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Banni is a vast grassland in the northern part of Kutch and not southern

part as mentioned in both the caption and text of a report, “Grasslands in

Kutch likely to host cheetahs from Africa” (July 25, 2024)
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I
t is not often that �scal federalism �nds a
prominent place in judicial discourse. The
Supreme Court judgment, holding by an

overwhelming majority of 8:1 that the States can
tax mineral rights and mineral-bearing lands, is a
truly landmark ruling, as it protects their legisla-
tive domain from interference by Parliament. For
decades, it was believed that the States were de-
nuded of their power to impose any tax on miner-
al resources extracted from their land because of
the prevalence of a central law, the Mines and
Minerals (Development and Regulation) Act,
1957. Even though the right to tax mineral rights
is conferred on the States through Entry 50 in the
State List of the Seventh Schedule, it was made
“subject to any limitations imposed by Parlia-
ment by law relating to mineral development”.
The Union government argued that the very exis-
tence of its 1957 law was a limitation on the
States’ power to tax mineral rights, but Chief Jus-
tice of India, Dr. D.Y. Chandrachud, writing for
the Bench, examined the Act’s provisions to con-
clude that it contained no such limitation. The
royalty envisaged by the 1957 Act was held to be
not a tax at all. The Union was hoping that once
royalty was accepted as a tax, it would wholly oc-
cupy the �eld and thus remove the States’ scope
for taxing mineral rights. However, the Court
chose to see royalty as a contractual considera-
tion for enjoyment of mineral rights. Also, it
ruled that States could tax mineral-bearing lands
under Entry 49, a general power to tax lands.

Proponents of �scal federalism and autonomy
will particularly welcome the fact that the judg-
ment opens up a signi�cant new taxation avenue
for the States, and the observation that any dilu-
tion of the taxation powers of the States would
adversely a�ect their ability to deliver welfare
schemes and services to the people. However,
Justice B. V. Nagarathna, in her dissent, argues
that if the Court did not recognise the central law
as a limitation on the State’s taxation powers, it
would have undesirable consequences as States
would enter into an unhealthy competition to de-
rive additional revenue, resulting in an uneven
and uncoordinated spike in the cost of minerals;
and purchasers of minerals paying too much,
leading to an increase in the price of industrial
products. Further, the national market may be
exploited for arbitrage. Given these implications,
it is possible that the Centre may seek to amend
the law to impose explicit limitations on the
States’ taxation power or even prohibit them
from imposing a tax on mineral rights. However,
such a move may result in mining activities being
left wholly out of the tax net, as the majority has
also held that Parliament lacks the legislative
competence to tax mineral rights.

Fiscal federalism 

The ruling on taxing mineral rights
opens up resource avenue for States 

O
n the eve of Prime Minister Benjamin Ne-
tanyahu’s visit to Washington, the Israeli
Defence Forces (IDF) issued a new evac-

uation order, asking Palestinians to leave several
neighbourhoods of the southern Gaza city of
Khan Younis, including areas that had earlier
been designated as a humanitarian zone. When
Mr. Netanyahu addressed a joint session of the
U.S. Congress in Washington on Wednesday,
more than 39,000 Palestinians, a vast majority of
them women and children, had already been
killed in Gaza by the IDF in less than 10 months.
At least 90,000 Palestinians have been wounded
and nearly the entire population of the enclave
has been displaced, some of them several times.
Dozens of journalists have been killed. Private
charities, UN aid workers, hospitals, ambulances,
and even tent camps of the displaced have been
bombed. Gaza, besieged by the IDF, does not
have enough food, water, or medicines. The UN,
which has repeatedly tried to draw the world’s at-
tention to the su�ering of Palestinians, now
warns of epidemics. Two UN Security Council re-
solutions called for a cease�re in Gaza. There
have been two rulings from the International
Court of Justice, which is hearing a case of geno-
cide, against Israel’s conduct of the war. None of
this seems to bother the U.S. lawmakers, who ap-
plauded Mr. Netanyahu throughout his speech.

Without the U.S.’s political and military sup-
port, Mr. Netanyahu’s government would not
have been able to �ght such a disastrous war,
which was triggered by Hamas’s attack on Octob-
er 7, 2023, in Israel, killing 1,200 people. More
than 100 people taken hostage on October 7 are
still in Hamas’s captivity, which Israel cites as the
reason for the continuation of the war. But in the
name of �ghting Hamas, Israel has been punish-
ing the entire Palestinian population in Gaza. Of-
�cials of the Biden administration have voiced
concerns over civilian casualties. But besides the
verbal protestations, Washington has done little
to force Israel to act. Worse, the U.S. continues to
provide military assistance to Israel. Yet, there
are underlying tensions in the relationship. The
protests in Washington while Mr. Netanyahu was
speaking at Congress point to the growing public
criticism of his war and America’s support for it.
The welcome Mr. Netanyahu received at Con-
gress shows that he has the support of the elites.
But the protest on the streets and the dissenting
voices even among lawmakers suggest that the
national consensus on Israel is eroding in the U.S.

Special relationship 

The broad national consensus on Israel
in the U.S. is slowly breaking up 

T
he Indian school education system is
one of the most expansive ecosystems
in the world. Composed of
approximately 15 lakh schools, 97 lakh

teachers, and nearly 26.5 crore students enrolled
from the pre-primary to higher secondary levels,
it boasts of stakeholders from varied
socioeconomic backgrounds.

Collecting information
To realise its objective of managing the
wide-ranging education system in India in a
sound manner, the Ministry of Education
conceived of the UDISE+ platform in 2018. The
UDISE+ plays a crucial role in collecting and
exchanging real-time information on school
infrastructure, teachers, student enrolment, and
academic performance. This allows the Ministry
to curate outcome-based policies to enhance the
quality of education in India. By improving the
process of resource allocation and the monitoring
of educational programmes, UDISE+ is also
notably utilised to map educational trends. The
objective of strengthening administration and
optimising service delivery is charted out as the
ultimate goal of this exercise.

In terms of the National Education Policy
2020, the Ministry also introduced the
Automated Permanent Academic Account
Registry identi�cation (APAAR). This serves as a
unique identi�er of a given student. This
facilitates the collation of academic credentials of
students at one place. The demographic
information per user so collected includes
Aadhaar information, obtained vide a voluntary
consent-based mechanism.

Measures are being introduced to enhance
ease of schooling, which necessitate linking of
APAAR and UDISE+. Steps to automate student
admissions, in turn, to reduce dropout rates
during the transitional phases and enhance
opportunities for continuing education, fall
within the umbrella of such ease of schooling
measures.

Entities such as DigiLocker and ed-tech
companies frequently collaborate with State
governments. They consequently form integral

constituents of the modern education system.
Interlinking of UDISE+ and APAAR, in the manner
explained above, exposes student data amassed
to such actors in the educational ecosystem. The
Education Ministry commendably formulated a
data-sharing policy for school education and
literacy in 2020. However, this is yet to be
updated to re�ect the regulatory overhauls post
the enactment of the Digital Personal Data
Protection (DPDP) Act, 2023. In the absence of
clear regulations or minimum standards
(importantly, for ed-tech players), their
compliance with the Act comes under question.

There are numerous potential pressure points
wherein non-compliance of the involved actors
may materialise. For instance, there is limited
guidance on what constitutes veri�able parental
consent. Consent from parents for minors’ data,
sought under the UDISE+/APAAR regime, may
violate this requirement. Moreover, the DPDP Act
emphasises the importance of collecting personal
data for speci�ed legitimate purposes only.
Sharing children’s data under UDISE+ for a
purpose incremental to the authorised one could
violate this statutory requirement. The Ministry
acknowledged the bene�ts of sharing student
data at a national scale — for instance, to track
intra- and/or inter-State student migration.
Streamlining the system to manage educational
records e�ciently is therefore critical. Notably,
the DPDP Act sanctions a speci�c and voluntary
consent-based mechanism. The speci�c and
voluntary nature of consent required (for
purposes like the above) is clinching.

The three-part test
The Supreme Court recognised the right to
privacy as a fundamental right in Justice K.S.
Puttaswamy (Retd.) v. Union of India (2018) and
laid down the three-part test against which state
action must be adjudged. This test is deployed to
assess the impact of state action on the right to
privacy of citizens. The three conditions
stipulated under this test are: (i) there exists a
legitimate state interest in restricting the right; (ii)
such restriction is necessary and proportionate to
achieve the interest; and (iii) the restriction is

imposed/e�ected by law. Aadhaar integration in
APAAR/UDISE+ must comply with these three
prongs. Due caution is also a prerequisite to
counter potential cases of data thefts and cyber
breaches. Adherence to the principles of data
privacy and data minimisation is particularly
pertinent given the sensitive nature of children’s
personal data.

The need for speci�c protocols
Regarding exchange of personal data of children
for an unspeci�ed purpose, integration of third
parties (such as entities like DigiLocker, etc.)
could also raise doubts on the role thereof.
Identi�cation of actors who qualify as data
�duciary, data processor, and data principal,
would be required from a liability a�xation
standpoint. This is a complex task and is
presently not being undertaken. Although the
privacy policy for APAAR dictates certain data
security, aggregation, third party integration,
retention requirements, sharing of personal data
of children for an unmentioned purpose may
require speci�c protocols, which are absent.

Additionally, both the data policy and the
annual report emphasise on the absence of any
legal liability of the Ministry in respect of
disclosure/accuracy of the data shared onto
UDISE+. Further, the privacy policy directs
grievances received to a grievance o�cer.
However, there is no clarity on the manner in
which the legal liability is a�xed or practically
incurred. This exhibits a blatant lack of a
grievance redressal forum and mechanism for the
data principals whose personal data is collected
and exchanged under APAAR.

Queries regarding interoperability, consent,
and grievance redressal abound. Standard
operating procedures, both technical and legal,
under an overarching governance framework are
a pressing priority. Such protocols will facilitate
preservation of data authenticity and
prescription of legal obligations for stakeholders
concerned. Hopefully, this will also help further a
conscientious spirit in the actors for sharing,
using, and retaining personal data of children,
lawfully and securely.

Using children’s personal data legally and securely 

Jyotsana Singh

Research Fellow at
the Vidhi Centre for
Legal Policy

Adherence to
the principles
of data privacy
and data
minimisation is
particularly
pertinent given
the sensitive
nature of
children’s
personal data

I
ndia hosted the 2nd BIMSTEC (Bay of Bengal
Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and
Economic Cooperation) Foreign Ministers’

Retreat in New Delhi earlier this month with a
focus on providing an “informal platform to
discuss ways and means of cooperating and
accelerating action in security, connectivity,
trade, and investment within the Bay of Bengal.”
The retreat was held in preparation for the sixth
summit meeting, scheduled for September, in
which the BIMSTEC leaders will meet in person
for the �rst time in the post-pandemic era. They
are also expected to sign the BIMSTEC Agreement
on Maritime Transport Cooperation to improve
regional connectivity — a foundational aim of this
grouping.

Strengthening ties with eastern neighbours
BIMSTEC is the regional organisation devoted to
the Bay of Bengal, with a membership of �ve
South Asian and two Southeast Asian countries,
cooperating across seven diverse sectors. It allows
New Delhi to engage multilaterally with the other
countries of the Bay of Bengal region, which are
its eastern neighbours and therefore vital for its
economic development, security, and foreign
policy imperatives. India also remains intent on
solidifying relations with its eastern neighbours as
China’s growing presence in the Bay of Bengal
poses a potential threat to regional stability and
New Delhi’s position as a preferred security
partner in these waters.

Strengthening ties with Bangladesh and
Myanmar accords India the advantage of
providing its landlocked north-eastern region
with access to the sea. Improved ties with
Myanmar and Thailand will also lend India the
opportunity to have a more profound presence in
the Indo-Paci�c, as it holds the ASEAN
(Association of South East Asian Nations), in
which these two countries are members, to be of

central importance in its vision of the
Indo-Paci�c. Thailand reinforced this idea at the
retreat by identifying itself as a bridge between
BIMSTEC and ASEAN. These priorities were
re�ected in the opening address by the Minister
for External A�airs, S. Jaishankar, when he stated
that BIMSTEC represents the intersection of
India’s ‘Neighbourhood First’ outlook, the ‘Act
East Policy’, and the SAGAR (Security And
Growth for All in the Region) vision.

Two parts of the retreat
The retreat was divided into two parts. In the �rst
segment, participants assessed the current state
of regional cooperation within BIMSTEC, building
on a presentation by India on the implementation
of key outcomes of the 1st Retreat. Multiple ideas
were shared by the member states including the
establishment of Centers of Excellence in
member states, focusing on Agriculture, Disaster
Management, and Maritime Transport. India
announced support for cancer research,
treatment, and issuance of e-visas for patients of
all BIMSTEC states, while Sri Lanka proposed the
inclusion of kidney disease. The need for
involving the private sector in trade and
promoting young entrepreneurs was also
highlighted, as was the importance of
connectivity, cyber-security, and countering the
tra�cking of narcotics and illegal arms.

In the second session, the expectations of each
country from the forthcoming summit were
discussed. Sri Lanka underscored the need to
map mineral resources found in abundance in
the BIMSTEC countries and create opportunities
for the vertical integration of stages of production
within speci�c sectors in the economies of the
countries, enabling them to diversify their
production structure. Bangladesh highlighted the
need for cooperation in the Blue Economy and
urged member states to ban �shing during the

breeding season to address the problem of
depleting catch in the Bay. Bhutan expounded on
the need for collaboration in tourism and cultural
exchanges, while Nepal highlighted its ‘whole of
the region’ approach to leverage synergies among
member states and transform BIMSTEC into a
results-oriented regional forum. Thailand
underscored the need for cooperation in
non-traditional security domains, and Myanmar
added the need to combat online scamming to
the list. These proposals will be presented to the
heads of state before the September summit.

Bilateral merits
While the retreat was a multilateral milestone for
India, it had its bilateral merits too. Mr. Jaishankar
met several of his counterparts on the sidelines.
He shared with Myanmar India’s concerns over
the �ow of displaced persons, narcotics, and
arms across the border and urged for the return
of unlawfully detained Indians. He also held a
meeting with the Bangladesh Foreign Minister,
who requested him to ensure the smooth supply
of daily essentials and send a technical team for
the Teesta project, signifying another step
towards easing this long-pending concern. At the
end of the retreat, the Foreign Ministers called on
Prime Minister Narendra Modi.

This year marks a decade of India’s Act East
and Neighbourhood First policies, and the thrust
on BIMSTEC is a manifestation of New Delhi’s
e�orts to continue nurturing collaborative growth
for national and regional well-being. Thus, Mr.
Jaishankar encouraged future collaborations
through new energies, resources, and a renewed
commitment to cooperation.

It remains to be seen how many of these
proposals �nd culmination at the forthcoming
Summit but the intent of the member states to
push forth with a bold vision for the region was
clearly evident at the retreat.

