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Not business as usual

India’s reputation for high-quality
generic drugs should not be put at risk

T he pharmacy of the global South is facing

a crisis of reputation. After cough syrups
made by pharmaceutical companies
based in India, which had unacceptable amounts
of diethylene glycol and/or ethylene glycol, killed
66 children in Gambia, 65 children in Uzbekistan
in 2022, and 12 children in Cameroon in 2023,
and India-made eye drops contaminated by drug-
resistant bacteria killed three persons and blind-
ed eight in the U.S., again in 2023, the spotlight is
back on Indian drug companies for all the wrong
reasons. A BBC Eye investigation has brought to
light the criminal actions of Aveo Pharmaceuti-
cals, a Maharashtra-based company, which was
manufacturing and exporting unapproved, high-
ly addictive opioid drug combinations to West
Africa. The “medicines” contain tapentadol, a
powerful opioid, and carisoprodol, a highly ad-
dictive muscle relaxant. While the Indian drug
regulator has approved tapentadol and cariso-
prodol as standalone drugs, the combination has
no clearance. Even if the company’s claim that
the drug combination has been approved by the
State drug authority turns out to be correct, it is
still illegal as only the Central Drugs Standard
Control Organization (CDSCO) can approve any
novel fixed dose combination (FDC) drugs for sa-
fety and efficacy. It is only after this approval that
State drug authorities can issue a manufacturing
licence. The Health Ministry routinely banning
FDCs is only because the State drug authorities ig-
nore this provision in the law with impunity.
India questioned and denied the World Health
Organization’s report about the lethal cough sy-
rup sent to Gambia, but in the latest case, CDSCO
and the State regulatory authority swung into ac-
tion even in the absence of any complaint by
West African countries. The reason: the BBC in-
vestigation’s irrefutable video evidence that the
company was in the “business” of manufacturing
and exporting the dangerous combination drug
despite knowing the harmful effects. The seizure
of nearly 13 million “medicines” and 26 batches
of active pharmaceutical ingredients of tapenta-
dol and carisoprodol are clinching evidence for
taking criminal action against the company.
While the moves by the authorities — to issue a
stop activity’ order, withdraw the manufacturing
licence and permission to export the drugs by
any company, and a show cause notice — inspire
some confidence, only stringent punishment can
serve as a deterrent. Indian pharmaceutical com-
panies are known in the global South for their
high-quality generic drugs. It is for the drug regu-
lator to ensure that India continues to be famous
for this and not gain notoriety for producing and
exporting deadly synthetic opioids as drugs. Ma-
nufacturing synthetic opioid drugs cannot be any
pharmaceutical company’s “business”.

New direction

Germany needs to talk to Russia to drive
a hard bargain for Europe

hen Germans went to vote on Sunday,
w in one of the most consequential elec-
tions in the country’s post-reunifica-
tion history, there was little doubt about the out-
come. The Olaf Scholz-led three-party coalition
had collapsed months earlier and his centrist So-
cial Democratic Party (SPD) was hugely unpopu-
lar. Germany, once hailed as a model country,
was in its third year of economic contraction and
the far-right Alternative for Germany (AfD), with
neo-Nazi roots, was surging ahead with its anti-
establishment and anti-immigrant campaign. In
the results, the conservative Christian Democrat-
ic Union (CDU) and its Bavarian sister party,
Christian Social Union, led by Friedrich Merz,
emerged as the largest bloc, with 28.5% votes,
while the AfD doubled its vote share to 20.8%.
The Social Democrats got a 16.1% share, one of its
worst performances since the 19th century, while
the Greens won 11.6%. The left-wing Die Linke
saw rising popularity, with 8.8% of the vote. Mr.
Merz had asked voters for a strong mandate to fix
Germany’s problems. While the CDU’s perfor-
mance is weaker than expected, its strong lead
puts it on the path toward power. He will now
kick off a complicated process of coalition talks.
Mr. Merz has already ruled out any alliance
with the AfD, which would be allocated 152 seats.
In the 630-member Bundestag, a coalition needs
at least 316 seats to form a government. So, it is
likely that Mr. Merz, whose bloc has 208 seats,
would form a two-party coalition government
with the Social Democrats, with its 120 seats. But
government formation would be the least of his
challenges. He must reboot a contracting econo-
my, which has barely grown since the pre-COVID
years, tackle the immigration problem, which
was exploited by the far-right, and formulate fo-
reign policy that addresses both the Ukraine war
and Europe’s security challenges. As Germany
joined western allies in imposing sanctions on
Russia, it effectively lost access to cheap Russian
gas. The country is today grappling with a deep
recession and deindustrialisation. And as the cri-
sis deepened, the German elites’ bid to weaken
the AfD through a political “firewall’ ceased work-
ing. But Mr. Merz has the advantage of leading a
new government on a new mandate. He should
look at the U.S. reset with Russia to begin afresh
rather than as an impediment to furthering the
old policies that have backfired. His focus should
be on bringing the Ukraine war to a quick and
just end and rebuilding the economy. He should
also drive a new, hard bargain with Russia for se-
curity and stability in Europe. Only a peaceful
Europe can guarantee Germany’s continued rise
as the continent’s economic and political engine.
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The RTI is now the ‘right to deny information’

he introduction of the Right to

Information (RTI) Act was a move that

generated great hope among citizens

since it recognised them to be the
rulers of the nation. It empowered them to seek
information from the government, with dignity
and respect. It looked as if the ‘swaraj’ that they
had missed would be delivered to them. The Act
codified their fundamental right to information
and was one of the best transparency laws in the
world. It appeared that it would curb corruption
and arbitrariness, with citizens being the
vigilance monitors of their government. But, it
must be conceded, it has fallen far short of our
expectations and the state of our democracy is
not better.

Within a few months, the government realised
that this was a transfer of power from public
servants to the citizens. In less than a year it
moved to amend the law which would have
weakened the RTI Act. But there were
widespread protests by citizens across the nation.
Sensing the mood of the nation, the government
dropped the amendments.

A gradual erosion
The RTI Act had created Information
Commissions as the final appellate authorities to
implement the law. Most of the posts of
‘information commissioner’ were taken up by
retired bureaucrats. After working for decades as
senior bureaucrats, it was difficult for them to
hand over power to citizens and recognise that
they were the rightful owners of the government.
No attempt was made to select people with a
record in transparency. Many of them looked at
these jobs as post-retirement sinecures and
worked only for a few hours. While the national
average of the disposal of cases by High Court
judges is over 2,500 in a year, the national
average of disposal of cases by the commissioners
was less than this. Given the fact that the
complexity of cases before commissions is far less
than the cases before the High Courts, each
commissioner should have been clearing at least
over 5,000 cases in a year. While the law
mandated a period of 30 days for the information
to be provided and the same period for the first
appellate authorities, it did not specify any time
limit for the commissioners. Many commissions
began to have pendency of over a year. The right
to information was being converted into a right to
history. Many ordinary citizens could not pursue
the issue of what was now a denial of
information. The penal provisions of the RTI Act
were the teeth of the Act, but most information
commissioners were reluctant to use them. The
governments delayed appointing commissioners,
which only increased the backlogs.

The clear message of various High Court
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judgments was that the exemptions listed under
Section 8 of the RTI Act were restrictions on a
citizen’s fundamental right and had to be
construed strictly as in the law. Parliament
intended most information to be provided and
crafted the exemptions carefully.

The entire approach to a citizen’s right to
information changed in August 2011 when the
Supreme Court of India held in Central Board of
Secondary Education & Anr. vs Aditya
Bandopadhyay & Ors, in paragraph 33: “Some
High Courts have held that section 8 of RTI Act is
in the nature of an exception to section 3 which
empowers the citizens with the right to
information, which is a derivative from the
freedom of speech; and that therefore section 8
should be construed strictly, literally and
narrowly. This may not be the correct approach.”

In paragraph 37 it made a comment without
any evidence: “Indiscriminate and impractical
demands or directions under RTI Act for
disclosure of all and sundry information
(unrelated to transparency and accountability in
the functioning of public authorities and
eradication of corruption) would be
counterproductive as it will adversely affect the
efficiency of the administration and result in the
executive getting bogged down with the
non-productive work of collecting and furnishing
information. The Act should not be allowed to be
misused or abused, to become a tool to obstruct
the national development and integration, or to
destroy the peace, tranquility and harmony
among its citizens. Nor should it be converted
into a tool of oppression or intimidation of honest
officials striving to do their duty.”

This justified treating RTI as an undesirable
activity and labelling RTI users as outcastes. It
justified not giving information and attacks on
RTI users.

The subject of ‘personal information’

The second major blow came with the judgment
in Girish Ramchandra Deshpande vs Cen.
Information Commr. & Ors., in October 2012.

A RTI applicant, Girish Ramchandra
Deshpande, had sought copies of all memos,
show cause notices and censure/punishment
awarded to a public servant. A.B. Lute. He had
also sought other details such as his movable and
immovable properties and details of his
investments, lending and borrowing from banks
and other financial institutions.

This was denied claiming exemption under
Section 8(1)(j). This section exempts “information
which relates to personal information the
disclosure of which has no relationship to any
public activity or interest, or which would cause
unwarranted invasion of the privacy of the
individual unless the Central Public Information

Officer ... is satisfied that the larger public interest
justifies the disclosure of such information:
Provided that the information, which cannot be
denied to the Parliament or a State Legislature
shall not be denied to any person.”

A simple reading shows that under this clause,
‘personal’ can be denied if it has apparently no
relationship to any public activity or interest; or
the disclosure of the said information would
cause unwarranted invasion of the privacy of the
individual.

The Court did not rule on whether the
information was an outcome of a public activity
or if its disclosure would amount to an
unwarranted invasion of the privacy of the
individual. It denied the information by reading
only the first seven words of the provision and
saying it was ‘personal information’. Most
information can be linked to some person.
Realising that it may be difficult for public
information officers and other appellate
authorities to decide on what constitutes privacy,
Parliament gave a simple test in the proviso — that
information which would not be denied to
Parliament or legislature would not be denied to
any person. This can only have one meaning.
That anyone claiming that information would be
denied to the citizen would make a subjective
statement that he would deny the information to
Parliament.

It is well settled that literal interpretation
should be given to a statute if the same does not
lead to absurdity. In Nasiruddin and others vs Sita
Ram Agarwal (2003) 2 SCC 577, the Court has
stated: “37. The court’s jurisdiction to interpret a
statute can be invoked when the same is
ambiguous... It cannot re-write or recast
legislation. It is also necessary to determine that
there exists a presumption that the legislature has
not used any superfluous words. It is well settled
that the real intention of the legislation must be
gathered from the language used.”

Girish Ramchandra Deshpande amends the RTI
Act and has been used as a precedent in six
subsequent Court judgments and has become the
gold standard to convert RTI into an RDI, or Right
to Deny Information. The Digital Personal Data
Protection Act takes a cue from this and amends
the RTI Act itself. There are other cases in which
words in the law have not been accorded their
usual meanings.

A call to citizens

To ensure that the RTI fulfils its original promise
we should go by the original Act and not allow
any distortions. Citizens and the media must take
up the responsibility to discuss and defend it.
Otherwise, we will have a dilution of our
fundamental right under Article 19(1)(a) of the
Constitution of India.

Fencing out interfaith

the first Indian State to implement the

Uniform Civil Code (UCC), placing private
relationships under state surveillance. The official
claim is that it would restore gender justice,
create “uniformity”, and address administrative
oversight. However, when taken along with
existing anti-conversion laws, this marks a
coordinated legal push to segregate communities
— not just in faith, but also in love and daily life.
The UCC is the final blow, ensuring that all forms
of interfaith relationships are regulated in the
‘New India’.

0 n January 27, 2025, Uttarakhand became

The introduction of more hurdles

Interfaith marriages already face immense social
barriers. A survey (2014) of over 70,000
respondents found that fewer than 10% of urban
Indians had a family member who married
outside their caste. Interfaith unions were even
rarer — barely 5% of urban respondents reported
any marriages in their family outside their
religion. The secular Special Marriage Act, 1954,
has administrative hurdles, including a
mandatory 30-day notice period, subjecting
couples to scrutiny. Meanwhile, rigid
anti-conversion laws, now enforced in Uttar
Pradesh, Uttarakhand and Rajasthan, among
several other States, have further criminalised
religious conversion for marriage.

These laws create bureaucratic traps — as
mandatory declarations, waiting periods, and
district magistrate approvals — that deter
conversions for marriage. Worse, they embolden
vigilante groups, often linked to right-wing
organisations, to justify harassment, policing, and
violence against interfaith couples, particularly
Hindu-Muslim. A news portal found that at least
63 of 101 police complaints invoking the U.P.
anti-conversion law against Christians, were filed
by third-party vigilante groups. Instead of
protecting individuals, these laws provide legal
cover for extrajudicial interventions, often with
police complicity.

Against this background, the UCC’s provisions
on live-in relationships take state scrutiny to a
new extreme — even informal relationships are
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relationships in the new India

subject to surveillance. Live-in relationships are
now legally required to be registered with district
authorities. This includes a 16-page application
with official documentation (Aadhaar cards,
residential proof), seeking approval from
“religious leaders or community heads,” and
notifying family members. The registrar must
inform the couple’s parents or guardians about
their relationship. Failure to register is punishable
with up to six months of imprisonment and a fine
0f ¥25,000.

These rules make it nearly impossible for
couples, particularly interfaith ones, to live
without oversight. It is no surprise, then, that
only one live-in couple has successfully registered
its relationship in Uttarakhand. Others have
sought legal protection from the High Court, even
as a Bajrang Dal leader claims to have sourced
details on live-in applications. The ability of such
vigilantes to interfere in private relationships
underscores how the UCC and anti-conversion
laws work in tandem to suppress interfaith
unions.

A form of apartheid
The result is a complex legal machinery that is
actively working to segregate communities,
entrench religious divisions, and institutionalise a
form of social apartheid: individuals cannot
marry or even be in a relationship with the
so-called ‘other’ without prior legal approval.
These laws create barriers for interfaith couples
at every stage whether in marriage or informal
cohabitation.

This combined system functions in three ways.

First, by strengthening traditional religious
institutions. The requirement for religious
certification in both UCC and anti-conversion
laws formalises the power of religious leaders
over personal relationships in a secular
democracy. This contradicts the constitutional
guarantee of individual freedom, reinforcing the
idea that relationships must adhere to religious
and community norms rather than personal
choice.

Second, by enabling families to exercise
greater control over women. Both laws

disproportionately impact women, who often
face pressure, coercion, or even violent
punishment for engaging in interfaith and
inter-caste relationships. By notifying families of
live-in relationships, the UCC makes women more
vulnerable to honour-based violence and familial
control. Women in interfaith relationships are
often framed as victims of manipulation,
stripping them of agency and reinforcing
patriarchal control over their choices.

Third, by providing legal cover for vigilantism.
Right-wing vigilantes now have a legal framework
to monitor, report, and harass interfaith couples,
married and unmarried, under the guise of
preserving tradition and the law. When an
interfaith couple attempts to register a live-in
relationship or convert for marriage, vigilante
groups are often the first to know, due to the legal
requirement of public notices and family
notifications.

Amid rising hate speech and polarisation,
these laws effectively legalise and entrench the
separation of religious communities, preventing
interfaith interaction at all levels. Similar to the
apartheid-era South Africa or Nazi Germany,
which banned inter-racial unions, the effect of the
UCC and anti-conversion laws is to institutionalise
segregation by making interfaith relationships,
whether marital or informal, almost impossible.

It could be catching on

Looking ahead, Uttarakhand’s UCC could be a
blueprint for other States. Rajasthan’s High Court
recently considered mandatory registration of
live-in relationships, closely following
Uttarakhand’s model. The Rajasthan Assembly
enacted an anti-conversion law. Gujarat is also
contemplating a draft UCC modelled on similar
lines. These legal trends point toward a broader
movement toward a systematic regulation of
personal relationships.

In India, love and faith are deeply personal and
subjective experiences that each individual
defines on their own terms. These legal
developments not only threaten individual rights
but also undermine the very fabric of India’s
pluralistic society.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

DOGE charge, USAID ‘grant’
The 47th President of the
United States has been
making a series of remarks
ever since he assumed
power at the White House.
The controversy
surrounding USAID ‘funding’
for voter turnout in India
seems to have been blown
out of proportion (February

Aanya Singhal,
Noida, Uttar Pradesh

24). Perhaps the ruling
dispensation in India ought
to be thick-skinned. The
U.S. should stop meddling
in the affairs of other
countries particularly when
it does not seem to have
incontrovertible proof to
substantiate its claims.

The issue could only add to
growing tensions between
India and the U.S., which is
already under some strain
because of trade issues and
concerns over human
rights. With conflicting
media reports on USAID
‘funds’, a lack of clarity
could only further damage
trust between the two

nations. The Indian Prime
Minister and the U.S.
President must act quickly
to clear the air.

Muskan Shekhawat,

Jaipur, Rajasthan

Cleaning the Yamuna
Numerous attempts have
been made in the past 35
years to clean the Yamuna.

