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Turn and churn

A caste census should not be allowed
to ossify social segmentation
T he Centre’s decision to include caste en-

umeration in the next national Census

marks a sharp departure for the ruling
BJP from its previous position. Prime Minister Na-
rendra Modi had in 2024 targeted the Congress
election manifesto promise of a caste census as a
reflection of its ‘urban Naxal’ thinking. During
the general election last year, BJP leaders had
asked the people for a massive Lok Sabha major-
ity to remodel the Constitution. This promise of a
constitutional overhaul was seen by OBC and Da-
lit groups as a threat to dismantle caste reserva-
tions, and partly explains why the BJP fell short of
an electoral majority. In 2015, the RSS chief’s call
for a debate on caste-based reservation led to set-
backs for the BJP in the Bihar Assembly elections.
The Maharashtra and Haryana Assembly election
victories in 2024 suggested that the BJP’s plank of
Hindu unity, and its resistance to caste-based pol-
itics, continued to retain electoral salience. But,
as it turns out, the BJP was probably unsure of its
electoral ground and feared or sensed an under-
current in favour of caste census that it could no
longer politically ignore, particularly in Bihar
which will vote later this year.

It is now a race to claim credit. The BJP and the
Opposition have accused each other of under-
mining social justice. National formations, which
include the BJP, the Congress and the Left, have
historically taken an ambiguous, if not hostile,
view towards caste claims. Subaltern parties that
mobilised OBC and Dalit groups in Uttar Pradesh
and Bihar displaced all national parties from
these States in the 1990s. The BJP responded by
turning more inclusive towards the OBCs, that
has culminated in its continuing electoral domi-
nance since 2014. The Congress, under Rahul
Gandhi, started espousing caste justice, in a re-
markable turn in the party’s history. Apart from a
caste census, Mr. Gandhi now seeks the removal
of the 50% ceiling in reservations, and an expan-
sion of reservation in private educational institu-
tions. Though there is no evidence yet that the
Congress has or will make electoral gains from
the new stirring, it is evident that the BJP is wor-
ried. The counting of castes and communities un-
leashed social forces in colonial India that conti-
nue till date, and a comprehensive caste count,
the first since 1931, is set to unmake and remake
many political and social realities. A caste census
would not automatically result in reservation ac-
cording to population figures, which is obnox-
ious; as Article 16(4) of the Constitution makes it
clear, special provision for reservation in favour
of any backward class can be made only if such
community is inadequately represented in public
services. A caste census should not be allowed to
ossify social divisions, but only used to better tar-
get benefits of affirmative action.

New friends

India is making efforts to isolate
Pakistan in the Islamic world

‘ midst the shock over the Pahalgam terror

attack, the resultant diplomatic measures

against Pakistan and the likelihood of a
military escalation, New Delhi’s attempts to
strengthen ties with three of Pakistan’s closest al-
lies may have been missed. But support from Sau-
di Arabia, the UAE and the Taliban regime in Af-
ghanistan will be important to building India’s
case against the perpetrators. Prime Minister Na-
rendra Modi was in Jeddah when he received
news of the attack. Although he cut short his vi-
sit, he discussed the attack at some length with
Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman. The
joint statement recorded their strong condemna-
tion of the attack, rejecting any attempt to “link
terrorism to any particular race, religion or cul-
ture”. The wording marks the strongest such lan-
guage used and is the culmination of the process
begun in 2006 with the India-KSA Delhi Declara-
tion, followed by the 2010 Strategic Partnership
agreement that turned the compass in the Saudi
Kingdom on terrorism. In 2012, Saudi authorities
assisted India in securing the arrest of Sayed Zabi-
uddin Ansari alias Abu Jundal, an LeT Indian co-
conspirator being tried for the 26/11 attacks. The
assistance marked a turnaround in ties, given the
Kingdom’s history of funding Islamist extremist
groups at madrasas in Pakistan and other coun-
tries. Ties have now been transformed with
technological cooperation and the promise of
$100 billion Saudi investment.

With the UAE, India has made strides in coop-
eration, boosted by the signing of the Strategic
Partnership in 2017, and at least six visits by Mr.
Modi, leading to a stark turnaround since the
1990s, when India pleaded unsuccessfully for the
extradition of Dawood Ibrahim and in interven-
ing in the 1999 hijack of flight IC-814. In April,
New Delhi rolled out the red carpet for Sheikh
Hamdan bin Mohammed bin Rashid Al Mak-
toum, Crown Prince of Dubai and the UAE’s De-
puty Prime Minister and Minister of Defence, ce-
menting ties with a country that has been one of
Pakistan’s closest backers. Finally, this week saw
a surprise visit to Kabul by the MEA’s point-per-
son for Pakistan-Afghanistan-India and a meeting
with Taliban acting foreign minister Muttaqi as
well as a “categorical condemnation” by the Tali-
ban of the Pahalgam killings — a far cry from the
Taliban’s past in targeting Indian interests in Af-
ghanistan in collaboration with Pakistani agen-
cies and terror groups. It would not be pragmatic
to assume a full change of heart with the Taliban,
but the support against terrorism is bound to be
one more pressure point on Pakistan. The salu-
tary impact of well-timed diplomacy in turning
around ties with countries that had refused India
cooperation three decades ago is noteworthy.
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Reviving a far-sighted but forgotten Bill mechanism

rivate Member’s Bills (PMBs) are a

mechanism through which Members

of Parliament (MP), who are not

Ministers, can propose their own
legislation. In India’s parliamentary system, most
laws are introduced by the government, drafted
by Ministries and tabled by Ministers. In contrast,
PMBs come from individual MPs, both ruling
party or the Opposition. In each session, Fridays
are usually reserved for discussion on PMBs.
PMBs are perhaps the last remaining intervention
wherein MPs are not strictly guided by party
mandate.

However, this crucial intervention has steadily
eroded. Frequent disruptions, pre-emptive
adjournments, and the increasing prioritisation
of government business have reduced the PMB to
a symbolic gesture rather than a serious
legislative exercise. Ignoring the PMB is a
procedural lapse and also signals a democratic
backslide.

PMB trends, 17th and 18th Lok Sabha

Since Independence, only 14 PMBs have been
passed and received presidential assent and none
has cleared both Houses since 1970. In the 17th
Lok Sabha (2019-24), 729 PMBs were introduced
in the Lok Sabha and 705 in the Rajya Sabha.
However, only two in the Lok Sabha and 14 in the
Rajya Sabha were ever discussed.

In the 18th Lok Sabha, only 20 MPs have
introduced PMBs so far. During the inaugural and
Budget Sessions of 2024, 64 PMBs were
introduced in the Lok Sabha, but not a single one
was discussed.

In the winter session, two Fridays in the Lok
Sabha were lost to disruptions, while another was
taken up by a general discussion on the
Constitution. Even in the Budget Session, the first
Friday, usually reserved for private members, was
used for discussions on the Union Budget. Only
one Friday in the Lok Sabha saw any private
member business-related activity, and even this
was limited to a resolution. In the Rajya Sabha,
out of 82 PMBs listed during the Budget Session,
only 49 were introduced on a single Friday, and
discussion began on just one, only to be cut short
as the House was adjourned sine die.

PMBs have long provided a platform for MPs to
introduce pieces of legislation that reflect
personal convictions, constituency demands, or
emerging social needs, regardless of party
affiliation.

A notable example is the ‘Right to Disconnect’
Bill introduced by Supriya Sule of the Nationalist
Congress Party, in the Lok Sabha on October 28,
2019. The Bill proposed granting employees the
legal right to disengage from work-related
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communication beyond official working hours,
addressing the increasing intrusion of work into
personal life in the digital age. Though it did not
proceed beyond the initial stage, the Bill sparked
an important national conversation on mental
health, work-life balance, and labour rights in a
hyper-connected economy. It exemplifies how
PMBs can be vehicles for forward-looking and
unconventional ideas.

In contrast, some PMBs have had a more
tangible legislative impact. In 2014, Tiruchi Siva of
the Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (Rajya Sabha),
introduced the ‘Rights of Transgender Persons
Bill. On April 24, 2015, the Bill made history by
becoming the first Private Member’s Bill in over
four decades to be passed by the Rajya Sabha.
Though it did not clear the Lok Sabha, it laid the
groundwork for the Transgender Persons
(Protection of Rights) Act, 2019, introduced and
passed by the government. This Bill is a powerful
reminder of how private initiatives can shape the
legislative agenda and compel government action
on socially sensitive issues.

PMBs also offer space for MPs from the ruling
party to express independent thought. Bharatiya
Janata Party MP Gopal Chinayya Shetty’s Bill
calling for free medical and health-care facilities
to the senior citizens in all Government and
private hospitals is an example. His intervention
demonstrates that even Treasury Bench MPs,
often bound by government priorities, can use
PMBs to introduce legislation based on personal
insight or constituency feedback.

Shrinking space for independent action

One cannot overlook the institutional changes
that have contributed to the reduced space for
individual legislative initiative. The 52nd
Constitutional Amendment, which introduced
the Anti-Defection Law through the Tenth
Schedule, aimed to ensure political stability.
However, it has also had the unintended effect of
limiting the ability of MPs, particularly the
Treasury Benches, to independently question or
deviate from their party’s legislative agenda. In
such a structured environment, the PMB remains
one of the few avenues through which MPs across
party lines can suggest constructive policy
alternatives.

While voters in India may cast their ballots for
candidates contesting on party symbols, their
choices are often equally influenced by the
individual’s integrity, expertise and track record
within the constituency. MPs are elected not
solely to reiterate the party’s position, but to
serve as a voice for the aspirations and concerns
of their constituents.

To safeguard the PMB process, a series of

procedural and structural reforms must be
considered.

Reforms to pursue

The first is the need to treat the time earmarked
for PMBs as sacrosanct. Amendments to the Rules
of Procedure and Conduct of Business should
explicitly protect this time from being
overridden, except in cases of a national
emergency. Dedicated hours for PMBs must not
only be preserved but also enforced with
consistency, enabling meaningful debate and
potential adoption of the PMB.

Parliament could consider instituting a review
committee specifically for PMBs, responsible for
screening Bills for quality, relevance, and
constitutionality. It could even recommend a
priority list for discussion based on public
importance and cross-party support. A fast-track
mechanism may also be introduced for
high-impact or broadly supported Bills to reach
the floor in a time-bound manner.

In instances where the government feels
constrained by time to transact its own legislative
business, it should consider extending the overall
working hours of Parliament, rather than
encroaching upon the Fridays reserved for PMBs.
The working hours in both Houses typically run
from 11 a.m. to 4:30 p.m., which includes a lunch
break. A modest extension, even by an hour or
two, would significantly improve the productivity
of Zero Hour and Question Hour, while ensuring
that PMBs remain undisturbed. With the prospect
of delimitation and a likely increase in the
number of MPs in both Houses, the urgency of
reform is greater than ever.

One compelling reform that could be adapted
from international practice is the Ten-Minute
Rule of the U.K. Parliament — any MP can make a
short speech of up to 10 minutes in support of a
PMB along with its introduction after which
another MP may oppose it for an equal length of
time. This allows Bills to be introduced, heard,
and recorded without long time slots. Adopting a
similar provision in the Indian context, either as
an addition to or as a substitute for existing PMB
procedures, could create a channel for a greater
number of legislative ideas to enter the public
domain.

The Vice President of India/Chairman of the
Rajya Sabha, Jagdeep Dhankhar, has laid
emphasis on the role of private member’s
business in deepening democracy. He described
PMBs as “far-sighted, forward-looking, and a gold
mine” for India’s legislative landscape. These are
words that reflect both the value and the
potential of this mechanism when nurtured with
sincerity.

Chinas strategic push — Asia ties amid tariff tensions

he President of China, Xi Jinping’s
T three-nation tour of Southeast Asia (April

14-18, 2025) to Vietnam, Malaysia, and
Cambodia, had one goal: to pitch Beijing as the
only reliable partner of choice. Facing what is at
the moment a 145% tariff on Chinese exports
imposed by the Trump administration, China is
actively recalibrating its external economic
engagement, especially in geographies where it
enjoys strategic proximity and relatively receptive
partners.

This Southeast Asia outreach is not just routine
diplomacy. It is a considered move by Beijing to
mitigate external economic pressure, project
stability, and cement its leadership narrative in
the Indo-Pacific. The visit also comes in the wake
of the “Central Conference on Work Relating to
Neighbouring Countries” (April 8-9). This
relatively rare workshop was attended by senior
party leaders and underscored the importance of
fostering a “community with a shared future”
with neighbouring states.

As a buffer and bridge

China is keen to insulate itself from the
ramifications of a deepening trade war with the
U.S., which now extends beyond tariffs to export
controls, technology bans and financial
decoupling. In this context, Southeast Asia serves
as a buffer and a bridge. It offers China resilient
trade channels, manufacturing alternatives, and
diplomatic partners to collectively push back
against the narrative of de-risking or containment
led by Washington.

Under U.S. President Donald Trump,
Cambodia could face a combined tariff of up to
59% (including a 10% universal tariff and an
additional 49% once a 90-day pause ends), while
Vietnam and Malaysia would be hit with tariffs of
46% and 24%, respectively. Conversely, Mr. Xi’s
message was that China is open for business,
supports multilateralism, and opposes unilateral
coercion — a direct rebuttal to U.S. policies. In
Vietnam, his meeting with key Vietnamese
leaders resulted in the signing of 45 cooperation
agreements. In Malaysia, discussions focused on
enhancing economic cooperation and addressing
regional security concerns. The two countries
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signed over 30 agreements, encompassing
sectors such as the digital economy, artificial
intelligence, agriculture and infrastructure
development. The Cambodia visit (Mr. Xi’s first
since 2016), underscored China’s role as
Cambodia’s largest investor and trading partner,
with bilateral trade exceeding $15 billion in 2024.
All these agreements, particularly the Funan
Techo Canal project in Cambodia, are an effort to
show that China continues to offer public goods
and economic opportunities, while the U.S. pivots
toward protectionism.

To project a contrast

Beyond economics, the visit was also about
ideological and normative competition as Beijing
attempts to draw a contrast between its model of
non-interference and economic engagement, and
what it portrays as U.S. interventionism and
ideological rigidity. This narrative particularly
resonates in Cambodia, which has long been a
close political ally of Beijing, and to a lesser
extent in Malaysia, where the government has
sought to mostly maintain a balanced foreign
policy between major powers.

Mr. Xi’s call to advance a code of conduct in
the South China Sea, support for infrastructure
development through the Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI), and lay an emphasis on cultural linkages
are part of this soft power strategy. It seeks to
recast China not just as a neighbour but as a
normative leader in regional order-building,
offering an alternative vision to the U.S.-led liberal
international order.

The timing of this visit is politically significant.
U.S. engagement with Southeast Asia has been
episodic and often perceived to be reactive,
despite Washington’s measures to the contrary.
The U.S.’s Indo-Pacific strategy is also often seen
in parts of the Association of Southeast Asian
Nations (ASEAN) as security heavy and narrowly
focused on countering China. Mr. Xi’s visit, in
contrast, offers tangible deliverables:
infrastructure projects, digital collaboration,
trade facilitation, and security dialogues.

By visiting key ASEAN members, he also
played into intra-ASEAN dynamics. For instance,
the effort to deepen ties with Vietnam,

traditionally wary of Chinese assertiveness in the
South China Sea, is an attempt to reassure Hanoi.
In Malaysia, China’s emphasis on peaceful
dispute resolution and BRI collaboration appeals
to a government that is cautious about becoming
a pawn in the U.S.-China rivalry. While
Washington continues to emphasise security
partnerships — through AUKUS (Australia, the
United Kingdom, the U.S.), the Quad (Australia,
India, Japan, the U.S.), and bilateral alliances —
China is doubling down on economic diplomacy,
where the U.S. is perceived to have
underdelivered. Initiatives such as the
Indo-Pacific Economic Framework for Prosperity
have been criticised for lacking market access
incentives, in contrast to China’s clear offers of
investment and trade.

The larger picture

Moreover, Beijing’s ability to present itself as an
indispensable economic partner may complicate
U.S. efforts to build a coalition to isolate or deter
China economically. If Southeast Asia
increasingly leans further towards economic
interdependence with China, Washington will
find it harder to operationalise a robust economic
counter-strategy. Mr. Xi’s Southeast Asia tour is a
forward-looking strategy to entrench Chinese
influence in the Indo-Pacific at a time of systemic
flux. In the contest between the U.S. and China
for regional primacy, this kind of diplomacy is
calculated strategic positioning, with long-term
implications for regional alignment, economic
integration, and rule-setting.

Finally, this tour is also about domestic
political signalling. For Mr. Xi, the ability to show
that China is not internationally isolated, despite
mounting western pressure, is crucial. The optics
of warm receptions, economic deals, and
strategic dialogues serve to buttress his authority
at home and offset negative headlines around the
economic slowdown or diplomatic frictions with
the West. At the same time, they signal to the
region — and the Global South at large — that
China continues to be there for them to lean on.
How receptive Southeast will be to Mr. Xi’s
outreach, despite Beijing’s own unilateral
tendencies, remains to be seen.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Census and caste

The Narendra Modi
government’s surprise
decision to have a
caste-based census in the
middle of heightened
tensions with Pakistan over
the Pahalgam terror attack,
and after fiercely opposing
such a demand from the
Opposition, only highlights
the significance of caste

dynamics in the electoral
framework of Indian
democracy. A caste census
is important as it provides
data essential for
addressing social
inequalities, ensuring
equitable resource
allocation and monitoring
the effectiveness of
affirmative action policies.
One cannot wish away the

reality that caste-based
discrimination still exists in
many regions of India
despite laws making such
discrimination punishable.
That the decision has been
announced with an eye on
the Assembly elections in
caste-dominated Bihar is to
state the obvious. It is
amusing that the BJP’s top
leadership has hailed the

Prime Minister’s decision as
“historic”.

The truth is that it was he
who had repeatedly
attacked the Opposition for
their demand, accusing
them of “spreading poison
in society” in the name of
caste and even calling them
“urban Naxals”.

S.K. Choudhury,
Bengaluru

Canada-U.S. ties

Canadian Prime Minister
Mark Carney’s diplomatic
and data-driven focus on
long-term systemic reforms
is a style that will meet the
Trump’s dispensation’s
combative, transactional,
and short-term political
driven moves. Mr. Carney
could pursue parallel
alliances with the European

Union and Asia to hedge
against U.S.
unpredictability, even as Mr.
Trump focuses on extracting
short-term economic gains.
Mr. Carney has to rely on
nimble diplomacy.

R. Narayanan,
Navi Mumbai
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he Pahal I d a red line?
Has the Pahalgam attack crossed a red line:
suspicion regarding any movement taking place
PARLEY QQ on both sides. If and when military action takes
place, I think the ceasefire will not survive.
he calculated brutality of the terror Both the government and the armed forces
attack in Pahalgam in Jammu and should be free to choose the place and time Has the Pahalgam attack drawn a line? Is
- Kashmir appears to have crossed a of action, but it is preferable to do it without there any chance of bilateral, diplomatic
Sharat red line for India-Pakistan ties that ublicit ,if ossible. as that would reduce engagement in the future?
Sabharwal were already at an all-time low. Following its ph y fp lai ’ W
Former High diplomatic measures against Pakistan, what chances ot escalation. LGDH: For now, the attack has drawn a red line.
SHARAT SABHARWAL

Commissioner
to Pakistan and

appropriate military response can India craft?
Has the Pahalgam attack crossed a red line?

author of Sharat Sabharwal and Lieutenant General

‘India’s (Retired) Deependra Singh Hooda discuss the
Pakistan question in a conversation moderated by
Conundrum: Suhasini Haidar. Edited excerpts:

Managing a

Complex . . s . .
Relationship’ The Prime Minister has said that he has given

the military “a free hand” for operations.