A new push in the Bay of Bengal 

Harsh V. Pant
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member states
to push forth
with a bold
vision for the
region was
evident at the
2nd Foreign
Ministers’
Retreat
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Supreme Court verdict
This is a landmark verdict
that will have a far-reaching
impact on the federal
structure of the Constitution
(“States have unlimited
right to tax mineral-rich
lands: SC,” July 26). The
Union government has
often been in the news for
stifling the powers of the
States. Limiting the power
of the States to impose
taxes has been held
unconstitutional. It is hoped
that this order will enable
the States to exercise their
powers freely and function
in the spirit of federalism. 
S.V. Venkatakrishnan
San Jose, California

This judgment will go a long
way in improving the fiscal
plight of States. Many of
them have been unhappy
with the Central
government. There are

Data Point had shown (June
25), it costs about ₹45,000
crore to implement the
system across all tracks and
in all engines. It is unclear
why the government is
allocating only this much,
especially given the
frequency of Railway
accidents. It seems keen on
only providing more Vande
Bharat trains, which are
beyond the reach of the
common man. 
T.M. Uday Shankar
Hyderabad

similar measures, it would
foster regionalism and
erode the principle of equal
opportunity. Such laws
could weaken national
integrity. They may also
face legal challenges for
violating constitutional
principles of equality and
freedom of employment.
Narayanan Kizhumundayur

Thrissur

Inadequate allocation
The budgetary provision of
₹1,112.57 crore for the
provision of Kavach is
negligible and shows how
much the government cares
about the lives of
passengers. As The Hindu

South India is often seen as
a beacon of hope for both
skilled and unskilled youth
from the north and
elsewhere. But this is also
becoming a problem for
locals. Where can they
migrate to if jobs are scarce
elsewhere? Asking for a
share of the jobs in their
own State is a fair demand. 
H.N. Ramakrishna
Bengaluru

The Karnataka government
will not only face challenges
in implementing this Bill,
but will also have to deal
with questions about how it
a�ects national unity. If all
the States start adopting

Mind your language
Donald Trump has used
unparliamentary language
to describe U.S. Vice
President Kamala Harris
(“Trump attacks Kamala
Harris, calls her ‘lunatic’,”
July 26). This is unbecoming
of a former President. Mr.
Trump has every right to be
critical of the current
government's domestic and
foreign policies, but he
cannot indulge in character
assassination.
Rajamani Chelladurai

Tirunelveli

Job crisis
Is it wrong for Kannadigas
to ask for a fair share in the
State’s job pool? (“The
Karnataka Bill is a symptom
of a larger problem,” July
26). Rising unemployment is
a serious issue for the youth
in India, so many migrate to
regions which have jobs.

constant battles over funds.
The Supreme Court’s
decision has come as a
blessing for the mineral-rich
States.
P.K. Sharma

Barnala

Visit to Russia
The U.S.’s criticism of Prime
Minister Narendra Modi’s
visit to Russia is a brazen
attempt to browbeat India
into toeing its line on global
a�airs (“India rejects U.S.
criticism of Modi’s Russia
visit,” July 26). India is an
independent, sovereign,
democratic republic and
has every right to choose its
friends. It is free to
formulate its strategy to
safeguard its own interests,
as other countries do. India
has rightly rejected the
U.S.’s criticism. 
Ravi Mathur
Noida
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I
t has been 45 days since 20-year-old Abish-
ek Badkali’s father, Amarjit Sharma, a che-
mist, was murdered at night in Mela village
in Kathua district of Jammu division. His

family and the residents of Mela are still in shock.
They have near heard of brutal murders taking
place in this region, located in the lush green
Shivalik hills in the outer Himalayas.

A charpoy lies at the entrance of the single-sto-
rey house of the family. This is where the family —
Abishek, his mother, and sister — gather for some
respite from the unbearably hot rooms inside.
The backyards of the small cluster of houses in
Mela village are dotted with the deciduous Khair
trees, and Chir pines; the forest stretches out
ahead. Venturing deep into them could be dange-
rous for many, but for militants, whose presence
has been increasing in the region, the density
provides cover and security.

Abishek, a science graduate, says his father,
49, left the house at 10 p.m. for a walk on June 9.
“I was relaxing on the terrace. When he didn’t re-
turn, we called him on his phone, but he didn’t
answer. When we started searching for him on
the narrow track leading to the forest, we saw
him lying dead on the ground, with his face to-

wards the surface. There was a deep, long
cut on his neck,” he says.

The residents of Mela are certain that
militants killed their beloved “doctor sa-
hib”. “We all suspect that my father spot-
ted the local guide of the militants. They
may have killed him to ensure that the
identity of the guide does not get re-
vealed,” says Abishek.

After the dilution of Article 370 in Jammu and
Kashmir ( J&K) in 2019, which ended the special
status of the erstwhile State, more and more mil-
itants have been entering Jammu, according to
senior security o�cials. They say this is “a delib-
erate and desperate bid to destabilise the region
after the abrogation of Article 370 integrated J&K
into the mainstream.”

The government believed that militancy had
ended in the Jammu region by 2005 after securi-
ty forces had launched major operations. In
2020, however, 18 militants were killed in the
area. In 2021, militants made the Pir Panjal valley,
comprising Rajouri and Poonch in Jammu divi-
sion, their new base and began attacking Army
camps and convoys, especially in Dera Ki Gali
and Bhata Dhurian.

Now, militancy has spilled over into the Doda,
Ramban, and Kishtwar districts in Chenab valley
in Jammu division. Twelve security personnel,
including 11 soldiers from the Army, were killed
this year in the Jammu division. So were �ve mil-
itants. Fourteen militant attacks were reported in
June and July alone this year — nearly one every
four days. Security o�cials describe the Pir Pan-
jal and the Chenab valleys as “Jammu’s Tora Bo-
ra”, the mountain ranges in Afghanistan where
al-Qaeda survived for years.

Kathua, a transit route

On June 11, two days after Amarjit Sharma’s body
was recovered, two militants surfaced in Saida
village, just 10 kilometres away. They knocked on
the shutters of a kirana shop that sells basic ne-
cessities, such as oil, salt, and spices.

“I was sleeping on the �oor when I heard them
knock,” says 62-year-old Maniram Sharma, the
owner. “I saw two boys in their 20s with guns.
One sported a short beard. The other had shaven
his moustache. They asked for water. Before they
came to me, I had heard a loud bang. I heard la-
ter that they had opened �re nearby. I noticed
that they had a Lahori accent, which is used on

the other side of Punjab (Pakistan).”
According to locals, the militants had opened

�re in the village. One unidenti�ed militant died
after a grenade exploded in his hand. Another,
who ran towards the forest and later killed a ja-
wan of the Central Reserve Police Force (CRPF),
was killed in a 15-hour-long anti-militancy opera-
tion, carried out jointly by the J&K Police and the
CRPF. The militants also opened �re on civilian
houses. Omkar Dinanath, a civilian, was hit in
the arm and carries a scar. The incident has also
left a bullet mark on the wall of his house.

Since the encounter, the residents of Saida re-
turn home early and are suspicious of outsiders.
“People have grown fearful. We are poor. We
have to tend �elds and cattle to survive,” says
Shankar Chand, a resident of Saida.

The police recovered knives from the militants
at the encounter site. They have sent them to the
forensic science laboratory to determine wheth-
er one of these was used to kill Amarjit Sharma.

“Even at the peak of militancy in J&K (in the
1990s) and in Punjab (mid-1980s to the
mid-1990s), we never encountered a gunman in
Saida village. The government must �nd a politi-
cal solution to end militancy,” says Maniram.

Located around 20 km from the International
Border (IB) between India and Pakistan, Saida
village, much like many other villages in Kathua,
is being used as a transit route by militants from
Pakistan, say police o�cials. They describe how
militants dig tunnels and enter the region.

On July 5, a farmer stumbled on one such tun-
nel in Thangli village in the Hiranagar sector of
Kathua, when the water from his farmland start-
ed draining only at one point, 500 metres away
from the border. Security forces have started a
major exercise on the IB to detect underground
tunnels but admit that it “is humanly impossible
to sanitise the entire region” on a daily basis.

Kathua, a Hindu-majority district, is adjacent
to Punjab. The police say the militants use the
area to fan out into nearby districts such as Doda,
which has become the new battleground.

That militants are shifting their base is nothing
new in Kashmir. In the last three decades, mili-
tant commanders have shifted their base from
north Kashmir to central Kashmir and later to
south Kashmir. However, security agents say
they did not think that the militants would shift
to districts where they have little local support.

“Militants have revived old in�ltration routes
in Jammu region, especially using the IB, in Kath-
ua and Samba. And also in Punjab. These routes
were active during the Punjab militancy, which
impacted Jammu too, and also during the peak of
Kashmir militancy. All these routes had dried up
by 2000 due to the e�orts of security forces,”
says a senior police o�cial, who recently attend-

ed a high-level inter-State meeting of top o�cials
of the Army, Border Security Force, and police
from J&K and Punjab, in Kathua.

A challenging terrain

A Jammu-based Army o�cer says the highest mil-
itant footprint in Jammu region since 2005 has
been recorded this year. “The terrain is being
used by terrorists to their advantage. It is a chal-
lenging situation, but we are prepared to defeat
them,” he says.

Security agencies say this is “a deliberate move
to achieve certain strategic goals including raising
the cost of the con�ict by forcing troop de-induc-
tion (the withdrawal of troops from con�ict
areas) and re-induction (redeployment of troops
where trouble resurfaces) processes, subverting
troop thinning exercises, and shifting focus from
the Ladakh front”.

The Army has re-inducted more than 700 sol-
diers this month. It has stepped up patrolling in
the Pir Panjal and Chenab valleys. It also uses
drones to patrol the dense forests. An o�cial says
a tip-o� about the presence of militants from the
upper reaches of the Doda mountain region takes
the Army anywhere between six hours to a few
days to reach the spot. The mountain slopes are
sparsely populated and dotted with caves, which
the militants use for shelter.

The forest area in Jammu is eight times the size
of Delhi. Militants who were dominating the Pir
Panjal valley, a mix of coniferous and deciduous
forests, between 2020 and 2023 are shifting to-
wards higher peaks and the forests of the Chenab
valley, says a senior police o�cial.

“The upper reaches in the Pir Panjal and Che-
nab valleys are far away from the roads. It takes
the Army days to patrol these pockets by foot and
return to their bases,” the Army o�cer says.

In Doda, the mountains are 1,200-1,500 ft
high. The militants have been spotted in the up-
per reaches of the Bhalessa, Chattergala, and
Dessa forests. “This arc has provided strategic
depth to militants,” says a senior police o�cial.

“They are operating from the upper ridges.
The presence of nomads in the upper reaches in
summer makes it easy for the militants to fetch
food. They keep changing their locations. They
get to know about the Army’s movement because
of their positions,” says a senior police o�cer,
who led anti-militancy operations in the Doda
belt in the recent past.

Doda was a hub for militants in the 1990s. Ac-
cording to police data, 118 locals have shifted to
Pakistan and Pakistan-Occupied Kashmir since
the 1990s. The police have begun to re-open old
cases against locals and seal the houses of sus-
pected active militants. Such action has pushed
many people who joined the mainstream back to
the margin, say residents.

Change in modus operandi

Jammu is witnessing a dynamic shift in militancy.
According to Army o�cials, terrorists no longer
engage the security forces in a stand-o� �re, but
lay an ambush with the intention of killing them
and �eeing from the spot. “They are highly
trained in jungle warfare,” says an Army o�cer.

The arrest of two locals — Nissar Ahmad, 56, a
resident of Rajouri’s Gursai, in April 2023; and
Hakam Din, 40, a resident of Rajouri’s Bandhra-
hi, in June this year — gave o�cials an idea about
the modus operandi of the militants. Ahmad al-
legedly hosted a group of them, who later carried
out an attack in Dangri that left seven civilians
dead in January 2023. Din allegedly sheltered a
group of militants who were responsible for the
attack in Reasi in June, which left nine pilgrims

dead and more than 33 people injured. Ahmad,
the father of two schoolgoing children, has also
been accused of ferrying weapons for the mili-
tants. He had militant links in the 1990s, but
stayed silent all these years, the police say.

According to the police, militants do not rely
on locals for shelter for a long period of time;
they remain on the move. There is growing evi-
dence that the militants use mobile apps like Al-
pine, which trekkers use, to cover steep slopes of
mountains, without accessing the Internet.

Din did not have any association with militants
earlier, but hosted the Reasi attackers. He admit-
ted that he informed the militants about the
movement of the pilgrims’ bus, say the police. In
fact, he stayed in the area where the attack took
place, in Teryath village near Shiv Khori area, to
provide a cue to the attackers about the move-
ment of the bus, say the police. “Din’s role went
beyond providing shelter. His ideological inclina-
tion too is under investigation,” says another se-
nior police o�cer.

Both Din and Ahmad belong to the Gujjar com-
munity. A police o�cer says the support network
for the militants could increase because of va-
rious factors, such as increasing polarisation bet-
ween Hindus and Muslims. The Gujjars feel alie-
nated after a new reservation policy included the
Paharis, who, they believe, are a linguistic group
and well-o�. Growing unemployment could also
push more Gujjars into the support network, he
says. The Rajouri-Poonch belt is home to around
11 lakh Gujjars and Bakerwals. Hundreds of them
have been rounded up for questioning in the past
three years, especially around areas where mili-
tants attacked security forces. Army o�cials say
they have set up special mobile schools, and
medical patrols for Gujjars, Bakerwals, and even
their livestock, “to reach out to the population”.

From across the border

Police o�cials also worry that the e�ects of the
United States’ withdrawal from Afghanistan in
2020 will spill over into J&K.

“In the past, locals would mostly say Urdu and
Punjabi-speaking militants passed by or stayed
with them. Sometimes, Pashto-speaking mili-
tants roamed the forests too. Whether they are
from Afghanistan or Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (a pro-
vince in Pakistan close to Afghanistan) has to be
investigated,” says another senior police o�cer.

O�cials point out that the increasing use of
U.S.-made M4 carbine, steel bullets, guns �tted
with night thermal cameras, Glock and Beretta
pistols, Austria-made Steyr AUG ri�es, and Tu-
key-made ri�es indicate this spillover.

“Handling guns �tted with night thermal cam-
eras requires a higher degree of training. Those
are not like pistols or AK ri�es, which are easier
to �re from,” says a police o�cer.

“Most active militants have also changed the
way they dress. Khan suits and Afghan headgear
are hardly found in the photos that were reco-
vered during investigation. The militants don’t
have �owing beards. A militant roams around the
way an Army trooper would. It is hard to di�eren-
tiate the two,” he adds.

With winter approaching in a few months, the
upper reaches will be covered in snow and will
turn hostile for the militants. Security agencies
fear that the militants will come down the moun-
tains, which could mean more encounters. “Our
bigger worry is that they may recruit locals in the
Doda belt. That could prove disastrous. It is a
hard-earned peace in Doda for security agencies.
But the high unemployment rate, in�ation, and
polarisation could all be exploited by them. We
need to take measures now,” says a police o�cer.

Omkar Dinanath, a

resident of Kathua’s

Saida village, was

fired upon by

militants. He

sustained a bullet

injury in the arm.

IMRAN NISSAR 

Fighting militants in the mountains 
This year, o�cials recorded the highest militant footprint in Jammu region since 2005. Insurgents have revived old in�ltration routes and set up base in the Pir Panjal and Chenab valleys, seeking cover

in dense forests and caves. Peerzada Ashiq reports on the worries and challenges of the security forces in tackling this problem 

Militants
have revived
old
in�ltration
routes in
Jammu
region,
especially
using the
International
Border 
Senior police
o�cer

Abishek Badkali’s father, Amarjit Sharma, a chemist, was murdered at night in

Mela village in Kathua district of Jammu division. IMRAN NISSAR 



T
he Union Budget for
2024-25 contains two
proposals that have direct
relevance to the banking
sector.

First, the Budget proposes to bring
out a “financial sector vision and
strategy document” to prepare the
sector in terms of size, capacity and
skills. This will set the agenda for the
next five years and guide the work of the
government, regulators, financial
institutions and market participants. 

Such a comprehensive document has
been long overdue. The banking sector,
of course, will be the centre-piece of the
document. Going down the memory
lane, the two Narasimham Committee
Reports in 1991 and 1998, several
recommendations of which were
implemented, laid the foundation stone
for modern banking in India and aligned
it to the international benchmarks. 

Subsequently, the Report of the
Financial Sector Legislative Reforms
Commission (Chairman BN Srikrishna)
was released in 2013 which, despite
containing several useful
recommendations, remained
unimplemented. 

Therefore, the banking sector will
eagerly await the recommendations of
the proposed document. And the timing
of bringing out such a document is
appropriate as the commercial banks are
in a good position, financially, to absorb
the likely changes emanating therefrom.

The second proposal relates to
expanding the banking outreach in the
North Eastern (NE) region by opening
over 100 branches of the India Post
Payment Bank. The NE region had 5,054
banking o�ces (June 2023) which
constituted just 3.1 per cent of the
country total. Even within the NE

region, over three-fourths of bank
o�ces were concentrated only in two
States — Assam and Tripura (Table 1). 

Thus, it’s apt that the Budget has
endeavoured to increase the presence of
the NE region in the banking map of the
country. This will help increase financial
inclusion there. However, the di�cult
terrain of the seven States in the NE
region and the sporadic law and order
disturbances pose threats to usher in
States-wide equity in the banking
network. 