But there are issues such as
having less than the
required rate of flow of
water to ensure an
ecological balance, poor
estimates of a surging
population, illegal
construction, unregulated
industrial sewage and
sub-standard effluent
treatment plants. As a

single political party is now
in power in all the Yamuna
basin States, there should
be no excuse on the part of
the governments concerned
in coordinating plans.
Vaibhav Goyal,

Chandigarh

Letters emailed to
letters@thehindu.co.in
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The UGC’s mandate is to elevate, not strangulate

he University Grants
Commission (UGC) has
been in the news again,
with the States pushing
back on its directive on the
procedure for appointment of vice
chancellors. It is unusual for chief
ministers to concern themselves
so closely with minutiae of this
kind, but those of Kerala and
Tamil Nadu have campaigned
against it, terming the directive
unconstitutional as it impinges
upon matters that are the
prerogative of the States. They are
particularly unhappy that the UGC
may be cementing the practice of
Governors choosing vice
chancellors. As the States shoulder
much of the burden of financing
universities, and have a deciding
role in instituting them, their
insistence that the elected State
government rather than the
Governor appointed by the Centre
have the final say has validity.

A meaningful innovation
However, the substantive part of
the UGC’s recent directive was an
amended guideline for the
qualifications for a vice chancellor.
The requirement that the vice
chancellor must be an academic
has been rescinded, and eligibility
has been extended to persons who
have distinguished themselves in
other fields, including industry.
This is actually a rare instance in
recent times of a meaningful and
potentially gainful innovation by
the UGC. Globally, heads of
academic institutions have not
always been professional
academics. In the U.S., former
secretaries of state are invited to
serve as faculty in the best
universities of that country. The
colleges of Oxford and Cambridge
have distinguished themselves by
choosing as their heads
ex-parliamentarians, writers, and
journalists, and no one has
thought the practice odd. The
public very likely see such
appointments as adding value, as
most of these individuals would
have had exceptional careers.
India is not a stranger to this
practice. Over 50 years ago, Prime
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Minister Indira Gandhi appointed
G. Parthasarathy as the first vice
chancellor of JNU. He had played
many roles in a distinguished
career of public service and went
on to launch JNU as a premier
university of India. So the
suggestion that inducting persons
from outside to assume leadership
of the university is likely to be
damaging is unwarranted.

How the UGC should be judged
Not only is it far fetched to decry
the UGC recommendation on the
qualifications for a vice chancellor
as “unconstitutional” and against
the spirit of federalism, but such
complaints detract from a scrutiny
of the UGC’s record on the
parameter by which it ought to be
judged. The UGC was established,
by an Act of Parliament, in 1956,
with the express intention that it
maintains acceptable standards of
higher education across the
country. What it has instead
succeeded in achieving is to have
imposed a uniformity of rules and
regulations across universities
while achieving next to nothing in
elevating them to global standards
in the dissemination and
production of knowledge. The
poor preparedness of India’s
graduates has been flagged in
public. Recently, a judge of the
Supreme Court lamented the
quality of young lawyers
practising in India’s courts. Some
years ago, the head of a leading
company of the Tata Group spoke
of the quality of engineers India is
producing. Note that this only
points to the standard of
instruction in the higher
education system. We have not
even begun to talk of the quality of
research, including that of the
PhDs being awarded.

Curiously, the UGC seems to
have nothing to say on the quality
of education in universities.
Instead, it deploys all its resources
and energies to procedural
matters that are best left to the
educational institutions
themselves. Its interventions
encompass rules on an attendance
requirement for students, the

regulation of faculty time, the
maintenance of records on
examinations conducted, and
procedure by which the
curriculum is chosen. Some of
these requirements were part of
the apparatus of generalised
surveillance of the natives in
colonial times. It is unfortunate
that they have not been junked.
Much of it has no bearing on
learning, apart from undermining
faculty performance, the lifeblood
of the university. Having managed
to tie down a university’s
functioning to the last detail, the
UGC has succeeded in expunging
all agency from faculty, who once
took responsibility for learning
outcomes but consider themselves
no longer accountable for them, as
their wings have been clipped.
Fifty years ago, the university was
a freer space and with greater
faculty presence. It is difficult to
make sense of the development
that the 1991 reforms have been
accompanied by more intrusive
regulation of India’s universities. It
is also difficult to makes sense of
the fact that as the country’s per
capita income has risen, the
stature of its public university has
measurably declined. Work at the
cutting edge of science by Satyen
Bose in Dacca and S.
Chandrashekar in Madras in the
early part of the last century took
place in public universities at a
time when India was far poorer.

The production of knowledge is
an enterprise without borders.
Nothing demonstrates this better
than the spectacular emergence of
DeepSeek, the Al App from China.
We must reflect deeply on why
India is not a player in this game.
Globally, universities are one of
the sites of production of
knowledge but those in India are
not governed with a view to
attaining this goal. A high
compliance burden due to micro
management by the regulator and
excessive social engineering
imposed by political parties have
resulted in their persistent
underperformance. The UGC’s
original mandate behoves it to
address the situation.

A united face for investors

The Opposition has proved a point by attending the Invest Kerala Global Summit

STATE OF PLAY

G. Anand
anand.g@thehindu.co.in

he Left Democratic
T Front (LDF) govern-

ment is basking on the
perceived success of the Invest
Kerala Global Summit (IKGS),
which was held in Kochi last
week to open the State to
trade and investment.

The LDF could claim that it
enlisted the national leader-
ship of the Congress-led Unit-
ed Democratic Front (UDF)
and of the Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) in its ambitious in-
itiative to spur Kerala on the
path of robust and sustainable
economic growth. Chief Minis-
ter Pinarayi Vijayan and his
Cabinet colleagues, including
Industries Minister Rajeeve
and Finance Minister K.N. Ba-
lagopal, shared the stage with
the Leader of the Opposition,
V.D. Satheesan, Union Minis-
ter for Transport Nitin Gadka-
ri, and Union Minister for
Commerce and Industry Piy-
ush Goyal. This was a rare
coming together of various
political leaders.

However, there is more to
what meets the eye. The two
fronts in Kerala are preparing
to face each other in the local
body elections this year and
the Assembly elections in
2026. This might explain Kera-
la’s major bid to woo invest-
ment and spur development.

The UDF alleged that the
LDF, when it was in the Oppo-
sition, had boycotted global
investment meetings and
chased away investors, includ-
ing a European car manufac-
turer. On the other hand, said
the UDF, it had attended IKGS
to highlight its starkly different
approach to the State’s eco-
nomic development.

The two fronts have also
been arguing about the LDF’s

claims that the growth of the
start-up sector in Kerala has
been “stupendous” and indus-
trial development has been
“dynamic”. The UDF said that
the LDF’s claim of establishing
3 lakh industrial units in the
State since 2021 is not reflect-
ed in Kerala’s GDP. It accused
the government of counting
family-run convenience
shops, confectionaries, and
eateries as MSME units to jus-
tify its claims on paper.

The LDF’s claim of a
%30,000 crore infusion of in-
vestment into the State’s in-
dustry was not reflected in
any national economic survey,
the UDF added.

The UDF also questioned
the credibility of the claim that
Kerala ranks first on the ‘ease
of doing business’ rating. It al-
leged that the ranking agency
drew the “erroneous infe-
rence” from the “inflated” fi-
gures provided by the LDF go-
vernment. It also noted that
Kerala’s IT export values ap-
peared to increase on paper
due to the decline in the ru-
pee. Kerala had only one un-
icorn company in the start-up
sector. It said that Kerala’s
start-up sector earnings were
paltry compared to those of
neighbouring States.

The UDF cited instances of
“investor suicide” in Kerala,
particularly in strongholds of
the Left, and alleged that the
LDF had turned the State into
a graveyard for entrepre-
neurs. In an acerbic editorial,
the Congress’s Kerala mouth-
piece, Veekshanam, said that

lauding Kerala’s “dismal” in-
dustrial growth under the LDF
government was akin to “giv-
ing the peace prize to an
executioner”.

The LDF countered this by
stating that Congress MP
Shashi Tharoor had praised
Kerala’s “stupendous growth”
in the start-up sector as well as
the State’s “remarkable” ‘ease
of doing business’ climate. It
claimed that Mr. Tharoor had
drawn the inference from data
published by credible national
and international monitoring
agencies, including NITI
Aayog, that testified to Kerala’s
social, economic and develop-
ment achievements.

The UDF and the BJP-led
National Democratic Alliance
(NDA), and the LDF, differ ov-
er Kerala’s economic direc-
tion. The UDF and the NDA
took to the streets to protest
the LDF’s flagship semi-high-
speed railway project, Silver-
line (K-Rail), in 2023. Both coa-
litions have branded the Kera-
la Infrastructure Investment
Fund Board (KIIFB), a State-
run special purpose vehicle
for raising funds from the
open financial market to cata-
lyse critical infrastructure de-
velopment, a “white ele-
phant”. The Congress and the
BJP have also accused the KI-
IFB of pushing the State into
debt through its “outside the
Budget” borrowings at “an ex-
tortionate  interest rate”
through masala bonds and
without the foresight to invest
in revenue-generating infras-
tructure. They have also op-
posed the LDF’s purported
move to impose a user toll on
roads and bridges constructed
with KIIFB funds.

While the UDF and the NDA
may have made a point
through their presence at the
meet, whether the LDF may
do the same in the future, if it
finds itself in the Opposition,
remains to be seen.

BSNL has turned a profit, but has not become profitable

Cost-cutting measures have led to profit in the recent quarter, but trouble on the income front persists

DATA POINT
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he Bharat Sanchar Nigam
T Ltd (BSNL) reported a

quarterly net profit in
FY25Q3, its first in over 17 years.
While this is a significant moment
for the beleaguered State-owned
telecom company, there is still a
long road to recovery.

BSNL has achieved a profit
through a combination of cost-cut-
ting measures and a slight increase
in revenue. It earned a revenue of
19,330 crore from operations in
2024, close to half of what it
earned in 2006 (Chart 1).

The company’s expenses fell
drastically in 2021 (Chart 2), fol-
lowing a huge reduction in the em-
ployee count using early voluntary
retirement schemes (Chart 3).
From 2021, there was also a sharp
reduction in finance costs, such as
the interest paid on loans, and de-
preciation and amortisation ex-
penses too (Chart 4).

While cost-cutting measures
have helped, the issues on the in-
come front persist. Understanda-
bly, BSNL’s once-flourishing lan-
dline business has bottomed out.
However, its cellular business too
has flattened out since the intro-
duction of Reliance’s Jio in 2016, as
the average revenue earned per
user declined rapidly (Chart 5A).
While its traditional broadband
services have fizzled out, there is a
slow but consistent uptick in its
fibre-to-the-home internet busi-
ness (Chart 5B). A considerable
amount of money is also made
from leased lines — high-speed net-
work for businesses — and by leas-
ing its infrastructure (Chart 5C).

BSNL’s market share in the wire-
less business — where private
players make most of their money
— continues to decline. From over
20% in 2005, it halved to 10% by
2022 and went below 10% in the
last two years (Chart 6).
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B Powd,

Not out of the woods

The data were sourced from BSNL’s annual reports, Public Enterprise Survey Reports, and the Telecom Regulatory Authority of India

FIFTY YEARS AGO FEBRUARY 25, 1975

Colourful coronation of
Nepal King

Chart 1: The chart shows BSNL’s revenue from operations
from 2006 to 2024 (in 2 crore)
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Chart 5A : The chart shows BSNL’s revenue from sales of
wired and wireless services from 2006 to 2024 (in % crore)
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Chart 2 : The chart shows BSNL’s total expenses from 2006
to 2024 (in z crore)
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Chart 5B : BSNL’s revenue from the sales of broadband
services and Fibre-to-the-home (FTTH) (in 2 crore)
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Chart 3 : The chart shows the number of employees at
BSNL between 2014 and 2024
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Chart 5C : The chart shows BSNL’s revenue from leased
lines and leased infrastructure (in 2 crore)
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Chart 4 : The chart shows the break-up of BSNL’s expenses
from 2006 to 2024
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Chart 6 : The chart shows the Indian wireless subscriber
market share (%) between 2005 and 2024
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Kushal Varma J Vis interning with The Hindu Data Team

Kathmandu, Feb. 24: Birendra Vikram Shah was
this morning formally proclaimed King of Nepal
at an elaborate function in his ancestral
Hanuman Dhoka Palace in the ancient city. The
colourful ceremony was performed with
traditional Hindu rites by the chief royal priest.

The 29-year-old King donned the royal crown,
studded with pearls, rubbies and emeralds and
plumed with the feathers of the rare bird of
paradise, after the royal priest tied the pair of
golden plates, symbolising sovereignty, around
his forehead and proclaimed him, amid the
chanting of Vedic hymns, monarch.

The King, repeating the oath of office
administered to him in Sanskrit by the priest,
promised solemnly that he would act as the
sentinel of the nation and hold the sovereignty
of the country as sacred as divinity, love and
protect his people and be just to them. The King
then ascended the lotus-shaped throne
embossed with figures of writhing snakes. The
priest also placed a diamond tiara on the head
of the Queen, seated beside the King.

Earlier, holy water was sprinkled on the King
from 10 jars and flowers were showered on him.
He was anointed by representatives of the four
Hindu caste orders, symbolising caste unity in
the person of the monarch and their rapport
with one another.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO FEBRUARY 25, 1925
New water cure for burns

Recently one of the American medical journals
reported all kinds of good things regarding the
therapeutic value of distilled water in certain
diseases when given by injection. Now, John
Hopkins University Hospital reports remarkable
success with their new water cure for serious
burns. A man suffering from burns extending
over two-thirds of his body was put at once into
a bath filled with water, and kept there for six
days and nights. The water was changed
frequently, and the man was forced to drink
great quantities of water. Nothing definite as to
the action of this treatment is given, but the
hospital claims, according to the “Chemist and
Druggist”, that where heretofore a person burnt
as badly as this case was regarded as hopeless,
this man will leave the institution within a week
restored to health.
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109 from India arrived in 500 Arabia has reaffirmed 46 l final results of Irag’s 7 000 Congolese 3 S the Indian consumer PC
Lahore on Monday to its $500 million pledge ® first Census in nearly ’ premier said ® market has been on an

attend religious festivities at Shri Katas Raj
temples in Pakistan’s Punjab province. The
Hindu pilgrims have come from Delhi,
Uttar Pradesh, Maharashtra, Haryana, and
Rajasthan to visit their holy places. e

to the Global Polio Eradication Initiative,
the WHO said. The funds, pledged in April
2024, will be used to help end the wild
form of polio in Pakistan and Afghanistan,
and stop outbreaks of variant polio. reuters

40 years released on Monday show the
population has reached 46.1 million. In
2009, an unofficial count estimated the
population at 31.6 million. Officials have
called the count a milestone. ap

that violence raging in the eastern
Democratic Republic of Congo has killed
“more than 7,000 compatriots”, many of
them civilians. The M23 armed group has
seized large swathes of eastern DRC. arp

upward trajectory, driven by gaming and
Al-powered PCs. HP led the market with a
30.1% market share in 2024 and a 30%
share in the December quarter. pmi
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Why are pilots asking for more rest hours?

Why were the relaxed rules brought out by the Directorate General of Civil Aviation in 2024 opposed by airlines? How many days of leave do pilots get? What has

EXPLAINER

Jagriti Chandra

The story so far:
fter at least a year-long tussle
over the new relaxed duty
norms for pilots brought out by
the Directorate General of Civil
Aviation (DGCA), the Delhi High Court on
February 24, ruled that a vast chunk of
these rules would come into effect from
July 1, 2025. This brings to a close a
six-year battle in Delhi High Court waged
by pilot unions against the punitive
provisions of the DGCA’s 2019 norms that
raised permissible night flying from one
night to two consecutive nights, slashed
rest periods including for ultra-long range
flights, and allowed airlines special
dispensation for utilising pilots during
unforeseen circumstances such as
inclement weather or emergencies.

What did the High Court rule?

The Delhi High Court ruled that a vast
chunk of the liberalised duty and rest
norms for pilots that were unveiled in
January 2024, but put under abeyance
after opposition from airlines, would
come into effect from July 1, 2025. These
include provisions such as increased
weekly rest from 36 hours to 48 hours.
Airlines would also be required to submit
quarterly reports of fatigue complaints
filed by pilots as well as subsequent action
taken by airlines to the DCGA.

Some of the more contentious
provisions have been postponed for
implementation on or before November 1.
This includes the new definition of night
duty — 00:00 hrs to 05:00 hours being
widened to 06:00 hours — which would
bring down the quantum of night flying as
pilots can’t be rostered for more than two
consecutive nights of flying. The number
of landings for flights encroaching night
duty will be capped to two; while on night
duty pilots can also not be assigned more
than eight hours of flying duty or 10 hours
of total duty that encompasses pre and
post flight tasks. The special dispensation
given to airlines in the event of
unforeseen circumstances has been
tightened where the additional duration
for which pilots can be utilised has been
brought down from three hours to two
hours, and their rest in such events has
been raised.

