity’ 
related criterions. The states have increased 
their bargaining on these counts. 

The debt-deficit dynamics

At the state level, the dynamics of  debt and 
deficit has been re-articulated and the fis-
cal deficit needs to be maintained at 3.5 per-
cent of  GDP. Above the 3 percent deficit 
threshold, extra borrowing is allowed up to 
0.5 percent cent if  the states engage in pow-
er sector reforms. As per Section 4 of  the 
Fiscal Responsibility and Budget Manage-
ment Act, the general government debt 
cannot be over 60 percent cent of  GDP with 
the states’ public debt at 20 percent. 

Given the post-pandemic revenue uncer-
tainties and polycrisis in the form of  
mounting global inflation, energy crisis, 
climate change, supply-side disruptions, 
war and other geopolitical uncertainties, 

the Centre and states have been engaging 
in ‘hidden debt’ in the form of  off-budget 
borrowings through public sector entities. 
India is yet to construct time series data on 
public sector borrowing requirement to 
capture these hidden debt components. 

The golden fiscal rule is to have zero rev-
enue deficit. In this budget, the revenue 
deficit has been reduced from 2.5 percent in 
2023-24 to 1.8 percent in 2024-25. The high 
revenue deficit gives the indication that 
there was no drastic cut in public spending, 
given that revenue receipts were buoyant. 

Towards competitive federalism 
Albert Breton, a Canadian economist, has 
written extensively on competitive federal-
ism. He narrates the importance of  ‘bench-
marking’ a jurisdiction or province to incen-
tivise other units to emulate. However, these 
mechanisms of  benchmarking in a competi-
tive federalism framework can be nebulous 
in an emerging nation like India. Bench-
marking a few states with preferential sup-
port can also widen the fissures in the al-
ready-acrimonious Centre-State relations. 
The arbitrary fiscal announcements for 
some states in the budget can only be a sec-
ond best principle in tackling their expendi-
ture needs. It is beyond the purview of  the 
budget to address the expenditure needs of  
states and tax transfer devolution. 

The political economy of  Budget 2024-25 
is compelling. A re-articulation of  fiscal 
rules in terms of  threshold ratios is crucial 
to keep the fiscal policy accommodative, 
given the constraints of  the Reserve Bank 
in the growth recovery process. 

As states are urged to do the heavy lifting 
in terms of  capex on infrastructure and 
strengthening all factors of production, un-
conditional fiscal transfers can best sup-
port the states’ fiscal space. Conditional 
support through line ministries in the form 
of  centrally-sponsored schemes can affect 
the fiscal autonomy of  the states and the 
flexibility of  finances at the subnational 
level of  government. So any transition in 
intergovernmental fiscal transfers towards 
more unconditional transfers through an 
objective formula would be welcome.

(Views are personal)
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Libraries are a cornerstone of democracy—
where information is free and equally available 
to everyone. People tend to take that for granted

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

— Ramnath Goenka

HE saga of  the Indian Army’s 
response to Pakistani intru-
sions in the Kargil sector in 
1999 has now reached the sta-
tus of  folklore. The heroes of  
the battles of  Tololing, Khalu-
bar, Tiger Hill and many more 

deserve their place under the sun and so 
do their families. The 25th anniversary 
of  the Kargil Vijay Diwas—observed on 
July 26—is an occasion on which more 
can be told. There was so much happen-
ing at that time in so many other sec-
tors—some of  these relatively unknown 
facts deserve airing, too.

Besides Kargil, the Pakistani deep state 
had launched active operations of  an in-
tense kind—employing terrorists and 
even regular forces—in the adjoining Val-
ley and Jammu regions. On Kargil’s flank, 
in the Turtuk area near Siachen glacier 
was Point 5770, more foreboding than any. 
Today, it stands renamed Navdeep Top af-
ter a relatively unsung hero who had 
scaled the peak with a handful of  Rajputs 
to kill and evict a Pakistani section.

It should be recalled that while carry-
ing out operations in Kargil, General 
Parvez Musharraf ’s strategy was two-
fold. First was the intent of  cutting off  
the Srinagar-Leh highway to starve La-
dakh, and in consequence, force the vaca-
tion of  Siachen glacier by the Indian Ar-
my—a pipe dream. The secondary or 
alternative aim was to disturb the coun-
ter-terror grid in Kashmir from where 
India would need to find troops to respond 
to Kargil intrusions. In addition, it was to 
motivate the J&K people to rise against 
the Indian government and thus weaken 
India’s hold over the region. A potential 
public revolt was always a Pakistani ob-
session. It has been abortively tried sev-
eral times with Operation Gulmarg in 
1947-48 and Operation Gibraltar in 1965.

The 15 Corps, the Army’s formation 
that oversaw the security of  Kashmir 
and Ladakh in 1999, had an onerous re-
sponsibility. It was accountable for the 
LoC in Kashmir and Ladakh, as also in-
ternal security related to countering ter-
rorism . Simultaneously, it also had 
Kargil, Siachen glacier and Eastern La-
dakh to look after—a very tall order to be 
responsible for so many active fronts.