W

A relative consoles Aishanya Dwivedi in Kanpur. Aishanya’s husband Shubham

Pakistan would be willing to admit what it did,
or whether that will [alone] be acceptable to the
[Modi] government.

LGDH: In 2016, we had planned for a reaction,
but Pakistan said “nothing happened” and did
not retaliate (to the surgical strikes). The

We can’t look five or 10 years down the line, but
in the immediate future, I don’t see any positive
engagement happening. We see only rhetoric
from Pakistan — on war, nuclear weapons, etc.

SS: My reading is that the trajectory of this
relationship, even beyond the resolution of this
crisis, remains sombre. Diplomacy has taken a
complete backseat for various reasons. First, our

Pakistan’s government has been saying every | Dwivediwas killed by terrorists in Pahalgam in Kashmir. Ap Pakistani response to the Balakot strikes in 2019 ‘terror and talks cannot go together’ policy.

Lieutenant
General
(Retired)
Deependra
Singh Hooda

Former
Commander in
Chief of the
Indian Army's
Northern
Command who
oversaw the
surgical strikes
across the Line
of Control in
2016

24 hours that an attack is imminent. Given
the indicators that a military option will be
exercised next, would you say that all
non-military options have been exhausted?

Sharat Sabharwal: There seems to be no
diplomacy between the two countries at the
moment. We know that some other countries,
notably the U.S., have said that they are in touch
with both sides and have urged them not to
escalate matters. But what would it take for
Pakistan to do something, which would be
acceptable to our government, which would
then move us towards de-escalation? There is
nothing of that kind on the horizon. The
government has to take into account the strong
public sentiment on the issue, the record of
what was done in 2016 (in Uri) and in 2019 (in
Pulwama), (India’s) surgical strikes and Balakot
strike in response and the expectation now that
there will be some finite action.

Lt Gen (Retd) Deependra Hooda: I think some
non-military options are still on the table, such
as international pressure, especially on Pakistan,
to back off. But the statements coming from
Pakistan, such as ‘Indian blood will flow through
the Indus’, are very hostile. I don’t see any give
from the Pakistani side. Therefore, if there are
no options left, then some sort of use of military
force seems the only way forward.

I wouldn’t read too much into the ‘free hand’
that has been given to the forces. Obviously, the
military has always had a free hand in preparing
for any action. In 2016, when we were planning

the cross-border operation, the government
didn’t interfere at all in the planning. But the
military cannot move when it wants. Whatever
is contemplated must get political approval.

Would a Pakistani offer to assist with the
investigation, as was the case in 2008 after
the Mumbai attacks and then in 2016 after

the Pathankot airbase attack, be
de-escalatory?

SS: There has been no such offer [from Pakistan]
this time. There is complete denial and there are
belligerent statements being made. Pakistan
Army chief Asim Munir is a hard-liner, going by
his speeches and public pronouncements. After
Pathankot, it was Pakistan Prime Minister Nawaz
Sharif who made the offer, but he was helpless
in front of the Army chief, and [the
investigation] went nowhere. In 2008, a lot of
international pressure was built up on Pakistan,
especially because nationals of other countries
also got killed in the attacks (in Mumbai).

Are there lessons learned from responses in
the past — 2008, 2016, 2019, etc. — when we
think about the response that is to come?

SS: In 2008, there was no publicised punitive
activity, but international pressure built up and
resulted in Pakistan not only acknowledging that
Ajmal Kasab was their national, but also
ordering an investigation by their federal
investigation agency. It was at this stage that I
went as High Commissioner in April 2009. In
June, [Pakistan] gave us a 30-page dossier, in
which they acknowledged for the first and the
last time that the attack was mounted from their
territory and launched by the Lashkar-e-Taiba
(LeT). And they gave us elaborate details of the
training, of where the boat was launched, etc.
They took seven people into custody and
launched a prosecution in an anti-terrorism
court, all of which offered us a way towards
de-escalation. We resumed dialogue in March
2011. In 2012, we saw the lowest level of violence
along the Line of Control (LoC) and in Jammu
and Kashmir since the turn of the century. This
is not something that necessarily offers us any
options for today, as it is not clear whether

taught us that there would be retaliation after
that. After 2019, Pakistani strategists have
written about a strategy of ‘quid pro quo plus’ —
that is, reacting in an equal manner plus a little
more — if India does something. So, as we
contemplate actions now, we need to prepare
for that. In 2019, we hadn’t looked at this aspect
enough, so there was a hasty reaction to
Pakistan’s retaliation. We need to see what is the
lowest level of military force which can be
considered a success from our side. People have
suddenly started talking about ‘taking PoK
(Pakistan-occupied Kashmir)’; that is far-fetched.

Even after 2019, we had the 2021 LoC
ceasefire negotiations. In 2024, External
Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar travelled to
Islamabad for the Shanghai Cooperation
Organisation (SCO), although he didn’t hold a
bilateral dialogue. Should such measures
end as well?

SS: The primary challenge we have now is
China. Our responsibilities on that side of the
border (Line of Actual Control) have grown. I
believe it is in our interest to keep the western
border as calm as possible. At the moment it is
very volatile because of what has happened. We
cannot leave the SCO just because Pakistan is
part of it or because China has an active role in
it. We must think of larger considerations.

LGDH: A ceasefire in 2021 made strategic sense.
We were looking more closely at the military
challenge from China, at the fact that a large
number of forces had got deployed there (at the
LAC). We cannot completely insulate the
ceasefire from the state of India-Pakistan
relations as they exist today. We are already
seeing breaches on the ceasefire line and I think
that will only increase. Obviously both sides
have built up additional forces along the LoC,
expecting something to happen. There will be

Second, Pakistan’s unreasonable demand,
which it sticks to, that India must withdraw the
Article 370 move, for any bilateral engagement.
The two countries are dependent entirely on
security, deterrence, and coercion to manage
the relationship. Ideally, coercion should be a
means to an end, with its impact being
leveraged at some stage through dialogue and
diplomacy to bring the adversary to a more
desirable stage. I don’t think permanent peace
between India and Pakistan is on the cards,
given the nature of the Pakistani state. Our aim
should be to manage this relationship at the
lowest possible level of pain. Because if it is a
journey of coercion, and coercion becomes an
end in itself, that creates an environment that is
prone to volatility. Our security forces protect us
brilliantly against most of that volatility, but
there is always a chance of the enemy getting
through.

Given all this, what kind of military response
would you suggest?

SS: It is up to the government [to decide]. Both
the government and the armed forces should be
free to choose the place and time of action, but
it is preferable to do it without publicity if
possible, as that would reduce chances of
escalation. When you publicise actions, you
force the other side to further action, given the
imperatives of public sentiment.

LGDH: It is up to the government. I agree that
the more we hype our actions, the more
pressure there will be on Pakistan to retaliate.
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Willpower, the secret weapon of
the Vietnamese during the war

A reminder of the strength of collectivism, 50 years since re-unification

Srinivasan Ramani

set in the late 1960s in Kolkata, the

protagonist Siddhartha, played by
Dhritiman Chatterjee, goes for a job inter-
view. The panel asks, “What would you
regard as the most outstanding and sig-
nificant event in the last decade?”

With little hesitation, Siddhartha res-
ponds: “The war in Vietnam”.

“More significant than the landing on
the moon?”

“Yes,” he says. “We were not unpre-
pared for the moon landing. We knew
about advances in space technology. It
was remarkable but not unpredictable.
On the other hand, the Vietnam War re-
vealed the extraordinary power of resis-
tance of the Vietnamese people... the or-
dinary people... peasants... nobody knew
they had it in them. This isn’t just tech-
nology, it’s about plain human courage,
and it takes your breath away.”

Prompt comes the question: “Are you
a communist?”

Siddhartha replies, “I don’t think one
needs to be one to admire the
Vietnamese”.

This may be a dialogue from a film, but
it is still a powerful reflection of how
thinking and informed people across the
world, especially among the poor and de-
veloping countries, perceived the Vietna-
mese struggle for reunification of their
partitioned country. Faced with the on-
slaught of a much superior and heavily
armed superpower, the Vietnamese re-
lied on their collective spirit and inge-
nious ability to use their terrain and pea-
sant knowledge. While they did get help
from other countries of the former So-
cialist bloc, their success was largely
owed to the implementation of their own
ideas and their hunger for freedom.

I got an opportunity to study the
thought process of that generation re-
cently. I was one of the many journalists
who was invited to cover the 50th anni-
versary of Vietnam’s reunification, cele-
brated with pomp on April 30. Vietnam is
today among the fastest-growing and up-
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l n Satyajit Ray’s classic Pratidwandi,

per-middle-income economies in the
world. Ho Chi Minh City — the present-
day name of Saigon, the outpost and cap-
ital of South Vietnam, and the fall of
which signalled the end of the Vietham
War — betrays little about the war-torn ci-
ty that it was five decades ago. However, a
few miles away from the city, the Cu Chi
tunnels showcase how the Vietnamese
managed to outwit their opponents
through sheer willpower.

Using just shovels and wicker baskets,
the Vietnamese resistance forces built a
250-km-long, three storey tunnel com-
plex. This consisted of simple ventilation
provisions, water wells, resting rooms,
kitchens (with carefully designed chim-
neys to avoid smoke detection), military
bunkers, medicinal facilities, and camou-
flaged areas facilitating shooters to attack
the enemy. Most of the implements used
to build this complex were as old as the
Iron Age, but they were still enough to
cause terror among the Americans and
the South Vietnamese infantry.

The Vietnamese also retold stories of
guerrilla fighters in the Can Gio man-
grove forest, located about 70 km from
Ho Chi Minh City. Here, the Viet Cong
guerrillas, many wearing simple loin-
cloths to wade and swim across croco-
dile-infested waters, used harsh terrain
such as mangrove forests and the Long
Tau River, to plan raids and ambushes on
U.S. vessels and South Vietnamese facili-
ties. When firebombs, including the use
of the notorious napalm bombs, and hea-
vy artillery were dropped on them, the
survivors used the remains of the unex-
ploded ones to be repurposed for their
own artillery. The remarkable feature of
the armed resistance was the steadfast
emphasis on collectivism and the avoi-
dance of a personality cult, except for the
strong reverence for the tallest leader of
the Vietnamese liberation movement, Ho
Chi Minh. On this anniversary of re-unifi-
cation, it is worth remembering how for-
ceful ideas and willpower in fighting for a
just cause can triumph over brute force.

srinivasan.vr@thehindu.co.in
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FIFTY YEARS AGO MAY 2, 1975

Centre may float bonds in
other countries

New Delhi, May 1: The Union Finance Minister,
Mr. C. Subramaniam, is examining the
possibility of floating short, medium or
long-term Government of India bonds in
countries like Philippines, Hongkong,
Thailand, etc., to which the Indians residing in
those countries, besides the nationals, can
subscribe. He is also believed to be
considering the scope for making some
changes in the banking laws to provide for the
holding of deposits of Indians resident in these
countries in foreign currency instead of
rupees.

This is in response to the representations
made by members of the Indian community
who met the Finance Minister in Manila,
where he was recently to attend the Annual
Meeting of the Board of Governors of the
Asian Development Bank. Members of the
Indian community in Hongkong and Bangkok
also met the Finance Minister when he was
returning to India from Philippines. The
Indian Chambers of Commerce in Manila,
numbering about 100, had given him a
reception while Indian bankers, insurance
men and other businessmen, numbering
about 200, met him in Hongkong. There was a
similar informal meeting with Indian
businessmen and traders in Thailand.

Indians resident in these countries have
done well in industry and trade but the events
in Vietnam and Cambodia have filled them
with a sense of uncertainty about their future.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO MAY 2, 1925

Punjab Council

Lahore, May 1: When the Punjab Legislative
Council met to-day, Sir John Maynard
announced, amidst applause, that out of the
revenue surplus of the preceding year and a
windfall of 56 lakhs on account of the remission
in the provincial contribution the Punjab
Government has decided to remit 20 lakhs of
taxation. Of this, 17 lakhs will be accounted for
by the remission of one rupee per acre on
fodder crops on perennial canals. While this
remission benefits the agriculturalists on
perennial canals the interests of all
agriculturalists are being considered in order to
be restored to the rate existing previous to the
financial stringency.
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India’s Goods and Death toll in Sudan’s The acres of land Amount the US. is The fall in Ukraine’s
Services Tax (GST) north Darfur in the ravaged in a major investing in universal  agricultural export in
collection in April past three weeks wildfire in Israel vaccines project the month of April

In $ million. According
00 to the Wall Street
Journal, the
“universal” vaccines aim to instantly
protect against multiple strains of a virus.
The project will use chemically inactivated
whole viruses, a method similar to older flu

vaccine techniques. Rreuters

At least 542 civilians
42 have been confirmed

killed in Sudan’s north
Darfur region in the past three weeks, the
UN said, warning that the actual death toll
was likely “much higher”. “The horror
unfolding in Sudan knows no bounds,” UN
rights chief Volker Turk said. arp

In  lakh crore. GST

2 37 collection rose 12.6%
® Y-0-Y to an all-time

high of about 22.37 lakh crore in April. This
is the second-highest collection ever since
the roll-out of the indirect tax regime on
July 1, 2017. In March 2025, the collection
was %1.96 lakh crore. e

In per cent. Ukrainian
23 Agribusiness Club said exports

of grains fell by 33%, oilseed
by 3%, while shipments of vegetable oil
rose by 6%. The agriculture ministry data
showed that Ukraine has exported a total
of 35.1 million tonnes of grain. reuters

COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM

The fire
000 broke out
, around
midday, fuelled by hot, dry conditions and
fanned by strong winds that quickly
whipped up the flames burning through a
pine forest. Several communities were

evacuated as a precaution. ap
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How can India tap its natural hydrogen potential?

What are some of the challenges to exploring and exploiting natural hydrogen resources? Is it a more expensive process than manufacturing hydrogen? How is

the US. going beyond just trying to locate and excavate natural hydrogen deposits? Does India have a growing hydrogen demand?

EXPLAINER

Kalyan Mangalapalli

The story so far:
or India, an economy in growth
mode with aspirations for
energy independence and a
pledge to reach net-zero
emissions by 2070, the exploitation and
use of natural hydrogen offers a
potentially game-changing opportunity.
In an increasingly volatile world where
national sovereignty, economic stability,
and energy security become inseparable,
tapping into this naturally occurring
commodity could go a long way toward
enhancing India’s strategic autonomy.

How much potential does India have?
India’s hydrogen demand was projected
to grow from six million tonnes per year
(Mt/year) in 2020 to over 50 Mt/year by
2070 to support its net-zero target. A
preliminary study, by some members of
academia referencing model predictions
of global geologic hydrogen resources,
arrives at a value of 3,475 million tonnes
of natural hydrogen potential in India. If
these estimates were to be true, we may
not even need to engage in the process of
manufacturing hydrogen anymore but
rather pursue the quest of finding and
producing naturally occurring hydrogen
that would help decarbonise our
economy faster at a lower cost.

On the heels of the recent findings of
natural hydrogen reserves in the
Andamans, stakeholders need to come up
with directional estimates to bring
attention of policy makers and investors
to the overall potential of natural
hydrogen in India. A comprehensive
geological study is essential, considering
critical factors such as the quality, extent,
thickness, accessibility, and hydrocarbon
generation potential of the source rock;
presence and effectiveness of seals and
traps; size and viability of hydrocarbon
accumulations; potential losses during
migration; and the accessibility of the

o

area for exploration and development.

What are the challenges?

Natural hydrogen exploitation and
exploration is no easy feat. It has
technical, logistical, economical, and
safety-related challenges. Accurately
locating and quantifying underground
hydrogen reserves is the primary
challenge. Unlike oil and gas, for which
well-established exploration techniques
exist, natural hydrogen exploration is still
evolving. Additionally, efficient and
cost-effective extraction technology for
natural hydrogen is key. While modifying
current gas industry practices associated
with well drilling and extraction facilities,
one must consider hydrogen’s specific
properties, including its small molecular
size and high diffusivity. Studies into
extraction solutions for lowest cost

GETTY IMAGES/ISTOCKPHOTO

hydrogen are in progress.

Hydrogen extraction also involves
specific safety issues as opposed to
hydrocarbons because of its high
diffusivity and reactivity. Mitigation
measures involve the study and
application of hydrogen-resistant
materials such as metal coatings and
advanced alloys, cement additives to
make it more resistant to hydrogen, and
rubber fillers to avoid degradation.

How can India kickstart the process?
A key component of the Indian Solar PV
mission’s growth was the German Agency
for International Cooperation-National
Institute of Wind Energy funded Solar
Radiation Resource Assessment (SRRA)
Project under the National Solar Mission
that commissioned 121 SRRA stations
along with four Advanced Monitoring

Stations (AMS). Natural hydrogen agencies
can formulate a similar public private
partnership to assist in the identification
of potential geographical deposits.

The U.S. ARPA-E’s newly funded
projects take exploring the potential of
geologic hydrogen beyond locating and
extracting trapped geologic hydrogen
towards the possibility that hydrogen can
be produced intentionally, by drilling and
flowing water into rock and then
transporting the hydrogen to the surface
for collection. Another approach involves
injecting water with dissolved carbon
dioxide into iron-containing rocks that
could potentially lead to carbon
sequestration as limestone while
simultaneously producing hydrogen.

The Oil and Gas Exploration industry
in India, with the help of the Directorate
General of Hydrocarbons, could review
the rock samples available with them and
explore more wells across the country
with adequate grant and debt capital. A
few of the current natural gas pipelines
could be suitable for transporting
hydrogen with adequate modifications
and safety studies. Creating low-cost and
safe solutions for hydrogen storage,
especially massive underground storage,
is imperative.

Even as estimates indicate natural
hydrogen production would be much
lower in cost than produced hydrogen,
the actual cost of exploration, extraction,
and infrastructure investment must be
weighed seriously. Commercial feasibility
will rely on finding large and accessible
reserves and minimising extraction and
delivery costs. Targeted exploration in
areas of high potential, cost-reducing
extraction technology development, and
institution of transparent regulatory
systems are essential to spur investment
and market growth.

Kalyan Mangalapalli is an expert in
Energy and Emerging Technologies and
serves as a member of the International
Adbvisory Board of the Indian Institute of
Petroleum Energy, Visakhapatnam. This is
the second of a two part series on naturally
occurring hydrogen reserves.

THE GIST

v

India’s hydrogen demand was
projected to grow from six
million tonnes per year
(Mt/year) in 2020 to over 50
Mt/year by 2070 to support its
net-zero target.
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Natural hydrogen exploitation

and exploration is no easy feat.