Moreover, it’s not understood why a
‘payments’ bank was chosen for this,
why not a universal bank, be it private or
public? Or have the universal banks
currently operating there become tired?

However, the Budget hasn’t addressed
the deposit mobilisation problem of the
banking sector in the face of surging
credit demand. Credit demand is likely
to grow further looking at the
encouraging proposals for the Micro,
Small and Medium Enterprises,
including Mudra loans. 

Further, the Budget facilitates
increased demand for educational loans.
The sizeable capital expenditure
envisaged will also invigorate
downstream industrial activities. All
these, coupled with the continuing
strong rural demand, will push up the
overall credit demand. 

The increase in securities transaction
tax and long-term capital gains tax on
securities as well as taxation of debt
mutual funds is unlikely to reverse the
financial disintermediation process
which has taken strong roots in the
financial sector unless banks make their
deposit products attractive either in

scale or scope. In this context, the RBI’s
June 7 measure to raise the limit of bulk
deposits from ‘₹2 crore and above’ to ₹3
crore and above’ looks futuristic. 

The capital market will take some
time to adjust to the changes, but it will
bounce back, given the sound economic
fundamentals and the reigning animal
spirits. Steps for reforming and
strengthening debt recovery tribunals is
a positive for the recovery of irregular
loans in the banking sector. 

INTERNSHIP SCHEMES

The banking sector should strive to
capitalise on the comprehensive
internship programme announced in the
Budget. Already, banks accommodate
summer interns but the scale, which was
missing, now stands addressed. 

Moreover, that the companies would
meet the training cost and 10 per cent of
the internship cost from their Corporate
Social Responsibility funds is an
innovative move by the government.

The new regime of personal income
tax has been tweaked marginally. Most
of the increases in the tax slabs under
the regime have already been eroded by
inflation, and if inflation does go awry
further, the real gains may plunge into
negative territory. Therefore, the Budget
has to be complemented with strict vigil

on how the inflation trajectory shapes —
a task for the central bank. 

According to the Budget, as a result of
the changes in the new regime of
personal income tax, a salaried
employee stands to save up to ₹17,500 in
income tax, i.e., less than ₹1,500 a
month. For the middle class, this may
not be a decent sum to start even a
monthly Recurring Deposit with a bank
or a Systematic Investment Plan in a
mutual fund.

The impetus given to the tourism
industry in the Budget will not only
augment income but also generate
employment. This will, in turn, give a
fillip to personal loans and card business
of banks and their card subsidiaries. 

However, there’s a risk if
over-enthusiastic tourists take recourse
to ‘Buy Now, Pay Later’ schemes and are
unable to repay on time. 

The gross and net market borrowings
through dated securities during 2024-25
are estimated at ₹14.01 lakh crore and
₹11.63 lakh crore, respectively. Even
though both will be less than that in
2023-24, the central bank is required to
manage the borrowing programme and
the yields deftly, combined with
liquidity management e�orts.

In line with the Economic Survey
(2023-24), the Budget underscores the
significance of data and statistics under
the Digital India mission. Banks need to
partake in this mission and improve
their data availability, accuracy,
transparency, dissemination and above
all, privacy. For example, data
disclosures by banks in their balance
sheet, profit & loss account statements
and ‘notes to the accounts’ need deep
improvements in several dimensions. 

To sum up, the Budget doesn’t impose
any burden on the banking sector. It will
depend upon the individual banks to
leverage their business and human
resources in consonance with the
various enablers announced. 

The writer is a former senior economist, SBI. Views
expressed are personal

Budget’s two key
proposals for

banking
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The Budget has not
addressed the deposit
mobilisation problem given
the likely expansion in
credit under the proposals
for the MSME sector

CREDIT PLANS. One is the vision document for the banking sector, 
and the other is the expansion of India Post payment bank in the North East
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T
he equity futures and options segment has
witnessed a large influx of traders since the
pandemic who are driving trading volumes

to levels not seen before in the derivatives market.
Around 95 billion lots of derivatives were traded in
FY24, registering an 18-fold increase since FY20. The
Centre has tried to douse the speculative fervour by
proposing to increase the securities transaction tax
in the Budget on sale of an equity option from 0.0625
per cent to 0.1 per cent of the option premium. 

STT on sale of equity futures has also
been doubled from 0.0125 per cent to 0.02
per cent of the price of the future. But these
hikes are not enough as they result in
negligible increase in trading cost and do
not act as a deterrent. This is reflected in
derivative volume hitting a record high the
day after the Budget and the stock market
shrugging o� the announcement easily. 

The hike in STT needs to be followed by
other measures by market regulator SEBI.
The risks faced by traders in this segment
are being regularly flagged by the regulator
in various forums. A SEBI analysis released
in January 2023 showed that the number of
unique traders of top 10 brokers in equity
F&O segment had increased from 7.1 lakh
in FY19 to 45.2 lakh in FY22. Of concern is
that the share in market turnover of young
traders aged between 20 and 30 years
increased to 36 per cent in FY22, up from
11 per cent in FY19. This shows that many
of the youth are turning to full time trading
as a livelihood. The study also revealed that
9 out of 10 traders recorded a loss of ₹1.1
lakh in FY22. A similar study released by
SEBI this week points towards rampant
speculative activity of young traders in the
cash segment of the equity market as well.
With the stock market in an unrelenting
rally, the younger traders are getting lured
by hopes of riches, unaware of the capital
risk in this activity.

A comprehensive set of rules needs to be
issued by SEBI to supplement the STT hike.
With a large chunk of the equity derivatives
trading concentrated in the Nifty50 and
BankNifty contracts, excessive trading in
the derivative segment is not good for the
long-term growth of the market. The
regulator should consider implementing
some of the proposals suggested by the
working group headed by former RBI
executive director G Padmanabhan to
check the unbridled activity in the cash and
derivative segments. A sharp increase in
contract sizes of futures and options is one
way to check speculation as the higher
capital requirement can act as a deterrent
for small investors. Similarly, increasing
the margins needed for trading in futures
contracts or insisting on upfront payment
of option premiums, along with intra-day
monitoring of margins collected by
brokers, could also make some of the
smaller traders move away. The
intermediaries also need to be warned
about not encouraging the entry of new
traders with limited resources to derivative
trading. Traders should be screened at the
intermediary level and turned away if found
too vulnerable. 

Unbridled exuberance 
STT hike must be followed by other measures 
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Countdown to Paris
The Olympic flame will illuminate the
City of Light, when the world’s
greatest sporting spectacle gets
under way in Paris. 
Though France is still struggling to
form a stable government, its capital
will hold the 33rd Olympiad in style. 
India’s participation in the Olympics
will see a diverse team of 117
athletes competing in 16 sports.
With the country aiming to bid for
the 2036 Games, it is understandable
that the government is giving
importance to sports promotion as
‘Khelo India’ emerged as one of the
top beneficiaries in the Sports
Ministry’s allocation. 

Improved medals tally in Paris would
lift the country’s profile as a sporting
nation and help build the
momentum for India’s aspirations to
embrace the Olympic movement in
future.
Gregory Fernandes
Mumbai

China impact
This refers to 'Don't let China
strengthen foothold in Indian
industry' (July 26). Despite the
tensions between India and China on
border issues the dependency on
imports from China has been on the
rise. Of which, electrical products,
electrical items, machineries and

pharm products form the major
chunk in the import.
India's move to shift its focus from
imports to engaging Chinese firms
on our soil needs to be treaded
cautiously. In e�ect, though it may
help in reducing the import cost
when the final products are available
right at our doorstep, the e�ect of
geo-political relationship becoming
strained impacting the production of
items through Chinese firms can not
be ignored.
Before leaping in, we need to assess
the sectors which would be opened
to Chinese firms, its commitment
and participation, TAT (turn around
time) in releasing the products to the

market and the long term impact on
our economy, especially from
employment opportunities and the
outflow of funds.
RV Baskaran
Chennai

Growth imperatives
Apropos ‘Budget sets the ground for
long term growth’ (July 36), the
Finance Minister’s focus on capital
expenditure, women empowerment,
students’ internship and for rural
development is welcome. 
A slight alteration of the tax slabs and
hiking the standard deduction to the
favour of the middle class is a
demand booster. 

Containing the fiscal deficit and
extending the free flow of finance to
MSMEs is a visionary move to
augment manufacturing. .
NR Nagarajan
Sivakasi

Bullion safe bet?
Apropos the Editorial ‘Bullion Boost’
(July 26), the reduction in customs
duty to help exporters and
consumers is the avowed objective. 
But what about the corrupt investing
in yellow metals, which is the safest
bet for them comapred with other
areas?
Rajiv Magal
Halekere Village, (Karanataka)

LETTERS TO EDITOR Send your letters by email to bleditor@thehindu.co.in or by post to ‘Letters to the Editor’, The Hindu Business Line, Kasturi Buildings, 859-860, Anna Salai, Chennai 600002.

T
he recently unveiled Budget 2024
has sent ripples through the
Indian financial landscape,

particularly with its noteworthy
revisions to tax rates concerning
securities investment. These changes,
though seemingly subtle, carry the
potential to reshape the behaviours of
investors and ultimately contribute to
the overall trajectory of the Indian
economy. 

While the Finance Minister hailed
these revisions as steps towards
promoting long-term investment and
curbing speculative trading, the impact
of these changes is likely to be
multifaceted and felt across di�erent
segments of the market. 

Let us look at the tax revisions on
capital gains, introduced in the Budget
and its potential implications for
investors, sectors, and the broader
economy.

IMPACT ON STAKEHOLDERS

The Budget introduced notable changes
to the tax rates applicable to securities
investment. The accompanying table
provides a comparison of the previous
and proposed tax rates, along with their
anticipated impact:

The revised tax rates have divergent
implications for di�erent types of
investors. Long-term investors, who

previously enjoyed a lower tax rate of 10
per cent on long-term capital gains, will
now face a higher rate of 12.5 per cent.
This could deter them from holding onto
investments for extended periods,
potentially leading to a shift towards
short-term strategies. 

Conversely, short-term traders will be
hit harder by the increased tax rate of 20
per cent on short-term capital gains,
discouraging frequent trading and
speculation. 

The increase in Securities Transaction
Tax (STT) will a�ect all investors by
increasing transaction costs. This might
discourage high-frequency trading,
which relies on rapid buying and selling
of securities to generate profits. Retail
investors might also experience a slight
reduction in their overall returns due to
the increased transaction costs. 

Further, the impact of the tax
revisions is likely to vary across sectors.
Those that attract predominantly
long-term investors, such as
infrastructure and real estate, could
witness a decline in investment due to
the higher long-term capital gains tax. 

On the other hand, sectors that are
favoured by short-term traders, like
technology and pharmaceuticals, might
experience reduced volatility as
short-term trading becomes less
attractive. The financial sector is likely to
be directly impacted by the increased
STT. However, the long-term impact on
the financial sector remains uncertain as
investors might adapt to the new tax
regime over time. The broader economic
consequences of the tax revisions are
complex and multifaceted. 

In the short term, the increased tax

rates could lead to a dip in market activity
and a decline in overall investment. This
could have a temporary negative impact
on economic growth. However, the
government aims to use the additional
revenue generated from these taxes to
fund infrastructure projects and social
welfare programmes, which could
stimulate economic growth in the long
run. 

Further, the discouragement of
short-term trading might contribute to
market stability, reducing volatility and
speculative bubbles. This could create a
more conducive environment for
long-term investments, ultimately
benefiting the economy.

On the whole, the Budget tax revisions
related to securities investment mark a
significant shift in the investment
landscape. While the short-term impact
might be characterised by reduced
market activity and some negative
sentiment, the long-term consequences
could be more nuanced. 

The government’s focus on
promoting long-term investments and
discouraging speculative trading could
lead to a more stable and sustainable
market in the future. As the market
adjusts to the revised tax rates, it will be
interesting to observe how the interplay
between investors, sectors, and the
economy unfolds.

Saravanan is Professor of Finance and Accounting at IIM
Tiruchirappalli; and Williams is Head of India at Sernova
Financial

Reshaping the securities investment landscape

P Saravanan
A Paul Williams

The hike in long-term capital gains tax and STT could lead to reduced market activity in the short run
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Unsung heroes, not a burden 
EYE CULTURE 
CHINTAN GIRISH MODI 

Filmmaker Kabir Khan’s biopic 
Chandu Champion (2024), which 
he co-wrote with Sumit Arora and 

Sudipto Sarkar, brings to light the attitu-
dinal and infrastructural barriers that 
India’s first Paralympic gold medalist 
Murlikant Petkar had to overcome 
throughout his life.  

Actor Kartik Aaryan’s excellent 
portrayal of Petkar fills a huge gap in the 
public memory of this athlete’s 
contributions. Petkar, who won an 
individual gold medal in the 50-metre 
freestyle event at the 1972 Heidelberg 
Paralympics, received the Padma Shri 
only in 2018.  

Aparna Jain’s book Boys Will Be Boys: 
Inspiring Stories for Smart Kids (2019), 
published by Westland, with a chapter 
on Petkar, emphasises that he has served 
India in more ways than one. As an army 
officer posted in Kashmir during the 
India-Pakistan war of 1965, “he took nine 
bullets in his thigh, leg, spine and eye” 
and also “fell from a height to a road 
below, where a truck ran over him, 
leaving him in agony”.  He turned to 
swimming because he was paralysed 
waist down, and the doctor advised him 
to swim to regain strength in his legs. 

The most gut-wrenching part of the 
film is not the delay in accolades from the 
government but the scene where 
Petkar’s brother tells him that the family 
cannot afford to take care of him, and 
that he would be better off in the army 
hospital. The idea that a person with a 
disability is a burden robs them of their 
humanity, and their right to be cherished 
as they are.  This episode hurt Petkar 
deeply. He did not want to be a burden on 

anyone. He wanted to be a proud 
breadwinner. Later in life, when 
industrialist JRD Tata asked him, “How 
can I help you?”, Petkar, who had decided 
to retire from the armed forces by then, 
said, “I don’t want any cash or land from 
you. Please give me a job. I want to be self-
reliant.” Jain writes, “Tata hired him on 
one condition — that Murli should 
continue to participate in competitions!” 

One hopes that Chandu Champion 
will be followed by more films on the 
lives of athletes who have represented 
India at the Paralympics, but have not 
been celebrated much.  

Filmmakers looking for material can 
dive into Anantha Krishnan M’s book A 
Different Spirit (2009) on the life of track 
and field athlete  Malathi K Holla, the 
first disabled person to receive the 
Padma Shri in 2001. Before that, she got 
the Arjuna Award in 1995. In this book, 
published by Partridge, the biographer 
notes, “In 1979, the government had 
barred all those who were not ‘normal 
and able sports people’ from being 
considered for the (Arjuna) award.” 
Finding this rule “preposterous and 
inhuman”, she protested and won. The 
author clarifies that Holla did not 
canvass for the award for herself but 
received it in 1995. 

In 2015, Tulika Publishers brought 
out a children’s book on Holla’s life, 
written by Sowmya Rajendran, and 
illustrated by Arun Kaushik. Titled 
Wings to Fly, it focuses on the dedication 
that enabled Holla to “become very good 
at sport” even after polio paralysed her 
body as a baby. Once, when she went to 
Ahmedabad for a sports meet, she was 
the only woman who had signed up to 
participate. The organisers said that they 
needed at least three women. 
Eventually, she told them, “I’ll race with 

the men.” She was nervous but she stood 
first. Using her wheelchair, she 
challenged prejudice and exclusion. It 
gave her wings to fly. She went on to 
represent India at the Paralympics in 
Seoul, Barcelona, Athens and Beijing. 
Now she works with Syndicate Bank and 
runs the Mathru Foundation for polio-
affected children. 

Another striking book is Madhavi 
Latha Prathigudupu’s autobiography 
Swimming Against the Tide (2021), 
published by Sage. Having won 
multiple gold medals at National 
Paralympic Swimming Championships 
in India, she wants to ensure that other 
persons with disabilities have access to 
facilities and opportunities that they 
deserve. She founded the Paralympic 
Swimming Association of Tamil Nadu, 
co-founded the Wheelchair Basketball 
Federation of India, and initiated the 
Yes, We Too Can movement to support 
athletes with disabilities. 