Pakistan-sponsored terrorism was at its 
peak. The Valley was flush with troops, 
although the Rashtriya Rifles (RR), the 
Army’s counter-terrorism mainstay, had 
just 36 units, 27 less than the 63 that exist 
today. As many as five mechanised infan-
try units and one armoured regiment mi-
nus their main equipment were deployed 
in South Kashmir. They de-inducted im-

mediately once the Kargil operations com-
menced. Infiltration was one of  the major 
threats and despite all efforts to counter, 
there were regular leakages across the 
LoC helping swell the number of  terror-
ists. More invariably came in than those 
who got killed in the operations within.

I held charge of  the operations, intel-
ligence and training domains of  South 
Kashmir, which included the highly tur-
bulent districts of  Anantnag, Pulwama 
and Badgam. My headquarters was at 
Avantipur. We were fired upon every oth-
er day despite active patrolling along the 
periphery. On the very day I took charge,  
there were four areas where firefights 
were ongoing with terror groups. The 
remnants of  the Afghan mercenaries 
still existed with some groups. Just four 

years before this, Al Firan had kidnapped 
five tourists and beheaded one of  them 
in the Pahalgam area. The separatists 
were hugely emboldened because India 
treated them with kid gloves.

As the seriousness of  the Pakistan in-
trusions dawned, a brigade from the 
Sindh Valley was detached to move to 
Kargil and an RR sector from Kulgam 
took its place. This was the beginning of  
the movement of  troops in different di-
rections, with the mechanised units mov-
ing out too. As it became clear that a full 
division size force would move to Kargil, 
the 8th Mountain Division from Shari-
fabad (North Kashmir) commenced 
preparations even as some of  its units 
started to precede it in moving to Dras. 
However, in its wake, it left huge voids 

that took time to fill, almost like Jammu 
today. Before we could raise and deploy 
Kilo Force, it was my formation (Victor 
Force) that took over the Valley.

At this juncture, a major change oc-
curred. A new headquarters called HQ 
Overall Force Commander was estab-
lished to take away counter-terrorism 
responsibility from the overburdened 
HQ 15 Corps, which concentrated on the 
LoC in the Valley and Kargil.

In J&K, it’s a folly to think one can di-
vide and demarcate such responsibility 
on a functional basis for perpetuity. Only 
one authority has to hold charge. My HQ 
at Avantipur looked after the Valley’s 
dangerously cascading terrorist environ-
ment with nine sectors of  RR under com-
mand (recommended is three), forcing 
me to spend over two hours every evening 
to only take reports on the day’s events. 
In a day, I was controlling 11-12 simulta-
neous firefights.

To up the ante in Kashmir and keep 
our attention divided, Pakistan employed 
two strategies. First, it activated the ar-
eas vacated by the 8th Mountain Division 
that Victor Force was plugging with tem-
porary deployments. In Handwara, Lolab 
and the Nutnas areas, it infiltrated its 
regular special service group officers 
with some experienced terrorists, who 
took no time in getting down to seeking 
contact with our troops and contesting 
them. It does sound familiar with what 
we are witnessing in Jammu.

The second was the commencement of  
a series of  sneak intrusions into army 
and police camps by suicide attackers, by 
deception or perimeter entry, ready to 
fight unto death. An initial paralysis had 
to be overcome by the typical grit of  the 
army and JK police. Camp and convoy 
security had to be ramped up, as also pro-
tection to minorities and migrant  
workers who worked on construction 
projects besides the long winding ammu-
nition convoys that moved to Kargil 
through our area of  responsibility. To its 
credit, the  Victor Force did not witness 
the destruction of  even a single ammuni-
tion truck despite 110 Hume pipe cross-
ings in a road stretch.

I can recall situations almost similar to 
the ones being experienced in Jammu to-
day that are causing so much concern. No 
doubt it is worrisome, but a recall of  the 
worst times in the Valley will tell you that 
we have seen much of  this and worse. Rak-
ing our memory will deliver lessons long 
forgotten. Nothing new happens in these 
areas—it’s always a revisit of  the past.  

(Views are personal)
(atahasnain@gmail.com)
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THE IMMINENT TRANSITION 
TO COMPETITIVE FEDERALISM

WHAT KARGIL ’99
CAN TEACH ABOUT

JAMMU TODAY

LT GEN SYED ATA  
HASNAIN (RETD)

Former Commander, Srinagar-based 15 Corps
and Chancellor, Central University of Kashmir

The budget urges states to raise capex 
and initiate structural reforms on 
land, labour, capital and investment. 
Given this and the smaller divisible 
tax pool, the Arvind Panagariya-led 
16th Finance Commission should 
increase the level of devolution from 
41% to about 50%; lowering it would 
be akin to ‘fiscal waterboarding’

On the 25th Kargil Victory Day, it’s worth taking a wider  
view of the 1999 war. Pakistan’s terror strategies in  