It has technical, logistical,
economical, and safety-related
challenges.
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The U.S. ARPA-E’s newly
funded projects take exploring
the potential of geologic
hydrogen beyond locating and
extracting trapped geologic
hydrogen towards the
possibility that hydrogen can
be produced intentionally.

Can the Indus Waters Treaty
be suspended unilaterally?

What does the Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties stipulate with respect to suspending or terminating

treaties between countries? How will a disruption in water flow affect Pakistan?

Aaratrika Bhaumik

The story so far:
he 1960 Indus Waters Treaty
(IWT) gives India unrestricted
rights over the three eastern
rivers — Ravi, Beas, and Sutlej.
While Pakistan was given exclusive
control over the three western rivers —
Indus, Jhelum, and Chenab, India
retained limited rights to use the waters
for “non-consumptive” purposes.
However, following the terror attack in
Pahalgam on April 22, India announced
the IWT would be held in abeyance with
“immediate effect”.

Is unilateral suspension permissible?
The IWT cannot be altered unilaterally.
Article XII stipulates that the treaty can
only be terminated through a “duly
ratified treaty” agreed upon by both
states. The term “hold in abeyance,” as

M »

used by India in its letter to Pakistan, is
neither recognised in international law
nor mentioned in the Vienna Convention
on the Law of Treaties (VCLT), 1969, the
principal treaty governing agreements
between states. “The VCLT does not use
the word ‘abeyance’; it uses the term
‘suspension,” which allows a country to
suspend the operation of an entire treaty
or a part of it. Suspension is distinct from
termination. I believe that when India
used the word ‘abeyance, it intended to
mean ‘suspension’ rather than
termination of the IWT,” Dr. Prabhash
Ranjan, professor at Jindal Global Law
School, told The Hindu.

Article 62 of the VCLT allows a treaty to
be repudiated if there has been a
“fundamental change of circumstances”
from those existing at the time of its
conclusion. Although India is not a party
to the VCLT and Pakistan has signed but
not ratified it, the International Court of

Justice (IC]) in the Fisheries Jurisdiction
cases affirmed that Article 62 codifies
customary international law and is
therefore binding regardless of formal
ratification. India appears to be invoking
this principle, as its letter stated that
“fundamental changes in the
circumstances” require a “reassessment
of obligations” under the IWT. However,
Dr. Ranjan pointed out that ICJ rulings
have set a high threshold for what
qualifies as a “fundamental change in
circumstances”. In the 1997
Gabcikovo-Nagymaros Project dispute
between Hungary and Slovakia over the
construction of a dam, Hungary argued
that political and economic shifts, along
with the threat of environmental disaster,
provided sufficient grounds to terminate
the treaty. However, the IC] rejected these
arguments, noting that the political and
economic changes were not directly
linked to the treaty’s primary objective —

joint energy production.

How will this affect Pakistan?

More than 80% of Pakistan’s agriculture
and around a third of its hydropower
generation depend on the waters of the
Indus basin. However, experts say that
India lacks the massive storage
infrastructure and extensive canal
systems needed to withhold tens of
billions of cubic metres of water from the
western rivers. “The infrastructure India
possesses consists largely of
run-of-the-river hydropower plants,
which do not have the capacity for
large-scale storage. However, the real
impact lies in the uncertainty over water
flow, which could severely affect
Pakistan’s predominantly agrarian
economy. If India begins regulating the
flow using its existing infrastructure,
Pakistan could experience significant
disruptions,” Dr. Happymon Jacob,
associate professor at the School of
International Studies, JNU, told The
Hindu. A senior government official
earlier told The Hindu that India will
explore “options that it has never
considered” under the IWT, such as
redesigning its hydroelectric projects to
increase water storage capacity and
deploying ‘drawdown flushing’ of its
reservoirs. The abrupt release of large
volumes of water without prior warning
could potentially cause significant
damage downstream in Pakistan.
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The 1960 Indus Waters Treaty
(IWT) gives India unrestricted
rights over the three eastern
rivers — Ravi, Beas, and Sutlej.
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The IWT cannot be altered
unilaterally. Article XII
stipulates that the treaty can
only be terminated through a
“duly ratified treaty” agreed
upon by both states.
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More than 80% of Pakistan’s
agriculture and around a third
of its hydropower generation
depend on the waters of the
Indus basin.
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IN THE LIMELIGHT

50 Years of Rajinikanth: the
filmmakers who made the star

With Rajinikanth wrapping up five decades of being in front of the camera, we look at the directors whose

contributions proved pivotal for the actor to not only stay relevant, but thrive as one of Asia’s biggest stars

Gopinath Rajendran

ecently, an image of
Rajinikanth with a bunch of
his recent directors went viral.
Clicked on the sets of the
actor’s upcoming film, Jailer 2, it had the
film’s director Nelson along with Karthik
Subbaraj (Petta) and Lokesh Kanagaraj
(whose film with Rajini, Coolie, will be the
actor’s next release). What is interesting
to note is that none of the three directors
were even born when Rajini made his
debut in 1975, with K. Balachander’s
Apoorva Raagangal. Interestingly, 50
years later, on the same release date as
the yesteryear film, Rajini’s Coolie will hit
theatres.

The transition from working with
established industry legends to fresh
blood has been a tried and tested process
for Rajini. Just like a film, making a star is
also not a one-person job. Over the years,
Rajini has teamed with a variety of
filmmakers with varying levels of
experience. Let’s look at some of the
directors who catapulted this actor into
stardom.

An actor in the making

Along with fellow talents like Kamal
Haasan, Chiranjeevi, Jaya Prada, Sridevi
and Jayasudha, Rajini was also nurtured
by the legendary Balachander who, after
Apoorva Raagangal, gave him his
subsequent Tamil films Moondru Mudichu
and Avargal. Interestingly, all these films
co-starred Kamal Haasan. Over the years,
Balachander would work multiple times
with the actor in films like Thappu
Thalangal, Ninaithale Inikkum and Thillu
Mullu.

The young Rajini’s sophomore was the
Kannada anthology film Katha Sangama,
by veteran Kannada filmmaker Puttanna
Kanagal. Balachander also gave Rajini his
Telugu debut with Anthuleni Katha.
Despite doing a few Kannada and Telugu
films in the late 70s, Rajini got his first
experience working with a relatively new
Tamil filmmaker in Kavikkuyil (1977),
co-starring Sivakumar and Sridevi and
helmed by Devaraj and Mohan. But the
film failed to make waves as he expected
at the box office.

The same year, Rajini starred in the
Telugu film Chilakamma Cheppindi, in his
first lead role, and the film was eventually
remade in Tamil as Nizhal Nijamagirathu.
Then came the collaboration with
arguably the second-most important
director of Rajini’s career, S.P.
Muthuraman. Having made more than a
dozen films before, he was precisely what
an upcoming actor like Rajini needed and
that’s how Bhuvana Oru Kelvi Kuri (1977)
happened. Rajini, who was till then
playing mostly the anti-hero or a
supporting role, began getting more
lead-oriented roles after this film. The
duo would go on to collaborate in films
like Priya, Aarilirunthu Arubathu Varai,
Murattu Kaalai, Netrikkan, Pokkiri Raja
and Velaikaran — movies that cemented
his position as not just an actor but also a
bonafide star. But before that, the golden
trinity of Rajini, Kamal and Sridevi came
together for 16 Vayathinile, the legendary
filmmaker Bharathiraja’s debut film, in
which Rajini played the evil Parattai. The
same year, he also starred alongside
Vishnuvardhan in the Kannada film
Sahodarara Savaal, helmed by K.S.R. Das

.
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Super star: Rajinikanth fans celebrate the release of ‘Jailer’ in Mumbai in 2023. FILE PHOTO

with whom he would do more Telugu and
Kannada films like Kiladi Kittu and
Annadammula Savaal.

Right after Rajini and Muthuraman’s
second venture Aadu Puli Attam was out,
the actor teamed up with veteran
filmmaker P. Madhavan (known for
classics such as Dheiva Thaai, Vietham
Veedu and Thanga Pathakkam) for
Shankar Salim Simon. Speaking of iconic
directors, Rajini also worked with
Pasi-fame Durai for Aayiram Jenmangal. In
his unstoppable ascent, Rajini also got to
collaborate with legendary filmmakers
like C. V. Sridhar (Ilamai Oonjal
Aadukirathu, Thudikkum Karangal),
Bhimsingh (Iraivan Kodutha Varam), T. R.
Ramanna (Kuppathu Raja), Muktha
Srinivasan (Polladhavan, Sivappu
Sooriyan), K. Vijayan (Viduthalai) and A.
C. Tirulokchandar (Vanakkatukuriya
Kathaliye).

At the same time, he also starred in
screenwriter-turned-filmmaker
Mahedran’s debut flick Mullum Malarum,
with whom he would go on to work in
Johnny and Kai Kodukkum Kai. He made
his Malayalam debut with I. V. Sasi’s
Allauddinum Albhutha Vilakkum.

An underrated filmmaker Rajini
collaborated with often during the late

70s and early 80s is R. Thyagarajan with
whom he made films like Thai Meethu
Sathiyam, Annai Oru Aalayam, Anbukku
Naan Adimai and Ranga. Another
collaborator who rarely gets his due credit
is Vikram filmmaker Rajasekhar who
teamed up with Rajini in films like
Thambikku Entha Ooru, Padikkadavan,
Maaveeran, Mappillai and Dharma Durai.

A star is born

It was in the mid-80s that he made his
first and only film with
cinematographer-turned-director Balu
Mahendra, Un Kannil Neer Vazhindal,
right before teaming up with his favoured
Muthuraman for the actor’s 100th film,
Sri Raghavendrar. Rajini’s film with
Rajasekhar, Maaveeran, is also touted to
be the first Tamil film to be shot in 70 mm
film format. Even Manobala, known to
today’s generation as a late
actor-comedian, helmed Rajini in the film
Oorkavalan.

It was in 1988 that Rajini starred in his
first and only English film, Bloodstone,
directed by American filmmaker Dwight
H. Little who went on to helm films like
Halloween 4: The Return of Michael Myers
and Tekken. In 1990, Rajini made his first
collaboration with director P. Vasu for

Panakkaran and the duo would go on to
work on hits like Mannan, Uzhaippali and
Chandramukhi.

In his last leg of doing the rounds of
Bollywood, Rajini teamed up with veteran
producer K. C. Bokadia’s directorial
ventures Phool Bane Angaray, Insaniyat
Ke Devta and Tyagi. He also joined hands
with Agneepath filmmaker Mukul S.
Anand’s Khoon Ka Karz. After films like
Andhaa Kaanoon, John Jani Janardhan
and Dosti Dushmani, Rajini’s last
collaboration with veteran filmmaker T.
Rama Rao was the 2000 film Bulandi. A
Hindi remake of the hit Tamil film
Nattamai was the actor’s last Hindi film
appearance.

The birth of a superstar

If the 80s cemented his position in the
industry as a star, it was the 90s that
made him the ‘Superstar’. Rajini made a
splash in 1991 with Thalapathi, his only
collaboration with Mani Ratnam. The next
year saw him teaming up with
Balachander’s erstwhile assistant Suresh
Krissna for Annaamalai. The two would
work on films like Veera, Baba and the
cult classic Baashha. The late 80s and the
early 90s were also when Rajini did his
final films with established directors he
previously worked with. Kodi Parakkuthu
with Bharathiraja, as well as Pandian with
S. P. Muthuraman, turned out to be box
office duds.

But the younger crop of filmmakers
like Suresh Krissna and P. Vasu made
certain Rajini’s rise to superstardom
never halted. In 1995, Rajini joined hands
with another major filmmaker who was
instrumental in the actor’s career, K.S.
Ravikumar. After a fantastic start with
Muthu, the two would team up for Lingaa
and another cult hit, Padayappa.

After a break of three years, post the
Baba debacle, Rajini returned with the hit
flick Chandramukhi and two years later,
he made his first film with director
Shankar, Sivaji: The Boss. Once again, it
wasn’t a one-off. The duo would go on to
do Enthiran and its sequel 2.0, both
incredible successes.

Nurtured to nurturing

It’s in the mid-to-late 2010s when Rajini
started collaborating with the latest crop
of filmmakers defining Tamil cinema.
After Kabali with the then two-film old Pa.
Ranjith, Rajini would reunite with him for
Kaala. He also worked with his ‘fanboy’
Karthik Subbaraj in Petta and a couple of
years ago, worked with Nelson on Jailer.

It is scarcely believable that after 170
films, Rajini continues to headline his
movies, with thoughts of retirement or
taking on supporting roles seemingly out
of the picture. That’s certainly great news
for his fans who have spanned
generations. From being a newbie who
got to work with some of the best
filmmakers in the country, to now
working with a young crop of directors
who grew up watching his films, Rajini’s
tryst with such a distinguished list is
something very few — such as his friend
and peer Kamal Haasan — could
experience. Of course, the list of people
who were instrumental in his illustrious
career would include veterans such as
Panchu Arunachalam, RMV, Kalaignanam
and many more but it had to take
someone with grit and perseverance to
build himself a career that others could
only dream of — and Rajini did precisely
that.

While fellow stars of the industry take a
year or even more to complete a project,
Rajini, who will turn 75 this year, has
already completed the second schedule
for his next film, Jailer 2. It reminds me of
a line from one of his iconic speeches
where he called himself a horse that
would leap to its feet immediately after a
fall and not an elephant that takes its own
sweet time. Let this horse prance along
forever.
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The Miss World competition will be held in Hyderabad in the month of May. Here is a
quiz on the popular yet controversial event held annually

Abhinaya.K A

QUESTION 3
A The competition was previously held
QUESTION 1 in India in 1996 and the production

Originally intended to be a
one-off event, the pageant
began in 1951 and was the
brainchild of a British A
entertainment promoter. It QUESTION 4
was made into anannual | __
was created in the U.S. Name in 1986.

the founder of the U.K. event.
Also identify the name of the

U.S. event. Award winners and have also
A appeared in Bond films. Identify
QUESTION 2 them.

Who was the first person who | &
won the competition and who | QUESTION 5
won the competition last

represented. in order.

CM
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company of a big Bollywood star
was in-charge. Where was it held?
Also identify the actor.

took part in the

event after a rival competition | competition and was the runner up
__also took part in the
competition and made it to the
finals. Both the actors are Academy

India has the most number of Miss
year? Name the countries they | World titles. Name all the awardees

l |
|
A

Visual question:

was it a historic victory?

e

Jennifer Hosten made history in the Miss World competition in 1970. Why

Questions and Answers to the previous
day’s daily quiz: 1. The famous name by which
revolutionary Nguyen Sinh Cung is known. Ans:
Ho Chi Minh

2. The name of the organisation that led the
guerrilla war against the U.S. Ans: Viet Cong,
also known as the National Liberation Front
3. The communist leader who negotiated the
Paris Peace Accords with Henry Kissinger. Ans:
Le Duc Tho

4. Name the General who led the victory at Dien
Bien Phu against the French. Ans: General Vo
Nguyen Giap

5. The name of the trail used by North
Vietnamese forces to transport troops and
supplies into South Vietnam. Ans: Ho Chi Minh
Trail

Visual: The name of the photographer. Ans:
Nick Ut

Early Birds: K.N. Viswanathan| Sadhan Panda|
Varghese Joseph| Ashutosh Gupta| Arvind
Tillway

FROM THE ARCHIVES

Know your
English

K. Subrahmanian
S. Upendran

“Why are you so late? The movie starts at
6:30.

“I’m sorry. But I went to the local
MLA’s meeting.”

“How was his speech? Was it any
good?”

“He was hooted down as soon as he
began.”

“He was ‘booted” down?”

“Not ‘booted down’, but ‘hooted
down. ‘Hoot’ rhymes with the words
‘shoot’, ‘loot’ and...”

“...’boot’. But what does it mean?”

“When you ‘hoot down’ someone who
is making a speech you ‘force them to
stop performing by making loud noises at
them. The Vice-Chancellor was hooted
down by the students.”

“In movies sometimes it is the good
politician who is hooted down by the
public.”

“It doesn’t happen just in movies. It
happens in real life as well. Here’s
another example. Last week some of the
nation’s top scientists who tried to speak
at a rally were hooted down.”

“This is not first time that scientists are
being hooted down. It has...”

“... it is not the first time. You always
need the definite article ‘the’ before
ordinal numbers “

“.... ordinal numbers! What’s that?”

“First, second, third, fourth, fifth and
so on and so forth. They are called ordinal
numbers.”

“What about one, two, three, four, etc?
What are they called?”

“They are called cardinal numbers.
Anyway, as I was saying, whenever you
use an ordinal number, you have to use
the definite article. For example, this is
the fourth cup of coffee that I'm drinking
this morning.”

“I’ve been to Agra three times. The
third time I was there, I saw the Taj under
the moonlight.””

“Must have been beautiful. I have seen
Tendulkar bat five times. The first time I
saw him, he scored a duck.”

“We’d better get moving. Otherwise
we’re going to be late for the movie. Oh,
by the way, I've invited Rahul to join us.”

“Being a freeloader I'm sure he gladly
accepted the invitation.”

“A what?”

“A freeloader is someone who ‘eats and
drinks at someone else’s expense’. For
example, Rahul is a freeloader, but he is a
lot of fun.”

“Can I say during the marriage season
one finds a lot of freeloaders in the dining
hall?”

“That’s an excellent example! They say
one finds a lot of freeloaders hanging
around politicians and film stars.”

“Talking about film stars, I’ve paid
eighteen rupees to see my favourite one.
Shall we make a move?”

“Most definitely!”

Published in The Hindu on May 14,
1996.

Word of the day

Travail:
use of physical or mental energy; hard work

Syno NYMS: effort, exertion, sweat, dig,
grind, labour, toil

Usage: ! want to save him from great sorrow
and travail.

Pronunciation: newsth.live/travailpro

International Phonetic
Alp habet: Jua'verl/, [teeverl/
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Caste calculations

Caste census should guide policy to go beyond quotas

ulling off a political surprise, the BJP-led NDA

government has announced the inclusion of

caste enumeration in the national census.
The announcement knocks down the Opposition’s
carefully-constructed caste plank in poll-bound Bihar.
In truth, the ‘caste census’ plank is a case of the BJP
course-correcting from 2024 Parliamentary elections
when the Congress and its ally, Samajwadi Party, got
the better of it in Uttar Pradesh.

By juxtaposing caste census with
Constitution, the Opposition alliance ended
up blunting the BJP’s Hindutva pitch and
consolidated the OBC and Dalit population
in their favour. The BJP would like to prevent
arepeat in Bihar. While all of this smacks of
political cynicism, the more important
question is — what exactly does the
government want to achieve by enumerating
different castes? A caste census can provide
crucial data to quantify socio-economic
disparities, identify marginalised caste
groups and frame welfarist policies.
However, the reality is that these lofty goals
are almost never the motivation for
politicians spearheading any policy decision
to enumerate caste. Such endeavours end up
stirring different caste groups into
demanding the expansion of reservation for
the OBCs beyond the 50 per cent ceiling
imposed by the Supreme Court in the Indra
Sawhney case.