Earlier this month, HarperCollins 
India announced that they will publish a 
book written by Deepa Malik—who won 
a silver medal in shot put at the 2016 
Summer Paralympics in Rio de 
Janeiro—in December 2024. Malik, who 
served as the President of the Paralympic 
Committee of India in the past, is now 
the South Asia Representative at the 
Asian Paralympic Committee. In a video 
posted on X , Malik said, “It will inspire… 
not just a person with disability but 
everybody to look for the silver lining 
around every (dark) cloud.” 

While there is no dearth of inspiration 
to be derived from these stories, they are 
also reminders of how much more 
families, educational institutions, and 
governments need to do. 

The writer is a Mumbai-based journalist 
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With her latest Budget, Finance 
Minister Nirmala Sitharaman has 
walked into the nastiest of all hor-

nets’ nests: The Great Indian Middle Class. 
Through the week, she and her ministry 

have been pilloried on social media. Those 
in the mainstream media are dismayed, but 
more measured. There can be reasonable, 
pragmatic, ideological, and even moral argu-
ments against the new, Thomas Piketty-
esque (soak the rich, especially when they 
earn from their accumulated wealth) 
changes in the capital gains taxes. However, 
it doesn’t justify the kind of outrage it has 
unleashed, with hundreds of furious, often 
personalised, memes. 

Did the Modi govern-
ment fail to read the minds 
of its most valuable constit-
uency, the (mostly Hindu) 
middle class? Or did it take 
it too much for granted? In 
an earlier National Interest 
published on July 6, 2019, 
we had argued that the mid-
dle class was like the Modi 
BJP’s Muslims. 

That somewhat cheeky 
formulation was drawn from 
how the government con-
tinued to collect more and 
more by way of taxes on petrol and diesel to 
fund its humongous programme of direct 
benefit transfers to the poor. It was a kind of 
innovative Robin Hood politics: Take from 
the middle class and give to the poor. 

It made the poor, who constitute a vast 
majority of voters, happy. And if the middle 
class was fretting, so be it. It was going to vote 
for the Bharatiya Janata Party  (BJP) anyway. 
Our argument was that the BJP could take 
the middle-class votes for granted, much like 
the “secular” parties do with Muslims. 

Will this change now? I guess not. This 
fury will blow over, probably as some “cor-
rections”— especially on indexing—are 
made, and buttons more significant than 
taxes are pushed: Nationalism, religion, the 
Gandhi family — the usual mix. Many of 
those ranting now will continue to vote for 
the BJP. They are not disaffected with 
Narendra Modi, his party, or its ideology. 
They adore all three. At this point, they are 

simply like slighted lovers. What the Modi 
government got wrong with this Budget and 
in its economic signalling is its departure 
from the generally upbeat “India is on the 
rise, growth will get steeper, markets are red 
hot and will get redder” messaging. A sober-
ing signal from the Budget, if sensible and 
prudent, is a bummer for the faithful. 

The middle class, however, is addicted to 
good news, hype, and even gratitude, believ-
ing that each Budget should make them more 
money. What they did not want to be told 
instead was: “Listen, guys, you’ve made a lot, 
especially in the decade’s boom. It’s time you 
paid back a bit more.” And maybe it isn’t quite 

virtuous to make even more 
money from your accumu-
lated wealth.  

The rich won’t bother. 
The middle class, especially 
those in the lower half of this 
large socio-economic sec-
tion who took large EMIs, 
bought second homes as 
investment, moved their 
savings from Reserve Bank 
of India-guaranteed bank 
fixed deposits to stocks, 
mutual funds and debt 
bonds, are the ones kicking 
at the government’s shins. 

Many of them might’ve lived with 
increased taxation. They love Narendra Modi 
and his larger politics enough to be willing to 
pay some price for it. After all, more than 10 
million of them gave up their LPG subsidy 
on his “give it up” call. What’s taken them by 
surprise is the change in messaging. They 
probably see this as being told that they’ve 
done something immoral, made too much 
money, and the state is reining them back in. 

Since reform began in the summer of 1991, 
successive governments and finance ministers 
have had one consistent focus: Driving those 
with any financial surpluses towards the mar-
kets. That is why capital gains tax breaks were 
brought in and expanded over these decades. 
The markets said “thank you”, boomed, and 
rewarded the governments of the day. 

Every government in these 33 years, espe-
cially the current one, has celebrated the ris-
ing number of mutual fund folios, demat 
accounts, and booming indices. Some of the 

recent nudges, beginning with action on debt 
bonds in the 2023 Budget, seem to be directed 
at bringing the same surplus-generating 
classes back to bank deposits. They were not 
ready for it. 

 

Just what is India’s middle class? A lifestyle 
approach is too amorphous, anecdotal. Do 

the income taxpayers make this middle class? 
The number of those who actually pay taxes, 
less than a third of those who file returns (22 
million out of 74 million), will not even be a 
fraction of what has long been on the way to 
becoming the world’s largest middle class. 

It might be safer, instead, to think about 
what this middle class wants. It wants, and 
definitely expects, India to be the hottest 
economy in the world, a leader in fields rang-
ing from economics to science, sports to the 
military, and manufacturing to software, all 
while maintaining a historically mandated 
right to sermonise to the world. 

They may not use the expression, but they 
do not dispute the claim or at least the 
ambition of being a vishwaguru. They love 
to believe the West is in decline and India’s 
time has come. If I were to record a video say-
ing the dollar is on its last legs, that American 
power is in terminal decline, that Europe is 
finished, it would likely go viral. Never mind 
the facts. The scene that most characterises 
this middle class mood is enacted every sun-
set at the Wagah border flag lowering. 

Those are the expectations with which 
they keep voting for Modi/BJP. They see 
their own growing wealth, the market boom, 
the world coming to invest in India, as ele-
ments of the same package. Of course, they’d 
want to achieve all of this, ideally, while pay-
ing no taxes. Or, Singapore-level taxes. 
They’d be ok with Singapore-level democ-
racy as well. Now they’re being told to return 
to bank fixed deposits!  

Since it is tempting to get ahead of myself, 
I will stop here. Let’s just say we still do not 
know what the middle class is and what it 
wants. Let’s stick to what we know the Indian 
middle class isn’t. That is, being grateful. The 
heat the Modi government is feeling will cool 
down soon. But name the one person who’s 
done more than any other Indian across three 
generations to create, expand and enrich this 
new middle class. By deregulating, burning 
the licence-quota raj, opening imports, cut-
ting taxes and tariffs, and pushing the same 
middle class towards the markets with gen-
erous tax incentives. 

Then, let us ask: Who is the one leader 
that this middle class has detested most of 
all since, say, 2011? You’ve guessed right. He 
is Manmohan Singh. In 1999, he and his 
party checked his popularity in India’s most 
middle-class constituency by fielding him 
for the Lok Sabha in South Delhi. He lost. 
What did they expect? A thank-you vote? 
He’s only got contempt instead. This middle 
class comes armed with entitlement, not 
burdened with gratitude. 

By special arrangement with ThePrint

If former US President Donald Trump 
returns to the White House in 2025 – 
and most betting markets still have the 

odds at 60 per cent or better— will he 
achieve the weak dollar that both he and 
his running mate, Senator J D Vance, so 
desperately want? Their view, of course, 
is that something must be done to restore 

America’s manufacturing sector to its 
former glory, and they believe that the best 
way to achieve this goal is by imposing 
high tariffs and devaluing the greenback. 

Mr Vance, in his journey from Never 
Trumper to Forever Trumper, has 
repeatedly argued that today’s strong dol-
lar undermines the competitiveness of 
American labour. This argument is catnip 
for the press, as it sounds more like sports 
talk than boring economics, and the com-
mentariat’s response has largely focused 
on just how little sway the US president 
has over global exchange-rate markets. 
To be sure, there is a long history of pres-
idents and Treasury secretaries trying, 
and failing, to talk the dollar up or 
down. Moreover, many have predicted 
that the spectre of Trumpian tax cuts 
and tariffs would, in fact, push up inter-

est rates and strengthen the dollar. 
But in the rush to point out the flaws 

in Mr Trump’s thinking – the starting 
point in the mainstream press for any 
proposed MAGA policy — one detail has 
not received sufficient attention: As glee-
ful American tourists romping through 
Europe and Asia this summer know well, 
the dollar is indeed very strong right now. 
This is especially the case if one looks at 
dollar metrics that account for different 
currencies’ purchasing power. Any broad 
measure of the “real dollar exchange 
rate” adjusted for relative inflation in 
America’s major trading partners shows 
that the greenback is far above normal 
historical levels. 

Exchange rates are famously difficult 
to explain, much less predict, but one 
empirical regularity across a wide range 

of currency pairs and historical circum-
stances is that there tends to be some con-
vergence back to mean whenever the real 
exchange rate is far out of line. The pace 
is not necessarily rapid, typically taking 
around three years for a real-exchange-
rate overvaluation to reduce by half, but 
it is nevertheless quite discernable in the 
data. And the real adjustment does not 
necessarily have to take place through 
the exchange rate itself – it could be due 
to higher inflation in US trading partners. 

This means that there is some truth 
to the assertion that the dollar is too 
strong. Moreover, it implies that Mr 
Trump would more likely than not get 
lucky with the dollar, even if he does 
nothing. The same would be true if 
Kamala Harris wins the presidency. 

The case of Japan — still the world’s 

fourth largest economy — is a good, albeit 
extreme, example of this dynamic. Over 
the past three years, the yen has lost 
roughly one-third of its value against the 
dollar, even though cumulative inflation 
in the United States has been far higher. 
Previously one of the most expensive 
advanced economies in the world to visit, 
Japan is now one of the cheapest. The 
Chinese renminbi has also been falling. 

Which forces will push currencies 
like the yen and renminbi back up? For 
one thing, the US is at a different point 
in its interest-rate cycle. Long-term US 
interest rates are likely to remain far 
above pre-pandemic levels, but short-
term rates are expected to come down 
while Japanese rates are likely to climb. 
Additionally, although the weak yen is 
putting upward pressure on prices in 
Japan, which must import most com-
modities, the flood of low-cost imports 
helps contain US inflation. 

Predicting the exact timing of any 

decline in the real value of the dollar is a 
fool’s game. The dollar could very well 
rise further before it starts falling, no 
matter what Mr Trump might say on his 
Truth Social website. Unfortunately, 
even if the dollar does weaken sooner 
rather than later, it is unlikely to discour-
age a second Trump administration from 
forging ahead with its tariff policy. 

One would hope that a Trump admin-
istration would not try to interfere with 
foreign-exchange markets beyond insti-
tuting tariffs (which are bad enough) – 
for example, by using heavy-handed cap-
ital controls to keep the dollar artificially 
weak, or by installing a feckless Federal 
Reserve chair. Mr Trump may be right 
about the costs of a high dollar, but most 
of the cures they are proposing are worse 
than the disease. 

The writer is former chief economist of the 
International Monetary Fund.  
©Project Syndicate, 2024

Will Trump get his wish for a weaker dollar?

This article is dedicated to the 
memory of JRD Tata, whose 
120th birth anniversary is on 
July 29. 
 

Leaders rarely display self-
deprecating humour in 
public. To his credit, Rishi 

Sunak did so in the British 
Parliament last week when he 
spoke about “having achieved, 
at age 44, a bright future that is 
behind”. More commonly, we 
witness the leadership afflic-
tions of charisma, megaloma-
nia, and cult. Mercifully, many 
leaders minimise bad effects 
through the art of humble lead-
ership; they imagine their ten-
ure as just a comma, though an 
important one, in the long sen-
tence of history. About a dec-
ade ago, I had written a book 
about social change in India 
from the 1800s through the 
eyes of six generations of my 
ancestors from a village in 
Thanjavur. Titled A Comma in a 
Sentence, that book has inspired 

the headline of this piece. 
Voltaire had said, “If God 

did not exist, it would be nec-
essary to invent him.” 
Messiahs with names begin-
ning with M — like Mahadev, 
Moses, and Mohammed — 
invoke God by promising a 
golden period if only people 
would heed them. For contem-
porary leaders, however, 
invoking God borders on 
danger. As writer Ferdinand 
Mount points out, “lay people 
must do their best to be alert 
to an upcoming Caesar with 
his relentless egoism, lack of 
scruple, thoughtless brutality, 
and cheesy glitz” (Big Caesars 
and Little Caesars). 

On January 1, AD 399, the 
humble Flavius Theodorus 
became a top Roman politi-
cian. He was both competent 
and articulate. His contempo-
rary described Theodorus as “a 
man inflated with monstrous 
pride”. He triumphantly pre-
dicted a golden age for Rome. 
But within a decade, Rome fell 
to an invasion. 

Readers will recall the 
mid-1960s, when Charles de 
Gaulle, a staunch Catholic 
and respected world states-
man, behaved like an elected 
monarch. He promised 
France golden years ahead, as 
he asserted, “I believe in God 
and the future of my coun-
try”. Beginning in May 1968, 
unfortunately, civil unrest 
and students’ protests 
wrecked his regime and the 
French economy. 

Invoking God and predict-
ing a golden future bear hid-
den dangers. In 2008, when 
the US government was bailing 
out large banks, Goldman 
Sachs Chairman Lloyd 
Blankfein unabashedly stated 
he and his team were “doing 
God’s work”. God indeed! The 
common folk and the nation 
paid the price, while bankers’ 
bonuses were protected. When 
Donald Trump was recently 
shot, his supporters empha-
sised that “God saved Trump’s 
life so that he could deliver on 
God’s mission”. Really? 

A safeguard against wanton 
calling of God is to highlight 
the idea of leaders’ transience 
and mortality. The graveyards 
are full of anonymous people, 
who, in their time, thought 
they were unforgettably 
heroic. I was reminded of this 
reality during a visit to the 
famous Pere Lachaise ceme-
tery in Paris, where Queen 
Malika Kishwar, mother of 
Nawab Wajid Ali Shah of 
Awadh, lay buried — in an 
unmarked tomb. 

Long-remembered leaders 
desist from trashing their pred-
ecessors. They address chal-
lenges with realism and humil-
ity, compounding the positive 
achievements of predecessors, 
while quietly correcting the 
negatives. Compounding the 
positives of the past is so 
important for institutionalised 
organisational excellence. 
During my 31 years at 
Hindustan Lever, I observed 

this practice followed by suc-
cessive leaders. Humble lead-
ership is seen when a leader 
behaves like an important 
comma in a long sentence. 

The American Psychological 
Association defines humility as 
being “characterised by low 
focus on the self and a realistic 
sense of one’s accomplishments 
and worth”. Think of humble 
leaders such as Hwang Jensen 
of Nvidia, a global company 
engaged in advanced chips. In 
July 2024, he said at a com-
mencement-day speech that 
he learned life’s biggest lesson 
from a Japanese gardener: 
“Stay dedicated to your craft 
and do it like your life’s work, 
you will find that you have 
plenty of time.” Think of Satya 
Nadella, who heads Microsoft, 
and who seems to bet  
on people. 

Consider the legacies of 
Keshub Mahindra and JRD 
Tata as humble leaders. I have 
marvelled, for example, on 
how successive leaders in Tata 
over 150 years have profes-
sionally and consistently 
renewed Jamsetji Tata’s origi-
nal enterprise philosophy. 
Being conscious of mortality 
is essential for competent, 
humble, and long-remem-
bered leaders. 

 The writer’s latest book, JAMSETJI 
TATA: Powerful Learnings for 
Corporate Success, co-authored 
with Harish Bhat, was published 
this month. 
rgopal@themindworks.me

A leader is just a comma 

NATIONAL INTEREST 
SHEKHAR GUPTA

US presidential elections 
attract interest for reasons 
pithily described by Pierre 

Trudeau: “(Coexisting with the USA) 
is like sleeping with an elephant. No 
matter how friendly and even-tem-
pered the beast, one is affected by 
every twitch and grunt.” 