Jammu today are similar to what we saw then

SOURAV ROY

LEKHA 
CHAKRABORTY

Professor, NIPFP, Delhi and governing 
board member, International Institute 
of Public Finance, Munich

Skilling scheme
Ref: Good start on job creation but more steps 
are needed (Jul 29).  It  is a good initiative 
to start an apprenticeship scheme in private 
and public enterprises. It’s true that many 
engineers who pass out of engineering 
colleges do not have the right aptitude for the 
profession. By introducing such internships, 
students will  get exposure to industries 
and have a feel of the field before they get 
absorbed as permanent employees.
Sreenivasan Raman, Bengaluru

Number pressure
The incentive scheme to provide jobs has too 
many holes. Even a top corporate firm may 
have around 5,000 women. Now for the sake of 
accommodating 2,000 apprentices, the firm may 
have to retrench 2,000 experienced workers.   
A G Rajmohan, Anantapur

Iconic Bhaker
Ref: Karma, Bhagavad Gita and the legend 
of Manu Bhaker (Jul 29). The bronze medal 
secured by ace shooter Manu Bhaker has 
provided the perfect start for India’s quest to 
glory at the Paris Olympic Games. Manu has 
become the first Indian woman shooter to have 
secured a medal at the Olympics, which makes 
the victory even sweeter. Manu has emerged as 
the new role model for the youth. 
B Suresh Kumar, Coimbatore

Nixing middlemen
Ref: Reclaiming God’s name to protect 
against fake teachers (Jul 29). The writer 
has succinctly cited several instances in our 
puranas on how god’s name alone can protect 
us. The article explains why we do not need 
middlemen to reach god. 
Sanath Kumar T S, Thrissur

Lanka’s win 
Ref: Historic Asia Cup win for SL women (Jul 29). 
History was created in Dambulla International 
Stadium as Sri  Lanka defeated a deflated 
India in the Women’s Asia Cup final. It  was
a scintillating batting display from skipper 
Chamari and Harshitha. It was a deserving win 
given they toiled for it. It  was a disappointing 
performance from the Indian women as their 
fielding was quite sloppy and catching very poor.
Dileep D Anand, Karuvatta 

Fiesty Didi
West Bengal CM Mamata Banerjee has made a 
name for herself for being a difficult person to 
deal with. She had always been at loggerheads 
with the former governor. Her relationship 
with the incumbent one is not any more 
laudable. She is not on the same page with 
the INDI Alliance either. At the same time, she 
often crosses swords with the Centre. 
A Kasu, Nemmara
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SHOOTERS GIVE  
INDIA HOPE FOR BEST 

HAUL AT OLYMPICS

A
FTER the twin disappointments of  Rio de Janeiro and 
Tokyo, Paris is turning out to be a much-needed shot 
in the arm for sport shooting in India. The contingent 
promised a lot for the 2016 and 2021 Games, but re-
turned empty-handed. This time, in the quaint little 

town of  Chateauroux some 250 km from Paris, Manu Bhak-
er, one of  those vilified after the Tokyo Games, ended India’s 
12-year medal drought in the sport at the Olympics. Her 
bronze in the women’s 10 m air pistol event came as a balm. 
It’s not just Manu, but the entire shooting contingent seems 
to have learned from earlier missteps and upped its game. 
Bhaker is already in another final—the mixed 10 m air pistol 
event. Ramita Jindal and Arjun Babuta too advanced to the 
finals of  their individual events on Monday, with Arjun fin-
ishing just outside the medals’ podium. Manu will be the 
most decorated female Indian athlete at the Olympics if  she 
manages to win another medal—in the mixed event where 
she and Sarabjot Singh would be shooting for bronze.

With more than half  the events to go, this is the kind of  
performance the shooters needed. In such a precision 
sport—where a decimal point could be the difference be-
tween a podium place or watching on from the sidelines—
every little bit helps. And that includes watching your col-
leagues, friends and compatriots find success in the shooting 
range. This sort of  start is a far cry from what transpired at 
the previous two Games, when shooters were not even close 
to making it to the finals.

From a wider point of  view, it’s important for India to do 
well in shooting if  the nation wants to get into double-digits 
on the medals tally. It’s the one multiple-medal sport where 
they have world-class talent across categories. Considering 
that the National Rifle Association of  India also came in for 
significant criticism after the last two Games, some credit 
must go to them as they have seemingly corrected course, at 
least for these Games. With other contenders yet to shoot, 
including Sift Kaur Samra, shooting may again be in the 
news for the right reasons. The tone is set and it’s up to the 
others to follow. Indian athletes have had a great start in their 
quest to return with the best ever Olympic medal haul.