Itis instructive to see how caste surveysin
Karnataka, Telangana and Bihar have played
out. The Socio-Economic and Educational
Survey in Karnataka, submitted in February
2024, has created tensions with three
dominant caste groups —Vokkaligas,
Lingayats and Brahmins — asserting that
they have been under-counted. The reportis
yet to be officially accepted as aresult of
dissensions within the State government. It
is hard to say whether it will lead up to
constructive policy. In Telangana, a similar
survey has prompted the State to increase
OBC quotas to 42 per cent (from 23 per cent)
in education, employment and political
bodies. Bihar has announced an increase in
reservation quotas for SCs, STs, OBCs and
EBCs, raising the total quotas from 50 per
centto 75 per cent.

Akey question is whether the quotas alone
can redress socio-economic disparities.
Tamil Nadu, with 69 per cent reservation, has
done well in its social development indices by
focusing on universal welfare, besides
pursuing affirmative action. However, Bihar
is way below the national average on
education and health indicators. This is
because champions of social justice in Bihar
and UP have merely focused on reservation
for decades, inexplicably neglecting social
development. Bihar Chief Minister Nitish
Kumar had earlier refused toactona
comprehensive action report on acommon
school system, prepared by former foreign
secretary Muchkund Dubey in 2007.
Telangana, a backward region and new State,
should not repeat these mistakes.
Meanwhile, the Centre needs to ensure that
social justice goes beyond affirmative action
and results in policies that address social
inequalities.
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King Dollar’s shaky crown

TRUMP EFFECT. Trade war, withdrawing from global institutions, sacking government employees, have eroded trust in US

MAURICE OBSTFELD

s US President Donald

Trump proceeded to upend

the world economy after his

return to the White House in

January, Nobel laureate
economist Paul Krugman recalled
Charles P. Kindleberger’s adage:
“Anyone who spends too much time
thinking about international money
goes mad.”

Fortunately, amid the Trump-induced
chaos in the currency, bond, and stock
markets, Yale University Press has
recently published two complementary
guides to a key aspect of international
finance: the primacy of the US dollar.

Paul Blustein’s King Dollar and
Kenneth Rogoft’s Our Dollar, Your
Problem lead readers through recent
economic history to assess the dollar’s
current status and prospects. Both
books were published after Trump’s
re-election and, in Blustein’s case,
before the opening salvos and
subsequent escalation of his assault on
the global economy.

The timing is an opportunity to reflect
on the past five months, in which — to
paraphrase Vladimir Lenin — decades
seem to have happened. The US dollar’s
unique status today spans its roles as the
leading reserve currency, investment
and funding vehicle, and trade invoicing
medium. As global financial markets
expanded, so did the need for a reliable
medium of exchange and a safe asset.
The dollar was uniquely positioned to
serve bothroles.

HEGEMONY IN RETREAT?
Asboth Blustein and Rogoff observe,
potential challengers to the dollar have
consistently come up short. The
renminbi is no exception, despite
China’s progress on its central bank
digital currency (CBDC), the e-CNY.
Rogoff highlights a crucial point: greater
exchange-rate flexibility is a prerequisite
for the renminbi to mount a serious
challenge to the dollar. But such
flexibility must be accompanied by
broader reforms in China’s financial
markets and monetary policy
framework. The dollar’s international
dominance is reinforced by powerful
network effects. The growth in currency
trading has been dramatic. According to
the Bank for International Settlements’
latest triennial survey, over-the-counter
foreign-exchange turnover reached $7.5
trillion per day in April 2022, with the US
dollar on one side of 88 per cent of all
trades.

By contrast, the BIS’s April 1989
survey recorded a daily turnover of just
$500 billion (though fewer central banks
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were polled at the time). However,
economic models suggest that a single
dominant currency is not the only
possible outcome; scenarios involving
multiple leading currencies also remain
plausible.

TRUMP’S ECONOMIC WAR
What, then, is the outlook for the dollar
in 2025? In 1993, political scientist G
John Ikenberry described the traditional
American approach to postwar
multilateralism: “American officials
realized that building the international
economic order on a coercive basis
would be costly and ultimately
counterproductive. This is not to say
that the United States did not exercise
hegemonic power; it is to say that there
were real limits to the coercive pursuit
of the American postwar agenda.”
Such self-restraint is notably absent
from Trump’s grievance-laden
worldview. It seems fair to say that the
sweeping radicalism of his
administration’s policies has gone
beyond even what Blustein and Rogoff
could have foreseen in December 2024.
Trump’s policies are steadily
undermining the foundations of the
dollar’s global dominance. His
withdrawal from international
organisations and agreements, cuts to

We may be headed for a
future of currency
fragmentation and
diminished global
prosperity, with no clear
successor ready to take the
dollar’s place

foreign aid, and transactional approach
to US security commitments have
unsettled allies and rivals alike.
Domestically, his pressure on the Fed,
weaponisation of the Justice
Department, efforts to gut the federal
workforce at the cost of key
governmental functions, and incursions
on the institutional fabric of American
society — from universities to judges to
the legal profession — have further
eroded confidence. Then there’s his
trade war, unprecedented in its scale,
capriciousness, and economic illiteracy.

At the same time, fiscal dysfunction
has reached new heights. Congressional
Republicans, encouraged by the White
House, are preparing to increase the
deficit by bypassing the traditional
reconciliation process and relying on
uncertain tariff revenues. This, too,
signals deepening institutional decay —
and markets are taking notice.

One area of concern is international
collaboration on financial oversight. The
Basel Committee on Banking
Supervision and the Financial Stability
Board are essential to cross-border
regulatory cooperation, but global
regulators now worry that the US will
approach these forums through the
same zero-sum lens it has applied
elsewhere — or withdraw from them
altogether. Others have raised concerns
about the reliability of the Fed’s dollar
swap lines, a central pillar of dollar
dominance that Rogoff explores in
detail.

Eroding trust could accelerate the
fragmentation of international capital
markets, putting the dollar’s global
standing at even greater risk.
International regulatory cooperation is
also critical to realising the potential of

decentralised finance to improve
payment infrastructure — especially
cross-border systems, which remain
slow and costly. Without harmonised
standards, diverging national
approaches would severely limit
interoperability and any resulting
efficiency gains.

But the Trump administration’s
embrace of untethered
cryptocurrencies, resistance to
oversight of crypto-related payment
platforms, and executive order banning
“any action to establish, issue, or
promote CBDCs within the jurisdiction
of the United States or abroad” risk
isolating the US from advances in global
payment infrastructure.

This is a formula for undermining US
integration with the global financial
ecosystem — to the dollar’s detriment.
Perhaps, despite his protestations and
threats, downgrading the dollar’s status
is the real goal.

Stephen Miran, chair of Trump’s
Council of Economic Advisers, has
argued that the dollar’s global role “has
placed undue burdens on our firms and
workers,” making American goods and
labour “uncompetitive on the global
stage and forcing a decline of our
manufacturing workforce by over a third
since its peak.”

As T have written elsewhere, this view
far overstates the net “exorbitant cost”
of providing the world’s reserve
currency, while ignoring the
considerable benefits to America’s
global influence that Blustein
documents at length.

Since the escalation of Trump’s trade
war with his April 2 “Liberation Day”
tariffs, bond and foreign-exchange
markets have been flashing warning
signs. The greenback took a hit soon
after Trump’s “Liberation Day” tariffs.
Treasury yields spiked and the currency
fell, signalling a global selloff of US
government bonds due to reduced
investor confidence in the quality of
dollar assets. Trump’s reactive
postponement of his so-called
“reciprocal” tariffs briefly stopped the
bleeding in equity markets, but markets
and the dollar have fallen further in the
face of Trump’s fulminations against
Fed chair Jerome Powell.

To be sure, the dollar’s story is still
unfolding. But the momentous events of
this April may well signal a fundamental
shift in the global trade order —and
with it, the dollar’s ultimate
dethronement. If that is the case, we
may be headed for a future of currency
fragmentation and diminished global
prosperity, with no clear successor ready
to take the dollar’s place.

The writer, aformer chief economist of the IMF, is
Senior Fellow at the Peterson Institute for International
Economics and Professor of Economics Emeritus at the
University of California, Berkeley. Copyright: Project
Syndicate, 2025

All about opinion trading platforms

The players in this space say they comply with all regulations. But traders’ body CAIT says their ads are against the law

bl.explainer
Ashley Coutinho

On Tuesday, the market regulator
Securities and Exchange Board of India
issued a public warning against “opinion
trading platforms”, which allow users to
engage in transactions based on the
outcome of specific events.

Let’s deep dive into what these
platforms are all about.

What are opinion trading
platforms?

These platforms enable their users and
participants to trade or enter into
arrangements wherein the payout is
dependent on the outcome of a yes/no
proposition of happening or not
happening of the underlying event.

In some cases, opinion trading
platforms are designed in a manner so as
to resemble an investment platform as
they use terminologies such as profits,
stop loss and trading, terms closely
associated with the securities market.

How do they work?

These apps allow you to answer simple
questions based on your opinions and
earn cash prizes. You can choose from
different sports and games like cricket,

football, basketball and participate in
various contests and leagues.

For example, in IPL 2025, an opinion
trading app might ask: “Will Virat Kohli
score a fifty in his next match?” You can
choose Yes or No based on your
prediction. Or you could be asked to
predict the winner of a political contest.

If your answer is correct, you win
money. There could be various
tournaments of different difficulty
levels, allowing users to win different
amounts. Some of the popular apps
include Real11, MPL Opinio,
Sportsbaazi and Probo.

What is the size of the market?
These platforms have grown
exponentially in recent years, engaging
over five crore Indian users and
registering over 350,000 crore in
transaction volumes annually, and
revenues projected to be around 31,000
crore for 2024-25, according to
Confederation of All India Traders
(CAIT).

Are these platforms legal?
According to one of the players, the
platform is safe and legit, offering
earnings on expertise in a particular
sport. It follows all legal and regulatory
requirements, protecting personal and

OPINION TRADING. SEBI cautionisTock

financial information. The platforms
even offer instant withdrawal and
deposit options such as UPI, Paytm and
Amazon Pay. There are disclaimers put
up such as: “This game may be habit
forming or financially risky. Play
responsibly.” Only those above 18 years
of age are allowed to participate.

However, some believe that these
platforms allow users to speculate on
outcomes of future events and are akin
to gambling. Advertisements for such
prediction-based platforms are
deceptive and unlawful, heavily
promoted by social media influencers,
according to CAIT.

Opinion trading was misrepresented

asagame of skilland portrayed asa
legitimate and regulated endeavour
despite its resemblance to ‘gambling’
and ‘wagering on outcomes’, it said. The
apps directly contravened the
Information Technology (Intermediary
Guidelines and Digital Media Ethics
Code), 2021 statute.

Does SEBI have the power to
regulate such apps?

In general, opinion trading does not fall
within regulatory purview of SEBI, as
what is traded is not a security. The
regulator has therefore cautioned
investors that no investor protection
mechanism under securities market
purview will be available for such
participation.

It has also clarified that since none of
the platforms providing opinion trading
can qualify to be recognised stock
exchanges, and are neither registered
nor regulated by SEBI, any trading of
securities on them isillegal.

“Such platforms are liable to face
action for violation in that case.
Recognised stock exchanges are advised
to initiate appropriate action for such
violations. Even in this case none of the
investor protection mechanisms will be
available,” the regulator said on
Tuesday.

© 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.

Aiding informal workers
This is with reference to the data
story ‘Agri labour accounts for over
half of informal workers on e portal’
(May 1).

Despite contributing significantly to
the economy, the unorganised
sector remains neglected.
Unorganized sector workers cshould
get disability cover, accident
insurance, health and maternity
benefits, pension, old age homes,
education of their children/creches

workers.

Thane

Corporates could use their CSR
funds to benefit unorganised sector

Helping unorganised sector workers
is the joint effort of the Central
government, state governments,
MNCs and citizens of the nation.

Veena Shenoy

Liberals’ winin Canada

It refers to the Editorial ‘Carney in
Canada’. Conservative Party chief
etc. Pierre Poilievre was looking to win

take on Trump.

Carney is taking charge at a very
delicate and complex time and he will
have to handle a long ist of issues
both domestically and

internationally.

this elections few months ago but US
President Trump’s tariff and
controversial comment that Canada
is 51st State of US turned things
around in Mark Carney’s favour. As a Noida
former central banker Carney has
experience in handling economic
issues, making him the best bet to

Bal Govind

Welcome move

Hopefully he will reset ties with India
and undo some damage done by his
predecessor Justin Trudeau.

With reference to the news report
‘Modi Govt Green lights caste
enumeration in next census’ (May 1).
Caste census which had been akey
demand of several opposition
parties in past elections will finally be
areality with the Centre announcing

nationwide caste count along with
the next population census. It is
timely and a welcome decision.

The new census will help the Centre
address reservation demands from
various Caste groups.

The upcoming Caste census will
reveal the full picture of all Castes.
Till 2011 census, only SCs and STs
were counted. But the Caste-based
census will bring significant political
changes in the days to come.

P Victor Selvaraj
Palayamkottai (TN)
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Workers in the age of Al

Ways to contain the displacement effect

—
Arya Roy Bardhan

ver 400,000 workers
O united at Haymarket

Square in Chicago on
May 4, 1886. What began as
peaceful demonstrations on May
1, culminated in a tragedy with
the detonation of abomb and
multiple casualties.

Eventuallyin 1892, the demand
of the workers for an eight-hour
workday was secured.

Almost a centuryand a half
later, labour debates are more
relevant than ever, especially with
the Alwave, and there is alot we
caninfer from history.

REVISITING THE PAST
Humankind, as a whole, has
unequivocally emerged better off
following technological
innovations and productivity
spurts.

The cynicism stems from the
unequal outcomes of the progress
— some are better off, some not
so much.

The disparity in the spoils of
disruption is the origin of the
labour versus capital or more
accurately, man versus
machine-owning man class wars.

During the first two industrial
revolutions, i.e., from water frame
and steam engine to
electrification and automobile
proliferation, the initial demand
for unskilled labour for shovelling
coal and white-collar workers at
the top, caused the wage gap to
increase.

During the industrial
revolution, GDP grew faster than
wages which meant capital
reserved a greater share of
national income or profits were
rising.

MAKING SENSE OF THE Al
REVOLUTION

While the evidence shows that
technological disruptions have
had initial welfare-adverse

effects, the long-run picture
paints itself when we compare our
lifestyle to that of our
grandparents.

The question of the hour is how
the Al disruption will affect
workers around the world.
History tells us that any
technological reorganisation
comes with a massive skilling
cost.

Those with skills earna
premium while those lacking
them suffer. It is logical to assume
that the AT wave will cause similar
tremors.

The only systemic difference
today is the speed of change and
cost of learning.

Ahigher speed of diffusion

Al. Labour impactystockeroto

means learning costs are lower.
However, it does not mean that
things will change overnight.
There will be a chaotic period
with rising wage inequality,
declining productivity, and
increased resistance to
innovation.

As time progresses, improved
AT will have lower skill
requirements and the demand for
cheaper, low-skilled labour will
resurface, eventually lowering the
Al-skills premium.

In the short run, there will be
losers this time too, most likely
the unskilled, older population
due to higher learning costs. As
the tide of time passes, the world
will emerge richer and
prosperous.

Al, like any other technology,
will create labour displacement
and reinstatement effects.
Labour-saving or -replacing
technologies initially lower labour
demand and productivity, due to
the skill gap.

There is also areinstatement
effect which creates new tasks for
labour, that gradually increase
labour demand. The problem is
that the world might still be in the
displacement effect stage of the
internet technology boom.

A second wave of displacement
might be disastrous for workers
by enforcing a second skill
premium while the first has not
yet been eliminated.

How this complex labour
market shock will disrupt
economies is a daunting question.

The simple solution is to lower
the learning cost by expanding
skillsets across workers. Unlike
initial shocks, this time
medium-skilled workers are at
risk.

They perceive Al as a threat,
since alot of their tasks can be
done by AI. Governments,
multilaterals need to catalyse
skilling initiatives that enhance
human-AT interaction.

Workers have to play a more
active role, embrace change and
pursue skilling to reduce chances
ofjobloss.

The writer is Research Economist at ORF

thehindubusinessline.
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May 2, 2005

Sugar futures come under FMC lens

Futures trading in sugar at the National Commodity & Derivatives Exchange
Ltd (NCDEX) is coming under the scanner yet again. If in December and early
January, it was the allegedly speculative rise in prices that forced the Forward
Markets Commission’s (FMC) intervention, this time around it is sustained
selling pressure, which is said to have triggered off alarm bells in official

quarters.

Chinese growth fuels earnings for Indian shipping cos
While the growing economic might of the Red Dragon may be spreading
ripples of insecurity across certain corporate sectors in India, there is one
sector that is actually making money out of this. And that sector is shipping.

NTPC scouts for partners to acquire coal mines abroad
National Thermal Power Corporation Ltd (NTPC) is scouting for partners to
acquire coal mines abroad. The Rs 25,964-crore company, which account for
27 per cent of power generated in India last year, wants to integrate itself --

PVS SURYAKUMAR

e have been producing
crops with multiple
risks. We will be very
happywhen we geta
fair price for our
produce.” This is the refrain of almost

any farmer.

Indian agriculture is predominantly
small farmer led. Eighty seven per cent
operate less than 2 ha holdings (average
1ha) and cultivate 47 per cent of our
land. The late YK Alagh suggested
amending the Companies Act of 1956 to

enable formation of Farmer Producer Mo 0] AR

Companies/Organisations

(FPCs/FPOs), probably to address this
intractable issue of agriculture

marketing. Has the situation improved
since FPOs came into existence around

20082

Itis important to keep two aspects in
mind with respect to development of the
FPO space. First, there should be clarity

onbasic goals.

The other crucial policy takeaway is

the benefit of focusing on a few FPOs
which have the necessary attributes to

be successful, thereby setting an
example for the rest — rather than
spraying money across a number of
them.

Every type of organisation — be it
Civil Society Organisations (CSOs),

governments, private sector companies,
start-ups — either wants to promote or

be involved with FPOs. The

expectations are rather high. FPOs are

expected to aggregate members’
produce, pay them and secure better

prices by becoming market-makers. But

expecting them to adopt refined
practices, such as fair trade,
gender-sensitivity, climate smart
agriculture, regenerative agriculture,
even before stabilisation of this basic
process, is being unrealistic.
Activities such as input supplies,

licences for fertilizers/pesticides, PDS

procurement, custom hiring centres,

acquiring fixed assets for processing and
convergence with government schemes,

is another big ask. So, the basic
foundation should first be in place.

STATUS OF FPOS

Per available estimates (Tata-Cornell

Institute and others), about 45,000

FPOs are registered as companies; about

16,000 are compliant with all their

filings and 4,000 have received working

capital loans for procuring members’

produce. Average membership of FPOs
is 500 members. About 15-18 per cent

have about 310 lakh equity.

Working capital limits are hovering

around ¥18 lakh/year/FPO. Average
net-profit is ¥3 lakh/FPO. Further,

Back tot
board on FPOs?

FARM SUCCESS. It is crucial to create exemplar FPOs for
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others to emulate. NGOs and philanthropies can pitch in

around 20,000 FPOs are registered
under cooperative laws.

What is a good metric to assess our
FPOs? Availability and quantum of
working capital reflects FPOs well-being
and could be a basic metric. Farmers’
income enhancement could be another,
but that is not feasible with just 33 lakh
net-profit/FPO. Niche NBFCs provide
most working capital loans. Some
NBFCs go all the way from the advisory
stage, doing entire value chain financing
to markets. This is the best way forward.