Pilots were forced to go to Delhi High
Court in May 2024, after the DGCA put its
own January 2024 rules on hold because
of stiff opposition from airlines. Several
airlines had told the DGCA that
provisioning for more rest and reduced
flying would require them to hire more
pilots which would need time, in the
absence of which there could be flight
cancellations and increase in airfare.

The volte face from the DGCA though
came after it had admonished airlines for
engaging in scaremongering and pressed
for an urgent “wake-up call” as there had
been incidents of pilot deaths “ostensibly
due to punishing rosters”. On August 17,
2023, IndiGo’s Captain Manoj
Balasubramani died due to a cardiac
arrest at the boarding gate of Nagpur
airport minutes before his flight to Pune.

Why are there demands for rest?
Following the resurgence in travel post
COVID-19, pilots say their share of daily
flying has increased considerably, which
includes upto four landings in a day that
entail a flying duty of upto 10 hours and
total duty period of 12-13 hours. As
approaches and landings demand a
higher level of concentration and

complex decision-making, more flights
CM
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the Delhi High Court ruled with respect to duty norms for pilots?
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Long hours: An Air India aircraft takes off as an IndiGo aircraft waits at the Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel International Airport in Ahmedabad, in 2017. REUTERS

mean a substantial increase in workload.
Since a change in DGCA’s rules in 2019,
airlines are also allowed to deploy pilots
on two consecutive nights of flying, which
is one of the most staunchly opposed
provisions because it requires pilots to
stay awake against their natural body
clock, with the window of circadian low,
between 2am and 6am, being the
toughest. When these night flights are
combined with 3-4 landings per day
involving a duty period of 10 to 13 hours,
pilots are often at their tether’s end. With
low-cost carriers massively increasing
their short-haul international flying over
the past decade, there has been a spurt in
night flying. Over the years, this has
become more hectic with airlines
removing hotel rest at the destination,
and requiring pilots to operate the return
leg to improve cost and manpower
efficiency. Pilots are known to overshoot
their mandatory duty hours on routes in
the Gulf such as to Bahrain and Jeddah.
While pilots typically fly between 50 to
90 hours in a month, their monthly duty
period that include pre and post flight
tasks could be upto 140-150 hours. While
this may seem like a much lighter
schedule than the average 200 hours a
month for anyone working a 9-5 job, there
are many factors that need to be
considered. For instance, the legal
entitlement of weekly rest within 168
hours provided by the DGCA implies that
pilots get their weekly off only on the
eighth day. There are no public or
government holidays and only six casual
leaves, 12 sick leaves and 30 privilege
leaves (Air India) which have to be
applied for a year in advance. IndiGo
provides 42 PLs to pilots in command,
and 22 to First Officers. This may also be
due to the nature of the business that
requires rostering and commercial teams
to ensure sanctity of flight schedules
which have been sold to passengers.
Then there is the cockpit environment
that makes flying fatiguing. These include
factors such as movement restriction,
poor air flow, low light levels, background

noise, and vibration as well as multiple
cycles of changes in oxygen pressurisation
requiring one’s body to constantly adjust
to rapid shifts resulting in fatigue.
Automation has replaced hands-on

flying in the cockpit, making greater
demands on the crew to perform vigilant
monitoring which is tiring.

Erratic or unstable rosters in some
airlines are widely infamous for
disturbing how pilots plan their rest. For
example, a 10am reporting time could be
rescheduled to 4pm duty time that
concludes at 2am allowing one little
window for rejigging their pre-flight rest
after waking up at 6am or 7am.
Alternating night and day shifts, unlike a
fixed night or duty shift for a specific
number of days, where the human body’s
natural circadian rhythm struggles to
adjust to disruptions, does take its toll.

While the DGCA norms are broadly
based on those framed by the U.S. and
European aviation regulators, the
Federation Aviation Administration and
European Union Aviation Safety Agency,
pilot unions underline that these are only
prescriptive outer limits that are further
negotiated by various airline unions,
whereas cockpit crew in India have no
such negotiating power as their unions
are not recognised by airlines, who
enforce only the upper thresholds laid
down by the DGCA.

The impact of the exacting rosters is
such that pilots are known to sleep inside
the cockpit for 1.5 to 2.5 hours even on
domestic and short-haul international
flights of upto five hours

Add to these, the revised contract
implemented by Air India and Air India
Express since 2023, where pilots get a
fixed pay equivalent to 40-hours of flying,
down from 70-hours earlier, further
pushing pilots to fly more to earn more.

What do the airlines say?

“Air India is committed to the safety and
wellbeing of its crew members and has
been implementing robust fatigue
management protocols. Fatigue

Management is a key area of our
operation, and we follow a
comprehensive Fatigue Risk Management
(FRM) process to assess any such report.
This involves engaging the
bio-mathematical fatigue tool (Jeppesen
Boeing Alertness Model -BAM) for risk
analysis and a dedicated review
committee — Fatigue Safety Action Group
(F-SAG) — besides, sustained monitoring
by the regulator,” the airline
spokesperson told The Hindu. They added
that they also have a non-punitive,
confidential nature of fatigue reporting
system for proactive and transparent
feedback from the pilots. There was no
response from IndiGo on its fatigue
management practices.

Air India has over 3,500 pilots, which it
said was more than adequate for the
existing fleet and the “current” DGCA
norms on pilot rest and duty times.

While there is a surge in travel
demand, allowing airlines to raise airfares
and witness record profits, they are also
faced with the need to closely watch their
costs as airport tariffs have gone up
post-pandemic and an acute shortage of
new aircraft due to supply-chain
challenges has pushed the cost of the few
available on lease by 20-30% higher than
in 2019. Profit margins in airline business
are slim, and according to the
International Air Transport Association
(IATA), net profits are expected to be
$36.6 billion in 2025 with a 3.6% net profit
margin which translates into average net
profit per passenger being $7.0. Flight
crew salaries and expenses account for
the third biggest cost for airlines globally
at 8.7% of the total cost.

There were 11,775 pilots employed
across airlines in the country as of
November 2024, with a fleet size of nearly
800 aircraft. As the world’s fastest
growing aviation market, which has 1,000
aircraft on order between Air India and
IndiGo alone set to be delivered by 2035,
the demand for more pilots is expected to
continue to grow and so will efforts to
optimise their utilisation.

THE GIST
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The Delhi High Court ruled that
a vast chunk of the liberalised
duty and rest norms for pilots
that were unveiled in January
2024, but put under abeyance
after opposition from airlines
would come into effect from
July 1, 2025.
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Following the resurgence in
travel post COVID-19, pilots say
their share of daily flying has
increased considerably, which
includes upto four landings in a
day that entail a flying duty of
upto 10 hours and total duty
period of 12-13 hours.
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The impact of the exacting
rosters is such that pilots are
known to sleep inside the
cockpit for 1.5 to 2.5 hours
even on domestic and
short-haul international flights
of upto five hours
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Surveillance capitalism: the
power to control personal data

Alook at how surveillance capitalism relies on the commodification of personal data; its impact on privacy

and autonomy; and its deep ties to state surveillance

Rebecca Rose Varghese

was chatting with Band Cin a
social media group about an
upcoming wedding she was
attending. She casually
mentioned needing a new dress and some
accessories. Later that evening, as she
scrolled through her social media feed,
she was bombarded with advertisements
for dresses, shoes, and jewellery —
precisely like the ones she had described.
Have you ever experienced this? And if
you have, do you wonder how and why
this happens, and whether your private
conversations can be accessed by some
other entity?

In simple terms, this is exactly what
happens under surveillance capitalism.
Surveillance capitalism is an economic
system in which personal data is
collected, analysed, and sold by tech
conglomerates to predict and manipulate
human behaviour. This system is so
integral to the digital economy that it has
reshaped capitalism itself, as American
author and professor Shoshana Zuboff
argues in her 2018 book The Age of
Surveillance Capitalism: The Fight for a
Human Future at the New Frontier of
Power. She describes surveillance
capitalism as a new economic order that
expropriates human experience for
data-driven profit, and compares it to
earlier exploitative systems like
colonialism and industrial capitalism.

The concept

Unlike traditional capitalism, which
revolves around goods and services,
surveillance capitalism extracts human
experience as raw material to mine data,
predict behaviour, and influence
decisions. This data is sold to advertisers,
political campaigns, and other entities.
Companies like Google, Meta, and
Amazon have turned the internet into a
vast surveillance machine, tracking and
monetising every click, search, purchase,
and in some cases even offline
movements.

Zuboff describes the power from
extensive data collection as
instrumentarian power —control that
does not rely on coercion but which
subtly shapes behaviour. This is achieved
through predictive analytics,
recommendation algorithms, and
targeted content, nudging individuals
towards actions that benefit corporations.
Alex Pentland’s concept of social physics
further illustrates how analysing vast
datasets of human interactions reveals
patterns, allowing corporations and
policymakers to model, predict, and
influence collective behaviour. This
makes individuals more predictable
economic actors, reinforcing surveillance
capitalism’s role in shaping consumer
choices and social trends while
prioritising profit over autonomy.

Different from past forms

Surveillance capitalism differs
fundamentally from industrial capitalism.
While industrial capitalism relies on
labour and material production,
surveillance capitalism profits from
behavioural data extraction. Instead of
tangible goods, companies commodify
human experience, making users both
consumers and raw material for

data-driven predictions.

Under industrial capitalism, companies
focus on efficiency, productivity, and the
exploitation and control of labour in
manufacturing. Surveillance capitalism,
however, is about controlling behaviour.
Algorithms keep users engaged and guide
them toward choices that benefit tech
giants. This system prioritises data
collection over autonomy, making every
interaction a chance for monetisation.

One of the most concerning aspects of
surveillance capitalism is its
entanglement with state surveillance.
Governments increasingly rely on private
tech companies for intelligence gathering,
policing, and social control. Instead of
developing independent surveillance
infrastructures, states now have access to
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vast amounts of privately collected data,
which they can obtain through legal
means such as data-sharing agreements
or extra-legal methods. The collaboration
between corporations and states creates a
system where the private sector’s profit
motives and public security interests
align, at the expense of individual privacy
and civil liberties. This reduces
democratic accountability, as much of this
surveillance happens within private
corporations, beyond public scrutiny.
Policies that favour deregulation and
corporate autonomy allow this model to
persist with minimal oversight,
reinforcing a structure where both states
and corporations benefit from mass
surveillance while individuals face
increasing risks of data exploitation and

loss of autonomy.

Eroding autonomy

Surveillance capitalism’s reliance on
extensive data collection has created a
fragile and interconnected digital
network. The sheer volume of data
flowing through corporate and state
surveillance systems mean that
disruptions in one area can lead to
cascading failures across multiple sectors.
This systemic fragility becomes evident
during major data breaches and
algorithmic failures, which have led to
real-world consequences such as financial
instability and misinformation crises.

A notable example is the Cambridge
Analytica scandal, where vast amounts of
Facebook user data were harvested
without consent in 2014, and used to
build a system that could target voters in
the U.S. with personalised political
advertisements. This demonstrated how
personal data, when exploited, can
influence democratic processes,
reinforcing concerns over the unchecked
power of surveillance capitalism.

The pervasive data monitoring and
predictive analytics employed by
corporations further erode personal
autonomy. Every action online is
recorded, analysed, and used to refine
behavioural predictions. Over time, users
are subtly conditioned by algorithmic
content, influencing their preferences and
decisions in ways that serve the interests
of advertisers and tech corporations
rather than their own. While this seems
harmless, it slowly erodes autonomy,
allowing those in power to shape
individual thinking for their benefit.

Challenges in regulation

Despite growing awareness of the dangers
of surveillance capitalism, regulatory
frameworks struggle to keep pace with
technological advancements. Laws such
as the European Union’s General Data
Protection Regulation (GDPR) and India’s
Digital Personal Data Protection Act
(DPDPA) attempt to give users more
control over their data. However, these
regulations fail to address the core issue —
the commodification of personal
information. This is largely because
existing legal frameworks are designed to
manage data privacy within traditional
capitalist models rather than protect
individuals from the structural impact of
surveillance capitalism.

Moreover, corporate lobbying and
political interests, particularly those in
power, bungle these efforts as
surveillance capitalism is highly beneficial
for them. The rise of tech leaders as
politicians is also an example of the
interplay between surveillance capitalism
and the surveillance state. When tech
giants gain increasing influence over
policymaking, they ensure that
regulations remain favourable to their
business interests. This dynamic makes it
difficult to implement meaningful
restrictions on data collection and
behavioural manipulation. The blurred
lines between political authority and
corporate power reinforce the dominance
of surveillance capitalism, limiting
accountability and individual autonomy.

The concept of surveillance capitalism
is crucial as our lives become increasingly
entangled with technology. It serves as a
warning of the potential dangers if we are
not cautious and if states fail to
implement proper regulations and
restrictions on what private companies
can access and use. This is an academic
concept that must be widely discussed to
bring about meaningful policy changes.
Recognising its impact enables individuals
to critically engage with digital platforms
and demand stronger protections for
their privacy and autonomy.

Rebecca Rose Varghese is a freelance
journalist.
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India beat Pakistan by six wickets in the ICC Champions Trophy on Sunday. Here is a
quiz on one of the most heated rivalries in cricket

Vighnesh P. Venkitesh

A

QUESTION 1

In which year did India and Pakistan face
off in a world cup for the first time?

A

QUESTION 2

How many players have appeared for both
countries? Who are they?

A

QUESTION 3

Who has scored the most ODI runs in the
fixture?

A

QUESTION 4

Who has the highest score in a single ODI
match between the two nations?

A

QUESTION 5

How many times has Pakistan won a match
between the two in an ICC tournament?
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Visual question:
Name this batsman who hit a six on the last ball of the match to win the 1986
Austral-Asia cup?

Bowl

spoken by Jobs

Issey Miyake

Questions and Answers to the previous day’s daily quiz: 1. The
relevance of Joanne Carole Schieble and Abdulfattah Jandali to Steve
Job’s life. Ans: They were his biological parents and he was
adopted by Paul Reinhold and Clara Jobs

2. The 1971 book by spiritual teacher Ram Dass. Ans: Be Here Now

3. Jobs took a job as a video game designer in early 1974 at this
company. Ans: Atari Corporation

4. This person said, “He did not know technology. He’d never designed
anything as a hardware engineer, and he didn’t know software. He
wanted to be important...”. Ans: His Apple co-founder Steve Wozniak
5. Jobs dated this music icon of the 1960s. Ans: Joan Baez

6. The ‘1984’ commercial was shown at this sporting event. Ans: Super

7. Name the company Jobs founded in 1985 and the studio from which
he bought Pixar. Ans: NeXT and Lucasfilm

8. The significance of the words ‘Oh wow. Oh wow. Oh wow’. Ans:
According to his sister Mona Simpson, these were the last words

Visual: Name the designer who created the famous turtleneck top. Ans:

Early Birds: Shivam Yadav| Dodo Jayaditya| Rajib Ganguly| Siddhartha
Viswanathan| Barnali Biswas
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FROM THE ARCHIVES

Know Your
English

K. Subrahmanian
S. Upendran

“Urvasi wants to become an aCAdemic.”

“It’s not aCAdemic, but acaDEmic. The
stress is on the third syllable ‘de’. The ‘@’
in the first syllable is pronounced like the
‘@’ in cat and the ‘a’ in the second syllable
sounds like the a’ in ‘China’. ‘dem’ rhymes
with ‘them’.”

“I see. So, it’s acaDEmic. Correct?”

“Yes. that’s right.”

“Anyway, as I was saying, Urvasi wants
to become an academic.”

“Iwouldn’t take anything she says
seriously. She is an airhead.”

“An airhead! What does it mean?”

“An airhead is ‘a stupid person:
someone who speaks or acts
unintelligently’.”

“You’re right. Well, Urvasi may be an
airhead, but she is a rich airhead. Do you
know she has a house by the lake?”

“ ‘By’ the lake, or ‘near’ the lake?

“What’s the difference?”

“When you say you live ‘by the lake’, it
means you're very close to the lake. It is
possible to see the lake from your house.”

“And when you say you live ‘near the
lake’, it means you’re a little distance
away. Is that correct?”

“Right. You could be as far as five or
ten miles away You see, ‘near’ is a relative
concept. For example, I can say, ‘Madras
is near Hyderabad’ although there are
hundreds of miles separating the two
cities. But I can’t say, ‘Madras is by
Hyderabad’.”

“In other words, something that is ‘by’
you is closer than something that is ‘near’
you.”

“Oh!”

“Urvasi is celebrating her birthday at
the Taj this weekend.”

“I know.”

“Are you planning to go?”

“No. I don’t plan to go.”

“Which is correct? ‘planning to go’ or
plan to go’?”

“Both are acceptable. You can say, ‘I
am planning to see Lion King’ or ‘I plan to
see Lion King’. You could also say, ‘I am
planning on seeing Lion King’ and ‘I plan
on seeing Lion King’. But remember,
when you use ‘on’ the verb that follows it
takes the ‘ing’ form. I plan on going to
Atlanta next week. I plan on buying a new
pair of jeans.”