MAJHI BUDGET PRAGMATIC, 
BUT JOBS CHALLENGE STAYS

O
DISHA Chief  Minister Mohan Charan Majhi’s first 
budget, tabled last week, must have come in one of  
the shortest spans in governance in recent memory. 
The BJP government officially took charge on June 
12 and was straightaway expected to deliver a full 

budget—a daunting task. Budget preparation is a continu-
ous exercise, but the change in government necessitated 
that the first budget of  Majhi, who dons the role of  finance 
minister too, was aligned with the party’s vision for the state 
and fulfilled the promises made to the people who powered 
it to dislodge the Naveen Patnaik government. The enormity 
of  expectations notwithstanding, Majhi had to deliver.

With an outlay of  `2.63 lakh crore, 15 percent bigger  
than the previous one, the budget thus was on the expected 
lines. Some of  the major announcements included a higher 
support price for paddy at ̀ 3,100 a quintal entailing a provi-
sion of  ̀ 5,000 crore, ̀ 10,000 crore under Subhadra Yojana to 
provide `50,000 cash vouchers to adult women, and corpus 
funds for promoting and protecting the Jagannath temple 
and ‘Odia asmita’. Key social segments such as farmers, 
women and tribal communities were given due importance. 
And over 40 popular schemes of  the previous government 
were continued under new names, with a bit of  tweaking in 
the structures that invited the opposition’s taunts. On bal-
ance, Majhi has been pragmatic.

The government has devoted an impressive 22 percent of  
the 2024-25 budget to infrastructure development. The health 
sector saw a 32 percent jump in allocation and the farm sec-
tor a similarly healthy 37 percent increase in outlay. Skill 
development and tourism received attention. Majhi’s focus 
has been on capital expenditure, which has grown from 
`66,910 crore last year to ̀ 81,436 crore. With new schemes on 
the anvil, programme budget has been raised substantially 
to ̀ 1.55 lakh crore, up about 24 percent. With earnings from 
mining likely to grow further, this state government seems 
surefooted in the face of  huge challenges ahead. Promises 
such as filling up 1.5 lakh vacant government posts and cre-
ating 3.5 lakh new jobs through mega industrial ventures 
will require much more financial heft and planning. The 
Majhi government has started well, but with a strong opposi-
tion at its throat, its fiscal management will be tested. 

Q U I C K  TA K E

FOREX WORRIES FOR FAMILIES

THE rupee closed on Monday at 83.7275 against the  
dollar after hitting an all-time low of  83.74 earlier in the 
day. The Indian currency has depreciated more than a 

quarter over a decade. The government and the Reserve 
Bank have been seized of  the situation throughout. But if  
the rupee slips further right now, it would upset the financial 
calculations of  the thousands of  families that are preparing 
to send their children abroad for higher studies in the  
coming weeks. It would be helpful if  the government and 
RBI could pull out all stops to hold the rate as steady as pos-
sible till the end of  September. 
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The arrival of the mon-
soon season brings
relief from the scorch-

ing heat, but it also brings
along a familiar foe:
"Potholes". This issue con-
stantly frustrates commuters
and raises doubts about the
effectiveness of road mainte-
nance. Every year, the Road
Authorities spend millions
of rupees to ensure a smooth
and secure journey for trav-
ellers. However, these haz-
ardous holes continue to
deface the roads. All that
money—where is it going?
The other day I had to take a
chance and walk the distance
between the Amar Business
Zone and the Hinjewadi Bus
Stop. The rain was so intense
that vehicles and cabs were
unavailable, so I had to face
it on my own. I prayed while
I walked, hoping that I would-
n't hurt myself. The flooded
streets and obscured foot-
paths turned the walk into a
risky journey, where every
step held the risk of either
finding solid ground or
plunging into an unseen pot-
hole.
This scene is not unique.
Every monsoon, countless
homebound commuters
endure this torment, whether

they are on foot or in their
vehicles. The unpredictable
nature of the road, obscured
by the coverings of water, is
risky. Potholes, which are fre-
quently hidden beneath
murky pools, become silent
causes of numerous acci-
dents, damaged vehicles, and
occasionally fatal injuries.
This issue demands urgent
attention and a lasting reso-
lution.
The persistence of potholes is
a glaring testament to a sys-
temic failure. Despite the
annual financial outlay, the
roads remain in a perpetual
state of disrepair. One can't
help but wonder about the
quality of materials used, the
thoroughness of the repair
work, and the accountability

of the authorities involved.
Are these millions being fun-
neled into quick fixes rather
than sustainable solutions?
Moreover, the economic
implications of this issue can-
not be ignored. In an inflat-
ed world, where every rupee
counts, the costs incurred
from vehicle repairs, medical
bills, and lost productivity due
to traffic caused by bad roads
are substantial. It's an added
burden on the average citizen,
who is already grappling with
the rising cost of living.
So, what can be done to
address this perennial prob-
lem? First and foremost, there
needs to be a shift from reac-
tive to proactive maintenance.
Regular inspections, espe-
cially before the monsoon

season, can help identify
potential trouble spots and
address them preemptively.
Employing advanced materi-
als and technologies in road
construction can also play a
pivotal role in enhancing
durability.
Clear records must be kept of
how the funds are spent and
allocated. Citizens have the
right to know where their
money is going and, more
importantly, to hold the
authorities accountable for
substandard work. It may be
worth considering a public-
private partnership to
enhance the expertise and
efficiency in road mainte-
nance.
In conclusion, the monsoon,
while a welcome relief from
the heat, should not bring
with it the dread of navigat-
ing pothole-ridden roads. It's
high time the Road
Authorities move beyond
mere patchwork solutions
and invest in lasting infra-
structure improvements. For
the sake of every commuter's
safety and sanity, let's pave the
way for smoother, safer jour-
neys, rain or shine. 