The development of the FPO sector
raises certain key issues:

(i) Can FPOs be a one-stop solution
for agriculture?

(if) GVA of agriculture and allied
sectors is about 323 lakh crore at
constant prices and over ¥50 lakh crore
at current prices. e-NAM’s traded value
isjustX3.19 lakh crore (with 1.8 crore
farmers, 2.6 lakh traders, 3,500 FPOs
and volume of 89.6 million tonnes).
What can we infer from these numbers
on the role and performance of FPOs?

(iii) Can we expect all FPOs to be
sustainable when margins from input

FPOs are successful in
pockets, where farmers
are well organised with
supportive systems and
markets. That is an
ecosystem success Story.

and output marketing are thin (about
3-6 per cent)? Is the FPO business model
robust enough, generally speaking, or is
it contextual?

(iv) Farmers have been cultivating
and marketing through middlemen
through the ages. FPOs too are
marketing through them.
Farmer-middlemen relationships are
intricate. Many villages still function
based on trust based systems. Some
exhibit feudal and paternalistic
characteristics also. Expecting FPOs to
replace nimble middlemen is
overambitious.

(v) The government has committed
6,865 crore for creating 10,000 FPOs. If
we consider 500-members/FPO,
coverage would be 50 lakh farmers. Is it
possible to bring our 11 crore farmers on
an FPO platform? Or can fewer,
exemplar FPOs create a catalytic effect?

(vi) Did the multitude of FPO
stakeholders, contribute to increasing
3.25 crore farmer members’ income
(65000x500=3.25¢cr)?

(vii) Are we turning FPOs into mere
outsourcing channels, for procuring,
selling and custom hiring centres?

(viii) Social capital (existence of a
social consensus, thanks to capacity
building, to work for a common cause) is
amust for FPOs to thrive and hence,
there is a necessity for a gestation period
to create such social capital. FPOs, or
any organisation that runs on social
networks, cannot take root overnight.

This implies prudent use of existing
resources, rather its distribution over a
number of units.

WHAT NEXT?

Successful FPOs do exist, because of
their capable and charismatic leaders,
trusted members, catalytic CSOs and a
good business model. FPOs are
successful in pockets, where farmers are
well organised with supportive systems
and markets. That is an ecosystem
success story.

The government can concentrate on
creating iconic FPOs, working with
CSOs and philanthropies. Further steps
are needed, such as literature on: easy to
understand and actionable
know/do-how; learning management
solutions and how to place unique FPO
products on ONDC/digital marketing
platforms, may be kept in public domain,
in all languages.

The effort should be to create
exemplar FPOs for others to emulate,
which can emerge organically through
genuine and felt need. A cadre of local,
self-employed, young professionals can
make that happen, by building village
level institutions like FPOs, which will
pay them. These selected wo/men, after
their 12th standard, may be trained at
select universities through specially
designed courses.

The writer is former Deputy Managing Director,
NABARD. Views are personal

The challenges of Vizhinjam as a transshipment port

Jose Paul

C

commercial operations

of FY26.
When Vizhinjam becomes fully

operational it has to compete with well
established transshipment ports like

Dubai and Salalah in the West,

Colombo, Singapore and the Port of

Tanjung Pelepas in Malaysia in the
East.

These are all well established ports
having embraced sophisticated and

ommissioned in July 2024, with

starting from December 2024,
Vizhinjam Port has already handled 246
shipsand 5,01,847 TEUs (Twenty foot
equivalent units) by the end of March
2025. At this impressive rate Vizhinjam
should be able to exceed its installed
capacity of one million TEUs by the end

of accommodating mega
containerships drawing draught up to
18-20 m.

TRANSSHIPMENT PORTS

A transshipment port is one where
mother ships with larger volumes and
deeper draught visit a small number of
well developed, deeper draught and
technologically efficient ports where
they discharge their import containers
or load export containers.

The daughter vessels bring export
cargo from small ports to transhipment
ports for onward carriage by mother
vessels while import containers
discharged by mother ships are carried
by daughter vessels to various
destinations.

A gateway port is one which draws its
export cargo from the primary,

highly efficient handling technology
with high productivity and faster turn

round of ships.

All these ports have deep draught
berths and approach channels capable

secondaryand tertiary hinterlands,
distributes its import cargo to various
destinations falling within its
hinterland. In a competitive port
services market gateway ports will be

Vizhinjam Port. Ambitious plans e

able to sustain themselves well as they
rely on the cargo traffic originating
from their hinterland. Transhipment
ports on the other hand, have to rely
largely on external sources of supply.

Mother ships have always options to
select hub ports of their choice. Ina
dynamic market environment they
keep changing their portlocations to
suit their convenience and this practice
makes future of transshipment ports
vulnerable and risky.

Vizhinjam is reported to have taken
up an ambitious expansion programme
of completing their second, third and
fourth stages at about ¥10,000 crore by

2028. During these four years the ports
in the competitive field will also expand
their facilities.

Success stories of transshipment
ports like Tanjung Pelepas and Salalah
could be an eye opener to Vizhinjam.
To ensure that the patronising
container line gets firmly anchored in
their port environment Port of Tanjung
Pelepas has entered into a joint venture
partnership with APM terminals of the
Maersk line with 30 per cent share
holding.

Another strategy would be to create
an ecosystem in the proximity of the
portas in Dubai by establishing special
economic zones, ship building yard,
ship repair complexes and other
associated infrastructure facilities to
ring fence the port from adversities in
the future.

The writer is a former Acting Chairman of JN Port,
Mumbai, a former Chairman of Mormugao Port Trust
and an Adjunct Professor of Indian Maritime
University, Chennai

from owning sources of gas and coal supplies to distributing power.
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EASY NOT SO EASY
1 2 3 4 5 &
7 ACROSS DOWN ACROSS DOWN
01. Binding agreement (8) 01. Haulier (6) 01. It’s an agreement one has to grow smaller (8) 01. Transport operative for a former President (6)
8 g 10 04. Practise movements of boxing (4) 02. Called (5) 04. Non-metallic mineral piece of wood on board (4) 02. Is cited as having a calling (5)
08. Aries (3) 03. Imprecation (5) 08. Aries would spoil it being put back (3) 03. Bad language, use of which may be compounded
. 09.Bend (5) 05. Render wall (7) 09. Around 3rd November make it better not to go straight (5) with credit (5)
17 13 10. Beard of barley (3) 06. Fame (6) 10. At first light, topless, show a beard (3) 05. Spread it all over with mixture of pastel, right? (7)
11. Sign the reverse (7) 07. A complete turn (10) 11. Sign over one’s red discomfiture (7) 06. Competition won, erroneously returning a bit of
12. Given a hitch mechanically (2,3) ~ 09. A crowning (10) 12. Is taken behind mechanically now, to put it differently (2,3) fame (6)
13. One is, watchful for attack (2,4,5)  14. Number (7) 13. Nose around the top of the garden, if one is so watchful (2,4,5) 07. Complete turn-around the Americans had in 1776 (10)
13 (14 17. Heavenly body (5) 15. Hasty, untidy 17. Heavenly body company came across (5) 09. Cairo not on 7 for this year of 1952 here (10)
15 16 18. Pull faces (7) writing (6) 18. Forbidding a card to pull a face (7) 14. Number, or half of it suffering real change (7)
20. Ventilate (3) 16. Robing-room in 20. A melody one may make public (3) 15. Hasty note from last of swimmers on his stroke (6)
17 18 19 21. Vast water mass (5) church (6) 21. A carafe-top one swirls with a lot of water (5) 16. No Mayfair wives attempt to find room in church (6)
22.Not at home (3) 18. Go-light (5) 22.1t’s published, but it’s not fashionable now (3) 18. Olive doesn’t have the experience (5)
. - 23. Flower (4) 19. Without anybody 23. Water given to girl in Lotus (4) 19. One is after a novice behind the wheel who's
5 5 = 24. Completeness (8) else (5) 24.Tie confused the entry, but it’s all there (8) unaccompanied (5)
SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2686
23 24 ACROSS 1. Peters out 5. Off 7. Used 8. Admitted 10. Pedestal 11. Bass 13. Dodder 15. Hunted 18. Cube 19. Eyeglass 22. Palliate 23. Ogle 24. Add 25. Merriment
DOWN 1. Plumped 2. Tweed 3. Ordeal 4. Trip 5. Outcast 6. Fades 9. Aster 12. Bulge 14. Dabbled 16. Dessert 17. Oyster 18. Copra 20. Argue 21. Firm
C% oie ND-NDE



Business Standard

VOLUME XXXII NUMBER 13
NEW DELHI | FRIDAY, 2 MAY 2025

Caste complications

A caste census will not address basic issues

he Union Cabinet Committee on Political Affairs on Wednesday decided
to include caste enumeration in the next census. This will be for the first
time since Independence that caste data will be collected in the census,
though the data for the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes is recorded.
The broader caste data was last collected in the 1931 census. Bipartisan political
support for the announcement suggests that it was only a matter of time before India
began to enumerate on caste. In fact, it was one of the biggest poll promises of the
Opposition parties, including the Congress, in the 2024 Lok Sabha elections.

Given that the government has decided in favour of caste enumeration in the
next census, its implications are worth discussing here. Howevet, it is important to
first note that conducting a census as soon as possible is necessary. The decennial
census was postponed in 2020 because of the pandemic, but why the government
kept postponing after the normalcy returned is hard to explain. According to the
International Monetary Fund data, India was about a $1.8 trillion economy when the
census was last conducted in 2011. It is likely that by the time the next census is com-
pleted or the results begin to come in, India will have crossed the $5 trillion mark. It
will be a very different country. Thus, it is important to have a regular census.

Nonetheless, given the additional requirement of caste enumeration, it might
get delayed further. Therefore, it is possible that the next census will now happen
only after 2026 and would form the basis for the delimitation of parliamentary
constituencies as required by the Constitution. The results could, therefore, sig-
nificantly deepen social fault lines in the country, and will have to be managed
with great care. Southern states have regularly expressed their concern about the
possibility of significantly lower representation in the Lok Sabha. It is possible
that some political parties would raise the demand for caste-based reservations
in legislatures as well. At one level, there is merit in collecting caste data and
having information on other socioeconomic aspects because it could inform pol-
icymaking. However, the risk is that such data could be used for political purposes.
Although it happens even now, fresh data could further increase the divide.
Numerically smaller caste groups may get politically marginalised.

The other potential consequence of the caste census could be the demand
for higher reservations. In fact, it has already started. Rahul Gandhi, the leader of
the Opposition in the Lok Sabha, has suggested that the cap on reservations be
lifted and quotas be implemented in private educational institutions as well. At a
broader level, the fact that the caste census is such a potent political issue in 2025
reflects the failure of the Indian state to fix the basics. For many groups, the caste
census and the potential for a share in reservations offer the hope of upward
mobility. While some groups may benefit, the key question for the political class
is whether dividing the same pie differently will make the country better off, and
whether it is the most desirable solution. The real issue is the subpar state of the
education system and a serious lack of economic opportunities for the masses.
Unless these issues are addressed, caste enumeration and the potential realignment
of reservations will not take India very far.

Sustaining therise

Stock markets are hoping for best outcomes

ndia’s stock markets responded in counter-intuitive fashion to the tariff war
and lukewarm corporate results. The Nifty was up 3.5 per cent month-on-
month in April, despite a steep correction around the “Liberation Day”.

Domestic institutional investors, including mutual funds, were net buyers
to the tune of 328,228 crore in April (they invested 37,585 crore in March), while
foreign portfolio investors (FPIs) invested a net 36,190 crore in the same month.
Retail investors were also net buyers in direct equity as well as via equity mutual
funds. The markets, as a result, rebounded from the lows of the first half of April.
The 90-day moratorium on the United States (US) tariffs offers a reprieve and the
more optimistic investors are also hoping that the reworking of global supply
chains in the wake of the US-China tariff war will result in some manufacturing
shifting to India.

Further, the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) appears to be on the path of policy
easing. This is likely to result in higher valuations for equity, and a shift away
from debt. The rupee has recovered from near 88 per dollar to around 84.6 in a
volatile scenario. While corporate results for the March quarter and for 2024-25
were lukewarm, companies across several sectors offered cautiously optimistic
guidance for 2025-26. Low prices of crude oil, gas, and coal indicate weakness in
global demand but, in isolation, low prices of energy are a positive for the Indian
economy since India is a large energy importer. The projections of an above-
normal monsoon may drive rural consumption, which had recovered to some
extent in the second half of the last financial year. Fast-moving consumer goods
companies and the auto sector had suffered through the last four quarters from
a lack of urban demand, but guidance indicates that firms believe the worst is
over and a pickup in urban demand is now around the corner. Some optimism
about cheap energy and picking up the slack in terms of export is built around
assumptions of continuing global weakness and disruption in supply chains
with the US-China faceoff. Many investors are also betting on significant rollbacks
of the US tariff regime (ex-China) at the end of the pause period, given strong
opposition to punitive tariffs within the US.

The alternative scenario, however, is grimmer. The mere threat of tariffs
has led to near-recessive conditions in the US and pulled down global growth. If
US President Donald Trump does go ahead with his proposed tariffs after the
pause, global supply chains will be scrambled and unpredictable effects would
be felt across the currency and commodities markets. An extended global reces-
sion triggered by a tariff war would undoubtedly have a net negative impact on
domestic growth. Plus, there is the shadow of conflict escalation with Pakistan
in the context of the terror attack in Kashmir. If all goes well — the Reserve Bank
of India continues to cut interest rates, Mr Trump rolls back tariffs, India-Pakistan
temperatures cool, there is a decent monsoon, and urban consumption revives
— the market is reasonably priced with the Nifty price-to-earnings ratio of 22.
But there are a lot of positive assumptions and if any of those does not fructify,
there could be another deep correction.

Decoding state growth

Strengthening existing econom

ic centres, ratherthan

building greenfield cities, is key to faster state-level growth

call for India to achieve developed country status

by 2047. While there is near-unanimity that
India’s state governments will drive the future reform
agenda, thejury isstill out on what it takes to accelerate
growth. Should states strengthen human or physical
capital, or the quality of governance? Should they focus
on existing cities or greenfield developments? And
should all states pursue the same strategy?

An analysis of the gross domestic product (GDP)
growth performance of 20 major Indian states over
the past 30 years reveals two fundamental axes for
accelerated state growth: Strong growth attributes
and specialised key economic centres (KECs), or
large cities. Nine growth attributes include physical
capital, such as road density; social capital, such as
gross enrolment in tertiary education; and quality
of governance, such as labour market flexibility.

KECs are mainly defined as districts comprising
million-plus urban agglomerations
(UAs) as well as capital cities. These
58 KECs accounted for 30 per cent of
India’s GDP in 2000, which increased
to about 35 per cent by 2020 — indi-
cating a faster growth trajectory. A
few key messages emerge from this
growth framework.

No one-size-fits-all growth
strategy: Growth attributes serve as
foundational elements, while KECs
act as catalysts. Focusing only on
state attributes may miss the bind-

P rime Minister Narendra Modi has given a clarion

SHISHIR GUPTA &
RISHITA SACHDEVA

States have key role in improving growth axes:
Of the nine identified growth attributes, six are in
the State List — crime, fiscal deficit, health care,
transmission and distribution (T&D) losses, labour
reforms, and land policies — and hence, states have
complete control over them. Likewise, KECs are large
urban centres generally governed by urban local bod-
ies (ULBs). A better-managed urban centre enhances
the productivity of its businesses, thereby fostering
growth. Since ULBs are accountable to state govern-
ments, the latter assume primacy again.

Even strong states have catching up to do:
China’s growth centres like Shanghai and Beijing grew
at more than 10 per cent annually for four decades,
compared to our best-performing KECs that grew
between 7 and 10 per cent for nearly 20 years.
Consequently, Shanghai and Beijing today have a GDP
exceeding $500 billion, compared to our biggest KEC,
Mumbai, at around $150 billion. Likewise, states like
Kerala and Himachal Pradesh (HP),
which have the best life expectancy in
the country — around 75 years — rank
only at the 66th percentile globally.

Specialisation is key but can-
notbe orchestrated: KECs usually
outpaced the growth of the rest of
their respective states by 1-3 percent-
age points annually between 2000
and 2020. The primary reason for
faster growth is sector specialisation,
which yields economies of agglom-
eration. Specialisation occurs when

ing constraints facing KECs, while

singularly focusing on KECs is not

desirable, since we find little evidence of isolated
pockets of growth pulling up state growth mean-
ingfully in an environment of weak growth
attributes. States must determine their strategy
based on their performance on these two funda-
mental axes.

For instance, despite having one of the best
attributes, Maharashtra had an average growth per-
formance. This is because of the lacklustre annual
growth of around 7 per cent of its KECs between
2000 and 2020. This is in stark contrast to states
like Gujarat and Uttarakhand, with similar attribute
count, but with significantly faster GDP growth,
courtesy their double-digit KEC growth.

Maharashtra should prioritise improving KEC
performance by tackling issues like high land prices
and poor transport in Mumbai and Pune. Conversely,
Haryana’s fast growth is significantly due to
Gurugram’s stellar performance of more than 10 per
cent annual growth (2000-2020). Sustaining the
state’s growth momentum requires improvements
in social and physical capital across the state.

businesses within a particular sector
find it optimal to invest in a specific
location (KEC), transforming it into a significant
hub for that economic activity.

Bengaluru, for example, emerged as a computer
services hub due to Karnataka’s inherent strength in
having a pool of trained labour. The auto hub in
Uttarakhand and the pharmaceutical industry in
Himachal Pradesh developed as a result of the special
package of industrial incentive announced by the
Central government in 2003. KECs specialising in min-
ing are, by definition, driven by natural endowments.
Thus, specialisation in a KEC occurs, more often than
not, organically, rather than through orchestration.

Capital vs labour in growth: There is a strong
association between capital-intensive specialisation
and growth, while the association with labour-inten-
sive specialisation is weaker. The most recognisable
KECs specialising in labour-intensive industries, such
as Ludhiana (textile) in Punjab, Coimbatore (textile)
in Tamil Nadu, and Agra (leather) in Uttar Pradesh,
have not achieved double-digit growth. Conversely,
capital-intensive centres such as Udham Singh Nagar
(automobile) and Haridwar (machinery) in
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STATE CATEGORIES BASED ON GROWTH

Real per capita Nominal
States GDP , per capita

1994-2020 (%)  NDP for 2023 (%)
FAST
Gujarat 6.7 2,72,000
Uttarakhand 6.5 2,31,000
Andhra Pradesh* 6.2 2,20,000
Tamil Nadu 5.9 2,66,000
Himachal Pradesh 5.8 2,19,000
AVERAGE
Maharashtra 5.3 2,52,000
West Bengal 5.0 1,39,000
Odisha 4.9 1,44,000
Rajasthan 4.8 1,51,000
Bihar 4.5 53,000
SLow
Punjab 4.1 1,82,000
(Chhattisgarh 3.9 1,37,000
Jharkhand 3.7 96,000
Uttar Pradesh 3.6 84,000
Assam 3.5 1,19,000

*Includes Telangana. The listin the table is not exhaustive Source: Mospi

Uttarakhand, Solan (chemicals and machinery) in HP,
and Jamnagar (petroleum) in Gujarat all experienced
double-digit growth between 2000 and 2020. The tepid
performance of labour-intensive manufacturing poses
aconstraint for states specialising in it to achieve faster
growth. This remains a big policy puzzle.