“But you don’t plan on attending
Urvasi’s party?”

“No.”

“Do you want me to tell her anything?”

Yes. Tell her ‘Urvasi, Urvasi, take it easy
Urvasi’.”

“Ha. Ha”

Published in The Hindu on July 25,
1995.

Word of the day

Contiguous:

very close or connected in space or time;
connecting without a break; within a common
boundary; having a common boundary or edge;
abutting; touching

Syno NYMS!: immediate, conterminous,
adjacent, neighbouring

Usage: These were contiguous events but |
have no recollection of them.

Pronunciation: newsth.live/
contiguouspro

International Phonetic
Alphabet: /kan'tig.ju.as/

Correction

In the article titled ‘Theory and practice: the
ethical core in Amartya Sen’s Wetanschauung’,
dated February 20, the name of Shudraka’s
play should have been Mricchakatika, and not
Mudrarakshasa, as mentioned, which was
written by Vishakhadatta. The error is regretted
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Bourse correction

Stock market fall is a cyclical phenomenon

he relentless decline in the Indian stock
market since last September is causing
concern all around. The large cap-oriented

bellwether indices, the Sensex and the Nifty 50, have
lost around 14 per cent in the last five months. But the
magnitude of the correction so far has been quite
limited, compared with the decline in 2008 when the
large cap indices had declined 64 per cent or in the
Covid-induced crash in 2020, when the decline was 40
per cent. Other corrections in Indian market such as
those in 2010 and 2015 had also dragged the indices
more than 20 per cent from their peaks.

TN

"So, how is yuﬁ} pl

The ongoing correction is just a phase in
the stock market cycle — of rallies followed
by declines. Such declines are needed to
drain out the speculative froth created by
the preceding bull run. The ostensible
reasons for the ongoing correction are
foreign portfolio investors pulling money
out of India due to slowing corporate
profitability, weakness in the rupee and the
negative impact of the US President Donald
Trump’s policies on India. But India is
among the worst performing stock markets
this year because of institutional investors
selling stocks to book profits made since
2020. The Indian stock market has been a
stellar performer since the pandemic. While
other emerging markets witnessed severe
declines after the Russia-Ukraine conflict in
2022, the Indian stock market recovered
quickly and went into a frenzied run
thereafter.

The rally over the last two years has been
led by the seven crore individual investors,
who entered the stock market during or
after the pandemic. Penny stocks, stocks
with questionable fundamentals, stocks on
the SME platform and IPOs witnessed
feverish activity as new investors looked for
avenues to make money quickly. Turnover in
equity futures and options has been
doubling every year since 2020-21. With
domestic funds chasing stocks, India
became one of the most expensive equity
markets globally. While the ongoing
correction has pulled the price-earnings
multiple of the Nifty50 down from 24 in
September 2024 to 20 now, it is still trading
at a significant premium to other emerging
market indices. The valuation in many
pockets such as FMCG, MNCs, and
consumer non-durables sectors continue at
exorbitant levels.

With the Indian stock market still trading
at lofty valuations, the correction could
continue until prices align with
fundamentals. New investors should heed
the perils of chasing high-risk stocks. The
stock market regulator, stock exchanges and
other intermediaries should increase
investor awareness outreach over the
coming months, educating them about the
way stock markets evolve, and the wisdom in
long-term investing. It would be a pity if
retail investors who entered stock market
after Covid move away from equity investing
due to this correction. The regulator should
not respond in any knee-jerk fashion, by
increasing trading margins, collateral
requirements or surveillance. It is best tolet
this correction run its course.

RAVIKANTH

an of making tons of K

money at the stock market coming along?”

CAPITAL
IDEAS.

RICHA MISHRA

he Valentine week saw the

Indian and the American

heads of states meet in the

US and ‘energy security’ was

akey topic of discussion. So
will energy be used as a tool to sort out
ticklish tariff issues between the two
countries?

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s visit
came soon after Donald Trump was
sworn in on January 20. Some see itasa
smart move by the Indian Prime
Minister to get straight to the
negotiations.

The joint statement issued by the two
countries after the meeting states, “The
leaders agreed that energy security is
fundamental to economic growth, social
well-being and technical innovation in
both countries.”

They underscored the importance of
the US-India collaboration to ensure
energy affordability, reliability, and
availability and stable energy markets.
Realising the consequential role that the
US and India play as leading producers
and consumers in driving the global
energy landscape, the leaders
re-committed to the US-India Energy
Security Partnership, including in oil,
gas, and civil nuclear energy, it said.

Theyalso underscored the value of
strategic petroleum reserves to preserve
economic stability during crises and
resolved to work with key partners to
expand strategic oil reserve
arrangements. “In this context, the US
side affirmed its firm support for India
to join the International Energy Agency
as a full member,” the statement read.

There was also a mention of their

commitment to the US-India 123 Civil
Nuclear Agreement by moving forward
with plans to work together to build
US-designed nuclear reactors in India
through large scale localisation and
possible technology transfer.

More importantly they reaffirmed
their commitment to increase energy
trade and to establish US as aleading
supplier of crude oil and petroleum
products and liquefied natural gas to
India.

THE IMPLICATIONS
What does this mean? Will it be used as a
tool for negotiations?

Today, the US is already among the
top suppliers of oil and gas to India.
India also exports refined products to
the US.

GAIL (India) Ltd in 2011 had signed a
20-year LNG supply contract with
Sabine Pass Liquefaction LLC, a unit of
Cheniere Energy Partners, for supply of
3.5 MMTPA natural gas, which
commenced in 2018. The company also
signed a terminal service agreement
with Dominion through its subsidiary
GAIL Global (USA) LNG LLC for
booking 2.3 MMTPA liquefaction
capacityin the Cove Point LNG
liquefaction terminal project, located at
Lusby, Maryland.

The US has gained
importance as a
formidable supplier for
oil and LNG, while
India too has gained
prominence as the growth
driver for both global oil
and LNG imports in the
last few years

According to Lauri Myllyvirta, lead
analyst, Centre for Research on Energy
and Clean Air, “Energy will play a crucial
role in any attempt to ward off Trump’s
trade measures, and is the most obvious
place to start if Trump is looking for
another quick deal he can boast of, but
no one can predict what will work with
him.”

“It’shard to see any advantage for
India from any commitment to buy the
US fossil fuels, other than improving the
bilateral relationship and avoiding trade
measures by the US. To the extent that
imports from the US replace the imports
from Russia that have been reduced by
the recent stricter sanctions, it of course
reduces reliance on Russia and India’s
role in propping up Russia,” he said.

According to Vandana Hari, founder
of Vanda Insights, which tracks energy
markets, “Trump’s threat of reciprocal
tariffs is big for India, considering the
trade gap between the countries and
India’s sizeably bigger levies on imports
from the US. But a few things need to be
kept in mind here are: India is lower
down the list of the US’ trade partners
that Trump is prioritising to get even
with, so there’s some time to negotiate.”

“Second, even the more serious
threats — the 25 per cent tariffs against
Canada and Mexico for instance —
actually morphed into deals, which is
what Trump really wants. Prime
Minister Modi was trying to pre-empt
and prevent the ugly tit-for-tat threats
by getting straight to the negotiation
part. Offering to buy more US crude and
LNG is an obvious bargaining chip for
India. But it’s a price-sensitive
importer,” she said.

Andrightly so. The landed cost of oil
from the US will be at least $2-3 a barrel
higher, according to traders.

“The landed cost of US crude is higher
than comparable grades as it incurs

GETTY IMAGES

higher freight cost. Promising increased
LNG imports makes more sense, as
those are long-term deals and buys India
some time to manoeuvre,” Hari said.

Pulkit Agarwal, Head of India Content
(cross commodities) S&P Global
Commodity Insights, says, “The US has
gained impornce as a formidable
supplier for oil and LNG, while India too
has gained prominence as the growth
driver for both global oiland LNG
imports in the last few years. The energy
trade between India and the US is thus
poised to grow naturally.”

OIL: US VS RUSSIA

There is anecdotal evidence from the
first Trump administration too on the
push for oil buying, which was then
picked up by Indian refiners mostly on
the merit of economics, Agarwal said.

“The fate of the US oil flow changed
thereafter post Russian invasion of
Ukraine as Europe which shunned
Russian oil, picked up US crude oil
heavily instead, while India found the
lowest value crude oil supplier in Russia.
With the recent sanctions-induced
hiccups in Russian oil flows, US oil flows
could be a viable diversification option
for Indian refiners,” he said.

In a price sensitive Indian market,
Indian refiners will be driven by the
economy factor. Besides, it will depend
on how fossil fuel will be sourced - on
delivery or pick up basis. Russia sells to
Indian refiners mostly on delivery basis
which means that chartering of tankers
and associated procedures are the
responsibility of the supplier. And here
in comes in negotiations for final price.

While taking bets on Trump’s next
move is just as risky predicting oil price,
the buck will stop with the best
negotiator. According to industry
observers, Indian refiners have
mastered this craft.

India’s GCCs can lead the Al economy

Global Capability Centres can achieve this through right mix of Al adoption, cost-efficient innovation, and strong governance

L]
Sindhu Gangadharan

ver the past decade, India has
O emerged as the global epicentre

for technology and innovation
through its thriving Global Capability
Centres (GCCs).

The next wave of this evolution,
powered by Al presents India with a
once-in-a-generation opportunity to
establish itself as the undisputed leader
in the global technology ecosystem.

In their early days, GCCs primarily
focused on IT infrastructure
management, ERP, and business process
outsourcing.

However, as global organisations
sought to optimise operations, the role
of GCCs expanded. The adoption of
cloud computing, robotic process
automation (RPA), and big data
analytics between 2010 and 2020
enabled them to drive efficiencyand
enhance decision-making.

Today, Al and automation are the key
drivers of transformation, positioning
India’s GCCs as the innovation engines
for global enterprises.

As global businesses strive for
reinvention, India’s GCCs are at the
forefront, not just implementing AI
solutions but developing them. They are
now the R&D powerhouses, co-creating
next-generation Al products, platforms,
and solutions that will shape the future
of industries worldwide.

THE DEEPSEEK DISRUPTION

The recent emergence of cost-efficient
Al'models like DeepSeek has further
changed the game. DeepSeek, has
demonstrated that it is possible to
develop a high-quality Al model ata
fraction of the cost — $5.6 million
compared to OpenAT’s reported $100
million.

For India’s GCCs, this breakthrough
presents a unique opportunity.
Historically, many GCCs have relied on
established AI providers like OpenAl to
power their Al-driven transformations.
However, DeepSeek’s success signals the
democratisation of AT — making
advanced Al capabilities more accessible
to organisations of all sizes.

With Al development becoming more
cost-effective, India’s GCCs can take
greater control of their Al strategies.
They can explore custom-built A
models tailored to their specific needs
rather than solely depending on external
providers. This shift has the potential to
unlock new efficiencies, reduce
dependency on expensive third-party
models, and accelerate Al adoption
across industries.

BALANCING INNOVATION

While the prospect of cost-efficient A
innovation is exciting, it is imperative
for organisations to strike a balance
between rapid Al adoption and
responsible governance. Al models,
especially open-weight models like
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Al. Opportunities galore cerryimaces

DeepSeek, bring unparalleled
customisation opportunities but also
raise concerns around bias detection,
compliance, and data security.

For GCCs, which handle vast amounts
of sensitive data, this necessitates a
robust governance framework. Strong
validation processes, rigorous security
protocols, and compliance with global
Al ethics standards will be crucial to
ensuring that AT deployments are both
effective and responsible. Organisations
must invest in Al governance
mechanisms that prioritise data privacy,
fairness, and transparency while
maintaining high-performance
standards.

As Al continues to disrupt industries
worldwide, India’s GCCs are uniquely
positioned to lead this transformation.

In financial services, AI-driven risk
assessment and fraud detection are
enabling global banks to improve

regulatory compliance. In healthcare, Al
is accelerating drug discovery and
optimising patient care. In retail,
Al-powered analytics are redefining
personalised shopping experiences and
inventory management. The potential is
limitless.

With the right mix of AT adoption,
cost-efficient innovation, and strong
governance, India’s GCCs can become
the architects of the future Al economy.
The country has the talent, the
ecosystem, and the momentum to lead
the next digital revolution.

India’s GCCs stand at the cusp of a
transformative era. The convergence of
Al innovation and the booming GCC
landscape present an unprecedented
opportunity to redefine India’s role in
the global technology ecosystem. By
embracing cost-efficient Al models,
driving innovation-led growth, and
upholding the highest standards of
governance, India can not only reinforce
its position as the global hub for GCCs
but also lead the Al revolution on the
world stage.

The time toactis now. Al is notjusta
technological evolution — it is the
defining force of the next industrial
revolution. India has the potential, the
capability, and the vision to lead from
the front. The question is: Are we ready
to seize this opportunity?

The writer is Chairperson, Nasscom, and MD, SAP Labs
India
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Bullet hurdles

This refers to the report “Bullet train
project hits hurdle again” (February
24). With various roadblocks
looming, it may take years before the
train becomes operational.

It is difficult to deny that the Modi
government fell for the pricey train
just for optics, underestimating the
challenging terrain that lay ahead in
its execution.

Since its foundation stone was laid in
2017, the project has moved so
slowly that people appear to be
losing interest while alternate modes
of fast transport are gaining ground.

It is expected that by the time
curtainsare up for the train, the
project will have suffered significant
cost overruns, virtually threatening
its feasibility and viability.

Kamal Laddha

Bengaluru

FM radio rules

Apropos the news item 'FM radio
hangs on to ad revenue share of 2.3%
in 2024 despite digital competition”
(February 24),in the digitalised
world, FM radio has come to stay.
Gone are the days when listeners
were tuning on their favourite

stations on AM frequency for better
clarity. Many key radio stations have
dropped the AM tag and migrated to
FM which even now maintains their
sound quality and listing of
programmes.

There were die hard listeners of BBC,
Radio Moscow, Radio Peking, Ceylon
and Radio Singapore in Short waves
on49,41,31,25and 19 mhz. With the
onset of FM radio, both AM and SW
have become a thing of the past.
Many world level broadcasters such
as BBC and Radio Moscoew have
shut down their services citing huge
dropin listeners and the cost of

maintaining it. However, the present
day commercial FMs have become a
major cacophony. Commercial ads
with blaring noise test the listeners’
eardrums. Most of the RJs have their
own dialect which is not
understandable to many.

RV Baskaran

Chennai

Trade tangle

This refers to “Trump tariffs set to
charge up FTA..” (February 24). At
this juncture of Trump’s tariff strike
on India, hampering the flow of trade
between the two, the resumption of

free trade talks with UK is welcome.
India enjoys a trade surplus with the
UK. The European Unionalsoisa
potential bloc with feasible tariffs
and India can tap this market
through inking FTAs. Trump seems
firm on his stand in imposing tariff on
Indian exports and thereisaneed to
search for new markets.

The proposed bilateral trade deals
with UKand EU are good
opportunities for India in balancing
the trade loss if any with the US and
also to reduce US dependence.

NR Nagarajan
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Crowd control derailed

Lessons from New Delhi station stampede

|
Arun Kumar Das

he stampede at New Delhi
I station last week has

raised many questions.
One wonders whether our railway
stations are equipped to handle
such a crisis. Though Indian
Railways claims that all necessary
precautions were in place on that
day to handle the surging crowd
with adequate numbers of
additional trains and personnel,
CCTV footage reveals the absence
of RPF or commercial staff at the
time of the stampede.

Railway Protection Force, a
para-military force meant to
protect railway property, hasa
crucial role to play during the rush
hour at stations. But are the RPF
personnel being adequately
trained to handle such mammoth
crowds at rail premises? It is being
said that the announcement of
changing platforms at the last
minute caused the stampede at
the staircase as the entire
platform and staircases were
overcrowded due to the Maha
Kumbh rush.

The swelling number of
passengers not only choked the
platforms but also escalators and
even the foot over bridge. The
unprecedented influx of
passengers was not in sync with
the carrying capacity of the trains
already on platforms and those
expected to be placed thereafter.
The stampede claimed a total of
18livesincluding 11 women and
three children.

PIVOTAL ROLE
Prayagraj has already witnessed
an astonishing 53 crore sacred
baths, making it the largest
religious gathering in the world.
With millions of devotees arriving
daily, the Railways is playing a
pivotal role in transportation.
While roads leading to Prayagraj
are all congested, the airfare to
Sangam city is also skyrocketing.
So the trains are becoming the
means for the seamless
transportation of pilgrims.
Though stations including New
Delhi handle large crowds during
Holi and Chhat festivals year after
year, the Maha Kumbh rush is
unprecedented. The primary
problem with crowd management
in India is the lack of proper
planning and infrastructure at
large gatherings, often leading to
overcrowding, bottlenecks, and a
high risk of stampedes due to
inadequate entry/exit points and
narrow pathways. Using a
specially created simulation
programme, the staff should be
trained to deal with the crowds.
Major stations must have

r
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CROWD MANAGEMENT.
Mounting challenge ani

airport-like access control and
many more satellite stations need
to be developed around major
cities to decongest central
terminals. Like airports, stations
must have separate entry and exit
gates for incoming and outgoing
passengers like airports.
Incidentally, Railways has
undertaken a massive drive to
redevelop all major stations as
world class, which will have
upgraded passenger amenities
and separate entry and exit for
arrival and departure of rail users.