(The author is a freelance
writer and a motivator;

views are personal) 
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Madam — Parenting responsibilities are
a testament to the unconditional love,
support, and sacrifices parents make
throughout their lives. This day empha-
sizes the importance of family values,
fostering stronger relationships, and
promoting gratitude and respect
towards parents. Parents guide us with
unwavering love and support, enduring
countless silent and selfless sacrifices to
ensure our happiness. 
Despite the challenges of raising chil-
dren, including teenage tantrums and
door slams, their disciplined approach
aims to provide us with a better life.
As we transition into adulthood, parents
continue to support us, often silently,
checking on us and ensuring our well-
being. Their selfless gestures speak
volumes, even if they are not always
expressive. It is time to show our appre-
ciation and thankfulness for the support
and love parents provide. The young
generation must understand that  one
day they would be parents too! 

MR Jayanthi| Mumbai
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Madam —Scientific facts have broken sev-
eral myths and misconceptions . Will it  put
a break to political rhetoric in India
which advocates population control based
on false assumptions that the minority pop-
ulation is growing at a faster pace than its
majority counterparts. Now that the pan-
demic period is over,  the focus must be
to release the 2021 census  based on latest
survey conducted so as to ascertain a clear
picture of the  socio economic scenario
rather than targeting any particular com-
munity or area. It is absurd to predict about
the future only on narrow rhetoric and
political compulsions rather than  using  the
demographic dividend for the progress of
the country . So,  no single community or
religion  be  held responsible for rising pop-
ulation since it can falsify facts. If the
Minority phobia is  real or a mechanism
to gain political dividends is a million dol-
lar question.  

Vijay Singh Adhikari | Nainital
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Madam — Boycotting NITI Aayog
Meetings Undermines Democratic
ProcessesBoycotting NITI Aayog meet-
ings by some political parties contradicts
the principles of cooperative federalism.
With parties from the INDIA bloc
attending, it was expected that others,
including the Congress party with its
significant representation in Lok Sabha,
would also participate. 
The central government's allocation of
more funds to Bihar and Andhra
Pradesh, seen as politically motivated,
should be addressed through dialogue
rather than boycotts. Cooperation
between the government and opposition
is essential for national interest.
Opposition parties staying away from
NITI Aayog meetings miss the oppor-
tunity to voice their concerns and
influence critical decisions. 
Boycotts serve as ineffective protests,
harming democratic processes and
national unity. Continuous stalling of
official processes by the opposition,
since Prime Minister Narendra Modi's
tenure began, undermines the democ-
ratic framework.For citizens, the con-
cern is about the smooth functioning of
democracy. The opposition's confronta-
tional approach hinders cooperative fed-
eralism, affecting national interest. 
Addressing grievances through partic-
ipation, not boycotts, ensures a health-
ier democratic process.Same Old
StoryEducated middle-class citizens
often await the budget with anticipation,
only to feel disappointed afterward. The
recent budget, though promising in
terms of infrastructure, employment,
and other areas, fell short of transfor-
mational changes, particularly in taxa-
tion. The Finance Minister missed an
opportunity to significantly alter the
taxation structure, leading to disillusion-
ment among the middle class. This cycle
of expectation and disappointment
continues, echoing Indiana Jones' sen-
timent: "Same old, same old.

Dorai Ramani Suresh| Ghaziabad
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2004, the TRS. Joined forces
with the Congress and secured
five Lok Sabha seats. Following
this, KCR was appointed the
Union Minister for Labour
and Employment in the
United Progressive Alliance
(U.P.A.) government, headed
by U.P.A. Prime Minister Dr
Manmohan Singh. He contin-
ued his struggle inside and
outside Parliament. In 2009, he
initiated a hunger strike to
demand the introduction of
the Telangana Bill in
Parliament. 
After a few days, the Centre
conceded to his demands.
Shortly before the 2014 elec-
tion, the U.P.A. government
announced the formation of
Telangana state. The TRS. per-
formed well in the Assembly
and Lok Sabha elections, win-
ning 11 seats, its highest tally.
However, it lost power to the
Congress in the 2023
Assembly polls. On December
9, 2022, TRS. was officially
renamed BRS., indicating
KCR's intention to pursue
national ambitions. 
Now that the BRS. has failed
to win even a single Lok Sabha
seat in the state and its vote
share has dropped to only
16.69%, the party faces a gen-
uine existential crisis. The
BRS. lost power last year, with
just 35 seats in the Assembly.