Therisk of diluting growth: KECs are relatively
well distributed in India; pursuing a more distributed
model may lead to slower growth. Governments in
India have consistently aimed to maximise growth
while addressing regional inequity. KECs, by defini-
tion, are present in all states, compared to countries
like China, where the majority of its growth hubs are
concentrated in the east. If we pursue the strategy of
a significantly more distributed model, it may result
in slower growth since it risks diluting the agglom-
eration benefits by spreading resources thin.

The government should prioritise improving
existing centres and nurturing the new/emerging
ones, rather than creating new greenfield cities from
scratch, as they can take a long time to yield results.
For example, Gurugram took 15-20 years to become
the central business district of North India, despite
having favourable conditions such as proximity to
the airport, adjacency to Delhi, and availability of
land. To maximise growth, while addressing regional
inequity, resources should flow towards existing and
emerging growth engines.

Thus, for India to realise Viksit Bharat @ 2047,
state governments must focus on bolstering foun-
dational growth attributes while nurturing their key
economic centres.

The authors are, respectively, senior fellow and associate
fellow, Centrefor Social and Economic Progress.
The views are personal

Global capital, Indian growth rhythm

(PE) firms have approached Asia with an over-

arching thesis: Capture growth by backing
emerging champions in fast-growing economies. For
years, this led to capital concentration in China — a
market defined by scale, speed, and early-stage
dynamism. But as China contends with mounting
geopolitical scrutiny, tariff wars, and structural slow-
down, the Asian investment lens is undergoing a quiet
recalibration. Increasingly, global general partners
(GPs) are not just diversifying beyond China — they
are re-prioritising India as a long-term strategic hub,
rather than merely a hedge.

This shift is not driven by capital
availability alone. It stems from a
reappraisal of risk-adjusted opportu-
nities. India today offers a compelling
combination of macroeconomic
resilience, entrepreneurial depth, and
institutional maturation. More impor-
tantly, it offers a canvas for control-
oriented strategies, platform-build-
ing, and value creation in sectors
where global know-how can be pro-
ductively applied to local complexi-

Over the last two decades, global private equity

PUNEET GUPTA &
SIDDHARTH SHEKHAR SINGH

can capital be the only differentiator; what matters now
is the ability to partner with founders, build leadership
teams, institutionalise processes, and cultivate long-
term governance.

This change is reflected in how deals are being
structured. Earlier waves of global private equity (PE)
in India were dominated by minority growth capital:
Patient, passive, and dependent on promoter align-
ment. Today, the needle is moving towards control
deals, structured buyouts, and long-hold platforms.
These structures allow GPs to exert deeper influence;
not just in strategic planning but also in hiring, digital

transformation, and cross-border
expansion.  Importantly, this
approach aligns well with a new gen-
eration of Indian founders and family
'-' ' ;  business heirs who are more open to
‘% " co-leadership models, shared gover-

- nance, and aligned monetisation.
Platform creation has become a
. preferred entry and expansion strat-
egy for global funds operating in
India. Rather than back a single com-
pany, many GPs now aim to build
multi-asset platforms in sectors like

ties. The opportunity is not in replicat-
ing Silicon Valley in Bengaluru; it is in adapting global
capital to the distinctive rhythms of Indian growth.

The realignment of strategy by global funds is not
simply about replacing China with India. It’s about
recognising that India represents a different kind of
value creation arc — one that is longer-tailed, struc-
turally messier, but increasingly worth the invest-
ment in operational depth. India offers scale, yes —
but with friction. It offers growth, but often uneven.
To succeed here, global GPs must not only deploy
capital, but they must also localise conviction, man-
agement bandwidth, and value-add muscle.

In contrast to China’s state-driven industrialisa-
tion and digital nationalism, India’s private sector
has evolved under a federal, competitive, and often
chaotic market environment. This creates an invest-
ment context that rewards iterative, operationally-
intensive strategies. For global funds, it means a pivot
from capital leverage to execution leverage. No longer

health care, financial services, and
industrials — areas that are fragmented, under-capi-
talised, and ripe for consolidation. This approach
allows for operational integration, brand centralisation,
and efficiency gains that are difficult to achieve in
one-off deals. The challenge, however, lies in execution:
Talent gaps, regulatory ambiguity, and slow-moving
supply chains require patient capital with a high tol-
erance for ambiguity.

Yet India’s institutional scaffolding has improved
considerably. Legal protections for investors, financial
reporting standards, and board governance have
strengthened across the mid-market. Exit mechanisms
have diversified as well. Beyond traditional initial pub-
lic offerings, sponsor-to-sponsor transactions, sec-
ondary sales, and continuation funds are increasingly
viable, particularly in sectors where scale and visibility
have been achieved. These developments have enabled
global funds to craft sophisticated holding strategies,
allowing for value realisation without forced exits.

However, global investors must temper optimism
with realism. India is not a plug-and-play market.
Business models can be local but non-scalable. Talent
isabundant but uneven. Regulatory clarity exists, but
enforcement is often inconsistent. Many sectors oper-
ate in informal or relationship-driven ecosystems
where formal capital is only one piece of the puzzle.
Global GPs must, therefore, deploy more than capital;
they must build long-term institutional capacity, both
within their portfolio companies and within their own
India operations.

The most successful global investors in India have
embraced what could be called a “local orchestration
model.” They localise decision-making, hire senior
India-based talent with operational authority, and align
incentives across global and domestic teams. They
recognise that value creation in India requires under-
standing context — regulatory rhythms, supply chain
realities, founder psychology, and even state-level eco-
nomic politics. In that sense, India demands a hybrid
investing model: Global in rigour, but local in rhythm.

For global limited partners (LPs), India also offers
an opportunity to rethink return profiles. The expec-
tation of outsized internal rates of return (IRRs) from
early-stage growth is giving way to a more nuanced
understanding;: India is a compounding market, not
awindfall one. Real returns accrue to those willing to
stay the course, reinvest in winners, and create oper-
ating leverage over time. From this perspective, India
isn’t a tactical bet but a strategic allocation.

As the world becomes more multipolar and the
race for resilient, scalable growth intensifies, India will
continue to rise in the global PE hierarchy. But its rise
will not be defined by the quantum of capital alone—
it will be defined by the quality of engagement. For
global funds, the winners will be those who understand
that local bets in India require global patience, deep
empathy, and execution excellence. In return, India
offers something rare in today’s volatile global markets:
The promise of durable, compoundable value in a
structurally ascending economy.

Theauthors are, respectively, adjunct professor, IMT
Ghaziabad, and associate professor of marketing, Indian School
of Business. Theviews are personal

The sacred, profane, and the psychedelic

BOOK REVIEW

AMRITESH MUKHERJEE

he story of ganja is the story of
I humanity. It’s a story of survival,

rebellion, and reinvention. The
cannabis plant has seen it all: Crossed
mountains and empires, persisted across
millenia, flourished in uncharted and
unfamiliar terrains, both geographical
and cultural. In Ananda, Karan Madhok
captures this journey in all its layered
glory. It’s part pilgrimage, part inquiry,
and part celebration — a history, a sci-
ence, alawbook, and a love letter all
rolled into one.

Startingin the Himalayan hush of
Himachal, windingthrough the coastal
dreamsofKerala, Anandafloatsfrom
regiontoregion. Each stopbringsanew
strain,anewstate of mind, and, yes,anew

high—Dboth literal and metaphorical.
Like the plant it follows, the book’s
journey islayered, tangled, and
wonderfully complex.

Take, forinstance, the most commonly
usedIndianargument for thelegalisation
of cannabis: The harkingbackto our
ancient culture —totemples, myths, and
centuries-old habits. One only needsto
visit the ghats of Varanasi to find hordes of
sagessmokingdayinand out, chillams
passed from one hand to the next, with
government-approved bhangshops
scattered through the city. But reverence
often mingles with misinformation. It’sa
country as packed with humansaswith
superstitions and untested treatments,
particularly under the guise of systems
such as Ayurveda and Homoeopathy.

When cannabisacquires the maskof
religion, things get murky. The plantis cast
asacure-all, from cancerto AIDS, with
benefitsinflated beyond reason. Healthy
scepticismisofutmostimportance here,
and MrMadhok, while acknowledgingthe
importance ofancientwisdom, refusesto
mistake it forevidence. Reverence doesn’t
replacerigour. Celebrating cultural roots

mustn’tcomeat theexpense ofignoring
theweedsof credulity.

Thejourney spins further outinto
otheravenues, including the Bollywood
industry and Hindu mythology. There’s
the obvious mention of the movie Hare
Rama Hare Krishna, an anti-drug
morality tale, but with the legendary Dum
Maro Dum track, “the best-possible
auditory substitute fora blissful
marijuanahigh, alittledisco, alittle rock,
andalotofsoul.”

Thereisalsothestory of the Samudra
Manthana, “astory worthy of the greatest
superhero cinematicuniverse,” where
amrit, the great elixir of immortality, and
halahala, alethal poison, are produced
from the same oceanic churn. Unsure
whattodowith the halahala, which had
the power to destroy the cosmos, the gods
turnto Lord Shiva, whounflinchingly
consumesitwhole. What else would come
totherescueofthe god’sburningthroat but
asoothingconcoction called bhang, made
from cannabis?

ThebooK’sjourneyisabitlikethat ofthe
plant: Sometimessacred, sometimes
profane, always psychedelic.

Few plants offer asmuch, and ask foras
little, ascannabis. Medicinally, it’sa
pharmacy untoitself: Relieving pain,
reducinginflammation, stimulating
appetite, soothing nausea, calming
anxiety, lifting depression, quieting
seizures, and inviting
sleep. Commercially, it
hasastaggering
versatility: Turning
intorope, textiles,
paper, building blocks,
biodegradable plastics,
and fuel. Nutritionally,
hempseedsaretiny
powerhousesrichin
proteinsand essential
fatty acids, while hemp
oilactsasapotent
dietary supplement. In cosmetics, it is
incorporated into serums, topicals,
conditioners, and skin elixirs, all of which
areinfused with the restorative
compounds of the plant. Ecologically,
few species match itsenvironmental
utility. Cannabis absorbs carbon dioxide
atdouble the rate of most trees, and
cleanssoils of toxins and heavy metals.

Then, of course, there are the recreational
delights: consumed in everything from
brownies to vape clouds, oils tojoints.
Through Ananda, Mr Madhok pays
tribute to this polymath plant, detailing
itseverybrand and bloom like a botanist
drunkonreverence.
Youdthinkabooksorooted inscience,
law, and history would feeldry and heavy.
ButMrMadhokwrites
&’#}yg‘t\l é\n“ withthelightnessofa
high. One moment

?rf f:(r]] ir;a bis he’sjoking, the next
Author: Karan  Sspinning
Madhok metaphors, then
Publisher: suddenly'dropping
Aleph Book sarcasm like ash from
Company achillum. The writing
Pages: 416 ispersonal, playful,
Price: 3999 almost mischievous.

- Consequently, you get

areadingexperience

mirroring the booK’s title: Ananda—pure
joy. And so, smoking Malana Creamislike
“arocketshipbuzzingintothebrain,a
feeling of elevation, Superman meeting
Shivatolazilyambleacross the great
Himalayan peaks” while habitual cannabis
usersexperience “awhole Mahabharatain
themind, abriefhistory of humanity and
civilization, every damn night.”

Through Ananda, MrMadhokbuildsa
powerful case for understanding cannabis,
aswell as forrethinking our moral
frameworks — region by region, strain by
strain, layer bylayer. It'samirrorheld upto
acountry that hasforgottenitsroots. Why
isaplantsodeeply embedded in our
rituals, our medicines, ourlandscapesstill
viewed withsuspicion and fear? Why are
farmers punished for cultivatingwhat the
land offersso freely? Why are fields set
aflameinthe name oflaw? Why, Mr
Madhokasks, mustIndiaimportaplant
thatgrowswild acrossits hillsand forests?

The plant may notbe a miracle cure,
butitiscertainly asymbol. Of policy
outpacingreason. Of modernity denying
its past. Of common sense lost to
bureaucracy. When we can tolerate
alcohol-fuelled violence and tobacco-
linked disease, if we can scroll ourselves
intodopamine comas, then surely we can
handle aplantthat hashealed, soothed,
and grown beside us for millennia?

The story of ganja is the story of
humanity. To capture one is to capture
theother.

Thereviewer is ajournalist, writer, and editor
fascinated by the stories that shape our world.
Instagram/X: aroomofwords
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Hundred days of
Trump turmoil

Global power relations and the world economy are
reeling under the US president’s radical policies

hat the second Donald Trump administration
would be more aggressive about his core
politics than the first was almost a given. Many
analysts expected it to be protectionist and
anti-immigrant; dismissive of multilateral and rules-
based forums; and driven by vendetta against those
who had opposed the US President either in his first
term, or the years in between. If the first hundred days
of the second Trump presidency have still surprised
people, it is not in terms of direction but magnitude.

Trump’s constant focus on pushing the envelope on
each of these policies has begun to test the resilience of
not just his politics but the US’s hegemonic position in
the world.

His self-proclaimed foreign policy prowess is being
tested in both West Asia and Europe as the Russia-
Ukraine and Israel-Hamas conflicts are nowhere close
to ending. His threats to annex Canada have just
resuscitated the political fortunes of the Liberal Party.
Far-Right parties in Europe are also beginning to feel
the heat of being seen as his fellow travellers as Trump
seeks to increase the burden of military expenditure in
Europe and also take away a part of the US export
market from them. China, on the other hand, is trying
to portray itself as a champion of multilateralism and
rules-based order and is succeeding in part because of
Trump. Trump’s biggest challenge is in the realm of
the economy. His “Liberation Day” reciprocal tariff
announcements have managed to shock the
Americans more than the rest of the world. Financial
markets, including those for US treasuries, started
convulsing after the announcements, forcing a pause
on the tariffs. The true impact of the tariffs, especially
vis-a-vis China, is yet to be felt in the American
economy, as there was significant frontloading of
orders to pre-empt the tariffs. It is this technical
headwind that hasled to a contraction in the US
economy in the first quarter.

What will Trump’s economic policies lead to? Will
they unleash significant economic pain domestically
and force a rollback? Will they nudge other countries
to recalibrate their economic relationship away from
the US, perhaps even the US dollar? Will this lead to a
significant weakening of the clout of the US globally,
potentially reversing the nature of global capital flows?
Will all these factors widen the chasm between
Trump’s working-class MAGA (Make America Great
Again) base and his Wall Street backers?

A hundred days is too short a time to answer these
questions. However, the fact that these questions are
being asked shows that Trump 2.0 has moved more
than one tectonic plate in geopolitics and economics.

The case for a popular
government in Manipur

he Centre must consider favourably the plea by a
T group of 21 MLAs for installing a popular
government in Manipur, which has been under

President’s Rule since February when the Biren Singh
government was dismissed following its failure to
enforce law and order in the state. The signatories
calling for restoring the popular government include
14 BJP MLAs (out of the party’s 37 in the assembly),
three from the National People’s Party, two from the
Naga People’s Front, and two independents. This may
be a small section of the legislators — the legislative
assembly has 60 members —but they do have a case.

Chief minister Biren Singh was responsible for the
mess in Manipur. His actions and pronouncements
when ethnic tensions roiled the state undermined the
administration’s authority and gave the impression
that it was partisan in dealing with the violence. The
party leadership’s persistence with him diminished the
government’s credibility among the Kuki-Zo minority.
The general election outcome — the Congress won
both the Lok Sabha seats in Manipur —may have
convinced the BJP that Singh’s claim of popularity was
exaggerated. But when the BJP got Singh to resign, the
Centre chose to introduce Governor’s rule rather than
entrust the administration to another legislator. That
has not helped disarm the ethnic militias that instilled
fear or remove the distrust between communities that
resulted in the carving of exclusive ethnic territories.

Civil society groups will be mobilising Saturday to
mark two years of ethnic violence, which saw the loss
of atleast 260 lives and displacement of over 60,000
residents. A closure in the conflict may take time, but it
is time steps to initiate the healing process are taken. A
popular government may be better placed to lead this
since the work needs to begin at the grassroots.

Calm before Al storm:
A moment to prepare

India would benefit from
launching a national
initiative dedicated to
building domestic
capability in agentic Al

n The Driver in the Driverless

Car, I warned of a coming

storm: A jobless future driven

by automation and Artificial

Intelligence (AI). That future is

no longer on the horizon — it
has begun.

But unlike in the West, where
entire white-collar industries are
already being restructured by Al,
India has a bit more time. Not
because it is more insulated, but
because so much of its infrastructure
still needs to be built — smart cities,
modern digital systems, and scalable
platforms for a billion-plus people.

That breathing room is a gift. But
treating it as a licence for compla-
cency would be a costly mistake.

Let’s be clear: The foundational
work done by India’s IT services
industry — code maintenance, soft-
ware patching, integration testing,
report generation, and process docu-
mentation — is squarely in the cross-
hairs of the next wave of AL That
wave is now forming.

At a recent Google event, Deep-
Mind CEO and co-founder Demis
Hassabis laid out what's coming. He
warned that within a decade, we may
reach artificial general intelligence —
the holy grail of AL, where machines
exhibit human-level cognition. But

the disruption won’t wait that long. It
is already underway in the form of
agentic Al — software systems that
don’t just answer questions, but
break down problems, reason
through them, and take action. These
systems are becoming capable of
handling complex workflows with
minimal human oversight. That’s a
polite way of saying: They can
already do the kind of work that
much of India’s IT sector depends on.

Google’s new Agentspace plat-
form, rolling out this year, integrates
tools like Gemini with enterprise
data and provides company-
branded agents that can
search, decide, summarise,
and execute — on com-
mand. Tools like Note-
bookLM can instantly syn-
thesise vast troves of docu-
ments, emails, or manuals
and surface insights that
teams would take weeks to
extract. These aren’t passive
chatbots. They’re fully operational
digital workers — reliable, tireless,
and improving by the day.

Already, tools like GitHub Copilot
are writing production-grade code.
Salesforce’s Einstein Al is autono-
mously handling customer support
and sales optimisation tasks.

Within a few years, technologies
like these will mature to the point
where they can replace much of the
repetitive, back-end work done by
hundreds of thousands of profession-
alsinIT.

The DeepMind CEO acknowledged
that current Al models still suffer
from what he calls “compounding

Vivek
Wadhwa

error” — a 1% error rate multiplied
over thousands of steps renders out-
comes nearly random.

Games like Go or chess, with fixed
rules, allow algorithms to plan and
reason reliably. The real world, with
its ambiguity and complexity,
doesn’t. That gap offers a brief win-
dow of opportunity.

India should be using this time to
prepare.

The IT sector emerged not by
building transformative technolo-
gies, but by filling the world’s need
for outsourced back-office work —
digitising insurance forms,
fixing Y2K bugs, maintain-
ing legacy code. But those
business models won’t sur-
vive the Al transition.

The key question now is
whether the country will
remain a consumer of for-
eign-built Al systems — or
emerge as a developer and
exporter of its own.