For the Maha Kumbh, the
Railways has over 13,000 trains
scheduled to be run till February
26,2025, out of which 12,583 had
already run by February 16, 2025,
arecordinitself. But it goes
without saying that one needs an
advanced crowd management
system to handle such a huge
situation. It is a must for frontal
staff including RPF personnel to
be trained for handling huge
crowds which requires clearing
bottlenecks at foot over bridge,
staircase and platforms on a real
time basis.

It was found that though many
stampede victims died due to
asphyxiation, there was no oxygen
facility at the platform. So there
should be provision for
emergency medical service with
modern facilities at platforms. A
constant drive is required to
educate rail users to behave ina
disciplined way, follow signages
and cooperate with the
authorities.

Another important factor is not
to panic and create chaos during
such situations. Lessons should
be learnt from past mistakes asin
2013, a stampede at the Allahabad
station during Kumbh had
claimed more than 40 lives. In
2010also two lives were lost at
New Delhi station due to change
of the platform which caused a
stampede. Railways must fix the
responsibility and accountability
after athorough and transparent
probe.

The writer is a senior journalist

thehindubusinessline.
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Govt allows 100% FDI in construction sector

Big time foreign investment flowing into the real estate sector could soon be
reality with the Government today substantially easing the foreign direct
investment (FDI) norms in the construction and real estate development sector.
The Cabinet Committee on Economic Affairs (CCEA) today decided to permit
100 per cent FDI in all forms of housing, commercial premises, hotels, resorts,
hospitals, educational institutions, recreational facilities, city and regional level
infrastructure in order to attract higher investments.

Scrutiny of self-assessed excise returns likely from April 1
Come April Tand self-assessed excise returns may come under the scrutiny of
the revenue department. The coverage of selective audit under the Cenvat credit
rules, now confined to manufacturers, may be expanded to include dealers.

Obscenity: ‘General laws won’t help online media’

The application of the general law to the electronic media has given rise to results
which may lead to patent injustice, says a review of the Information Technology
Act 2000 prepared by the law firm Cyril Amarchand and Mangaldas and Suresh A

Shroff & Co.

MANAS R DAS
GANGA NARAYAN RATH

hatyet another Urban

Co-operative Bank (UCB)

— the New India

Co-operative Bank, based in

Maharashtra, has failed is
nota ‘new’ occurrence, since the history
of UCBs is replete with such failures due
to several factors. Incidentally,
Maharashtra is home to almost a third of
the UCBs in the country.

Poor governance, lack of transparency
and vigil in operations (especially, loan
operations), absence of proper risk
management systems, external
meddling, uneconomic sizes, poor
quality manpower and high
concentration risk are some of the
factors responsible for fragility of
several UCBs.

This is evidenced from the fact that
during the five-year period 2019-20 to
2023-24, the RBI had cancelled licences
of 50 UCBs. It had also imposed 3495
million as penalties for 588 instances of
regulatory violations predominantly by
the UCBs.

Basically, the UCBs are repositories of
savings from low- and middle-income
households. The extra one per cent rate
of interest offered by the UCBs (over
and above the rate that commercial
banks offer) attracts most of these
households to them. Ethnic connections
and persuasion also matters in deposit
mobilisation by the UCBs.

INSURED UCBS

The Deposit Insurance and Credit
Guarantee Corporation (DICGC),a
wholly-owned subsidiary of the RBI, is
the official deposit insurance agency for
all banks operating in India. At
March-end 2024:

*1,472 UCBs were registered with the
DICGC.

*The insured deposits of the
registered UCBs stood at X3,718.6
billion and the insured
deposits/assessable deposits ratio (i.e.,
extent of protection) was 66.8 per cent.

*The share of insured deposits of the
registered UCBs in the system-wide
insured deposits stood at four per cent.

*The co-operative banks contributed
5.6 per cent to the total premium
received by the DICGC (during
2023-24).

*The DICGC had settled claims of
431 UCBs involving an amount of ¥160.3
billion.

Paradoxically, the current Deposit
Insurance System (DIS) in India, which
aims at protecting depositors and
ensuring financial stability, has certain
features in it that adds to the banks’
stress or failure.

Although Section 15 (1) of the DICGC
Act, 1961 provides for a variable

Urban co-op banks and the
depositinsurance issue

‘RISKY’ BIZ.

The current flat
rate premium
across banks must
be replaced with
risk-based premium
system to price
risks properly

premium system, the DICGC follows a
flat-rate system, i.e., the premium rate
is same for all banks — strong (say,
commercial banks) or weak (say,
co-operative banks). The flat-rate
system continues despite several
committees starting from the 1998
Narasimham Committee-II Report to
those constituted thereafter by the
RBI/DICGC recommending
introduction of a risk-based premium
system.

The flat-rate system has led to
under-pricing of risks (to the deposit
insurance fund or DIF) in respect of
the vulnerable co-operative banking
sector. This encourages overly
aggressive behaviour by the
co-operative banks.

Further, fungibility of the DIF
balance between the commercial and
co-operative banks potentially
incentivises the DICGC to meet losses,
if any, arising out of co-operative bank
failures in future, out of the funding (of
the DIF) by the commercial banks.

Combined, both make the
co-operative banks lackadaisical about
the safety of their depositors’ money.

A 1999 RBI report’s
suggestion to have two
deposit insurance funds —
one for commercial banks
and the other for urban
coop banks — must be
implemented soon

Lack of ‘depositor discipline’
exacerbates the situation further.

At times, it is argued that some
cross-subsidisation is ‘inherent’ in any
kind of insurance, but as far as the
co-operative banks and commercial
banks interface in this regard is
concerned, it has been going on for too
long. Therefore, it would make eminent
sense if the cross-subsidisation of risks
are eliminated.

POLICY PROPOSALS

* The DICGC should quicklyact on
implementing a risk-based premium
system. For some co-operative banks, if
arisk-based system cannot be
implemented fast, the flat-rate system
may continue, but with a time-bound
plan for phasing in a risk-based system.
However, under both flat-rate and
risk-based systems, the premium rates
for the co-operative banks need to be
higher than those for the commercial
banks. This will likely cause some
churning in the co-operative banking
system, but would jettison the
unprofitable and inefficient ones,
thereby improving systemic efficiency.

*The RBI Report on Reforms in
Deposit Insurance in India (1999) had
recommended instituting two DIFs, one
for the commercial banks and the other
for the co-operative banks and this
should be implemented.

* Increasing the deposit insurance
limit as and when a problem strikes
typifies panic reaction, which pacifies
the bank’s depositors temporarily. It
neither prevents future crises nor solves
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the psychological and financial trauma
that small depositors undergo until they
get their full deposits back.

The large depositors, who are
privileged to monitor their bank’s
activities continuously and have enough
contacts in their banks, run at the first
sign of trouble, and hence, they remain
safe.

The limit revisions need to be
rule-based and carried out at fixed time
intervals.

*The coverage of DIS in terms of
types of () institutions, (b) deposit
accounts and (c) deposit owners needs
tobe reassessed.

*The DICGC should adapt the
globally-practised and time-tested
resolution strategies which would result
in speedier deposit reimbursement.

*The RBI/DICGC should be more
aggressive about their depositor
awareness programmes.

Some of the above-mentioned
recommendations were favoured by
three RBI deputy governors in the
International Conference of the
International Association of Deposit
Insurers-Asia Pacific Regional
Committee hosted by the DICGC on
August 14, 2024. Therefore, one may
expect some changes in the Indian DIS
in near future that would bolster safety
of deposits in the entire banking sector
and enhance banking sector stability -
goal of the DISs.

Das, aformer senior economist of SBI, has worked on
deputation with DICGC; Rath is a former central banker.
Views expressed are personal

Merz needs forced marriage with SPD to form German govt

Michael Nienaber, Arne Delfs and
Kamil Kowalcze

erman conservative leader
G Friedrich Merz is almost

certain to become chancellor,
but first he needs to win over the Social
Democrats, setting up tense
negotiations to bridge their differences
in areas like government borrowing
and welfare spending.

An alliance of Merz’s Christian
Democrat-led bloc and the SPD —
which slumped to its worst result since
World War II in Sunday’s election — is
the only viable path to power,
strengthening the SPD’s bargaining
position.

“Whether the SPD enters a
government isn’t yet clear,” SPD
Co-leader Lars Klingbeil said Monday
at anews conference in Berlin.

“These are decisions that will be

taken in the coming weeks and months
but I would say very clearly that the ball
isnow in Friedrich Merz’s court,” he
added. “Then the SPD members will
decide.”

The other two-party option for Merz
to secure a Bundestag majority would
be an alliance of his CDU/CSU with the
far-right Alternative for Germany, or
AfD, which the 69-year-old Merz has
categorically ruled out.

Arevival of Germany’s so-called
“grand coalition,” a combination
Angela Merkel presided over in three of
her four terms, might seem safe and
familiar. But the rifts have widened
since Merz took charge of the Christian
Democrats in 2022 and dragged them
to the right.

That was highlighted at the end of
January, when the CDU leader defied
SPD opposition by seeking to force a
migration crackdown through

parliament with AfD support.

The Social Democrats need to
regroup after their support tumbled by
athird to 16.4 per cent. With
Chancellor Olaf Scholz stepping aside
following his failed reelection bid, a
new leadership team has started to take
shape.

Defense Minister Boris Pistorius is
set to play a significant role, alongside
Klingbeil, who has signalled that the
party will take a tough stance in
negotiations.

Despite the posturing, the SPD and
the CDU have little option but to enter
aforced marriage. Europe’s biggest
economy is contending with two years
of contraction, Russia’s war on Ukraine
and US President Donald Trump
threatening a global trade war that
could hobble Germany’s struggling
industrial sector.

During the campaign, Merz warned

that if the incoming government fails
torevive the economy and get
immigration under control, the AfD
could take power after the next
election, putting Germany’s position in
the European Union at risk. He has
suggested he wants a coalition
agreement in place within two months.

Germany’s Greens, meanwhile, are
preparing for an overhaul of their party
leadership even though its share of the
vote held up relatively well compared
with the 2021 election.

Robert Habeck, the current vice
chancellor and economy minister who
was the Greens’ chancellor candidate,
said Monday he’ll no longer seek a
leading role in the party after it secured
11.6 per cent, down from 14.7 per cent
in 2021.

“It’s not a good result,  wanted more
and we wanted more,” Habeck said at a
news conference. s.oomsere
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EASY

ACROSS DOWN

1. To paint, paper 1. Death (6)

etc (8) 2. Happy in disposition (8)
7.Seat (5) 3. Shower (4)

8. Get-together (7) 4. Fastener (6)

9. Glinted (7) 5. Unruffled (4)

10. Category (4)
12. Apparent (7)
14. Brimstone (7)
17. Depressed (4)
18. Fever (7)
21.To con (7)

22. Hangs around
in shadows (5)

23. Unilateral (3-5)

6. Place to one’s favour (6)
7. Chink (7)

11. Globes (7)

13. Detonated (8)

14. Uncomplicated (6)

15. The ‘why’ (6)

16. Rely on (6)

19. Enticement (4)

20. Feel the absence of (4)

NOT SO EASY

ACROSS

1. A month to make speeches on how to bestow medal (8)
7. Professorial appointment for one taken in by daily (5)

8. A tryst that makes me, for example, carry the can (7)

9. The French in sport before December 1st showed

polish (7)

10. Alternative to be found in way one will classify (4)

12.It’s apparent | had entered item in
race-programme (7)

14. Acceptable record in form of rush that’s yellow (7)
17. Sky, say, with only half the luck to be around (4)
18. Fever of wings in reverse of intention (7)

21. How to cheat 550 among the pigs (7)

22. After endless 19 kiss is out as one lies in wait (5)
23. Being partial is only right, perhaps? (3-5)
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ACROSS 7. Change of heart 8. Pressganged 12. Postal 14. Denial 16. Prints 18. Strong 19. Secretaries 23. Filing cabinet
DOWN 1. Shop 2. Once 3. Vessel 4. Afraid 5. Berg 6. Trod 9. Respite 10. Episode 11. Plug 12. Pope 13. Act 15. Eat 17. Sleigh 18. Seaman 19. Slip 20. Crib 21. Ibis 22. Slew

DOWN

1. Distinguished death as being part of crude misery (6)

2. Happy to yell approval when not quite replete (8)

3. One honoured by Burlington House is at home in the wet (4)
4. With which to fasten, having got up with broken leg (6)

5. State that at the beginning of May isn’t stormy (4)

6. Is mis-cited about right to add it to one’s account (6)

7. Chink perhaps gives little 6 to Eastern depravity (7)

11. Here, instead of an entry in bridge sections, are orbs (7)

13. Divorcee will walk wearily to weed we left, having burst (8)
14. Such as Simon, man at Westminster involved in awkward lies (6)
15. Logic, as found in one version after the right beginning (6)

16. Rely on one extreme of swimming-pool being abandoned by East (6)

19. It will entice one to fail finally, certain not to have begun (4)
20.Be sorry she isn't there? (4)
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The Tesla factor

Its entry as a disruptor would be limited

fter abortive attempts in 2022 and 2024, Tesla could finally be making

its debut on Indian roads in the second quarter this year. An unusual

one-to-one meeting between Tesla chief Elon Musk and Prime Minister

Narendra Modi during the latter’s recent visit to Washington appears to
have galvanised the world’s second-largest electric-car manufacturer to take a defini-
tive gamble on India. In the bigger picture, the negotiations around Tesla can be
seen as part of the Indian government’s agenda of re-examining the tariff regime,
partly in response to American President Donald Trump’s threats of imposing recip-
rocal high tariffs on Indian exports to the United States. But a shift was already
evident last year, with India introducing a policy permitting electric-vehicle makers
to import up to 40,000 completely built units (CBUs) at a reduced Customs duty of
15 per cent (from 100 per cent previously) for five years with a maximum import
limit of 8,000 vehicles per year. The caveats here are that the manufacturer must
invest $500 million, including setting up a factory; 50 per cent of this investment
has to be made within three years. With Tesla reportedly moving ahead to scout for
assembly locations and hiring retail workers, the question is whether this develop-
ment would disrupt the Indian electric-car industry in a significant way.

Asyet, thislooks unlikely for a number of reasons. The first is the displeasure
expressed by Mr Trump, to whom Mr Musk reports in his capacity as head of the
Department of Government Efficiency, at the prospect of Tesla investing in a
factory in India rather than in the US. The second factor is the demand paradigms
in India. The electric-car market is minuscule, accounting for 2.3 per cent of the
market last year. Though Tesla’s models undoubtedly have a unique badge value
that would attract a certain kind of clientele, it is doubtful if such buyers would
create the critical mass the car manufacturer would need to set up a full-fledged
production unit in India. At the lower duty rate, the price of Tesla’s CBUs, which
will reportedly be imported from its Berlin Gigafactory, will be steep.

Tesla’s prices are expected to range from 50 lakh for the Tesla Cybertruck
to X2 crore for the Tesla Model X (a five-seater sport utility vehicle). Its best-
selling model globally, the Model Y, is estimated to cost 70 lakh. This keeps
Tesla firmly at the upper end of the average price range of electric vehicles in
India at 6 lakh to X3 crore. The most expensive electric vehicle in India is the
Rolls-Royce Spectre at X7.5-7.8 crore but the price of most luxury electric cars
range between 1.65 crore and I3 crore. With the exception of Mercedes, most
luxury electric-car makers saw stagnant or negative growth in India last year.
With Tesla’s sales falling globally, too, its India bet will be tough. The possible
game changer could lie in the fact that Tesla reportedly sources components
from India worth $1 billion a year. Investing in a factory with the objective of
offering a car for21 lakh could well entail significant value addition to the Indian
supply chain. As with early liberalisation in the country’s car industry, this could
be the bigger game changer India is looking for.

Germany’s options

The new chancellor has a tough test ahead

he preliminary results from snap elections in Germany, Europe’s largest

economy, could have a profound effect on the European Union, its relations

with the United States, immigration policies, and climate change. The

Christian Democratic Union (CDU) and its Bavarian sister party, the
Christian Social Union (CSU), have emerged as the largest party in the 630-seat
Bundestag. But it is the strong showing of the Alternative fiir Deutschland (AfD)
that surpassed expectations — it clinched 21 per cent of the vote, nearly doubling its
vote share from the last election in 2021. Though the centre-right CDU-CSU is still
short of a majority, Friedrich Merz, chancellor in waiting, and the mainstream
parties in the Bundestag have pledged to a create a “firewall” against the anti-
migrant, pro-Kremlin AfD, which recently won endorsements from US President
Donald Trump’s cost-cutting czar Elon Musk, and Vice-President J D Vance. Coalition
talks have begun. Assuming that the AfD is kept out of government, the alt-right
party, with the second-largest vote share in the Bundestag, and an overwhelming
dominance of the rust belt of the east, is likely to have a significant influence on the
government’s policy agenda. In some respects, it may find itself in closer under-
standing with the CDU than other parties.