The BRS chief struggled to
keep the party together during
the 2024 Lok Sabha elections.
It could not implement plans
to field candidates in other
states. KCR's attempt to estab-
lish a dynastic rule by appoint-
ing his son, nephew, and
daughter to significant posi-
tions has been a point of con-
tention. It was seen as a devi-
ation from the party's found-
ing principles and a sign of
increasing autocracy. Secondly,
like many dictatorial leaders,
Rao failed to develop a second
tier of leadership, which is an
asset for any political leader
except promoting his family.
Thirdly, KCR, who rose to
power through agitation and
protests, steadily withdrew
from public spaces. His inac-
cessibility and his aversion to
media have significantly con-
tributed to the disconnect
between him and his leaders
and workers. Rao surrounded
himself with people who
lacked substance and only
praised him. 
As a result, he could not see the
reality and fell into the trap of
his sycophants, who present-
ed false facts. Unlike
Chandrababu, who had the
backing of the Kamma com-
munity, KCR lacks support
from any caste group except
Velamas, a small group. 

This political isolation is a sig-
nificant factor in his decline.
Fifthly, there were allegations
of corruption. His daughter
Kavitha is now in jail for
alleged corruption in the Delhi
liquor case. Sixthly, instead of
concentrating on the state,
KCR began dabbling in
national politics and went
around the Opposition-ruled
states with a naked ambition of
becoming Prime Minister. But
he failed. 
This wavering resulted in BRS.
Unable to form the govern-
ment in the 2024
polls.Seventhly, he thought he
and his party were unbeatable
and would continue to rule
Telangana indefinitely like
many other tinpot dictators.
Eighthly, BRS. Faced defec-
tions. 
However, he also induced
defections when he was the
chief minister. KCR has now
joined a group of once-influ-
ential leaders such as Sharad
Pawar, Lalu Prasad Yadav,
Edapadi Palaniswamy, Deve
Gowda, Mayawati, Uddhav
Thackeray, and others who
have previously held power but
are now struggling. In politics,
it's like playing a game of
snakes and ladders.

(The author is a popular
columnist; views are 

personal)
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The Bharatiya Rashrta
Samithi, formerly the
Telangana Rashtra
Samithi, sets itself apart
from other declining

political parties. Led by the ambi-
tious K. Chandra Shankara Rao,
or KCR, the party's national
expansion has been marked by
setbacks, including its failure to
retain power in Telangana. This
fate is shared by many political
parties and their leaders, as most
eventually fade away after hold-
ing power at a state or national
level. The downslide continued as
BRS suffered a significant and
sudden setback with no Lok
Sabha seat in 2024. Despite hav-
ing around Rs 1,000 crore in party
funds, KCR's hopes of national
expansion were dashed. Rao
renamed his party BRS in 2022,
dropping the word Telangana,
and KCR opened branches in
Maharashtra and Andhra
Pradesh. Those units are defunct
now. 
This is a stark example of how the
political landscape can change
instantly. Having lost power in the
2023 Assembly elections to
Congress in the wilderness for the
past ten years, the BRS is now fac-
ing a significant struggle for sur-
vival. The BRS has no represen-
tation in the Lok Sabha for the
first time after the 2024 Lok Sabha
polls. The party, which dominat-
ed Telangana politics for about
two decades and ruled the state
for almost a decade, has now been
voted out of the Lok Sabha in
2024. Just last week, BRS. received
a further setback. BRS MLA A.
Gandhi defected to the ruling
Congress, which reflects the
party's decline. 
The Congress now boasts 75
M.L.A.s, including 65 from
Congress, one from C.P.I., and
nine former BRS. Members. In
2001, KCR made a historic deci-
sion to resign from the Telugu
Desam Party (T.D.P.). He believed
that creating a separate state was
the only way to end the discrim-
ination in the Telangana region,
sparking a demand for separation.
TRS was formed to achieve sep-
arate Telengana, a seemingly
impossible regional objective. He
was 47 at the time. T.D.P. was the
second-largest party in the
National Democratic Alliance. In
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Much is being written
and spoken about
India’s teeming

human population. Huge con-
cerns are being raised on the
spectre of the burgeoning pop-
ulation becoming a severe lia-
bility for national survival.
India’s population was 1.44 bil-
lion in January 2024 and could
be a shade above this at pre-
sent. This population has been
growing at the rate of nearly 1
per cent per year during the
last decade. People say that the
country cannot progress eco-
nomically and become a devel-
oped nation unless population
growth is checked. Or, in other
words, a big population is a
most severe dampener to
national growth and develop-
ment. 
How far is this true and is there
historical precedence to cor

roborate this concern? The
subject of the population needs
to be analysed from a larger,
global perspective. The popu-
lation of the world is close to
8 billion today and has trebled
over the last 100 years. The
core issue regarding popula-
tion being considered an asset
or liability pertains to the cur-
rent paradigms of tapping and
using global material resources
and the huge disparity in own-
ership of those resources.
Humans do not and cannot