America is the world’s third-largest 
nation (population of 340 million); it 
has the largest economy ($28 trillion, 
2023). US military spending was 
around $916 billion in 2023, or 3.5 per 
cent of gross domestic product or 
GDP, and around 40 per cent of global 
defence spending. It prints the world’s 
reserve currency and is the largest or 
second-largest trading partner of 
most nations. 

America’s electoral system is com-
plicated. Each of the 50 states has two 
senators with the Vice-President (the 
“101st member of the Senate”) having 
a deciding vote in the 100-member 
Chamber. Senators are elected by 
popular vote. The lower House of 
Representatives (HoR) has 438 
members, with the number of con-
stituencies per state allotted based on 
population size. HoR elections are by 
popular vote. 

The President (and VP) are elected 
by a translation of popular vote to 

electoral votes (EVs) — with one EV 
per Senator and one EV per HoR. 
That’s a total of 538 EVs, which means 
a President must win 270 votes. Each 
state (and Washington DC) votes for 
its choice of President. Depending on 
which ticket wins the popular vote in 
a given state, the HoR and senators 
are deemed to have “voted” for that 
ticket. That is, if the Republicans win 
the popular vote in Texas, the EVs of 
two Texas senators and 40 Texas HoR 
will be allotted to the Republican can-
didate, regardless of the political affil-
iations of those 42 individuals. 

The US is effectively a two-party 
system. The Democratic Party has 
won the popular vote seven times in 
the last 10 presidential elections 
(1984-2020). But there have been five 
Republican Administrations and Five 
Democratic administrations. This is 
because the popular vote is very 
poorly reflected in the presidential 
election system. 

Populations are not divided 
equally between states, yet each state 
gets two senators regardless of pop-
ulation size. This is a constitutional 
feature designed to preserve the fed-
eral nature of the country — it’s the 
“United States” after all. 

The HoR allocations further 
amplify disparities between popular 
votes and EVs. Alaska (population 
700,000 ) and Wyoming (population 
570,000 ) have three seats each in the 
HoR. California (pop 39 million) has 
55 seats, Texas (31 million) has 40, 
New York (19 million) has 28. Puerto 
Rico, which is a “territory” not a state, 
with 3 million plus US citizens, has 
zero HoRs and zero Senators. If you 
work out population ratios assuming 
Alaska/ Wyoming as the norm for rep-
resentation, Puerto Rico “should” 
have 18 HoR seats (plus 2 senators). 

California should have 150-odd HoR 
and Texas 125 HoR.  The vote of a res-
ident of Alaska or Wyoming is heavily 
over-weighted. 

Aside from this, states reset their 
HoR constituency boundaries (each 
state has a popularly elected admin-
istration) and both parties gerry-
mander in the states they control, to 
improve electoral prospects. States 
also have different rules for voting 
registration and processes, which can 
lead to voter-suppression. 

The Democrats tend to win states 
with high-density populations, like 
New York and California, by large 
margins. Hence, they win the popular 
vote more often. The Republicans 
tend to win low-density states like 
Alaska and Wyoming, which is why 
they won the Presidency in 2000, and 
2016, despite losing the popular vote 
both times. 

In 2024, one candidate is 78 years 
old, and a convicted felon with more 
criminal charges against him in ongo-
ing cases, and he’s been found civilly 
liable for sexual assault. He’s been 
fact-checked for telling over 30,000 
public falsehoods. His businesses 
have declared bankruptcy six times. 
In a February 2024 survey of 154 
scholars by the American Political 
Science Association, he was rated the 
Worst-Ever US President.   

The other candidate is a 59-year-
old woman of colour with no black 
marks on her record. She’s been part 
of an administration that has pulled 
off a near-miraculous economic 
turnaround. 

In a straight popular vote contest, 
it might have been a no-contest. But 
it’s not, due to the weird US electoral 
system. Given the stakes, the world 
will be watching this contest with 
bated breath.

VIEWPOINT 
DEVANGSHU DATTA

A twisted electoral puzzle

What the middle 
class isn’t
 What the Modi government got wrong with this Budget and 
in its economic signalling is moving away from its generally 
upbeat messaging of ‘India is on the rise, growth will get 
steeper, and markets are red hot and will get hotter’

KENNETH ROGOFF

BUSINESS &  
PURPOSE 
R GOPALAKRISHNAN
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India’s labour is an asset, but its major earning is via inward remittance (at the low end) and 
software earnings (at the high end) AFP

EDUCATION WAS ON THE 
STATES’ LIST UNDER THE 
CONSTITUTION TILL 1976, 
WHEN IT WAS MOVED TO 
THE CONCURRENT LIST. THE 
INFLUENCE OF THE CENTRE 
HAS GROWN SINCE THEN IN 
THE FORM OF NATIONAL 
MISSIONS FOR LITERACY 
OR HIGHER EDUCATION 

{ EDITOR’S PICK }  

Donald Trump’s running mate JD Vance’s recent and
past comments on a wide array of subjects have
angered voters both on the American Left and Right.
Vance’s memoir, Hillbilly Elegy, propelled him to
prominence in 2016. The memoir recounts his life in
a steel town among the people called hillbillies, red-
necks, or white trash — the labourers, sharecrop-
pers, coal workers who later worked in factories.

American historian Nancy Isenberg has argued
much of the memoir says nothing about real class
conditions. This week, we recommend Isenberg’s
White Trash: The 400-Year Untold History of Class in
America. The book challenges the myth that some-
how America eliminated aristocracies and class divi-
sions after breaking free of the UK. Isenberg argues
that it is untrue as America has relied on English tra-
ditions. She writes class divisions remain, and
“White trash” going back to the colonial period still
exists. The original purpose of colonisation was to
dump “waste people” — the “White trash” or the
expendables hurting the economy in Britain.

White Trash: The 400-
Year Untold History of 
Class in America: 
Nancy Isenberg
Year: 2016

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

TALKING CLASS IN AMERICA

T
he World Health Organization
(WHO) observes July 28 as World
Hepatitis Day, to mark the birthday
of Dr Baruch Samuel Blumberg, who

discovered the Hepatitis B virus (HBV) in
1965. According to a 2024 report by the
WHO, currently 254 million people live with
chronic HBV infection (PLWH). Nearly 29.8
million of them live in India. Hepatitis B
caused an estimated 1.1 million deaths in
2022, mainly due to cirrhosis and liver can-
cer.

Hepatitis B is a silent killer; the symptoms
appear only in one out of ten infected, and
that too once the disease is advanced. Unfor-
tunately, globally, only 13.4% of the infected
are aware that they have Hepatitis B. In
India, this falls to just 2.4%. Treatment cover-
age is only 2.6% of the infected globally.

Despite far better tools for the diagnosis and
treatment than Covid-19, we, as a society,
have failed PLWH due to our ineffective
polices.

Three clear steps will help rem-
edy this. First, we must decentralise
Hepatitis B care. It is established
that suppression of the hepatitis B
virus DNA reduces the develop-
ment of cirrhosis and cancer. How-
ever, this is not being done. The
fault lies with the doctors and the
guidelines they develop. Existing
guidelines call for testing to detect
the infected and assess eligibility for treat-
ment under fixed diagnostic benchmarks.
All of this needs specialists, which takes up
around 80% of allocated national resources,
leaving little for drugs and monitoring. Pain-

fully, after all this, seven out of ten HBV
infected get excluded. They are asked to
come every six-12 months for follow-up but
are not eligible for treatment. They carry the
virus and suffer fear, ignominy, depression,
and social isolation. Changing the guidelines
from “treat select” to “treat all” would pre-
vent the risk of transmission and disease
progression in the infected.

The current practice in HIV/AIDS control
is to suppress the virus by drugs for life. This

has resulted in a marked reduction
in new infections and deaths. In
Hepatitis C, another deadly virus
causing cirrhosis and liver cancer,
we treat all. We do this for TB as
well. Why not do the same for hepa-
titis B? Antivirals can keep HBV
suppressed in nearly 95% of
patients and can safely be given for
years at less than ₹4,000/year. In
fact, these drugs should be given

free like the free treatment for HIV, TB and
Hepatitis C.

Second, we must ensure universal vaccine
coverage against HBV. The vaccines are
effective, low-cost, safe and give immunity

against HBV infection. India is amongst the
largest producer of these vaccines.

Third, we need to change society’s mind-
set. PLWH suffer from discrimination and
are stigmatised. People think that hepatitis B
infection is like HIV, through sexual trans-
mission. This is wrong. Most HBV transmis-
sion is through mother to baby, with no fault
of the infected. Such people are denied
skilled jobs and visas. Many PLWH hide
their infected status throughout life and even
never marry. Imagine the undeserved men-
tal trauma and isolation! Society should
embrace them instead. Guaranteeing equal
rights and social status for people living with
Hepatitis B, like it is for HIV, is the need of
the hour. 

Converting the National Viral Hepatitis
Control Programme to a National Hepatitis
Elimination Programme (the initially pro-
posed name) would require effective imple-
mentation of all three steps, and bold politi-
cal and community leadership.

SK Sarin, is director,

Institute of Liver and Biliary Sciences (ILBS).

The views expressed are personal

India needs to rethink 
Hepatitis B guidelines

SK
Sarin

The judgment reaffirms that dignity and
humour are not the sole preserve of the able-
bodied. It shows that the exploitation of our

emotional vulnerabilities is also the
subject of fundamental rights, of no
less import than the provision of job
security (UoI v National Federation of
Blind, 2013), equal opportunities in
public recruitment (Vikash Kumar,
2021) and fairness in conditions of
service (Ravindra Dhariwal, 2021).

It is worth noting that this has not
always been the case: In 2020, Madras
high court (HC) dismissed a writ peti-
tion filed by M Karpagam challenging
the official terminology divyang
(translating into person with “divine”
body parts). The HC, in that case, did
not even consider the impact of able-
ist language on disability rights and
advised the petitioner to pay “greater
emphasis…on the effective measures
adopted by the State rather than fol-
lowing the fad of political correctness

as to the expressions used to describe them.”
What is notable is the SC’s rejection of the
false binary between words and action. The SC
tells us that the language of our discourse, as
much as its substantive outcomes, must be
grounded in a recognition of the dignity of per-

be part of statutory and expert committees
that are formed to sanction films that depict
PwDs.

At the level of remedy, the Court does not
grant any of the remedies sought by the appel-
lant — bleeping out objectionable parts of the
film, directing Sony Pictures to make a fresh
awareness film about persons with disabili-
ties, directing consultation with persons with
disabilities or the formulation of guidelines. It
offers a compelling legal justification for each
of these moves. To illustrate, the direction for
bleeping could not be granted as the film had
been sanctioned. However, it then goes on to
offer some suggestions on the portrayal of
PwDs. 

The legal character of these pointers is not
immediately apparent. Given that these come
from the SC, their discursive value is undenia-
ble, but their legal force remains to be seen in
subsequent cases. The Court would have done
well to direct compliance with its suggestions
and ensure that a stakeholder consultation be
held by film certification bodies on the digni-
fied portrayal of PwDs. These directions would
not have been legally objectionable and would
have offered a concrete blueprint to operation-
alise the Court’s suggestions.

Rahul Bajaj is the co-founder of Mission Accessibil-

ity, a senior associate fellow (disability rights) at the

Vidhi Centre for Legal Policy, adjunct faculty, BMU

School of Law and a practising advocate in the

courts of Delhi. Prannv Dhawan is an advocate.

Both Bajaj and Dhawan are former judicial law

clerks at the Supreme Court of India.
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training, or skilling cannot be a burden on tax-
payers. This is because the benefit of higher edu-
cation and skills accrues largely to the individual
and only secondarily to society at large. The
small spillover benefits of skilling and college
degrees and diplomas are in terms of entrepre-
neurship, innovation, and job creation, but these
are still not a strong justification to provide it all
free. The key challenge in higher education in
India is that the vast majority, possibly 80% of
the youth who are hungry to get trained, cannot
afford the true cost of quality education. How
the needy will pay for higher education is a sepa-
rate problem, but has a neat solution. It is in the
form of liberal, inexpensive, collateral-free stu-
dent loans. This is precisely the idea proposed
and championed by this year’s budget. In the
coming years, hopefully, the student loan mar-
ket will expand, get deeper, and be without
excessive defaults.

The other important aspect of skilling is that
most of it happens as on-the-job learning.
Hence, the best way is to incorporate it into a
national apprenticeship programme, which has
portable accreditation. Even the internships for
10 million youth in top-tier companies
announced in the budget will be a step toward
learning by doing. The accreditation is more val-
uable than any stipend that is to be paid. Private
companies would be happy to take on interns as
temporary trainee workers and not have to take
them on their permanent rolls. The apprentice-
ship model can be applied to MSMEs, too. It is
important to note that the training is for jobs of

the future, of which most do not even exist
today. Even the 100 plug-and-play private indus-
trial parks announced by the FM can be given
incentives to take interns and apprentices in big
numbers.

One is tempted to ask whether this pivot
means that we move from production linked to
employment linked incentives? The production
linked incentive (PLI) scheme has worked wond-
ers, especially in mobile phones, of which we
now export around ₹40,000 crore worth. But is
PLI the magic policy bullet that will drive
employment-intensive growth? No, because it
has several drawbacks. It rewards topline, not
value addition, and it does not reward job crea-
tion. 

The Economic Survey also highlighted the
need to join global value chains, even those
crossing through China, so long as employment
is created in India. The incentives to be given
will depend not on aggregate production or
profit but on the number of jobs created. Unlike
its East Asian peers including China, India did
not follow a labour-intensive, export-oriented
growth strategy. India’s labour is an asset, but its
major earnings are via inward remittance (at the
low end) and software earnings (at the high
end). It is time to focus on a labour-intensive
strategy. This will provide sustainable as well as
inclusive growth in the medium term.

Ajit Ranade is vice-chancellor,

Gokhale Institute of Politics and Economics, Pune.
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T
he Supreme Court (SC)’s recent judg-
ment in Nipun Malhotra v. Sony Pic-
tures breaks new ground. The case
arose from the release of

Aankh Micholi, a film that insensi-
tively portrayed the physiological
barriers faced by persons with disa-
bilities (PwDs). To illustrate, the film
refers to those with speech impair-
ments as “atki hui cassette.” The case
of the appellants before the SC was
simple, urging the Court to empha-
sise that ableism was not funny. But,
at the same time, the Court was con-
fronted with a delicate adjudicatory
exercise of balancing the right to cin-
ematic freedom with the constitu-
tional obligation of the State to pre-
vent the perpetuation of discrimina-
tory attitudes. At the heart of the
judgment is the Court’s observation
that “words cultivate institutional
discrimination” — an unmistakable
recognition of the power of words to
impact a community’s lived realities.

The judgment marks a benchmark as far as
rights, representation, and recognition of
PwDs are concerned. At the same time, the
Court could have gone further in granting
practical remedies.

I
t is very rare these days to get an epoch-
making budget speech. The last one per-
haps was the 1991 one, which announced
the demolition of the industrial licence raj.
The 1997 one, when tax rates were brought
down sharply and dividend

income was made tax-free, was a
strong contender, too. Economic poli-
cymaking is a continuous process, and
the Union Budget is no longer a water-
shed or disruptive moment. Besides,
more than half of all expenditures are
committed and non-discretionary. 

The full Budget for FY25 was the
curtain raiser for Narendra Modi 3.0
regime, and finance minister (FM) Nir-
mala Sitharaman’s record seventh outing. The
sops to coalition partners from Andhra Pradesh
and Bihar were expected. But the most signifi-
cant message from the budget is the conscious
pivot toward building human capital. A Chinese
proverb goes, “If you need food for the next year,
you plant some rice. If you want to provide for
the next ten years, you need to plant a tree. But
for securing your next hundred years, you edu-
cate a child.” This has echoed across generations
throughout countries’ histories. Six months
before he became the Prime Minister of the
United Kingdom in a landslide Labour victory in
1997, Tony Blair gave his famous “The agenda
for a generation” lecture at Oxford. His party
went on to unseat the Conservatives after an era
that started with the Margaret Thatcher pre-
miership. Blair had said that the three priorities
of his government would be “education, educa-
tion and education”. Much longer ago, Swami
Vivekananda had said that India needs educa-
tion for all-round development. If there is a sin-

gle most important determinant of long-term
prosperity of a nation, it is the extent and quality
of its education-imparting institutions. The
growth trajectories of China and India, after the
1980s, have often been considered comparable
(with India being spoken of as 13 years behind
China, due to the commencement of economic
reforms only in 1991 versus China’s 1978
reforms). But, what is missed is the significant
lead that China has had in the area of education,
whether primary, secondary or higher, much
earlier on. This momentum has been critical. In
the early 2000s, hardly any Chinese university
figured in the top 50 in the world. But today,
there are four or five. India needs to spend 6% of
the Gross Domestic Product on education, twice
what it is today. This spending has to be done
both by the State and the private sector. The
existence of an oasis of a few world-class institu-

tions in an otherwise desolate land-
scape only tells us how much still needs
to be done.