To start with the CDU under Mr Merz, a former chair of the German subsidiary
of US asset management advisor BlackRock, with distinctly conservative social
views, is unlikely to offer a continuance of Angela Merkel’s broadly liberal stance.
One of the reasons for its strong showing in this election lies in its strict anti-
immigration agenda, which, in fact, controversially won AfD support in the last
Parliament. Beyond that, Mr Merz, 69, the oldest chancellor to take charge since
Konrad Adenauer, the first chancellor of the newly formed Federal Republic
(who took charge in 1949 at age 73), has resolved to prepare Europe for a future
without US support for the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (Nato), given Mr
Trump’s proclivities in this respect, and a significant expansion of support for
Ukraine. He has already held discussions with France and Britain, Europe’s two
nuclear powers, on the possibility of extending nuclear security to Germany. He
has spoken of policies to scale up Germany’s defence industry, including reversing
his predecessor Olaf Scholz’s block on sending long-range Taurus cruise missiles
to Ukraine for attacks on Russia. He has resolved to significantly up the Defence
Budget above the agreed upon 2 per cent of gross domestic product. On climate
change, though he has spoken of consistently using renewable energy, his base
within the CDU, the European People’s Party, a transnational grouping, is likely
to push back on a broader renewable agenda.

Much of Mr Merz’s leadership of Europe, however, depends on how fast he can
revive Germany’s economy. The German economy shrank in 2024 and is forecast to
contract again in 2025. Once the envy of Europe, high energy, labour costs, and an
ageing population are eroding its high-tech manufacturing base. The economy’s
dependence on exports, especially to a slowing China, has also acted as a drag on
the economy. Mr Merz wants to link Germany to high-growth hotspots such as
Mexico or Southeast Asia and is looking at a French-German axis to make inroads
into South American markets via a deal with Mercosur. In a uniquely turbulent
moment in European geopolitics, Germany may be facing its toughest test yet.
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Market realities and bubbles

Are we at Peak America? Even ifit's nota bubble, US conditions

pointto poorreturns ahead

to whether the US equity markets are in a bub-

ble? Are we experiencing another 1999/2000
internet bubble all over again, this time with artificial
intelligence (AI) being the focus? This issue is relevant
for all markets because if the USisin la-laland, a steep
market fall is inevitable, with obvious consequences
for asset allocation and all financial markets. For con-
text, after the bubble burst in March 2000, the Nasdaq
fell by 78 per cent and the S&P 500 by 49 per cent over
a 30-month period. It took 15 years for the Nasdaq to
cross its year 2000 bubble peak of 5,000, such was the
extent of damage.

The case for the bubble is straightforward. On the
classic Shiller cyclically adjusted price-to-earnings
(CAPE) ratio, which takes rolling 10-year real earnings
asits denominator, current US valuations are excessive
atabout 40 times, having only been higher in the 2000
bubble at 45 times. We are today well
above the 1929 peak of 32 times. This
is clear bubble territory.

Market concentration has never
been higher, whether we look at the
top five or 10 stocks, or even the top
decile of companies. Today, the top 10
stocks in the S&P 500 account for
almost 40 per cent of the index, much
higher than 25 per cent in 2000. The
top decile of companies makes up 75
per cent of the market, an all-time high.

T hereis considerable debate among investors as

AKASH PRAKASH
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a large divergence was in 1998-99.

We also have the surge in capex on AL Just four
companies (Alphabet, Amazon, Microsoft and Meta)
have plans to spend $320 billion on technology capital
in 2025, the majority of which will go for chips and data
centre infrastructure. Including smaller companies like
Oracle and others, this figure will exceed $400 billion.
For context, thisis 10 per cent of India’s gross domestic
product (GDP) being spent by a few large US technology
companies in just one year, solely on Al What is the
return on this capital expenditure? No one knows,
beyond the assertion that the risks of underspending
are far greater than those of overspending.

These companies are now spending all of their
annual free cash flow and about 20 per cent of sales.
Thankfully, no debt. Does this not smell like the over-
investment in fiber optics and telecom that sowed the
seeds for the tech bust of 2000? No one knows and
only time will tell, but we can see the
bear argument.

Similarly, profit margins for cor-
porate America are near all-time
highs, and we have had more than a
decade of earnings growth exceeding
nominal GDP by almost 4 per cent
per annum. If you go back to look at
longer data series, over the last 70
years, corporate profits always lagged
nominal GDP. The median nonfinan-
cial company in the S&P has a net

The US now has nine companies
(eight of them technology firms) with market capital-
isations exceeding $1 trillion, and three valued at over
$3 trillion. There are also three technology companies
earning about $100 billion in annual profits each. Yet,
despite this scale of absolute profits, analysts expect
earnings for these giants to grow at 15 per cent per
annum over the coming five years.

The market has also been highly bifurcated,
with the average stock rising only 13 per cent in
2024, despite the S&P rising by 25 per cent. This 12
per cent performance gap between the market-
cap-weighted and equal-weighted S&P was also
seen in 2023, but it is unusual. Over longer periods,
there is typically little difference between the two
index constructs. The last time we witnessed such

profit margin of 12.5 per cent, thiswas
5 per cent in 1995. We seem to be in a period of corpo-
rate overearning.

The US economy is running a fiscal deficit of 7 per
cent at full employment, with a debt/GDP ratio of 100
per cent, $28 trillion of federal government debt, with
an absurdly short average maturity. Amazingly, back
in 2000, the expectation was that the US government
would go debt free by 2013, and have zero debt even
in 2025! How wrong were the analysts!

This, in a nutshell, is the bear argument: All-time
high valuations on above-trend earnings, a massive
capex boom with unclear returns, and an economy
running above trend — supercharged by massive fiscal
indiscipline and Al investment.

American exceptionalism is taken for granted, and

Opportunity trumps taritfs

S President Donald Trump’s America First

stance has increased trade policy uncertainty

and threatens to disrupt the global trade order.
A web of tariffs is being wielded to correct what the
US sees as unfair and unbalanced trade. How will this
affect India?

Three aspects of Mr Trump’s trade policy agenda
appear negative for India.

Reciprocal tariffs: President Trump has called for
imposing reciprocal taxes on countries with unfair
trade practices. These tariffs will not only mitror tariffs
imposed by partner countries on US goods, but also
consider other factors seen as discriminatory, including
value-added taxes and non-tariff barriers, such as
import policies, technical barriers to trade, and digital
trade barriers.

The process of determining the
exact reciprocal tariffis a “black box”,
but our analysis suggests India ranks
high on both tariff and non-tariff bar-
riers. While estimates vary depending
on the methodology, in aggregate, the
weighted average effective tariff rate
on US exports to India is about 9.5 per
cent, compared to 3 per cent on Indian
exports to the US — implying a gap
of over 5 percentage points. At the sec-
toral level, this disparity is more pro-

SONAL VARMA

Sectoral tariffs: Mr Trump has already
announced a 25 per cent tariff on all steel and alu-
minium imports, to be levied from March 12. More
tariffs are likely in the pipeline, including on auto-
mobiles, pharmaceuticals and semiconductors.
These sectors account for around 16 per cent of
India’s goods exports to the US, with pharmaceuti-
cals the most important. The US is India’s biggest
pharma market, accounting for over 35 per cent of
total pharma exports. However, India mainly exports
lower-margin generics, and US tariffs will also be
imposed on other countries, so costs will likely be
borne by US consumers.

While steel, aluminium and autos comprise a
smaller share of overall exports to the US, risks
emanate from the redirection of global exports to
India that exert downward pressure
on domestic prices (i.e., dumping).
Overall, sectoral tariffs increase the
vulnerability of India’s exports, but
goods exports to the US account for
only 2.2 per cent of India’s gross
domestic product (GDP), so the
impact should be manageable.

Trade imbalances: India also
runs a trade surplus with the US. At
$38 billion in 2024, this puts India
in the list of the top 12 nations with

nounced in agriculture, automobiles,
gems and jewellery, and chemical and pharmaceuti-
cals, where India maintains relatively high tariffs.
Non-tariff barriers are harder to quantify, but data
from the World Trade Organization shows India ranked
second in Asia, after China, in announcing the highest
number of antidumping measures against the US. This
means India remains in Mr Trump’s line of fire on
reciprocal tariffs. To avert them, the government can
further lower tariffs on specific products. While feasible
in the auto and chemical sectors, lower import tariffs
on agricultural products would be politically difficult.
Lower tariffs create other challenges too. India
will need to consider how to navigate the most-
favoured nation (MFN) clause, which dictates that
any tariff reductions for one country be extended
to other trading partners. It also means more com-
petition for domestic players.

whom the US runs a trade deficit.
Although increased purchases of US energy and
defence equipment can partly address this, it would
only shift the composition of India’s trade balance
between the US and rest of the world; the overall
impact would be minor.

Against the above three negatives, there are also
positives to consider.

An alternative to China: President Trump is
revisiting US economic and trade relations with
China. He has already imposed an additional 10 per
cent tariff on China, including on consumer prod-
ucts that were exempted under Trump 1.0. His team
is assessing Permanent Normal Trade Relations with
China, which could result in revoking China’s MFN
status. During his campaign, he threatened 60 per
cent tariffs on imported goods from China and pro-
posed rolling out a four-year plan to phase out

with a 70 per cent weight in global indices, we may be
at peak US. This may or may not be a bubble, but it is
certainly a recipe for poor prospective returns.

The bulls argue that inflated valuations are pri-
marily driven by mega-cap stocks. While the top 10
companies in the US trade at 27 times forward earnings,
the remaining 490 companies trade at only 20 times.
They also contend that investment in Al will lead toa
sustained uptick in labour productivity, signs of which
are already visible. A productivity surge could drive
sustainably higher GDP and earnings growth.

The US has energy security and the lowest costs,
istheleader in technology and Al has the best long-
term equity returns in the world, and is about to
enter an era of much lower taxes. It still has the best
demographics among the large Western powers. Bulls
argue that the Shiller CAPE ratio is backwards looking
and does not take into account the surge in produc-
tivity and earnings that Al will bring. Earnings will
surpass trend. With more than 50 per cent of US equi-
ty mutual fund and ETF assets now passive, we are
not seeing the rampant speculation and day trading
witnessed in 1999-2000. This market continues to
climb a wall of worry and Nvidia of today is not Cisco
0f 2000. There remains no alternative to the US given
the structural weaknesses of the EU, Japan and
China. The US deserves to trade at a premium and
will continue to do so.

The bulls also point to price action. The Nasdaq
had tripled between 1995 and 1998, and then went up
by 86 per cent in 1999 (remains its best annual return).
In the final five months before the Nasdaq peaked in
March 2000, it had risen by 88 per cent. While tech
has done well, we are nowhere near this type of steep
price acceleration today. They also point out that when
the crack happened, we saw the Nasdaq declining by
more than a third within the first month. It lost 10 per
cent in the first week. Again, despite the shock of the
Deepseek model, we have not seen this type of draw-
down. The Nasdaq ultimately succumbed to rising
rates and a recession hitting the US in 2001. We seem
to have gone through this phase unscathed. Investors
expect the Fed to cut rates from here onwards, not
raise them, and there seems to be little risk of a reces-
sion on the horizon.

I remain unconvinced by the bull arguments. I
believe we are at “Peak America.” Ideally, we would
see a gradual derating of US assets, allowing risk
appetite to remain healthy and capital to flow over-
seas. A sharp de-risking episode could trigger volatil-
ity and drag down all markets. I hope the USis nota
bubble, as a bubble burst could lead to a 40-50 per
cent decline. When a bubble pops, all bets are off —
global markets and investors would reduce risk expo-
sure, benefiting no one.

It is far better for the US to gradually underper-
form global markets, as we have seen from the begin-
ning of 2025.

The author iswith Amansa Capital

imports of essential goods from China, including
electronics, steel and pharmaceuticals.

These tariff proposals can create trade and invest-
ment opportunities for India, as suppliers focus on
de-risking from China and moving from a just-in-
time to ajust-in-case inventory strategy. Our analysis
shows that India remains at the forefront of the glob-
al value chains shifting away from China, partly
owing to its large domestic consumer market. In
addition, the diversification of sources of investment
funding is an added advantage for India.

We found that foreign direct investment in
Southeast Asia has been led by Chinese firms, likely
to relocate production, whereas most companies
relocating to India are from the US, Europe and
developed Asia, as we discuss in “India among Asia’s
new flying geese” (https://shorturl.at/leFaV).

Third country risk: Indeed, under Trump 2.0,
the United States Trade Representative is reviewing
China’s circumvention of US tariffs by exporting
through third countries. This could be negative for
some economies in Southeast Asia, as existing loop-
holes are plugged, but it also represents an oppor-
tunity for India through more trade diversion.

Strategic ally: In strategic sectors, the US is likely
to shift manufacturing onshore or to allies. In semi-
conductors, this is a long-term challenge for the
developed Asian economies of Taiwan and South
Korea, since the US intends to increase its share in
advanced fab manufacturing. However, India is more
focused on low- to mid-tech manufacturing, which
complements rather than competes with the US focus
on high-end, strategic sectors. This means there is still
room to grow export market share.

Every cloud has a silver lining: Overall, Trump
tariffs are both negative and positive for India. It is at
risk from reciprocal tariffs and there could be margin
pressure for some sectors. However, there are also indi-
rect benefits in store, due to trade diversion and sup-
ply-chain shifts.

In a world where Trump 2.0 is negative for most
countries, the mixed impact of Mr Trump’s tariff web
could still make India a relative winnetr.

The author is chiefeconomist (India and Asia ex-Japan)
at Nomura

China’s overlooked reformer

BOOK REVIEW

SHYAM SARAN

obert Suettinger haswritten a
Rdeﬁnitive biography of one of

China’simportant reformist
leaders, Hu Yaobang, whose role hasbeen
overshadowed by the much greater
attention scholars have paid tothe
contribution of the more senior Deng
Xiaoping. Dengiscredited with
implementingthe path-breaking
economicreformsand liberalisation
policiesin Chinainthe decade ofthe
1980s. Mr Suettinger documentsinsome
detailhow Hu Yaobang, aschairmanand
later general secretary of the Communist
Party of China (CPC), between 1981and

1987, promoted the household contract
responsibility systemin agriculture,
restoring farming on individual plotsand
sale of produce beyond the quotasetbythe
stateinthe open market. This marked the
end of the commune system imposed by
MaoZedongthat had led torural distress
and stagnantgrain production. Thiswas
followed by the promotion of the village
and township enterprise systemand
informallocal markets, which sowed the
seeds ofthe dynamic private sector
economy that powered China’s laterand
rapid economic transformation.

More importantly, the author profiles
Huasapolitical reformer, wholed the way
todistancing the CPC from government
and the military, enabling their
professionalisation after years of
favouring “red overexpert”. Ashead of the
party, Hunotonlyled the campaign to
rehabilitate scores of veteran party cadres
whohad fallenvictim to the violent purges
perpetrated by Mao duringthe Cultural
Revolution (1966-1976), but also the many

intellectuals, academics and professionals
whohad been purged duringearlier mass
political campaigns. These rehabilitated
cadres and professionalsbecamethe
human resource base forthe country’s
modernisation drive. Within the party, Hu
soughttodispense with life-time tenures
of senior leadership, urging veteran cadres
toretire and make way for younger
leaders. Itisthisstance thatalienated
veteran cadres, including many ofthose
rehabilitated, thanks to Hu's efforts. Deng
Xiaopingwas able toengineer hisremoval
from partyleadership by mobilisingthe
geriatricbutstillinfluential party leaders.
Accordingtothe author, Hu Yaobang’s
breakwith the senior partyleadership
came after he showed sympathy forthe
studentdemonstrations thateruptedin
December 1986, targeting corruptionin
the party, protesting high rates of inflation
and urging democratic reforms. The more
conservative party leaders, including
Deng, faulted Hu for not havingtaken
strong, repressive action against the

student demonstrations. Huwas
dismissed from office in1987though he
retained his Politburo position. Hedied in
April1989.

Indeath, Hu became something ofa
heroto China’s youth and public
mourning for him became the trigger for
the much larger student demonstrations
thattook place at the historic Tiananmen
Square in April 1989 that led inexorablyto
theirbrutaland
bloody repression
onJune4,1989.
China’seconomic
reformswould be
temporarily rolled
backastheywere
seenbysome
veteran party
leadersasthereason
forthe oppositionto
theparty’s

thislate turnaround that burnished
Deng’sreputation as China’schampion
reformer and Hu’s contributions receded
intothe background. Mr Suettinger’s
book putsthisimportant periodin
contemporary Chinese history intoa
morebalanced perspective.