produce babies at will like
goods are produced in a fac-
tory. Humans can only cohab-
it and copulate, like lower ani-
mals. This is borne out by the
fact of decreasing fertility in
many parts of the world
despite the professed advance-
ments of modern medical sci-
ence. 
Scientists and medical profes-
sionals can help with the
process of fertilisation of repro-
ductive cells but cannot
achieve conception at will. It
stands to reason that babies are
produced in the factory of
nature by the subtle action of
a supernatural, omnipotent
entity. You can call him
Creator or God who is also the
controller and regulator of the
world and the larger universe.
This is a prime scientific fact
if science is correctly under-

stood as the systematic and
logical treatment of any sub-
ject. Hence population growth
or decline is a subject more of
God than of man. If popula-
tion growth is high and
humans fear that it will make
human life unsustainable, their
Creator knows better. He
makes humans learn and
realise their mistakes through
natural disasters like climate
change, wildfires, cyclones,
tornados, earthquakes, floods
and epidemics. These serve to
balance out the excessive pop-
ulation from time to time. It
has to be admitted that mod-
ern science has done a lot to
conquer life-threatening ill-
nesses and increase the
longevity of humans. 
Average life expectancy glob-
ally today is almost double
compared to what it was 200

years ago. But this increase has
come at the cost of the envi-
ronment. We have used chem-
ical fertilizers for crops abun-
dantly which have under-
mined the quality and fertili-
ty of soil. We have used chem-
ical, reductionist formulation-
based drugs and vaccines
aplenty whose serious, sneaky
side effects are slowly coming
into evidence. But we cannot
go on doing it ad infinitum
without seriously prejudicing
sustainability. Today, humans

are ravaging and pillaging
global material resources like
never before. They are enhanc-
ing human comforts at the cost
of the environment. 
Life expectancy is rising at the
cost of life quality. Infectious
diseases are being combated
through strong chemical for-
mulation drugs, while insidi-
ously inviting chronic diseases
and newer ailments unheard of
before. Humans are unwitting-
ly proceeding towards a situ-
ation of unsustainable exis-
tence. Let us go back to the
prime metaphysical truths of
existence. God regulates all life.
He is the source of all knowl-
edge which is enshrined in the
divinely revealed scriptures
called Vedas. 
These scriptures are the repos-
itory of all knowledge includ-
ing science and technology.

Vedic hymns declare that each
human couple should pro-
duce 10 children. The same
Vedas exhort humans to live
up to at least 100 years, healthy
and fit. In the above backdrop,
the human population is an
asset, not a liability. We should
know how to utilise the man-
power productively and fruit-
fully. If we follow the modes of
agriculture and food produc-
tion as per Vedic sciences,
using technologies based on
such sciences, we will never
have to compromise the qual-
ity or fertility of the soil and
can produce bumper crops
season after season. 
We can achieve this through
strictly organic farming and
protect our environment and
ecosphere. Following assidu-
ously the principles of
Ayurveda, we can ensure

sound health and high longevi-
ty without recourse to synthet-
ic chemical drugs. All we have
to do is change our systems
and paradigms of living to
reduce the stark wealth dispar-
ity witnessed today where 20
per cent of the global popula-
tion holds 80 per cent of glob-
al resources. Our instinct of
self-aggrandisement, driven
by capitalism based on the
banal baser element of greed
has led to the present situation.
Population needs to be consid-
ered an asset and it will be
regarded as an asset if we
change our living paradigms to
align with nature and embrace
environment-friendly tech-
nologies expounded in our
ancient Vedic scriptures.
(The author is a management

consultant based in New
Delhi; views are personal) 
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holistic development will ulti-
mately lead to accusations of
inefficiency in managing human
resources. Unemployment exac-
erbates various issues in dis-
tressed areas, including mental
health, crime, and drug abuse.
Substantial evidence links drug
abuse and law and order prob-
lems directly to unemployment.
These issues must be addressed
assertively to ensure the overall
progress and well-being of
Punjab.
Economic distress in Punjab has
led to unemployment and a sig-
nificant migration of its human
resources to Canada, which has
created a breeding ground for
radicals  and anti-Indian
Khalistani extremist activities on
Canadian soil; it is a globalised
challenge that must be addressed
promptly. Secondly, the Pakistan
border has been adversely affect-
ing Punjab's economy. 
This, along with illegal arms
supply and drug-related terror-
ism, has severely impacted
Punjab's social fabric and law and
order. The central government
has not adequately compensated
Punjab for its unique challenges
compared to other states.The
revenue-sharing disparity is a
pressing issue causing significant,
alarming socio-economic dis-
tress in Punjab. The state receives
only 51 paise for every rupee it
contributes to the Centre's tax
pool, compared to states like
Bihar, which receive Rs 1.20.
This highlights the urgent need
for equitable revenue sharing to
ensure Punjab's socio-economic
well-being.
Currently, Punjab's contribution
to the country's tax kitty stands
at approximately 3%, and it only
receives 1.8% of the divisible
pool of taxes allocated by the
Fifteenth Finance Commission. It