This disruption presents massive
opportunity. India has one of the
world’s youngest and most tech-
savvy populations, broad English
proficiency, and a long history of
leapfrogging traditional develop-
ment pathways. It has already dem-
onstrated what's possible with Aad-
haar, UPL, and ONDC — building plat-
forms at population scale that solve
real problems. But this next leap
requires a mindset shift.

Agentic Al will need new interfa-
ces, governance structures, fine-tun-
ing tools, and orchestration plat-
forms. It will need ethical frame-
works, transparency layers, and

If this transition is managed wisely, India could leapfrog into global
leadership in applied AlI.

sector-specific customisation. These
are all areas where India can lead.

Smart cities, for example, could be
designed from the ground up with
autonomous agents managing traffic,
energy usage, and public services in
real time. The very Al that threatens
to obsolete legacy IT jobs could drive
a wave of hyper-efficient, Al-first
urban development.

IT needs to pivot from outsourcing
and services to intellectual property
creation, developing Al co-pilots for
health care, construction, law
enforcement, and agriculture, and
investing in open-source models,
multimodal agent platforms, and
domain-specific Al stacks.

Startups that train Al on India’s
tax codes, regional languages, SME
supply chains, and labour markets
can outperform western competitors
in local contexts.

The government can use its digital
infrastructure as a testbed for next-
gen Al systems: Predictive disease
surveillance, Al-based procurement,
real-time policy simulations, and
automated dispute resolution.

The old ways won’t work. Engi-
neering graduates can no longer
coast on routine Java or testing jobs.

REUTERS

Curricula need a ground-up redesign
focused on prompt engineering, cog-
nitive architectures, model tuning,
and ethical Al Students must train in
real-world labs, not just on Zoom
calls with remote teams.

India would benefit from launch-
ing a national initiative — akin to its
semiconductor or space programmes
— dedicated to building domestic
capability in agentic Al. That means
public-private partnerships, indige-
nous foundation models, and mas-
sive upskilling of the existing work-
force. A five-year crash programme
to prepare the next 10 million knowl-
edge workers for a radically different
tech industry.

If this transition is managed
wisely, India could leapfrog into
global leadership in applied Al —just
as it did with fintech and telecom.
But if it’s mismanaged, the result
could be a hollowing out of the very
industry that lifted millions into the
middle class.

This is the calm before the storm
— and the moment to prepare.

Vivek Wadhwa is CEO,
Vionix Biosciences.
The views expressed are personal

Airlines must avoid getting
grounded by pilot burnout

ast month, India’s aviation industry

mourned the death of a 36-year-old

commander of Air India Express who

passed away from a cardiac arrest
shortly after his flight landed in Delhi. Social
media erupted with allegations that the pilot
was overworked, and many were quick to
blame the airline and its work culture. Air
India Express defended itself saying that the
roster of the pilot was anything but demand-
ing. In fact, on average, the airline’s pilots
were averaging around half the duty limit
timings. The pilot’s death was, in all likeli-
hood, unconnected to work pressure, the air-
line argued.

There has been growing concern in India
over reports of young people dying on
account of heart failures post the 2020 pan-
demic, unrelated to genetic or any other
clearly discernible causes. The pilot in Air
India Express instance could well be one of
these. It remains a matter that
needs deeper research.

The bigger worry for the aviation
sector is that the cause for this and
for previous deaths in the pilot
community could be chalked up to
‘cumulative fatigue’, a sort of insidi-
ous burnout over a sustained period
of time that results in loss of life.

Well before the pandemic, in
2018, I had detailed conversations
with some pilots of low-fare airlines
to understand what their daily work entailed
and found the picture was pretty grim. Pilots
were struggling with burnout and monotony
as airlines tried to cope with growing
demands without adding to their payroll
headcounts. A low-fare airline commander
and crew’s life in India was certainly not one
to be envied.

Over the years, things have worsened as
the aviation sector has grown and pressure
to improve bottom lines and stay afloat have
mounted. Pilots and commanders of the erst-
while Air India, Indian Airlines, and Jet Air-
ways led a life of relative leisure compared to
those who entered the industry post-2004.

Earning less is one aspect, but the nature
of the jobs takes a bigger physical toll too.
Many low-fare airline pilots and crew do
four take-offs and landings in a single duty
assignment, and this can be tough on the
body over a long period. “We as passengers
find it tough and quite tiring if one takes a
flight with a couple of stopovers even with-
out a change in aircraft. You can imagine
what the crew goes through if they have to
do three or four sectors in a single day,”

ot~ >N

The situation in India, airline executives
say, is already at alarming levels with
many pilots being declared unfit ~ HTPHOTO

Anjuli
Bhargava

argued a former civil aviation secretary.

In 2015, a GermanWings co-pilot deliber-
ately crashed a jet, killing everyone on board.
This opened a can of worms where the men-
tal health of the crew became a key concern
the world over. While the industry was
equipped to assess the physical well-being of
those in charge of so many lives at a time,
assessing mental fitness was trickier and a
bigger worry. The GermanWings incident
blew apart the assumption that everyone val-
ues their own life.

The pandemic worsened matters. The avi-
ation sector — commanders, co-pilots and
cabin crew — faced layoffs or sharp pay cuts
as airlines struggled to keep their heads
above the water. Many flight personnel in
India contracted and lost their lives to the
virus while others suffered the stress of
financial setbacks because of thin airline
incomes.

As things limped back to nor-
malcy, some of the financial stress
lifted in 2022 and 2023. Yet in some
ways, the work-life balance, espe-
cially for a low-fare airline pilot, has
deteriorated. In 2022 and 2023, the
news of two Indian pilots — one
with IndiGo and one former Spice-
Jet commander who was with Qatar
— dying while on duty made head-
lines. Several news reports identi-
fied poor health due to overwork,
accumulated fatigue, and stress that is
assumed to be common in the sector as rea-
sons behind the untimely deaths.

After the pandemic, for the first time, com-
manders also came out and spoke openly. A
senior SpiceJet commander told this writer
that he had chosen to stay with his airline,
despite its financial and other troubles,
because it was flying less and, therefore, his
work-life balance was better. He said at 51
years of age, he could no longer manage what
he could when he was 28. Others pointed
towards their gruelling rosters, which in one
glaring instance included four early morning
and six ‘window of circadian low’ (WOCL)
flights (between 2 am and 6 am), a time when
the mind and body are at their lowest func-
tioning capacity.

The director general of civil aviation
(DGCA) came up with new duty guidelines in
October 2023 aimed at making the life of
crew easier, with adequate and enhanced
rest periods. For the airlines, this meant a
spike in costs as they would need additional
crew, and the matter expectedly landed up in
court.

Based on a court directive, some of the
new guidelines will be implemented in July,
but the majority or the more substantive por-
tions of the guidelines have been delayed to
October. The pilot community, despite the
court’s intervention, is not convinced these
will be implemented. The situation in India,
airline executives say, is already at alarming
levels with many pilots being declared unfit,
some of whom have been temporarily or
even permanently removed from duty.
Whether this was a result of overwork,
stress, a general neglect of their physical
state or a combination of all three remains
unclear. Regardless, a two-year delay in the
implementation of the guidelines is both
incomprehensible and unconscionable.

Anjuli Bhargava writes about governance, infra-
structure and the social sector. The views
expressed are personal
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Since at the end of the day, this is all
taxpayer money, I think we should

definitely look to see if indeed the
Federal Reserve is spending $2.5
billion on their interior designer
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Caste census and changing
narratives in Indian politics

he National Democratic Alliance gov-
ernment (NDA) has decided to include
caste enumeration in the upcoming
national census. Census with caste asa
detail was a colonial invention, now being rein-
vented by post-colonial governance and given
anew meaning and context. The census with
caste enumeration — popularly called caste
census — has both symbolic and substantial
values. As a symbolic act, it may sharpen caste-
based identity assertion in both politics and
policymaking. However, it will also generate
rich data and details that can help in framing
policies for the equal and equitable distribution
of material and political resources in society.
The caste census is also likely to reshape
people’s priorities, from a mere aspiration for
development (read public resources) to asser-
tion for representation and, through that,
development among various under-repre-
sented social groups. It may also lead to an
unfolding of caste and sub-caste iden-
tities and reshaping of society in an
equitable manner in the long-run.
This decision of the Narendra Modi
government has major political impli-
cations. First, it is likely to demolish

the political and electoral strategies of B a ri
Narayan

the Congress-led anti-BJP Opposition,
which was aiming to use caste census
to mobilise OBCs and other marginal
communities. They will need to ref-
rame their political strategy, especially in Bihar,
where assembly elections are due later this
year. Second, the BJP has not only disarmed the
Opposition from weaponising caste-based
electoral polarisation of backwards and Dalits,
but it has also appropriated the Opposition’s
caste-focussed social justice argument by
recasting it in its own model of social justice —
referred to by many political analysts as sama-
gra (all-encompassing) social justice) model —
by weaving in governance-centred empower-
ment with caste-based representation.

The caste census may appear to go against
the grain of the ideological vision usually asso-
ciated with the BJP. However, the BJP is a politi-
cal party that imbibes whatever they find as
yuganukul (a concept popularised by Jana
Sangh ideologue Deen Dayal Upadhyaya,
which means suitable to the time). The Bihar
election is set to be a contest of various social
justice models: The neo-Congress and neo-
samajwadi (socialist) argument for social jus-
tice based on representation as per share in
population, bahujanwadi politics, and the BJP’s
samagra social justice model. While the current
Congress-Samajwadi social justice model is
limited to the demand for caste-based repre-
sentation, the BJP has been smart to combine
governance with representation. The BJP has

already been successful in shattering its histori-
cal image as a Brahmin-Bania party and trans-
formed itself into a sarva samaj (all communi-
ties) party that provides substantial political
representation to OBCs and Dalits.

This conscious transformation has already
helped the party attract a large section of OBCs
and Dalits, especially in the Hindi heartland. In
the long-run, this will lead to a diminishing of
the electoral base of influential parties such as
the RJD and Samajwadi Party (SP). The social
justice argument that energised their politics
may be in crisis. Their one-dimensional social
justice politics will have to compete with the
NDA’s multi-dimensional politics, that claims
to offer social, cultural, and religious social jus-
tice with now, the promise of caste-oriented
representation in power politics. The first test
of the new political positioning by the BJP will
be the Bihar assembly election. But it will have
aresonance nationally.

The fact is few people now argue
against a caste census. A section of
the Hindu upper caste and a few
activists who argue for the annihila-
tion of caste may insist that not
acknowledging caste in census and
surveys is the right way to diminish
its importance. Of the first lot, the
Hindu upper castes may be disap-
pointed with the BJP’s decision to
include caste enumeration in the cen-
sus. However, the appeal of the Hindutva
agenda and the absence of other political choi-
ces may keep them close to the party. A potent
combination of Hindutva, an aggressive anti-
Pakistan centric nationalism, the promise of
Viksit Bharat is likely to help the party over-
come the caste fault line in Hindu society that
anti-BJP social justice groups have historically
used for electoral mobilisation.

The caste census may turn the caste survey
data collected by various state governments
irrelevant and offer more rigorously collected,
methodologically appropriate, elaborately col-
lected politically neutral data that can be used
for evolving policies and their proper imple-
mentation. Political parties may use their own
data collected by the state surveys either to sup-
plement or contest national data and sharpen
their political posturing and arguments. These
data can be weaponised, of course. But the out-
come will depend on who is using it, how, and
for what? One thing is for sure. A national caste
census, whenever it is going to be conducted,
will change the course of Indian politics, trans-
form the structures of dominance, and the rela-
tions between the privileged and the deprived.

Badri Narayan is director, GB Pant Social Sci-
ence Institute. The views expressed are personal
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Caste enumeration: We
must proceed with care

The government'’s decision to include a caste count in the next Census is welcome but let’s

get the details of it right and not compromise what's in our collective interest as a country

he government’s decision to
include caste enumeration in
India’s population census is wel-
come. As the basis of a social hier-
archy that inhibits mobility in
Indian society, caste is inimical to
the notion of equality that’s a core characteristic
of democracy. The dynamism of our economy
has weakened links between castes and occupa-
tions, with favourable socio-economic out-
comes, especially for groups with along record
of deprivation. Our policy of affirmative action,
with jobs and educational seats reserved for
candidates from “socially and economically
backward classes,” in the Constitution’s words,
has helped many of the underprivileged move
ahead in life. However, the extent to which
caste haslost its power to hold people back and
the challenge that remains is a matter of specu-
lation in the absence of data on the country’s
caste composition. Independent India chose to
dispense with a caste headcount, last done in
1931 under British rule. A reversal of that call
may cause unease among citizens who do not
want such an identity raked up officially, but it
will replace the fog of guesswork with data.
How should this caste count be designed?
Castes similar in occupation and ritual status
have different names in different states. Even
within the same state, caste nomenclature can
vary. How to standardize these tags is one chal-
lenge. Then, there is the question of sub-caste,
which poses the puzzle of whether a group
should be subsumed in a larger caste identity.
The 1931 Census used occupation to club
groups, but modern professions would thwart
such a solution. Also, the field-work gathers
self-reported information. Since caste cannot
be ascertained objectively, would the reliability

of claims stir up a controversy? But one thing is
clear. The questionnaire must make space for
caste disavowal. For various reasons, people
may resist such identification. Among the privi-
leged, there may be those who see no need to
derive social status from caste affiliation. Those
who view it as a burden to be left behind in
villages (or the past) may also want to transcend
thisidentity. Many Indians have dropped caste-
laden surnames to either oppose or escape it.
There would also be people of ‘mixed parent-
age’—in terms of caste or faith—whoreject a
patrilineal identity. Those who wish to identify
as casteless should be able to. Those who
declare themselves atheist are often clubbed
with Hindus, since naastiks (those who do not
believe in divinity or the primacy of scriptural
texts) are treated as a Hindu sect. Such respon-
dents ought to be classified as ‘unaffiliated.’

To what end is caste being enumerated? For
the ruling party, it could plausibly serve to
deprive the opposition of a political plank that
seemed to find some traction in last year’s
general election. But a national caste break-up
is sure to generate fresh demands for quotas.
Partisan politics could champion quota expan-
sion beyond today’s 60% total, a cause that may
have a sizeable demographic constituency
behind it. Ideally, affirmative action should nei-
ther negate the incentive to excel, nor reinforce
perceptions of inferiority. Whether quotas pass
this test is unclear, though we can affirm that
distorted incentives are usually bad economics.
Yet, such nuances may turn out to be irrelevant
if quota beneficiaries hold the electoral balance
of power as a swing vote and push for enlarged
reservations. Regardless of the eventual ramifi-
cations, for this important policy debate to
make headway, we need reliable data.
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India needs official poverty data
for eflective policy formulation

World Bank estimates are confusing and we must adopt our own measure of India’s poverty ratio
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e with past datawasin1999-00, and

itdid not use it for poverty estimation.
None of its reports has Indian poverty
estimates for1999-00.

The use of HCES 2022-23 is also
responsible for the downward revision
ofthe Bank’s poverty estimates for
2011-12, the data of which is not contro-
versial. Its new estimates as well as the

ones use the 2011-12 consumption

survey of the NSSO and the same pov-

line of $2.15. The downward revi-

sionisaresult of a shift from the earlier

estimates of consumption expenditure
in 2011-12 that were based on a uniform
recall period (URP) of 30 days to the

ast week, the World Bank released

its latest estimates of poverty for

India. According to its Poverty and
Equity Briefs, poverty in India declined
from 16.2% in fiscal year 2011-12 to 2.3%
in 2022-23, with 171 million people
lifted out of it in 11 years—or 15.5 million
persons per year. These estimates are
based on its $2.15-per-day poverty line
used to measure extreme poverty.

These numbers differ from the World
Bank’s estimates of poverty using the
same $2.15 poverty line on its Poverty
and Inequality Platform (PIP). Indian
poverty, according to this, was at 22.9%
in 2011-12 and fell to 13% in 2021-22,
with the number of poor falling by 107
million, or 10.7 million persons per year.
Not just the level of poverty, the extent
of its decline also varies vastly.

Part of the reason for the Bank’s sharp
downward revision in poverty was its
use of the recently-released 2022-23
Household Consumer Expenditure
Survey (HCES). However, its PIP esti-
mates for 2021-22 were made through a
survey-to-survey imputation using the
‘consumer pyramids’ data of the Centre
for Monitoring Indian Economy.

The World Bank acknowledges prob-
lems in using HCES 2022-23 data for
poverty and inequality measurements,
given the substantial changes it under-
went, but it has still used it. Thisis
strange. The last time it found data on
consumption expenditure non-compa-

Sam

modified mixed recall period (MMRP),
which uses a mix of 7-day, 30-day and
365-day recall periods. These two sets
of estimates are not comparable, with
MMRP estimates pegging consumption
expenditure significantly higher than
URP estimates. As aresult, using the

e poverty line, estimated poverty

using the MMRP method is only 16.2%
in 2011-12, far less than 22.9% estimated
earlier for the same year.

The fact that there are now two
World Bank estimates of poverty using
the same poverty line is problematic in
the context of assessing India’s poverty
reduction. It also raises basic questions
over the World Bank’s methodology of
estimating poverty for countries with
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The World Bank's dual estimates
of Indian poverty on account of
differencesin consumption
survey methodology have
caused confusion over the
progress we're making,

Its latest estimates show lower
poverty and a sharper decline
since 2011-12 than previously
estimated. Likein the past,
though, we need our own
official poverty ratio to track.
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linger despite
MAT relief

non-comparable data on consumption
expenditure. The appropriate method
would have been to use a poverty line
that takes into account changes in the
recall period such that the poverty esti-
mates remain the same. After all, the
number of poor in a country isa given
fact and a methodology shift should not
result in such a different poverty ratio.

But even with the changes, both these
World Bank estimates suggest a sharp
deceleration in poverty reduction
efforts. By its estimates, India managed
tolift 175 million persons out of poverty
between 2004-05 and 2011-12 using the
same $2.15 poverty line. So an annual 25
million persons were lifted out of pov-
erty. This declined after 2011-12 to only
10.7 million per year, if we go by the PIP
estimates, and 15.5 million per year by
the new estimates.

While there are issues with the Bank’s
poverty estimates that stem from com-
parability and its choice of poverty line,
aswell as deflators and the implicit
inter-temporal inflation used for
arriving at rupee-equivalent poverty
lines, these have never been relevant for
policy analysis in India.

India has been a pioneer in defining
national poverty lines since independ-
ence. These have been used by several
other countries to define and estimate
poverty in their own countries. Unfor-
tunately, there is no official poverty line
for India currently, despite the Ranga-
rajan panel that was set up to look into
poverty estimation having submitted its
report in 2014. Although there is con-
sumption data available for 2022-23
and 2023-24, issues surrounding its
robustness and comparability with
earlier survey rounds warrant setting up
anew committee to examine the data
and suggest a national poverty line.

With a significant proportion of
India’s population still living in poverty,
its estimation simply cannot be left to
international agencies. The country
needs an official poverty estimate to aid
policymaking and determine poverty
trends after 2011-12.

JUST A TROTQAT

To abandon affirmative
actionisto say thereis
nothing more to be done
about discrimination.