Education was on the states’ list
under the Constitution till 1976, when it
was moved to the concurrent list. The
influence of the central government has
grown since then in the form of
national missions for literacy or higher
education. But so long as the states’
autonomy is protected, this is for the

good. The public funding of primary education
is justified due to the huge spillover benefits that
society derives. Indeed, one of the signs of a
developed country is when parents’ first choice
for their kids’ school is the nearest neighbour-
hood government school. Beyond high school,
the funding for college education, technical

The Budget fillip 
to developing 
human capital
Easing education loans will 
increase access to higher 
education for the needy while 
reducing pressure on the 
taxpayer to fund this. Skilling 
through the apprenticeship 
programme will prove a 
bigger premium for the 
youth than stipends 

Rahul 
Bajaj

On disability rights, words 
matter as much as action

Prannv 
Dhawan

{ OUR TAKE }  

T
he 8-1 Constitution bench judgment of the
Supreme Court (SC) allowing states to tax
minerals over and above royalty payments
could have far-reaching implications for both

the Indian economy and federalism. The judgment 
settles the debate on two major points. One, royalty 
is not the same thing as tax. And two, unless the 
Centre amends the MMDR Act, 1957 to restrict 
states’ powers to levy such charges, the latter are free 
to do so. The first is an eminently rational position, 
especially vis-à-vis the question of mining. Minerals 
are finite resources, and their exploration often leads 
to loss of biodiversity and pre-existing livelihoods. 
It is important that these losses are adequately 
compensated by a payment over and above the usual 
tax burden. This is all the more important under an 
indirect tax regime such as GST, which raises more 
taxes at the consumption rather than the production 
(exploration) end of the value chain.

To be sure, it is equally important to underline the
fact that no state government, irrespective of 
political affiliation, has a clean record in this country 
in terms of striking a healthy balance between 
livelihoods, sustainability and commercial interests 
related to mining. This is a problem which is present 
across the spectrum, from big capital owned large 
mining operations to local level mining mafia 
engaged in activities such as sand mining. 
The former is more and more in conflict with our 
biodiversity and indigenous people’s habitations and 
the latter is destroying India’s riverbeds, and even 
bridges, apart from causing a loss of revenue.

The second part of the verdict, given the consistent
tension between the Centre and the states, might be 
made redundant if the Centre decides to amend the 
MMDR Act. To be sure, the change of political 
fortunes after the general elections might have made 
the legislative math in the Rajya Sabha slightly more 
complicated for the government.

While the SC has ruled that the Centre is within its
rights to make such changes to the law, this freedom 
ought to be interpreted and exercised with some 
political caution. India’s fiscal federalism suffers 
from a fundamental imbalance where states’ share 
in spending is much more than their share in 
revenues. The implementation of GST, without any 
prejudice to its ease of business advantages, has 
further squeezed the tax generating ability and 
autonomy of the states. Unless the Centre is sensitive 
to this growing unease of state governments — many 
of them represent populations larger than that of 
several European countries — fault lines in Indian 
fiscal federalism and, eventually, democracy could 
only deepen going forward. It is also extremely 
important that the principle of federal autonomy is 
not applied mechanically until a point where it 
brings more chaos than order to the overall rules of 
the game. The minority judgment in this case is a 
clear warning towards such pitfalls.

The bench has left another extremely important 
question, whether its judgment will have a 
retrospective effect or not, for July 31. While states 
might stand to make significant windfall gains from 
such application, it will be yet another bad precedent 
when it comes to an already bad track record of 
policy, politics and the law being committed to the 
ease of doing business in the country. This, more 
than anything else, is a strong ground for the Court 
to decide against making the judgment retrospective.

Taxing rights 
and wrongs
SC settles the debates on royalty vs taxes and 
the states’ autonomy on mining tax. Now, its 
time for prudence in exercising these powers

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

Ajit 
Ranade

sons with disabilities.
There is no gainsaying that over-protection-

ism is the antithesis of equal protection. The
SC emphasises the importance of ensuring
that the representation of PwDs is balanced
and realistic, showcasing the multiple layers
of their identities. This balance is critical in
that it recognises that the way to deal with a
negative portrayal of PwDs is not by depicting
them as being specially or differently abled,
endowed with some divine features. Rather,
the correct way to depict PwDs is by providing
a realistic portrayal of their disability, as one
facet of their complex identities.

The Court emphasises the importance of
involving persons with disabilities in decisions
about their portrayal. It states that they must

The SC tells us that the language of our 
discourse must be grounded in a recognition 
of the dignity of persons with disabilities HT
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HIS has been a month of  heavy 
lifting for macroeconomists—
and I am not necessarily talking 
about the Union Budget present-
ed earlier this week. The week 
before that was full of  social me-
dia posts extolling the virtues of  

job creation and economic growth fuelled 
by India’s most talked-about wedding that 
took place 11 days before Nirmala Sithara-
man presented her proposals.

Apart from 24x7 cricket and politics ex-
perts, we now have a macroeconomic spe-
cies—a tribe that struggled to apply the 
brakes on adverse gossip floating on the 
Anant Ambani-Radhika Merchant wed-
ding that, as unconfirmed but gloriously 
similar guesstimates go, has been pegged 
at $600 million or about `5,000 crore.

The said experts probably included peo-
ple who had never heard of  John Maynard 
Keynes, the British economist who told us 
how government spending can kick-start 
sluggish economies. All you need to do is 
switch the government with the Ambani 
family, and you have New Age Keynesian-
ism. “The government should pay people 
to dig holes in the ground and then fill them 
up,” said the economist who famously took 
Britain out of  the Great Depression in the 
1930s. “It doesn’t matter what they do as 
long as the government is creating jobs.”

We had folks telling us on Facebook that 
wedding planners, decorators, caterers, 
dress designers and a whole load of  other 
service providers found profitable opportu-
nities as the Ambanis splurged on a 
months-long event that spanned pre-wed-
ding dos, foreign cruises and other ceremo-
nies I am not inclined to research on.

Understandably, the macroeconomic fall-
out included those who ordered dresses of  
their own or built up other expenses to at-
tend the celebrations. Much like the Keyne-
sian variety, wedding budgets have the mul-
tiplier effect. Besides, we are reminded that 
the Ambanis spent their own money, not 
that of  taxpayers. Nuanced spoilsports may 
say the twain are joined at the hip by politi-
cal connections. But that’s for naysayers.

The positive spin on wedding expendi-
ture should silence those who were gossip-
ing about everything, from who showed up 
and who did not to how Justin Bieber—at-
tending the event in what looked like a ru-
ral Punjabi’s underwear—did not quite 
match the glittering bandh-gala opulence 
of  most celebrity male guests. 

Murmured protests on the morality of  
ostentation are bound to get somewhat 

blunted by macroeconomics. One LinkedIn 
writer claimed she was offered incentives 
to write good things about the mega wed-
ding after social inequalities and vanity be-
came part of  the chatter. We do not quite 
know if  the macroeconomic experts an-
swering the `5,000-crore questions on the 
wedding were from the Ambani School of  
Economics or the Jio School of  Public Rela-

tions, both of  which do not exist. However, 
a reverse swing of  macroeconomics that 
shifts spending from the exchequer to desi 
parents can partially address both PR is-
sues and unemployment. But let this be said 
clearly: Mukesh Dhirubhai Ambani is not 
the inventor of  opulence and vanity in desi 
weddings, though he might have just upped 
the microeconomic limits of  celebrations.

Weeks before the Anant-Radhika wed-
ding, share market brokerage Jefferies said 
that India’s wedding industry is approxi-
mately worth about ̀ 10 lakh crore ($130 bil-
lion) and is second only to the food and gro-
ceries market. To put things in perspective, 
Mukesh and Nita Ambani accounted for 
only 0.005 percent of  India’s annual mar-
riage ceremony market. Jeffries says India 

sees about 80 lakh to a crore weddings a 
year, compared to 70-80 lakh in China and 
20-25 lakh in the US. The Chinese, however, 
spend more than the other two. India may 
be fast heading there.

I should know a thing or two about this. 
I have a friend who, with his wife, started a 
pioneering bridal exhibition and fashion 
show three decades ago. “Weddings are a 
recession-proof  industry in India,” I recall 
him saying. The band, the baja, and baraats 
do not quite stop in India, though Covid 
nearly managed that. I have a friend who 
quit a successful career as a TV journalist 
to start a lucrative wedding shoot company 
and another who gave up a software engi-
neer’s job to become a wedding photogra-
pher. My anecdata matches the macro num-
bers thrown by market researchers.

Even the uninvited, substantially un-
washed part of  the populace can have a slice 
of  Ambani-ness. A viral video from Delhi’s 
Sarojini Nagar market had a shopkeeper 
flaunting a precious stone necklace he said 
was identical to one worn by Nita Ambani. 
Available in various colours and costing 
only Rs 178 apiece, this imitation jewellery 
may inspire more macro conversations.

What’s more, we have weddings expand-
ing in time to include pre-wedding and post-
wedding dos. Tamilians, at least the Brah-
min variety, were used to a fun-and-games 
ceremony called nalangu. We now have 
added the sangeet ceremony imported from 
the North. The Big Fat Punjabi Wedding is 
now the Big Fat Pan-Desi Wedding. We may 
soon incorporate tribal rituals as a patriotic 
contribution to national integration.

We are not yet talking of  post-wedding 
gigs that involve a public display of  preg-
nancy.  You just have to look at Instagram 
posts to know flaunting baby bumps has 
been borrowed from Western showbiz in 
an ever-expanding idea of  marital bliss.  
Arguably, this is not the demand curve Key-
nesians speak of. Nevertheless, you could 
say India is always ahead of  the curve in 
the macroeconomics of  marriage.

(Views are personal)
(On X @madversity)
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John 
Maynard 
Keynes

Human decisions affecting the future cannot depend 
on strict mathematical expectation, since the basis for 
making such calculations does not exist. It is our innate 
urge to activity which makes the wheels go round

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

— Ramnath Goenka

HE 2024-25 Budget is a smart 
fusion of  political stratagem, 
coalition compulsions and deft 
moves to accelerate economic 
growth to help realise Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi’s re-
solve to turn India into a devel-

oped nation by 2047. However, given the 
domestic constraints and a dismal emerg-
ing global economic scenario, the NDA 
government’s quest to make India a glo-
bal financial powerhouse is fraught with 
serious challenges.

The wars in Ukraine and Gaza have 
disturbed global supply lines and devas-
tated the world markets a great deal. No 
wonder the latest forecast for global 
growth five years from now, at 3 percent, 
is the lowest in decades. The rise of  India 
would be hamstrung by this bleak inter-
national scene, because a vibrant Indian 
economy will need to increasingly en-
gage with the rest of  the world.

The budget is undoubtedly an exercise 
to retrieve the political ground the BJP 
lost to the opposition in the Lok Sabha 
polls. But it’s not populist or irresponsi-
ble. The underlying theme is fiscal pru-
dence and consolidation. The promise to 
peg the fiscal deficit at 4.9 percent of  GDP 
in 2024-25 is a significant reduction from 
5.6 percent last year. Finance Minister 
Nirmala Sitharaman also reiterated her 
resolve to reduce the deficit to below 4.5 
percent by next year.

The misgivings about India emerging as 
a developed nation over two decades from 
now aren’t entirely misplaced. The coun-
try faces some insurmountable challenges 
that are difficult to deal with, particularly 
with a fractured polity that has evolved 
post-2014. Toxic narratives divorced from 
reality are bandied about to derail public 
discourse. Caste identity, a divisive signa-
ture tune, is the season’s flavour.

What’s the basis for believing that Mo-
di’s vision of  a developed India is not just 
a pipe dream but something doable? His 
track record. During his previous two 
terms, Modi managed to break the mould. 
Defying the system, he ensured the deliv-
ery of  benefits to people sans leakage.

Modi made available gas connections, 
foodgrain, toilets, housing, drinking wa-
ter and road connectivity to crores of  In-
dians. As a result, poverty levels dropped 
drastically. Today, India is among the 
world’s fastest-growing large economies, 
with a GDP growth above 8 percent.

But here is the proverbial catch. The as-
pirations of  millions who have moved out 
of  the morass of  poverty have since out-
grown what state freebies can offer. This 
exploding phenomenon is full of  uncharted 

challenges and unexplored opportunities.
The expectations of  India’s young mil-

lions have soared to unprecedented lev-
els. They now want access to a decent 
standard of  living. But can India meet 
their aspirations? There are seven red 
flags that can hold the country back.

Education and jobs: Among the ‘real’ 
challenges India faces, the latest Eco-
nomic Survey has outlined the lack of  
jobs. According to the survey, the country 
must create an estimated 78.5 lakh jobs 
annually. The government has launched 
five schemes to fix the problem. It’s a 
patchwork solution and leaves the core 
problem untouched.

The issue is not unemployment, but 
‘unemployability’. Leaving aside some 
islands of  world-class academic excel-

lence, most organisations styled as edu-
cational institutions don’t dispense edu-
cation or talent, just degrees. The 
state-run education system is broken. 
There is no serious effort to resurrect it.

According to the 2023 Annual Survey of  
Education, almost a quarter of  all Indians 
aged 14-18 cannot fluently read a class 2 
text in their regional language. Only 43 
percent can solve simple division sums.

There are millions of  slots waiting for 
qualified candidates. India ranked seventh 
in a talent shortage, with 81 percent of  em-
ployers reporting difficulty finding a 
skilled workforce. The skill gap is estimat-
ed at 2-2.5 million. It’s difficult to miss the 
irony—millions of  jobs going abegging 
while countless remain unemployed.

Rising trade gap with China: The In-

dia-China trade touched almost $118 billion, 
with India’s exports at only $16.67 billion 
and a trade deficit of  over $100 billion. The 
survey has termed it a ‘challenge’, a ‘Chi-
nese conundrum’, and a problem without a 
solution. There appears to be no escape 
from the fact that China would continue to 
be the overbearing trade partner, with sin-
ister implications for India’s security.

Bureaucracy: Rampant corruption 
and inefficiency have been India’s bane. 
To Modi’s credit, corruption is nearly ex-
tinct at the top echelons of  politics and 
babudom at the Centre. However, the 
twin evils of  graft and sloth continue to 
gnaw at the system from within. The rag-
ing NEET controversy and the scandal 
involving Puja Khedkar, a probationary 
IAS officer now under investigation, un-
derline the unsavoury fact of  the extent 
to which the rot has set in. No plans, how-
ever perfect they may be, can work till 
the delivery mechanism is fixed.

Judicial reforms: To repeat an adage, 
justice delayed is justice denied. The sta-
tistics speak for themselves. In 2024, the 
total number of pending cases of  all types 
and at all levels stands at 5.1 crores, includ-
ing over 1,80,000 cases pending for more 
than 30 years in district and high courts.

Agriculture: The growth in agri-GDP in 
2023-24 was just 1.4 percent as per the latest 
provisional estimates. The second advance 
estimate was only 0.7 percent. This sector 
engages 45.8 percent of  the workforce. Most 
of  those claiming to be kisan are, in fact, 
victims of  disguised unemployment. Giv-
ing 5 kg of  free rice or wheat per capita per
month is a dole. Vested interests (read, the 
farm protests of  2020-21) successfully sabo-
taged all efforts to introduce reforms in 
this sector. This large section of  India’s 
population has to be partnered in the coun-
try’s success story.