Thebook documents Hu’s more
accommodating policiestowards ethnic
minorities, who had suffered greatly

duringthe Cultural

THE CONSCIENCEOF ~ Revolution.Thad
THE PARTY: Hu occasion to visit
Yaobang, China's both Xinjiangand
CRO'f“mun'St Tibetduringthe

elormer 1983-86 periodand
Author: X personally
RobertLSuettinger  witnessed the more
Publisher: Harvard  liberalpoliciesin

Pages: 480
Price: 34,121

place, includingon
religious, linguistic
and cultural

centralised and
undisputed authority. It was onlyin 1992
that Deng Xiaoping undertook his much
publicised “southern tour” tovalidate the
economic reforms, in particular, the
settingup of special economic zones and
the promotion of foreign investment. It is

practices. These
begantobereversedinlateryears.

On foreign policy, the author points out
thatHuinitiated ashiftaway fromavirtual
alliance with the UStowardsa more
centrist stance, taking measuresto
improve relationswith the then Soviet

Union and emphasising China’s Third
World credentials. Thisaspect of Hu’s
leadershipisnotwell known, butIdo
recall that ourembassy reportingat the
time had noted these shifts.

Mr Suettinger had studied Chinaasa
CIA analyst for several years and bringsa
rigorous analytical approach to this very
detailed biography. He has drawn from a
vast array of original Chinese language
sources and covered Hu’s life and legacy
in considerable detail. If thereisa
downside to thisbook, itisthatit hastoo
much detail. We get a potted history of
the CPCthrough this narrative of the life
and times of Hu. The focus on hisrole as
aparty leader and the significance of
his efforts towards creating a more
democratic, more responsive party are
somewhat lost in the details.
Nevertheless, thisis a timely corrective
totheinordinate and often adulatory
depiction of Deng Xiaoping’s role as the
wise, pragmatic and decisive reformist
leader to the exclusion of the important
role played by others and s,
therefore, welcome.

The reviewer is a former foreign secretary
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The rise of the
German right

It mirrors a global trend of populist nationalist
agendas finding significant electoral traction

ermany’s centre-right Christian Democratic

Union (CDU) and its sister party Christian

Social Union (CSU) are set to form the

government following Sunday’s election,
whose results also show a surge in support for the far-
right, populist Alternative for Germany (AfD), with one
in five Germans voting for it. To be sure, this is
contingent on the CDU/CSU managing to form a
coalition, with the most likely partner being the SPD
(the Social Democrats) which came in third. AfD came
in second, with its strong showing fuelled by young
voters amid growing concerns about migration and
Germany’s asylum policy, especially at a time when
United States-Europe relations have been dealt a body
blow by the policies of US President Donald Trump.
The AfD, parts of which are officially classified as right-
wing extremist, doubled its vote share.

The result points to a shift on the ground in favour of
conservative agendas, such as anti-immigration policies
and climate scepticism. The impact of the Russia-
Ukraine war on the German economy, which has
stagnated for the past two years, a weak manufacturing
sector, lone wolf attacks by immigrants and the influx of
refugees have all become contentious issues that the
liberals and centrists failed to address convincingly.

The man expected to be Germany’s next chancellor,
Friedrich Merz, will now have to engage in delicate
negotiations to put together the next government while
keeping the far-right forces at bay. The next
government of Europe’s largest economy and most
populous country will also have to contend with the
disruptive policies of the US, which are upending
decades of gains from American security guarantees.
Trump’s overtures to Russian strongman Vladimir
Putin too have exacerbated European security concerns
and it is no wonder that Merz is talking about Europe
achieving “independence” from the US.

The growing support for far-right forces in Germany,
France and other European countries shows the
momentum has changed towards the right. Read with
Italian Prime Minister (PM) Giorgia Meloni’s remarks,
who clubbed herself, Trump and PM Narendra Modi in
the same basket and portrayed them as nationalists
under attack from liberals, the contours of the axis of
global right politics become clear —national self-
interest seems to be the defining trait. This could be
significant geopolitically. For starters, India may have to
prepare for a more inward-looking Europe, ata time
when the US is increasingly turning protectionistand
ceding its central role on the global stage.

Tackling farm distress
in afocussed manner

he ministry of agriculture has developed a
I Farmers’ Distress Index (FDI), this newspaper

reported on Sunday. The index, the report says,
will factor in multiple indicators to give local-level
estimates of farm distress. To be sure, the government is
yet to come up with more details and we do not know
whether the new FDI will generate an individual (for
every farmer) indicator of distress or lead to some sort of
data that can be tracked to ascertain a generic state of
the farm sector in the country.

But, an earlier study on the issue by A Amarender
Reddy— heis one of the key architects of the index —in
2021in the journal Land (tinyurl.com/2bafebmw)
suggests that the idea of what could be described asa
pilot version of FDI was to create a multidimensional
index at the farmer and sub-district levels. “Based on the
result, the study recommends a location-specific
distress management package based on various
dimensions of the FDI,” the paper says. “Although the
Indian government has allocated more resources to
agriculture and several programs were initiated to
improve the agricultural sector, agrarian distress is
silently spreading across all the states. It seems thatall
these programmes and schemes are disjointed and
function independently of each other. Therefore,
agrarian challenges and various ongoing programs
should be brought together under one umbrella,” it says.

Prima facie, this seems like a good idea that could
dovetail alot of existing spending by the states and the
Centre to boost farmer incomes. However, care should
be taken on atleast two fronts. One, the federal structure
should be dealt with sensitively in tying government
spending to movements in FDI. Two, optimising
existing spending on farming via the new FDI should not
be confused with the larger transformation challenge of
creating better non-paying jobs outside agriculture.

What the court missed
in the Allahbadia case

The judiciary’s role is to
test speech-restricting
laws on the anvil of the
Constitution’s
fundamental rights —
not to egg on the State
to bring in such laws

n February 18, the
Supreme Court made
headlines after its oral
remarks about the You-
Tuber Ranveer Allahba-
dia, who was seeking
legal protection after a crass joke that
he had made on his channel sparked
outrage and led to police proceedings
against him in multiple states. Before
the Supreme Court, Allahbadia made
a very basic prayer: As there were
police FIRs against him in more than
one state for making the same joke
online (a tactic that is often used by
states to harass individuals by mak-
ing them run from place to place
when summoned by the police), he
asked that these FIRs be “clubbed”
together so that he could defend him-
self in one place rather than be
dragged from pillar to post.

This is a very common-sense relief
that should have been given for the
asking. However, the Supreme Court
instead chose to lash out at Allahba-

dia, stating that he had a “perverted”
and “dirty” mind and that his joke
would have shamed the “mothers,
sisters, and younger brothers” of
society. This is unfortunate, as the
role of the Court is to dispassionately
consider the case before it on the
touchstone of law and the Constitu-
tion, instead of taking up the
cudgels of outrage on behalf
of society at large. A joke
may be crass and distasteful,
but there is a reason why the
law does not criminalise
such jokes: if it did so, most
of the country would be
behind bars at some point or
the other.

What is more unfortu-
nate, however, is that the Court’s
sense of outrage appears to have
crept into the judicial order that it
passed. Allahbadia was granted lim-
ited relief: Protection from arrest and
a direction that further FIRs would
not be filed against him for the same
joke. However, the Court did not
immediately allow his request for
clubbing the FIRs, which means that
until further orders, he will have to
travel to the states where the police
investigation is ongoing if asked. The
Court’s unwillingness to grant relief
sets a bad precedent for future cases,
where individuals may be harassed
through the filing of multiple FIRs in
different states for something that
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they say on the internet.

Furthermore, the Court directed
Allahbadia to surrender his passport
and banned him from travelling
abroad without the Court’s permis-
sion. This appears to be both punitive
and unnecessary. However, what is
even more punitive was the Court’s
final direction, which was
to ban Allahbadia or “his
associates” from airing any
show on YouTube or any
other audio/visual mode of
communication till further
orders. This, it should be
clear, is manifest judicial
overreach, where the Court
essentially acted as an
advance censor, shutting
down Allahbadia’s right to free
speech not as a legally mandated
punishment for something that he
had done, but as a pre-emptive ban
for something that he might go on to
do in the future. There is no warrant
in the Constitution or in law for such
advance censorship, and once again,
it sets a disturbing precedent for the
future.

Finally, the Court’s sense of out-
rage revealed itself in an alarming
sense of oral remarks, which did not
find their way into the judicial order.
The Court expressed a necessity for
“regulating” online content, and
invited the Attorney-General, on
behalf of the State, to come up with

SUPRENE COURT OF WHR
Itis unclear why the apex court saw fit to grant protection to Allahbadia

from coercive proceedings under the existing legal regime, while at the
same time calling for further legal restrictions upon online content. ANI

“regulations” (the Court said that it
would be very happy if the State did
so). While “regulation” may sound
like an innocuous word, it is worth
remembering that the State’s previ-
ous proposed legal framework - the
Broadcast Bill -~ was so draconian
that it was criticised across the board
and was shelved. The Court’s oral
remarks, however, now raise the
worry that it has given an advance
imprimatur to the return of the
Broadcast Bill, in some form or the
other. It is worth noting that the
Court’s role is to test speech-restrict-
ing laws on the anvil of the Constitu-
tion’s fundamental rights — not to egg
on the State to bring in such laws!
Indeed, it is ironic that the Court
made these remarks in a case where
a YouTuber was facing harsh legal
proceedings under the existing legal
framework - which is what drove
him to come to the Supreme Court in
the first place! It is, therefore, unclear
why the Supreme Court, on the one

hand, saw fit to grant protection to
Allahbadia from coercive proceed-
ings under the existing legal
regime (harsh enough as it is), while
at the same time calling for further
legal restrictions upon online con-
tent.

It is important to note that the
issue goes beyond Allahbadia and his
freedom of speech (important
though that is). It concerns the free-
dom of speech of journalists, dissi-
dents, satirists and humourists, and
all those who use the Internet to
communicate their points of view.
When these are the stakes, the
Supreme Court should remember
that its primary role is to protect our
fundamental rights under the Consti-
tution — and not to be swept away by
a moment of outrage and invite a
regime of censorship.

Gautam Bhatia is a
New Delhi-based advocate.
The views expressed are personal

Paris & Delhi: Partnering for
stability in a volatile world

rime Minister Narendra Modi’s visit

to France earlier this month, com-

prised two components — the Artifi-

cial Intelligence (AI) Action Summit,
and a deepening of Indo-French bilateral
ties. Building on the summits that took place
in the UK and South Korea, the Paris Summit
endeavoured to reinforce the development of
Al research and applications for the public
good.

In line with the human-centric framework
advocated during its G20 presidency, India
aims to distribute the benefits of Al equitably
amongst its population, while advocating for
the Al needs of the wider Global South.
India’s National Al Mission draws from simi-
lar principles of openness and accessibility
underpinning India’s successful Digital Pub-
lic Infrastructure that is rapidly transform-
ing its society and economy. The Interna-
tional Monetary Fund estimates that more
Indians will use Al every day than in any
other country before the end of this decade,
making India central to any global frame-
work on AL

By partnering now on Al and launching an
India-France Al Roadmap, the two countries
are embarking on a joint path to
shaping the future of responsible Al
development, while also attempting
to bridge the North-South Al divide.
Combining both experiences, the
two countries are also well-posi-
tioned to ideate solutions mitigating
AT's growing carbon footprint
based on its high energy needs.

However, it's important to keep
in mind fundamental divergences
in approaches. As a member of the
European Union (EU), France
adheres to the EU Al Act, which
uses a risk-based approach to Al
systems and is the world’s most
comprehensive and stringent legis-
lation so far on Al regulation. On
the other hand, India is wary of
over-regulation stifling its innova-
tion ecosystem. Yet domestic
debates demonstrate India’s will-
ingness to adopt a regulatory framework on
Al that balances the twin imperatives of
safety and innovation while protecting indi-
vidual rights. Here the European model
offers a useful case study.

Bilateral discussions this time took place
on Macron’s presidential aircraft from Paris
to Marseille, where a new Indian Consulate
was inaugurated. France, which last year
appointed a Special Envoy to the India-Mid-
dle East-Europe Economic Corridor (IMEEC),
has proposed Marseilles as the IMEEC's gate-
way into European markets based on the
city’s strategic location in the Mediterranean
Sea. The two leaders visited the control
centre of CMA-CGM, a Marseille-based logis-
tics and shipping company that controls
11.5% of Indian shipping activity and has a
34-year-old presence in India. However,
Marseille faces competition from the Trieste
in Italy and Greece. Despite tensions in West
Asia, geopolitical global uncertainties have
only strengthened the case for alternative
routes.

Defence and security have long remained
the mainstay of the partnership. France is

BOTH INDIA AND FRANCE
ARE GUIDED BY FIERCELY
AUTONOMOUS FOREIGN
POLICIES THAT ARE PAYING
THEIR DIVIDENDS IN
TODAY’S TRANSACTIONAL
AND VOLATILE WORLD.
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now amongst the top three customers of
Indian defence equipment, and during this
visit, India urged France to consider pur-
chases of its Pinaka multi-barrel rocket
launcher system. A defence industrial road-
map was launched in early 2024 aimed at the
co-production of military equipment, critical
to Indian indigenous defence production
where France stands out as a country less
hesitant to engage in technology transfers to
India, coupled with contracts involving the
P-75 Scorpene submarines, Rafale aircrafts
and helicopter and jet engines. Security coop-
eration has also been on an upswing with the
stopover of the French Carrier Strike Group
Charles De Gaulle in India in January 2025
and in the form of joint exercises such as the
Indian Navy’s involvement in multinational
exercise La Perouse and the upcoming bilat-
eral Varuna naval exercise scheduled for
March. Deepening trilateral cooperation
with Australia and the UAE in the military,
maritime, energy, and health spaces was also
emphasised along with development projects
in third countries in the Indo-Pacific region.

What is equally promising is that the con-
tours of engagement for India’s oldest strate-
gic partnership are rapidly moving
beyond the traditional defence pil-
lars to include trade, innovation,
digitalisation, and people-to-people
relations. Indian startups will now
be included at the French Startup
Incubator Station F, and 2026 is
being officially hailed as the India-
France Year of Innovation. Last year,
France became the first European
country to launch the Indian United
Payments Interface (UPI), with the
service starting at the Eiffel Tower.
As the US gears to exit the Paris
Agreement, Indo-French robust col-
laboration on climate and renewa-
bles can be further stepped up to fill
the vacuum.

Paris and New Delhi are also
expanding cooperation in the civil
nuclear energy sector, particularly
in Small and Advanced Modular
Reactors, with a Special Task Force on Civil
Nuclear Energy working towards this. Efforts
are on towards building a nuclear power
project in Jaitapur, Maharashtra. France
derives 70% of its energy needs from nuclear
sources, with the country producing the
highest nuclear power per capita
globally. With India aiming to substantially
expand its nuclear energy capacity by 2047 in
its transition towards a low-carbon economy,
collaboration with France is a natural step
forward.

With an India-France CEOs forum held in
Paris, following a similar forum held in
November 2024 in New Delhi, the two coun-
tries are trying to ramp up economic ties.
The value of bilateral trade rose from $15 bil-
lion in the 2022-23 period to $20 billion in
2024. The joint statement mentions the need
to increase the number of Indian students in
France to 30,000 by 2030 -- currently 10,000
compared to Germany’s 35,000. At the same
time, Paris may need to ensure a less hostile
political environment for foreign students
and immigrants.

Both India and France are guided by
fiercely autonomous foreign policies that are
paying their dividends in today’s transac-
tional and volatile world, and an accelerating
US-China strategic rivalry. A broadened
India-France partnership can represent “a
third way” away from such uncertainties.

Harsh V Pant is vice president, Observer Research
Foundation, New Delhi. Shairee Malhotra is dep-
uty director, Strategic Studies Programme, ORF.
The views expressed are personal

XI JINPING
\.I

China-Russia relations have a
strong internal driving force and

unique strategic value, and are not
aimed at, nor are they influenced
by, any third party P

Need to shun the politics of
patronage and clientelism

ith the elections in the national cap-

ital territory done and dusted and

the new government was sworn in,

it is time to reflect on the role of
freebies that played a role in shaping the peo-
ple’s voting choices and the unprecedented rise
of patronage in electoral politics. Besides reduc-
ing a large section of the electorate to mere cli-
ents, freebies do not provide a structural solu-
tion to poverty.

Itis argued that the Aam Aadmi Party (AAP)’s
electoral success in the previous two assembly
polls was primarily due to subsidised utilities,
free public transportation for women, and free
access to public health services for the margina-
lised sections of society. The party promised
freebies this time too; in fact, at a much larger
scale. However, the other parties in contention,
especially the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), sur-
passed the AAP in the bouquet of freebies it
offered. The AAP promised to implement the
Mabhila Samman Yojana giving women 32,100
per month. In response, the BJP promised
2,500 monthly to women under its Mahila
Samridhi Yojana. Similarly, the Congress
announced the Pyari Didi Yojana, offering
2,500 per month to women. While
the AAP promised 18,000 every
month to temple priests and gurdwara
granthis, the BJP said it would give a
free gas cylinder to the poor during
Holi and Diwali. The BJP promised
21,000 for nutritional support to preg-
nant women, and the Congress health
cover of 25 lakh for Delhi residents.