is concerning that Punjab only
received 1.8% of the Rs 8,16,649
crore distributed by the Centre to
the states during 2022-23.
However, the large areas and
population figures of Uttar
Pradesh and Bihar provide them
with additional leverage from
the central tax pool. Uttar
Pradesh received the highest
share at 18% (Rs 1,46,525 crore),
and Bihar received the second-
highest share of 10%. 
This highlights why Punjab and
other states argue they must
receive a fair share of funds
despite contributing more to the
exchequer.During the fiscal year
2022-23, Punjab contributed Rs
32,800 crore to the central taxes
fund, which included CGST,
income tax, corporation tax,
wealth tax, union excise duty,
customs, and ser vice tax.
However, in return, the state
only received Rs 14,756 crore.
Punjab has raised the issue with
the Sixteenth Finance
Commission, which believes it
deserves a fair share of central
tax. The Finance Commission
recommends the distribution of
tax revenues between the Centre
and States. 
Despite recommendations to
allocate 42% and 41% of net tax
revenue to States, their share of
gross tax revenue fell to 35% in
2015-16 and 30% by 2023-24.
For 2024-25, the Gross Tax
Revenue (GTR) is projected to
grow at 11.7%, raising concerns
about adequacy in meeting state
fiscal needs. The introduction of
the Goods and Services Tax
(GST) Act has had significant and
varying consequences on fiscal
federalism. 
It has given the Centre more
extensive taxation powers, alter-
ing the budget landscape and
transforming budgetary federal-

ism in the country. 
While GST has led to revenue
growth, it also restricts the finan-
cial autonomy of the states.In a
recent memorandum submitted
to the 16th finance commission
chairman, Punjab highlighted
the loss on account of GST intro-
duction, indicating that the state
would have earned more than Rs
45,000 crore with VAT versus the
budgeted GST of Rs 25,750 crore
in FY 2024-25. 
This gap is expected to increase
to Rs 95,000 crore with VAT and
GST at Rs 47,000 crore by 2030-
31.
The Way Forward: In the current
fiscal federalism, it is crucial to
adopt a comprehensive and inclu-
sive approach to budgetary pru-
dence, local employment gener-
ation, and social harmony,
regardless of demographic and
political differences. Devolve
more fiscal powers to states,
enhancing their flexibility in rev-
enue generation, expenditure
planning, and borrowing limits.
Reforms are necessary to address
imbalances in the revenue trans-
fer system. 
A Finance Act amendment is still
pending to establish fairness and
accountability in managing the
resource imbalances between the
Centre and the States, which has
led to growing regional tensions.
Ultimately, fair, competitive, and
effective fiscal federalism is
essential to ensure that resources
result in improved services and
infrastructure for citizens. 

(The Author is Vice-Chairman
of Sonalika ITL Group, Vice-

Chairman of the Punjab
Economic Policy and Planning

Board, Chairman of
ASSOCHAM Northern Region

Development Council. Views
expressed are personal)

The current state of India’s fis-
cal federalism is significantly
detrimental to the states. The
system needs to be reoriented
to spur a competitive environ-

ment across the country, not just within
some individual states.The recent union
budget was expected to set a comprehen-
sive five-year economic agenda for the
country's wholesome growth. 
In Budget 2024-25, unique packages
were granted to Bihar of Rs 26,000 crore
and Rs 15,000 crore to Andhra Pradesh
in exchange for political support, result-
ing in an even wider fiscal imbalance. It's
essential to ask why a similar approach
has yet to be taken to address the eco-
nomic growth of other financially dis-
tressed states. For example, Punjab, as a
landlocked border state facing location-
al disadvantages, requires a fair platform
to compete on an equal footing.
Once a prosperous and progressive state,
Punjab grapples with a significant prob-
lem of unchecked unemployment stem-
ming from distressed farming and an
imbalanced industrial base dominated by
99.7% of small and medium-sized enter-
prises (SMEs). 
Punjab accounts for only 5% of industri-
al units in the country, with a 3.6%
Compound Annual Growth Rate (CAGR)
in the industrial sector over the last five
fiscal years, ranking 12th. In contrast, the
neighbouring state of Haryana has
demonstrated higher growth rates at
5.9%.Punjab ranked first in GDP in
1981 and fourth in 2004. In the fiscal year
2023-24, with a GDP of Rs 6.98 lakh
crore, the state was ranked 16th. 
In comparison, the neighbouring state of
Haryana's GDP stands at Rs 11.20 lakh
crore, ranked 12th. Interestingly, Bihar,
once part of the economically chal-
lenged states known as 'BIMARU' (Bihar,
Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan, and Uttar
Pradesh), is now a fast-growing econo-
my with a growth rate of 10.6% and a
GDP of Rs 8.59 crore in FY 2023-24.
Allowing lopsided economic development
in a sensitive state like Punjab will have
serious repercussions. Failing to ensure
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