Distorted narratives: Foreign-funded 
groups have been hijacking popular man-
dates using globally tested toolkits by 
building narratives based on white lies, 
half  truths and twisted facts. The toolkit 
was used during India’s Citizenship 
Amendment Act  and farm law protests.

Power outage: Per capita electricity 
consumption in India jumped from 16 
units in 1947 to 1,327 units by March 2023. 
However, India’s transmission and distri-
bution losses are very high by global stand-
ards because of  corruption, theft and the 
inefficient handling of  the infrastructure. 
As a result, an enormous investment is un-
productively locked in generator sets and 
inverters. For India to become a developed 
country, this too must change.

(Views are personal)
(punjbalbir@gmail.com)
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THE MACROECONOMIC
MAGIC OF DESI WEDDINGS

7 RED FLAGS THAT 
CAN SOUR INDIA’S 
GROWTH STORY

BALBIR PUNJ Former Chairman of the Indian Institute  
of Mass Communication

Murmured protests on the morality of 
ostentation are bound to get blunted 
by macroeconomics. Mukesh Ambani 
did not invent opulence in desi 
weddings. India’s wedding industry 
is worth about `10 lakh crore and the 
Ambani wedding accounted for only 
0.005 percent of the market

Among the things that need fixing for India to become a 
developed nation by 2047 are education, agriculture and power. 

Judicial and bureaucratic reforms would also be essential

MANDAR PARDIKAR

MADHAVAN  
NARAYANAN

Senior journalist

Overwhelming process
Ref: Kannadiga quota bill  needs to be 
reconsidered (Jul 26). It is true that ensuring 
compliance to the hiring quota for Kannadigas 
will  be an overwhelming process. While locals 
must get a fair chance to work in big firms, 
it  should not be upon the firms to prepare 
said workforce. That is the government’s 
responsibility. Appeasement politics cannot 
lead a people to growth.
Vishnupriya Kanichodi, Chennai

Employment equality
The proposed bill  is likely to face significant 
challenges in implementation and legality. 
The requirement for extensive state 
machinery to ensure compliance places an 
enormous administrative burden, making 
enforcement impractical. Furthermore, 
such a reservation policy may conflict with 
constitutional provisions on equality and 
freedom of movement and employment, 
thereby failing legal scrutiny.   
Narayanan Kizhumundayur, Thrissur

Reforming examinations
Ref: NEET solution in fixing the system, not 
scrapping it (Jul 26). The editorial clearly 
points out the need for NEET. Scrapping the 
exam amounts to robbing deserving students 
of a wonderful opportunity. Can the states 
against NEET make their own examinations 
foolproof? Certainly such large scale 
competitive examinations need to be reformed. 
P Prema, Thanjavur

Common syllabus 
The NEET system is good for students and 
parents as it is a centralised exam, especially as 
many students go to different cities across India 
to study. It will  be better if  the government 
brings out a common syllabus for class 8 to 12 
instead of CBSE, ICSE or state board so that all 
students can be brought to the same platform.
Sreenivasan Raman, Bengaluru 
         
Root cause
Scrapping the NEET is not the solution. We 
must identify the root cause for the exam 
system’s failure. The nation can’t afford to 
keep the careers of so many students on the 
chopping board year on year, so systemic 
reforms are needed. 
Buddha Jagdish Rao, Visakhapatnam

Heroic driver
It was heart-wrenching to read the news of a 
school bus driver in Tiruppur who saved the 
lives of 20 students when he stopped the bus 
just in time before collapsing due to cardiac 
arrest. It  is a tragic yet heroic incident as the 
bus driver ’s altruistic act saved precious young 
lives. This humanitarian act is truly inspiring.
R Sivakumar, Chennai
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CPM’S LEAP OF FAITH 
COULD HELP ENSURE  
POLITICAL SURVIVAL

K
ARL Marx wrote, “Religion is the sigh of  the oppressed 
creature, the heart of  a heartless world, and the soul of  
soulless conditions… it is the opium of  the people.” The 
German philosopher, considered the father of  commu-
nism, denied the existence of  a divine being and pre-

dicted that communism would eventually eliminate the need 
for religion. Yet, more than a century later, we have a situation 
where India’s main communist party, the CPI(M), is being 
pushed to deviate from its long-standing policy and adopt a 
liberal stance on matters of  faith. With its survival at stake, 
the CPI(M) in Kerala has reportedly decided to offer legitimacy 
to religious belief  among its members, allowing them to prac-
tice rituals and visit places of  worship. Not just that—the party 
is encouraging its members to take the reins of  temples.

This change of  stance, a major turn in the history of  com-
munism in India, reverses the resolutions adopted at the 
party’s 2013 Palakkad plenum. The plenum had restrained 
leaders and cadres from performing religious rituals and 
visiting temples. It had also banned party members from be-
ing part of  temple committees. But the debacle in two succes-
sive parliamentary elections was a reality check. The leader-
ship is now certain its historical rigidity on matters of  faith 
had cost the party a serious erosion of  support base, espe-
cially among the Hindu votes it had banked on for decades. 

The shift in policy is both necessary and timely. It could help 
the party fight the onslaught of  the BJP and ensure continued 
political relevance. The fact is that faith has a tight grip on In-
dian society and a vast majority of  people are believers. Accept-
ing this and adapting itself  gives any political organisation a 
chance to survive. What happened in the 2024 election is an 
indication of  what is in store for communist parties in Kerala, 
the only state where they are in power. The CPI(M) witnessed 
a mass erosion of  its traditional vote bank, especially in the 
Ezhava support base. Atheism has been central to communist 
policy, but sticking to militant atheism can prove fatal when the 
party is fighting for survival after losing ground nationally. 
However, in its attempts to regain strength, the party must not 
pander to communal sentiments and shed its secular character. 
Inclusiveness can ensure longevity, but turning to communal-
ism could end the communist cause completely.

T’GANA STRIKES BALANCE, 
FUNDS REMAIN A WORRY

T
HE ̀ 2,91,159-crore first budget of  the Congress govern-
ment in Telangana is quite attractive at first glance. 
Finance Minister M Bhatti Vikramarka, while com-
plaining of  a legacy debt burden of  `6.71 lakh crore, 
still made generous allocations to big-ticket schemes, 

rural water supply, and improving infrastructure in Hydera-
bad—striking a balance between welfare and development.

Of  the total outlay, revenue expenditure is projected to be 
`2,20,945 crore and capital expenditure ̀ 33,487 crore. In this, a 
lion’s share of  `72,659 crore has been set aside for agriculture 
to fund the state’s ambitious welfare schemes, including a crop 
loan waiver that alone works out to ̀ 31,000 crore. The intention 
to execute priority irrigation projects is significant, as is the 
decision to join the Pradhan Mantri Fasal Bima Yojana since 
crop insurance has been a major problem for the farming com-
munity. But the million-rupee question is whether the revenue 
receipts would be up to the expectations. The budget estimates 
that the total revenue receipts would be about `2,90,814 crore, 
including public debt of  `62,112 crore. Of  the total revenue 
expenditure, public disbursements account `Rs 17,001 crore, 
including debt repayment of  ̀ 13,117 crore. The actual receipts 
might fall short of  the estimates. In 2023-24, as per the revised 
estimates, the receipts stood at `2,26,095 crore against the an-
ticipated `2,89,672 crore—a substantial shortfall.

Already burdened under the weight of  the `6-lakh-crore 
debt, the state government may be averse to go in for addi-
tional loans in case the revenue receipts do not match up to 
expectations. The only other alternative for the state is mon-
etising its assets. But going by history, getting a good price 
depends on the prevailing macroeconomic trends. In such a 
case, the finance minister would have to do a tightrope walk 
by pruning the size of  the welfare schemes despite the risk 
of  being taken to task by the opposition and the people. On 
the bright side, the government has sought to walk the talk 
on making Hyderabad, the crest jewel of  Telangana, into a 
world-class city. The proposal to extend the metro to the Old 
City and the airport is surely the need of  the hour. Similarly, 
getting the new Hyderabad Disaster Relief  and Asset Protec-
tion Agency operational is a welcome step.

Q U I C K  TA K E

MORE ATTENTION TO ADHD

ATTENTION deficit hyperactivity disorder or ADHD, one 
of  the most common mental disorders affecting children, 
is on the rise worldwide. The symptoms, which include 

inattention, excessive movements and impulsivity, can be 
manifest among adults too. A recent call from British doctors 
focused the world’s attention on whether there is overdiag-
nosis of  the disorder. One meta-analysis suggests that ADHD 
is indeed overdiagnosed among both children and adoles-
cents in the US. We, in India, are far below those diagnostic 
curves. But with dropout and suicide rates among schoolchil-
dren rising, we need to increase our attention on their mental 
health. Schools would be the most fitting place to start.
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Humans, as we are
now, evolved around
700,000 years back. It

took us millennia to be
domesticated, seeking
warmth and the safe environs
of a family, community, caste,
religion, faith, ideology, local-
ity, city, and the country.
One only has to travel in a
train to understand these
bonds. No sooner are you
settled, when the friendly co-
traveller wants to know the
place that you belong to.
The ice breaker is enough for
complete strangers to explore
more intimate details and
search for relatives in case of
a shared caste, or neigh-
bours or even mutual friends
otherwise.
I remember a few interesting
incidents. I was around 8,
when our teacher asked us
our castes. I was not aware
and was tasked to inquire
from my parents. The next
day as I excitedly raised my
hand to blurt out the
response, the teacher
stumped me with yet anoth-
er googly - my sub caste.
Almost three and a half
decades later, my daughter
was also asked the same
question in her class. She was
also unprepared. This time I

armed her not only with the
caste, but the sub caste as
well. Though, I am not sure
if my ignorance was a reflec-
tion on inadequate feelings of
belonging, or it was the
grand sentiment of patrio-
tism.
I lived in a hostel in Japan for
three months for a training.
There were hundreds of men
and women of different
nationalities interacting with
each other in the mess or
during the entertainment
programs over weekends. It
was interesting to note peo-
ple bonding with each other
in a foreign land based on
common language. We from
the Indian subcontinent
gravitated towards Hindi or
Urdu speaking persons, irre-
spective of the nationalities.

Spanish speaking people
from Europe to South
America formed their own
group.
I also remember a train ride
in Switzerland in 2005, when
an advertisement caught my
eye. An Indian movie star
stared back at me, exhorting
me to buy an expensive item.
I did not have the money, but
the pride of an Indian face on
a Swiss train compensated
for the lack of resources.
During my professional life
in the railways, there was a
perennial debate about the
utility of having different
departments and officer level
recruitment based on the
same, which many thought
led to a departmental bias.
The Indian organization has
now done away with the
practice - it is now a unified
management service.
Efficacy of the change will be
known only in future. I
believe railway organisations
across the world have depart-
ment based cadres. It instils
a sense of pride in belonging
to the department, leading to
more efficient working.
I also remember our school
days. Each of us were divid-
ed into Houses, which were
usually named after different

colours or celebrity Indians.
There was a healthy system
of each House scoring points
during the academic year,
culminating into the grand
finale - the annual sports. We
would be cheering our House
performers till our sore
throats would permit. I never
witnessed animosity or pro-
fessional envy on the better
performance of rivals.
We tend to overlook a reali-
ty, probably because it is
deeply ingrained in our psy-
che. Indian army has regi-
ments based on communi-
ties. I have yet to come across
any community biased inci-
dents in the services. It might
have something to do with
the organization's resilience
and strength of its leaders.
Louie Schwartzberg,
American director, produc-
er, and cinematographer,
aptly remarked, "I think we
need to do some deep soul
searching about what's
important in our lives and
renew our spirit and our spir-
itual thinking, whether it's
through faith-based religion
or just through loving nature
or helping your fellow man."

(The writer is an author;
views are personal)
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as the Finance Minister has not
increased savings interest rates or pro-
vided health support through govern-
ment schemes. 
Despite Modi 3.0 winning with the sup-
port of young and senior citizens, the
government seems to have prioritized
coalition partners from Andhra Pradesh
and Bihar, neglecting these crucial
demographics. This budget highlights
a troubling trend of prioritising politi-
cal alliances over national interests. The
government could have showed more
concerned to the marginalised groups
and given them more concessions in the
budget rather than pleasing its allies.
The budget is supposed to be for the
entire nation not for the politcal allies,
so it should take care of all.

A P Thiruvadi |Chennai
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Madam — Lakhs of underprivileged
schoolchildren struggling with anemia
and malnutrition have benefited from
the "PM POSHAN scheme," which
addresses both hunger and education

challenges. India is among the few
countries that provide schoolchildren
with one nutritious meal a day.
However, a scheme as extensive as
POSHAN (formerly the midday meal
scheme) is vulnerable to issues such as
lethargy, corruption, and poor imple-
mentation. Reports of food adulteration
and poisoning have surfaced, including
a 2019 incident in Uttar Pradesh where
a roti was served with just salt. 
Recently, a dead snake was found in a
"dal-khichdi" packet served at an angan-
wadi government school in
Maharashtra's Sangli district. The
godown storing the food packets has
been sealed, but more actions are need-
ed, including holding contractors
accountable for these lapses. It is cru-
cial to ensure such incidents are pre-
vented to restore trust in the midday
meal program and ensure children feel
safe consuming these meals.

Ganpat Bhat| Akola
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Madam — At last, the Supreme Court
of India has stepped in to play a crucial
role in involving the state governments
of Punjab and Haryana to find a posi-
tive solution to the ongoing farmer
protests at the Sambhu border. The
Court has suggested forming a commit-
tee of independent individuals to nego-
tiate with the farmers. It is indeed frus-
trating that the farmers, the "annadata"
(food providers) of our country, are back
on the streets fighting for a legal guar-
antee of the Minimum Support Price
(MSP) for crops and other demands to
reach the NDA government. 
Currently, the Centre, under Prime
Minister Narendra Modi, seems to
have turned a blind eye to the plight of
farmers, particularly in Punjab and
Haryana. The prolonged standoff
between the Haryana government and
protesting farmers, which began on
February 13, has led to road blockades,
disrupted public life, and traffic move-
ment, compelling the Supreme Court to
act. 
The Centre has yet to address or resolve
the farmers' issues, leading to renewed
protests with uncertainty. The Congress
has only offered hollow assurances and
remained a passive observer. It is hoped
that the recent meeting between farmer
leaders and Rahul Gandhi in
Parliament, along with the Apex Court's
efforts, will lead to a resolution of the
issue without further delay.