CORETTA SCOTT KING

RERA was built for protection but undone by inaction

MANISHA NATARAJAN

is ajournalist, content
strategist, and host of ‘Let's Get
REal'.

hen a Supreme Court judge calls

the Real Estate Regulatory

Authority (RERA) a “rehab centre
for ex-bureaucrats,” it'sa wake-up call. Jus-
tice Surya Kant’sblunt remark in March isn’t
the judiciary’s first indictment and likely
won’t be the last.

Insiders have been sounding the alarm for
years. Former Uttar Pradesh RERA member
Balvinder Kumar admitted the authority
lacks teeth to rein in rogue builders. Hary-
ana’s adjudicating officer Rajender Kumar
called it a “toothless tiger.” Even Union min-
ister Hardeep Singh Puri criticized statesin
2022 for weakening the law and diluting its
core purpose: protecting homebuyers.

Now comes a shiny new infotech initiative:
aunified digital platform for all state RERAs.
It sounds great on paper, with the promise of
more transparency, easier access to project
details and a single central database. But
access to information was never the real
issue. The problem is that RERA is simply not
delivering the protection it promised.

When it was launched in 2016, RERA gave
hope to millions of homebuyers trapped in
stalled, delayed or sub-par projects. It prom-
ised accountability, compensation and a way
to fight back. Nearly a decade later, many of
those promises remain unfulfilled.

Transparency? Hazy at best: Startling
results emerge from a check of some basic
RERA provisions: 70% of project funds must
be deposited in an escrow account to pre-
vent diversion; builders must compensate
buyers with the same interest rate they
charge for delayed payments; full refunds
with interest are due if a project is cancelled
orindefinitely stalled; and quarterly updates
on construction, finances and approvals
must be uploaded on the RERA site.

Most RERA safeguards are falling through
the cracks because no one seems to be hold-
ingbuilders accountable. There is hardly any
audit by state RERAs on whether abuilder is
meeting the money-in-escrow requirement,
little or no scrutiny of project updates and
poor enforcement of compensation or fair
agreement clauses. In the absence of proper
monitoring, RERA’s transparency mandate
remains a hollow promise.

Redressal mechanism? Don’t count on it:
The RERA Act also lays out a clear dispute
redressal mechanism. Complaints must be

resolved in 60 days, appeals must be decided
within another 60 days and orders can
include refunds, interest payments, compen-
sation or directions to complete projects,
apart from jail terms for errant builders.
According to data shared by Square Yards,
ofthe 265 cases filed by it on behalf of home-
buyers, recovery of claims from builders has
been just 28%. More than 50 cases are stuck
with “reserved orders” for 7-8 months and
over 30 await execution even after final
orders. In at least 15 cases, homebuyers have
had to escalate matters to high courts
because RERA orders
were not complied with.
Even MahaRERA of
Maharashtra, once con-
sidered the poster boy
among all state RERAs,
first tries to arrange
mediation between the
builder and homebuyers.
That can take up to six
months. If things don’t
work out, the case needs
to be listed under an
adjudicating officer. The
first hearing could take
between 12 and 18
months. Even after mul-

EEN
QUICK READ

The Real Estate Regulatory
Authority has failed its promise
of protecting the interests of
homebuyersin too many states.
Evenits redressal mechanisms
remain largely ineffective.

RERA orders seem to get
implemented morein the breach
thanreality. For homebuyers
in India to be assured of fair
terms, we need both political
willand legislative reform.

tiple hearings that could go on for up to two
years, a remedy for orders not being
enforced can prove elusive. That's RERA’s
Achilles heel. It has no teeth to bite when
builders ignore RERA directives.

The problem isn’t just delayed orders.
There’s no fixed timeline for enforcement or
recovery. Even after a case is won, imple-
mentation of orders can up take up toayear
or more, depending on which state’s RERA
one isdealing with.

RERA relies on state agencies—the police,
district collectors and revenue officials—for
the execution of its
orders. But when those
bodies either delay action
orblatantly ignore RERA
orders, homebuyers are
left helpless. Maharashtra
alone has hundreds of
unexecuted recovery
warrants gathering dust.

Thisiscompounded by
aserious lack of capacity.
Most RERA offices are
swamped, handling
80-100 cases aday. Many
are staffed by retired
bureaucrats, often with
no legal training or

understanding of real-estate complexities.
Add to this the legal maze that builders use
to delay proceedings, and you're left with a
system designed to exhaust homebuyers,
not protect them.

The problem is not just with adjudication.
Even provisions meant to apply automati-
cally, like compensation for delays, are now
being treated as matters for dispute resolu-
tion. The difference is stark with systemsin
placeslike Singapore, where regulatory and
adjudicatory frameworks operate smoothly.

If regulation is lax and developers aren’t
held to the promises they make buyers, the
system can be deemed a failure.

So, what needs to change? First, RERA
must start acting like a real regulator—
watching builder disclosures and industry
practices closely and stepping in at the first
sign of a gap, not after things fall apart. That
requires officials who are trained, agile,
committed and enough in number. Second,
orders must not be hostage to state machin-
ery. Penalties must be meaningful and
recovery mechanisms quick and binding.

Thisrequires political will and legislative
reform. Until that comes about, homebuyers
would do well to stay cautious, even when a
housing project proudly flaunts a ‘RERA
registration’ number.
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What India could learn from the

complaints of its trade partners

There is vast scope for productivity enhancement in the economy if we pick up the right lessons from today’ trade stand-off

7

is an economist.

ven before the US paused its Liberation

Day tariffs for three months until 9 July,

it was clear that those levies would have

tobe periodically updated since they

were based on annual (flow) data. Any

country on the high-tarifflist can reduce
its bilateral trade surplus with the US and demand
arecalibration of its tariff.

Itisimportant to remember this, because long-
term export strategies based on the comparative
advantage we might temporarily enjoy vis-a-vis
Malaysia or Vietnam, just because they were
charged higher tariffs in the first round, could
come to grief. Even China has been promised a
tariff drop from 145% (the 245% number is just for
one or two products for which the new levy was
added on to a pre-existing 100% tariff). The prom-
ise for China is in the 50-65% range, probably in
response to Chinese restrictions on the export of
rare earth elements (essential in the manufacture
of magnets and much else).

India and the US are working on a bilateral trade
agreement (BTA). There will be an initial focus
on agricultural trade, where the tariff disparity is
staringly wide, but not much more is known about
the contours of the BTA other than that it will be in
two phases.

Tariff concessions will be the principal focus of
the BTA, but non-tariff access barriers are also
very much on the table. It is these that we can learn
valuable lessons from, because much of what ham-
pers access for trade partners can work to hobble
the domestic economy as well. There is enormous
scope for productivity enhancement in the econ-
omy as a whole if we learn the right lessons from
the trade stand-off.

Take for example what from an Indian perspec-
tive is non-negotiable: India’s ban on the import of
commercial feed for animals, like milch cattle,
which carries ingredients of animal origin like bone
meal. To quote from the 2025 National Trade Esti-
mate Report (31 March) of the US Trade Representa-
tive (page 202): “In addition, unclear jurisdiction for
the approval process for animal feed continues to
complicate the process. For example, in December
2019, the [Food Safety and Standards Authority of
India] published Direction I-95, announcing new
requirements for commercial animal feeds and feed
materials that are manufactured, imported, or dis-
tributed in India. Prior to the publication of Direc-
tion [-95, however, the FSSAI had not regulated the
manufacture, import, or distribution of either com-
mercial animal feeds or feed ingredients in India.
India indicated it would issue an administrative
order to clarify the formal regulatory authority of
animal feed in 2024; however, as of December 31,
2024, the orders were yet to be issued.”

The paragraph, if it is accurate, says the ban
came into effect for the first time in December

2019, which is surprisingly recent for an issue of
such great social importance in India. It points out
that the ban did not lie within the FSSAT’s remit.
Further, India’s promise of a clarification at that
time is an admission of the need for a formal regu-
latory authority, either through expanding the
FSSAT’s remit or setting up another regulator for
animal feed. Finally, the para-
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The landmark Supreme Court ruling that pre-
scribes time deadlines within which state gover-
nors must deliver their response to state legislation
passed and awaiting notification is a massive step
in the right direction. Practically every state has
experienced periods during which duly passed leg-
islation awaited the governor’s assent for years.

The Supreme Court’s ruling

graph highlights a familiar story EEE serves to uphold the paramount
—to wit that five years later, the QUICK READ importance of elected bodies

regulatory clarification prom- like state legislatures. It does not
ised had still not happened. Areportby the US Trade undermine those institutions in

Delays, delays. T have written
before on delays which plague
the Indian system, principally on
payment delays within the fiscal
arena. There are also approval
delays, response delays, you-
name-it delays. Commercial
delays may be reduced by Adam
Smithian competition, but pub-
lic institutions have no competi-
tion. The applicant is at their
mercy. Exam dates are post-
poned. Jobs are promised but no
appointment letter follows. Arterial road repairs
are begun and then indefinitely delayed. Road
repairs may destroy underground water and
sewage pipes, or phone and internet lines, whose
restoration can get indefinitely delayed. Commer-
cial activity, whether for export or a domestic
market, can only become more productive if the
public infrastructure parameters within which it
functions are known and do not hang in limbo.

Representative, if accurate,
suggestsadelay on India’s part
to clarify its regulatory authority
foranimal feed, over which the
US and India have a stand-off.

Delays are endemic to India
inalmost every sphere where the
government playsaroleand
significant productivity gains
could be madeif aneffortis
made to end this problem.

any way.
The Constitutional provision
for Finance Commissions has
over the years performed a
sterling role in safeguarding
the statutory sharing of fiscal
resources between the Centre
and states from politically-in-
duced delays. The standard
operating procedure for these
statutory flows ensures that funds
flow from the Centre simultane-
ously on known dates to all states
in amounts that are formulaic and not discretionary.
These provisions have preserved the Indian fed-
eration and thereby the size and heft of the Indian
economy. The 16th Finance Commission is now in
session, but amember hasresigned and is yet to be
replaced. It is vital that this vacancy be filled with-
out delay for the commission to function at full
strength, as prescribed under Article 280 of the
Indian Constitution.

Economist-turned-politician:
Mark Carney is Canada’s hope

The Liberal leader could fix Canada’s Achilles heel: productivity

is the executive editor of Bloomberg
Opinion.

anada’s Liberal Party has won a

fourth consecutive national elec-

tion in a race that largely came
down to which party would better stand up
to US President Donald Trump. “We are
over the shock of American betrayal,” Mark
Carney, a former central banker and the
leader of the Liberal Party, said in a victory
speech early Tuesday morning. “But we
should never forget the lessons.”

Indeed, there were many lessons, not the
least of which is that Trump’s provocations
on tariffs and musings about making
Canada the 51st US state probably would
have been easier to laugh off if the coun-
try’sleaders had taken steps to shore up its
woeful productivity.

Productivity is Canada’s Achilles heel. It
is so bad that the 1.8% drop in labour pro-
ductivity in 2023 was the worst among 38
members of the Organisation for Eco-
nomic Co-Operation and Development
(OECD). The poor performance, which
carried into 2024, erased all productivity
growth since 2017.

The Deutsche Bank Trade Weighted
Canada Dollar Index, a measure of the
nation’s economic performance compared
with trade partners, has plunged 9.44%
over the past four years. A similar measure
for the US dollar surged 11%.

No wonder the OECD predicts that
growth in Canada’s gross domestic product
(GDP) per capita will rank last among its
member countries over the next 40 years.
“A positive change in productivity could be
the most significant factor in lifting eco-
nomic growth, and the prosperity that goes
with it,” RBC Capital Markets noted in a
recentreport.

Luckily for Canada, Carney is more
economist than politician. Bloomberg News
describes him as “a consummate crisis
manager,” having steered the Bank of
Canada through the global financial crisis
of 2008 and the Bank of England through
the UK’s highly disruptive decoupling
from the EU in 2016. Disclosure: Carney
was the chairperson of Bloomberg Inc until
January, when he resigned that post to
enter politics in Canada.

Comments by Carney on the campaign
trail suggest he understands the challenge,
promising a capital spending budget that
would allocate tens of billions of dollars to
investments in productivity-boosting
infrastructure.

More spending is a start, but more is
needed. Canadaneedstoreduce its notori-
ousbureaucracy and the stiffinternal trade
barriers between provinces that impede
the flow of goods, services and people. It
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Carney's comments suggest he's aware of

Canada's economic challenge.  BLoomBerG
alsoneeds a system to match education and
skills with jobs to accommodate its immi-
grant-fuelled population boom.

Here, a little could go a long way. RBC
notes that businesses in Canada invest
about halfas much per worker as those in
the US, atrend that has only become worse
since the 2008-09 global financial crisis.
Lower taxes, especially for businesses that
embrace worker training, should be an
immediate priority.

Carney could also help the cause by
adopting a policy championed by Pierre
Poilievre, head of the defeated Conserva-
tives, to boost housing in anation that does
not have enough supply by tying municipal
grantsto arequirement that cities increase
home construction by 15% a year. Carney
may have no choice, given that his party
had about 43% of the national vote, falling
short of the 172 seats needed for a majority
in Canada’s House of Commons. This
means the government will be forced to
work with other parties to pass budgets and
other legislation, according to Bloomberg
News. Carney is already talking about
“working constructively with all parties
across parliament.”

Although Canada’staxburdenisn’t bad
relative to other advanced economies—
with tax revenue amounting to 34.8% of
GDPin 2023 asmeasured by the OECD—
it's meaningfully higher than the US’s
25.2% of GDP. Bringing the tax burden
down would go a long way to spurring
growth and productivity.

It’snot like Canada doesn’t have the fis-
cal space to accommodate lower taxes, with
abudget deficit of around 2% of GDP ver-
sus 7% in the US. In its 2025 outlook, the
OECD recommended that Canada could
make its tax system more growth friendly
by switching the burden from direct taxa-
tion to indirect and environmental taxes.
Canada could also incentivize research and
development, which the OECD notesis “a
key driver of a country’s innovation capac-
ity.” Carney has already promised to run
deeperbudget deficits to cut income taxes
and step up spending on infrastructure.

Fixing what ails Canada’s economy will
not be either easy or quick. But Carney’s
credentials as an economist and comments
about never forgetting “lessons” suggest he
understands the root of the problem that
Canada faces. ©BLOOMBERG

Non-executive directors needn’t get entangled in fraud

VIRAL MEHTA & ANURAG SHAH
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are, respectively, head of the
private equity and financial
services regulatory practice;
and member, private equity
and M&A, at Nishith Desai
Associates.

he Gensol-BluSmart crisis has drawn
corporate fraud in India’s startup eco-
system into the spotlight. It has
sparked a debate over a ‘fake it till you make
it’ culture and whether it’s driven by sheer
greed, naive optimism or intense pressure to
keep the company’s stock on an ever-rising
curve. While the causes remain debatable,
the consequences of corporate fraud follow
a predictable path. Once discovered, law
enforcement agencies and regulatory bodies
spring into action. Probes are launched,
noticesare dispatched and litigation ensues.
One may expect these proceedings to tar-
get executive directors, who are responsible
for running the business and its affairs. But
that is not the case. They invariably impli-
cate allboard members, including those who
serve in non-executiveroles, such as nomi-
nee directors appointed by private equity
firms. This occurs despite the stark differ-
ence between the roles of executive and
non-executive directors. The latter play a
limited role on the board. They represent

the shareholders that nominate them. As
their involvement is usually restricted to
attending board meetings, they often have
no clue, let alone knowledge, of any fraud.
Nonetheless, they find themselves arrayed
with those accused of carrying out the fraud.

Noticing this, the ministry of corporate
affairs (MCA) came out with a circular dated
2 March 2020, drawing attention to a provi-
sion in the Companies Act of 2013. This pro-
vision limits the liability of non-executive
directors to wrongful acts that occur with
their knowledge (attributable through board
processes), consent or connivance, or where
they donot actdiligently. In the light of this,
the MCA required that the specified criteria
be satisfied before non-executive directors
arearrayed in any civil or criminal case under
the Companies Act. The MCA also instructed
registrars of companies (RoCs) to ensure that
sufficient evidence exists of their involve-
ment before proceeding against them.

To comply with the law’s mandate and
avoid liability, non-executive directors can
take preventive measures. First, itis crucial
for them to demonstrate that they acted dili-
gently. This involves dedicating adequate
time and attention to the company’sissues,
especially those that may raise red flags.
They must remain sceptical of management

actions until they independently evaluate
them. Rather than accepting rosy narratives
or optimistic portrayals, they should pose
incisive questions to discern the true picture
of the company’s operations.

Second, non-executive directors must act
decisively upon detecting signs of corporate
wrongdoing by notifying management and
insisting on prompt corrective action. Prob-
lems arise when, instead of confronting the
management, they succumb to pressure,
overlook fraudulent conduct in fear of
repercussions or dismiss it as an isolated
incident. Such responses
are not prudent, and by
the time this realization
dawns, itis often too late.
They risk being accused
of negligence or wilful
blindness, as they canbe
presumed to possess
constructive knowledge.
Non-executive directors
must speak up if they
detect signs of fraudulent
activity, as their silence
can be used against them.

Third, non-executive
directors must keep a
record of any instances of
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As attending board meetings is
usually all they do, they often
have no clue of fraudulent acts
but may still find themselves
arrayed with perpetrators
who actually run the business.

Law enforcers should follow a
provision of the Companies Act
that shields non-executive
directors from prosecutionin
cases that have no prima facie
evidence of theirrole.

having highlighted red flags. Should these
concerns pertain to an issue being addressed
through aboard or shareholderresolution,
they must ensure their dissent isnoted and
accurately recorded in the meeting minutes.
Plus, any correspondence with management
should be preserved as evidence.

By taking these steps, non-executive
directors can shield themselves from liabil-
ity should a fraud be eventually uncovered.

However, the reality is that they are only
able to escape punishment, not the process.
They still get caught in the crossfire between
regulatory bodies and
the fraud’s perpetrators.
These bodies may
include the Securities
and Exchange Board of
India for listed compa-
nies and Reserve Bank of
India for banks and finan-
cial institutions. Non-ex-
ecutive directors could
also get embroiled in civil
and criminal proceedings
pursued by various agen-
cies such as the local
police, Enforcement
Directorate and Serious
Fraud Investigation

Office. Even if the charges levelled against
non-executive directors lack evidence or
merit, they are forced to endure arduous and
lengthy proceedings before they can be
exonerated. This process can be extremely
taxing; they incur litigation costs, face
inconvenience, undergo stress and suffer
reputational harm. They may even need to
resign from their board positions in other
companies, especially those which operate
intightly regulated sectors. Thisis because,
in many such sectors, maintaining a ‘fitand
proper’ status is essential for directors.
Atthe end, thereal question that needsto
be answered is whether it is possible to
shield non-executive directors from this
ordeal without neglecting evidence that may
point to their involvement. Thisis precisely
what the MCA circular aims to address. By
adopting abalanced approach, it sanctions
the prosecution of non-executive directors
onlyin cases where thereis primafacie evi-
dence of their participation. Rather than
indiscriminately implicating all board mem-
bers, it calls for an initial assessment before
tagging them with executive directors. The
need of the hour is for regulatory bodies and
enforcement agencies to embrace the circu-
lar’sintent and enforce it in letter and spirit.
These are the authors’personal views.