Janga Bahadur Sunuwar|Jalpaiguri
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Madam — The Union Budget for 2024-
25 can be viewed in three layers. The
positive aspect is its focus on boosting
economic activity and generating
employment opportunities across var-
ious sectors, with significant support for
MSMEs. However, the budget fails to
address the needs of the salaried class,
leaving them with unmet expectations.
The most concerning aspect is the
complete disregard for senior citizens,
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“evolved spectacularly” dur-
ing this period when the
pressures of survival, which
were great, moulded them.
The problem, according to
Morris, is that humans had
evolved as tribal animals and
“the basic characteristic of the
tribe is that it operates on a
localized, inter-personal
basis. To abandon this funda-
mental social pattern, so typ-
ical of the ancient human
condition, was going to be
against his grain.” This, how-
ever, is precisely what
humans had to do with the
emergence of towns. Inter-
city coordination developed
with the growth of agricul-
ture and trade. The human
being “became a citizen, a
super tribes man, and the key
difference was that as a super
tribes man he no longer
knew personally each mem-
ber of his community.” It was
this change from the person-
al to the impersonal society,
“that was going to cause the
human animal the greatest
agonies in the millennia
ahead. As a species we were
not biologically equipped to
cope with a mass of strangers
masquerading as members of
our tribe. It was something
we had to learn to do, but it
was not easy we are still
fighting against it in all kinds
of hidden and ways—and
some that are not so hidden.”
People have tried to satisfy

their desire for cooperative
personal relationships by
forming tribe-sized “sub-
groups or pseudo-tribes
within the main body of
super-tribes” with social or
professional companions.
This, however, has also meant
viewing other sub-groups as
being beyond the pale and
enabling their members—
even those personally known
to one—to be treated as badly
as members of an imperson-
al mob.
This writer feels that crimi-
nal gangs constitute a form of
such sub-groups or pseudo-
tribes. These are small groups
whose members can be com-
pared to tribal hunters
searching for prey, which,
instead of animals, are the
human victims of their
crime. This is particularly so
in instances of armed rob-
beries or targeted mob vio-
lence. Gang leaders, like lead-
ers of the earlier hunters,
guide and protect gang mem-
bers but also demand
unquestioning obedience and
treat mercilessly anyone who,
they feel, have deserted or
betrayed them.
Mobs have been a part of
urban life since the very
beginning,  and a proneness
to violence and criminal
activity is inherent in their
dynamics. The anonymity it
lends to members, hinders
detection in cases of collec-

tive violence. Also, tussles for
leadership lead to attempts to
garner support by resorting
to competitive encourage-
ment of violence. Equally,
individual members of mobs
can try to stand out in a
crowd by perpetrating or
calling for singularly violent
acts.
Even without mobs and
gangs, trivial causes spark
violence when overcrowd-
ing grates on one’s nerves.
Instances of “road rage” are
examples of this. Things are
going to get worse as rising
temperatures, cloudbursts,
flash floods, cyclones, torna-
dos and massive tidal waves,
become increasingly frequent
as a result of climate change-
-thereby severely affecting
cities and towns. 
There has to be a serious
global discourse on all
aspects of urban life includ-
ing law and order. There can
doubtless be no question of
reversing the course of histo-
ry and returning to tribal life.
One can, however, think of
devising patterns of com-
munity existence which con-
sciously addresses this prob-
lem, encouraging inter-per-
sonal contacts and diminish-
ing the scope for sub-group
conflicts. Unfortunately, no
such effort is under way.

(The author is Consulting
Editor, The Pioneer. The

views expressed are personal)
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Urban violence and
crime have been
matters of continu-
ing global concern.
While the quality

and adequacy of policing, and
some social and economic fac-
tors, have been discussed in this
context, the basic, underlying
cause has escaped sufficient
attention. It is the conflict
between the very character of
urban life and the orientation of
the human ethos as it has
evolved. The matter has been
dwelt upon comprehensively
by Desmond Morris in The
Human Zoo. His focus has not
been on crime but on the wider
consequences of the conflict in
terms of the future of human
beings. His observations, how-
ever, have implications which no
serious researcher in urban vio-
lence and crime can ignore.
The primary cause of conflict
between urban life and human
ethos, according to Morris, is
overcrowding caused by popu-
lation growth. He describes two
vastly different scenarios at the
very beginning of the book. In
the first, people are members of
a tribe, comprising a “compact
group” of 60, living in a piece of
land 20 miles long and 20 miles
wide, which is forested and
inhabited by “animals, small
and large.”  In the second, they
live in an area of the same
dimensions but which is “civi-
lized, inhabited by machines
and buildings,” and where there
are a “compact group of six mil-
lion human beings,” a “hundred
thousand individuals for every-
one in the first scene.”
The change has taken place in
the course of the past few thou-
sand years, which, says Morris,
is “almost instantaneous” in
evolutionary terms. Human
beings have adapted themselves
so brilliantly to their new envi-
ronment that they have come to
believe this to have been a
gradual process, and they are
biologically fully equipped to
deal with it. This is not the case.
Biologically, humans remain
the simple, rural animals
described in scene one above.
According to Morris, they “lived
like that, not for a few centuries,”
but “for a million hard years.”
They “changed biologically” and
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This refers to the news article, "SC
Stays Nameplate Diktat on
Kanwar Yatra Path" (July 23).

The Honorable Supreme Court has
taken a constitutional, legal, and prac-
tical stance by issuing an interim stay
on the Yogi government's order
regarding name plates along the
Kanwar route. 
The order from the Yogi government
appears to have been issued to protect
the sentiments of Kanwar Yatris.
However, there are differing opinions
on this issue within society.Creating a
false identity or concealing one's caste,
religion, or creed can be considered
condemnable, anti-social, and illegal.
Currently, the matter is under review
by the Honorable Supreme Court, and
all related aspects will be examined,
taking into account social, religious,
and legal provisions.

Yugal Kishore Sharma| Faridabad
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Few would believe that
26-year-old Kevin
Dahima - a young, suc-

cessful entrepreneur from
coastal Gujarat - was once
unemployed. Today he himself
employs his thriving niche.
Kickstarting his business in
2021 and providing a 24-hour
service, Kelvin brings home
over Rs. 55,000 per month.
Having trained as a Hospital
Assistant. 
It all began at a hospital where
he saw patients discharged, but
still in need of various forms
of care - elderly patients who
require dressings; ex-ICU
patients who need oxygen
daily; and cancer and post-
surgery patients – what if he
could provide nursing care to
them, from the comfort of
their own homes? Not only is
he being productive in life, but 

he is helping people in their
hour of need, whilst building
something for the future. And
his journey to success all began
when he signed up for skill
training.
One doesn’t have to look too
far to see the social impact of
high levels of youth unemploy-
ment. In South Africa, where
youth unemployment has hit
a high of 59.7%, unemploy-
ment is considered to be the
root cause of many problems
the country faces today -

including crime, poverty and
suicide. 
Closer to home, the epidemic
of drug use in Punjab has been
fuelled by social and econom-
ic factors including high
unemployment, and underem-
ployment; and pressing nation-
al issues like youth suicide are
compounded by youth unem-
ployment. Never has it been
more important for our young
people to have opportunities
for bright and productive
futures.
Around the world, youth
unemployment and under-
employment are significant
problems in many societies,
which can lead to feelings of
hopelessness and frustration –
which can often fuel social
unrest. Over the next decade,
the World Bank estimates one
billion young people will try to

enter the job market, but less
than half of them will find for-
mal jobs. This will leave the
majority of young people,
many in minority and margin-
alized groups, unemployed or
experiencing working pover-
ty. 
With the largest youth popu-
lation in the world (with 66%
of the total population under
the age of 35), and the latest
data from CMIE (a think
tank) claiming youth unem-
ployment could be as high as
45.5% - among the highest in
the world - it is important that
India takes note here. 
There is a lot we can do to
ensure we take a preventive
approach to these issues to
secure productive futures for
our many young people.In a
country with a gaping skills
gap, this presents a major

opportunity – to invest in
skills collaboratively to meet
the needs of both youth and
industry. According to recent
studies, India’s employable
population is far too low to
meet the demands of the
skilled labour market. 

Two-thirds of the country’s
workforce aren’t qualified for
current job openings. With
such a shortage of qualified
workers, businesses are strug-
gling to fill positions creating
a significant challenge. It’s not
just the quantity of skilled

labour that’s lacking. The qual-
ity of available talent is also
wanting. Recent research
shows that only 33% of work-
ers in India possess the skills
employers seek most. The
need of the hour to tackle
issues at both ends of the
spectrum lies in skill training. 
Whilst the India Skills Mission
abandoned its goal of training
500 million youth by 2022,
there is still a clear need for
corporates, skill training
providers and civil society to
step into the breach. 
Rural youth, in particular,
need greater access to quality
skill training providers who
also support placement, whilst
also requiring help to convince
families that skills are indeed
the way to go – a route often
in conflict with the white-col-
lar aspirations of both youth

and their families. Sadly, half
of all graduates in India are
unemployable due to a lack of
industry-relevant skills.The
world faces a multitude of
challenges today, many of
which affect our youth.
Conflicts that disrupt educa-
tion and stability, a polarized
online environment that fos-
ters negativity, and economic
inequality that limits opportu-
nities. These issues threaten
not only individual futures
but the overall stability of
communities. It is therefore
crucial to equip youth with the
necessary skills to become
productive citizens and create
a more sustainable future for
all. 

(The writer is CEO, of
Ambuja Foundation; views

are personal)
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twin concepts, demilitarisation
and deradicalisation, were applied
to Germany and Japan after World
War II, leading to decades of
peace, prosperity, and
security.”Despite his lofty words,
Netanyahu's visit was not about
peace but about expanding the war
towards Iran, a country he men-
tioned twenty-seven times in his
52-minute, record-breaking fourth
address. Tragically, there was not
even the slightest hint of how he
plans to extricate Israel from the
tragic impasse it is trapped in
under his watch.Israeli analysts
expose these hyperboles, stating,
“The goal of Benjamin Netanyahu's
trip to Washington, including his
appearance before the U.S.
Congress, is not and never was to
advance a diplomatic agreement to
bring home the Israeli hostages
safely and to end the fighting and
suffering. Rather, it is designed to
enlist domestic American support
to keep waging the war.” Another
analyst remarked, “Netanyahu may
have won 52 standing ovations
from the rapturous, majority-
Republican audience, but his
rhetoric, which so impressed
Washington, offered nothing for
Israelis watching back home.”
Meanwhile, in Beijing, 14
Palestinian groups, including
Hamas and Fatah, signed the
Beijing Declaration. 
This rare display of unity, facilitat-
ed by China, marks a significant
shift towards reconciliation among
Palestinian factions—a unity long
deemed unattainable due to
numerous internal and external
challenges. The persistent disuni-
ty has exacerbated the Palestinians'
suffering beyond Israeli oppression.
Therefore, the recent declaration
offers a glimmer of hope for a more
cohesive and effective Palestinian
political movement, provided the
commitments are genuine and
actionable. 
The Beijing Declaration signifies a
remarkable step towards
Palestinian unity and sovereignty.
The declaration's commitment to
post-war governance in Gaza and
the establishment of a temporary
national reconciliation govern-
ment underscores a unified vision
for Palestinian self-governance

and independence.The signifi-
cance of the Beijing Declaration is
profound, echoing ancient and
contemporary sentiments on diplo-
macy and conflict resolution.
Chinese scholar Zhu Weilie aptly
noted, "The Beijing Declaration
represents the mainstream opin-
ions of various Palestinian fac-
tions," marking a critical step
toward Palestinian statehood. 
Historical divisions between fac-
tions like Fatah and Hamas, ongo-
ing since the late Yasser Arafat's era,
have long impeded progress. The
success of this meeting, which saw
all factions in attendance for the
first time, symbolizes a break-
through in Palestinian unity and
reflects the global south's emerg-
ing solidarity and cooperation.
The strength of a nation derives
from the integrity of the home.The
impact of the Beijing Declaration
extends beyond Palestinian inter-
nal politics. It poses significant
implications for the protracted
Israeli-Palestinian conflict. While
Palestine moves towards internal
unity, Israel's political trajectory
appears increasingly extreme and
radical. 
The continuous violence and ris-
ing death toll highlight the urgent
need for a ceasefire and renewed
peace efforts. Yet, Israel's alignment
with U.S. interests and electoral
politics hinders progress. In con-
trast, Palestine's willingness to
engage with China's diplomatic ini-
tiatives offers a hopeful pathway
towards reconciliation and peace,
reminiscent of Sun Tzu's assertion
that "the supreme art of war is to
subdue the enemy without fight-
ing."China's role as a mediator and
leader in global conflicts is likely
to expand. The successful reconcil-
iation between Saudi Arabia and
Iran under China's mediation last
year, followed by the current
Palestinian unity efforts, signals a
shift in West Asian diplomacy.
China's "active actions," character-
ized by leadership and initiative,
have garnered widespread accep-
tance and support from various
countries in the
region.Concurrently, Ukraine’s
Foreign Minister Dmytro Kuleba,
during his visit to Beijing this week,
informed China’s Foreign Minister

that “Ukraine is ready and willing
to engage in dialogue and negoti-
ations with Russia” aimed at a per-
manent settlement. Kuleba is in
China to secure their assistance in
future negotiations with Russia. He
emphasised that the negotiations
should be rational and lead to last-
ing peace. There is no mention of
NATO, the US, or the UK being
involved, but they cannot be
pleased with the prospect of peace
in Europe being facilitated by
China. 
This could drive President
Volodymyr Zelenskyy to rethink
his approach to destructive promis-
es he was given by his “masters”
behind the screen.These develop-
ments indicate that Beijing is
emerging as a new pivotal key play-
er in global conflicts, advocating its
strategic ambitions. As regional
powerhouses in Asia, both India
and China have the potential to ele-
vate the Global South to new
heights. Not only Beijing but also
Delhi, with Prime Minister Modi's
first foreign visit to Russia after his
third election, shares this strategic
vision. In this context, it is impor-
tant to consider the words of
Sergey Lavrov, Russia's Minister of
Foreign Affairs: “It is also obvious
that the United States is trying to
drag India into its anti-China pro-
ject. Both China and India are
much more deeply involved in the
Western system of globalisation in
terms of the volume of financial,
investment, and trade agreements
and many other things. But the fact
is that just like us (Russia), China
and India are fully aware of the dis-
criminatory nature of what the
West is doing.” Transcending polit-
ical affiliations and beliefs, the most
noble and imperative pursuit, as
Albert Camus profoundly stated, is
the fight for peace. Humanity pre-
vails when, at such critical
moments, we forge a united front
against the relentless forces of
conflict and injustice. Humanity
triumphs when, at pivotal
moments, we unite resolutely
against manufactured conflicts
and unyielding forces of injustice,
setting aside political differences to
stand together. 

(The writer is a journalist and
author. Views are personal)

He flew to Washington; they
went to Beijing. While lead-
ers soar through the skies,
ordinary civilians are engulfed
in the flames of war. Their

children scream not for the luxury of edu-
cation, but for the sheer will to survive amid
the relentless rains of bombs. Famine dev-
astates their lives, and in Gaza and beyond,
people are not just yearning for food but
for the basic necessity of drinking water.
This grim reality highlights the stark
polarization in the global order, as non-
Western nations struggle with age-old
problems made worse by those wielding
power. Harvard-educated former combat
soldier of Sayeret Matkal in the IDF,
Prime Minister of Israel Benjamin
Netanyahu, commonly known by his
nom-de-guerre Bibi, flew to the United
States to address Congress, followed by a
meeting with President Joe Biden, who, bat-
tling COVID-19 for the third time, was
expected to announce his inability to run
for a second term officially. Amidst thou-
sands of protesters and a boycott by
dozens of Congress members, Netanyahu
addressed Congress. Meanwhile, represen-
tatives from fourteen Palestinian organisa-
tions flew to Beijing to sign a peace agree-
ment. The presence of fourteen organisa-
tions for a population of just over 5 mil-
lion highlights the profound divisions
within this land, once a nation-state rav-
aged by intricate schemes.Following the
horrific October 7 attack, where thousands
of Israelis were brutally killed and many
more kidnapped by Hamas, the region’s
conflict landscape has been irrevocably
altered. 
This incident has significantly hampered
Israel's efforts to normalise relationships
with neighbouring countries. In response,
China swiftly intervened, brokering an
unprecedented rapprochement between
Saudi Arabia and Iran. This diplomatic
achievement was monumental during
Ebrahim Raisi’s presidency, although trag-
ically overshadowed by the helicopter
crash that claimed the lives of Raisi and his
dynamic Foreign Minister while returning
from a joint irrigation project inauguration
in Azerbaijan province.In his record-
breaking address to Congress, Prime
Minister Netanyahu outlined his vision for
peace, affirming that he would not cease
fire until victory was achieved—a notion
that seems illusory given the ground real-
ities. 
Ironically, before the speech, his entourage
hinted that he would present "a vision" for
the future of Gaza and the region.
Ultimately, that vision consisted of "a
demilitarized and deradicalized" Gaza.
Netanyahu, who struggles to convince his
ultra-Orthodox partners to teach their chil-
dren basic math, now claims to plan on
educating "a new generation that must be
taught not to hate Jews." This plan remains
unclear, but he quickly shifted to slogans
about an "Abraham Alliance" between
Israel and "moderate" Arab nations, con-
veniently ignoring his coalition's refusal to
even utter the words "two-state solution,"
the very foundation for this
alliance.“Following our victory, with the
help of regional partners, the demilitarisa-
tion and deradicalisation of Gaza can lead
to a future of security, prosperity, and peace.
That’s my vision for Gaza,” he proclaimed
to Congress. 
He continued, “A new generation of
Palestinians must no longer be taught to
hate Jews but to live in peace with us. Those
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