As for the failure of the AAP to win
for the third time, the argument is that
the Delhi electorate, acting like rational
voters, preferred the BJP to the AAP; it
was argued that the former, being in
power at the Centre, was viewed as rel-
atively better poised to fulfil promises,
which, in any case, were more lucra-
tive. The voters also doubted the AAP’s
ability to deliver on the sops, as its top
leaders are caught in legal wrangles
and are facing the possibility of being
imprisoned again. They, of course, also might
have factored in the AAP government’s failure in
Punjab to fulfil its poll promises, especially the
cash transfer to women, given they were con-
stantly reminded of this by both the BJP and
Congress; both parties, otherwise adversaries,
were intent on decimating the incumbent.

The politics of competitive populism, which
Delhi witnessed, was not exceptional, as the
recent assembly elections held in Madhya Pra-
desh, Haryana, Jharkhand, and Maharashtra
showed.In all these elections, freebies offered by
the contending parties were said to have an
electoral impact. Such tall promises are being
made knowingly in a routine manner, even
when the economy of the concerned state isin a
precarious condition, which is more often the
norm than the exception. There is no doubt that
direct cash transfer or free/subsidised access to
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public goods and services creates immediate
voter appeal, especially among underprivileged
voters, living in unauthorised colonies and
slums, who are in large numbers in any urban
space of India. As the CSDS-Lokniti surveys
show, they also vote in large percentages,
though unfortunately not as poor.

Let us think about the larger implications of
the entrenched political culture of freebies,
which has taken patronage and clientelism that
was always present to an ominous level. While
transient populist schemes, if implemented on
the ground, do provide quick relief to the poor
and mitigate hardships of poverty, there is
always a question mark about their long-term
impact in eradicating poverty by providing ena-
bling opportunity structures. Parties in power
hand out incremental doses of freebies and, con-
sequently, tend to neglect the underlying long-
term structural issues that are responsible for
widespread poverty and inequality. These free-
bies risk becoming superficial remedies and fail
to improve the long-term social and economic
conditions of the poor.

The largesse, which passes on as welfare
measures, needs to be integrated with planned
development, which would require
long-term investment of public resour-
ces in the primary sector like educa-
tion, health, sanitation, infrastructure,
affordable housing, and employment
generation. Over-reliance on short-
term incentives by vote-seeking parties
obscures the urgency of structural
reforms and makes the parties com-
placent as they look forward to using
State resources recklessly for handing
out doles when elections are immi-
nent. This is also much easier for gov-
ernments. To make it worse, these
populist schemes are often persona-
lised, in the form of “guarantees” in the
name of the party leader, promoting
person-centred leadership to the detri-
ment of intra-party democracy.

Welfare economics suggests that
policy effectiveness is dependent on
context. In urban spaces like Delhi, with chronic
deprivation and large-scale inequality, short-
term incentives may serve as necessary stopgap
measures. However, without parallel invest-
ments in infrastructure and human capital,
these measures are unlikely to produce lasting
improvements. Electoral strategies must, there-
fore, prioritise both immediate welfare and long-
term development to address the multifaceted
challenges faced by the urban poor. The parties
need to realise that the electorate’s behaviour,
particularly among the marginalised communi-
ties, would reflect a demand for accountability
and lasting welfare over transient benefits.

Rekha Saxena is professor of Political Science, Univer-
sity of Delhi, and Ashutosh Kumar is professor of
political science, Panjab University.

The views expressed are personal
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Influencers mustn't get
to flex artificial muscles

Amid selective outrage over the BeerBiceps.fiasco, let’s not forget the role of other interested

parties in fostering wide disregard of truth and civility. Will the right lessons be learnt?

merging media platforms and tradi-
tional moral values never make for
good bedfellows. The controversy
that erupted over online influencer
and podcaster Ranveer Allahbadia,
his curiously named company Beer-
Biceps and some of his fellow travellers has con-
sumed India’s content devouring population,
evoking strong emotions and extreme views
online. Allahbadia’s soaring popularity came
crashing down earlier this month when, asa
judge on an online talent show, he indulged in a
now-familiar trope: insulting and demeaning
participants, all in the hope of getting a laugh
from his audience. This is common on reality
shows: profanities and slurs hurled in the name
of humour. These barbs are mostly harmless,
occasionally stinging and almost always risqué
in their attempt to extract a chuckle. Some
observers felt that Allahbadia crossed a limit
that day, misusing India’s constitutionally-
granted freedom of speech, and filed police
complaints; another complainant’s objection,
that his show is watched by children of all ages
and his comments could be morally corrupting
for them, seemed curiously comfortable with its
previous episodes where expletives invoking
the human anatomy were bandied about freely.
The courts seem convinced of Allahbadia’s
guilt. But should he alone be held responsible?
What about society’s role? Sure, Allahbadia did
make objectionable comments, but it might
be worthwhile to pause and think about how
various stakeholders in society might have
encouraged him down that path. Indignation is
easy and cheap, but introspection is tough; it
requires society to look inward, identify flaws
and correct course. Inrecent years, various
sections of society have lionized influencers for

their legions of followers without any concern
for the quality of their content. Advertisers of
consumer products instigated some of them to
side-step ethics of responsible communication.
Politicians sought them out before the 2024
general elections, even bestowing Allahbadia
with an award. Literature festivals, book pub-
lishers and film/TV studios have all rooted for
influencers with large followings in their desire
toreach out to the largest number of people
at the lowest cost. When acquiring audiences
offers a path to quick riches, cheered on by vast
segments of society, some influencers will
surely be inclined to go down a slippery slope.
Freedom of expression is an elastic concept.
Its stretch limits depend on the audience’s
subjective evaluation. There are two ways of
looking at it. The liberal-democratic canon
demands that regulators and courts grant
enough latitude to the offender, and not
respond only to those who take offence all too
selectively. On the other hand, there is enough
evidence to show how disruptive forces use fake
news and untruths to divide society, sow dishar-
mony and harvest votes based on hate. A new
show, Zero Day, exemplifies how an influencer
with extreme political views traffics toxicity
with the help of half-truths and outright lies to
acquire followers and accumulate wealth off-
shore. In the end, the burden of responsibility
should lie with viewers/listeners and the auton-
omy of their thumb on the on-off switch. They
have the option of not following a particular
show that hurts their sentiments. Beyond that,
though, the ultimate responsibility for abysmal
standards on the internet lies with the country’s
political class that has courted and emboldened
producers of suspect content in the hope of
gaining short-term electoral dividends.
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BITs shouldn't bite: Let’s rethink
our bilateral investment treaties

Such a revamp of India’s model BIT should focus on regulatory certainty and dispute prevention

are partners at Clarus Law Associates,
New Delhi.

ndia’s budget for 2025-26 lays out a

two-pronged approach to enhancing

foreign investments: revamping
India’s model Bilateral Investment
Treaty (BIT) to “encourage sustained
foreign investment” and undertaking
necessary “regulatory reforms” to
ensure a light-touch regulatory frame-
work based on principles and trust to
“unleash productivity and employ-
ment.” Both must go hand in hand.

The “model BIT” referred to is the
onereleased by the government in 2016
tooverhaul India’s approach to BITs.
While India had signed over 80 BITs
between 1994 to 2011, it terminated 68
of them in 2016-17. Other countries did
likewise, as the 1990s model followed
globally was widely seen as outdated.
India’s reworked model BIT, however,
did not find many takers. This is why the
budget has proposed arelook.

ABIT is an agreement between two
countries for the promotion of mutual
investments that assures protection
from arbitrary governmental action,
compensation in the event of expropria-
tion (or damage), guarantees of smooth
fund transfers and dispute settlement
mechanisms to resolve disputes
between the governments of both
countries, as well as between a country
and a foreign investor.

This ability of a foreign investor to
initiate disputes, called investor-state
dispute settlement (ISDS), has been one

of the most controversial aspects of
BITs. Its chief architect was the US, but
the USitself, under both the Trump and
Biden presidencies, has disavowed it.
This mechanism provides foreign
companies a higher level of protection
and exclusive access to special supra-
national tribunals for arbitration. In

the absence of multilateral checks and
balances, ISDS has led to fragmented
jurisprudence and extensive trials with-
out meaningful scope for appeal. A
renowned practitioner has called it the
“wild wild west of international law.”
The sectors most prone to ISDS
litigation worldwide, such as energy,
defence, mining, telecom, financial
services, water and sanitation, transport
and construction, are precisely the ones
where India is seeking greater private
investment. These are also sectors
where laws are constantly evolving to
keep pace with emerging technologies
and public policy changes.

India has had a spate of investor-state
disputes. Retrospective taxes levied on
Vodafone’s and Cairn Energy’s invest-
ments in India were challenged, for
example, and both cases were settled
after prolonged litigation. As areaction,
India’s model BIT of 2015 excluded tax
related disputes and expanded the man-
date for investors to exhaust all domes-
tically available remedies for five years
before initiating ISDS arbitration
abroad. These aspects, among others,
have not been accepted in any new BIT.
India has wasted must energy on their
defence, but the bigger question is
whether ISDS is necessary for a BIT.

A study by the World Bank in 2003
concluded that ISDS results in superior
rights for foreign investors than what
domestic investors have. More impor-
tantly, it exposes the state to potentially
large liabilities and also poses hurdles
for policy reforms.

Strong investor protection commit-
ments in BITs can exist without the
ISDS mechanism. Brazil has remained
an attractive investment destination
without it by focusing its bilateral pacts
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on investment facilitation and conflict
prevention. The Brazil-India Invest-
ment Cooperation and Facilitation
Treaty, for instance, provides for a
three-step alternative to ISDS: (a)
national-level ombudsmen dedicated
to supporting each other’s investors
through a collaborative approach to
dispute prevention, (b) matters that
get escalated can be referred to a joint
committee with representatives of both
countries; and (c) arbitration for dis-
putes that still persist.

Dispute pre-emption can be achieved
by having ombudsmen, with processes
for conciliation and mediation, as part
of the reforms that the finance minister
spoke about. Equally important is the
‘dispute-proofing’ of sensitive sectors
through institutionalized risk assess-
ments of legislative and executive pro-
posals. This would help India design
laws and take executive action in ways
that are consistent with BIT obligations
and achieve policy objectivesin a man-
ner that is compatible with the same.

This would be invaluable to India’s
growth story, especially if coupled with
other proposals, from overhauling
regulations, certifications, licences and
permissions to the development of an
Investment Friendliness Index of
States, trade facilitation through volun-
tary compliance devices, streamlining
of cargo screening, creation of ware-
housing facilities, establishment of a
national framework for global capabil-
ity centres and the setting up of Bharat-
TradeNet, a unified platform for trade
documentation and finance solutions.

India’srange of bilateral as well as
multilateral trade and investment
agreements has been expanding, with
important signals being sent out to
assure investors and traders of a pre-
dictable and investor-friendly regula-
tory regime in the country. No law,
however, is static, and we need policy
space for achieving legitimate goals.
BITsneed to be revised in amanner that
ismindful of what serves India best.

These are the authors’ personal views
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want plastered on a billboard
with vour face on it.

ERIN BURY

Much gold buying reflects a move away from the dollar

AJIT RANADE

is a Pune-based economist

nIndia’s Independence Day of 1971,

US president Richard Nixon

announced to the world that Amer-
icawas unhitching from the gold standard.
This unilateral action spelt the end of the
1944-instituted Bretton Woods system,
which had been set up in the wake of World
War Il to stabilize international finance and
encourage global trade. It worked by peg-
ging the dollar to gold as part of an interna-
tional system of fixed exchange rates with all
settlementsin dollars. This served very well
foracouple of decades. The world saw high
economic and trade growth with relatively
low inflation. The dollar enjoyed hegemony
since all trade invoicing was in dollars. But
there was a price to pay for that hegemony.
The USran awidening trade deficit even as
gold investors got an arbitrage opportunity.
Since the dollar price of gold was fixed at $35
per ounce, one could take an unlimited
amount of gold out of the US by exchanging
dollars for the metal at a fixed price, and
make a profit. Aseconomic imbalances and

inflation worsened across the world, with
the USfiscal deficit growing (given the Viet-
nam War’s rising cost), this became unsus-
tainable. The dollar was highly overvalued.

Meanwhile, central banks were profitably
amassing gold by converting their dollar
reserves. Gold in the US was fast depleting
and the world started anticipating a devalua-
tion, causing more frenzied gold buying.
And sure enough, the system collapsed in
August1971. Since then, the world has dealt
with only fiat currencies, unstable market-
determined exchange rates and continued
dollar hegemony. Without gold backing, the
world has seen recurrent currency crises
and drastic devaluations, causing big quakes
in the financial system and real economy.
India’s 1991 balance-of-payments crisis too
was followed by a big devaluation. The cur-
rent financial and currency instability makes
some people, including backers of US Presi-
dent Donald Trump, pine for the older days
of gold-standard stability. Steve Forbes has
observed that the US had a gold standard for
180 years prior to 1971, due to which the
country enjoyed price stability and high
growth. The Heritage Foundation authored
report Project 2025, which is supposed to be
a blueprint for Trump’s second term,
included a chapter on the idea of going back

togold. That suggestion is driven by a desire
todiminish the US Federal Reserve System’s
authority. This debate may not be raging,
but the idea is gaining ground. In today’s
fragmented world, though, such a consensus
would be nearly impossible to achieve.

Besides, the financial system is much
more complex, intercon-

I A return tothe [dmeonte s
sl ndroenid - gold standards (Moo tuin
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ply does not have enough that cou ntries deficits and supply chain

gold stocks to back the

international stock of Want to rely less
on US currency

money. So, why is there so
much talk of re-adopting
the gold standard now?
For starters, take the
actions of central bankers. For three yearsin
arow, we have seen a gold-buying spree,
with central banks mopping up more than
1,000 tonnes every year. In 2024, India was
the second-largest buyer. It has also begun
moving large quantities of physical gold
back home from England. At a time when

gold prices are at all-time highs, this
enhances foreign-exchange reserves. With
adequate gold held onshore, India could
consider continuing with gold-backed sov-
ereign bonds, which provided an attractive
investment option and helped reduce our
import bill. Dollar-buying is indicative of a

desire to move away from

disruptions, in addition to
mounting debts, all point
to the fragility of fiat cur-
rencies.

Brics nations have been
discussing a gold-backed
settlement system or amulti-currency sys-
tem to challenge the dollar’s dominance.
This has elicited a sharp rebuke from
Trump, who threatened punitive tariff
action if Brics nations moved away from the
dollar. On the other extreme is Argentina’s
President Javier Milei. His radical policies

have hinted of amove towards a dollar peg to
help stabilize the Argentinian peso. One year
after he assumed office, inflation is down,
growth is up and the budget has a surplus.
His success might inspire others to go fora
gold or dollar peg. As gold-buying picks up,
its price will rise. Global uncertainty and
geopolitics, in addition to a rush for safe
haven assets and a shortage of the precious
metal, will also drive gold prices up.

Forthe world to switch to a gold standard,
the quantum of gold required to back money
supply would be at least 20 times more than
what’s available. Hence, it is not even a
remote possibility. But a partial dollar-linked
1944-style arrangement cannot be ruled out.
Trump has adual and somewhat contradict-
ory objective. He wants the dollar to retain its
hegemony and be the only trade-invoicing
currency. But he also desires a Nixon-style
devaluation, which cannot be done unilater-
ally in a fiat currency world. Hence, he may
push for a Plaza Accord-type arrangement,
under which G7 currencies could be collec-
tively revalued. Some of Trump’s tariff
threats may be aimed at forcing the world
towards a weaker but still hegemonic dollar.
Will Brics respond with a hybrid gold-based
currency arrangement? Only time will tell.
Meanwhile, gold is a sure bet.
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Do not let techno-optimism over
Al crowd out concerns of equity

The rise of this technology has left us staring at greater inequality in a world thats already distorted by the power of wealth

is a former member of the erstwhile Planning
Commission and the author of ‘Transforming
Systems: Why The World Needs A New Ethical
Toolkit'

o business or government would

like to be left behind in the artificial

intelligence (Al) race. They are

excited with the potential of Al to

improve the efficiencies of their

processes. Al will not increase
equity in society, however, The Economist points
out. The London-based publication has compiled
the forecasts of many experts on the impact of AI
on the future of work (The Economist,13 February
2025). Itreveals that inequity in wages is likely to
increase further. Lower-skilled jobs will be broken
up and eliminated. The best educated will be able
to earn even more. Techno-enthusiasts want the
world to “push on” because “creative destruction”
is the way to progress. Ultimately, everyone will be
better off somehow. They ignore the destruction of
jobs, lives and communities during this transition
to anew technology, which could take more than a
generation. Developing countries with large num-
bers of less educated and poor citizens, like India,
where wealth and income inequalities are already
very large, must remain wary of the societal and
political disruptions that Al will create.

The problem is not what anew technology can
do, it is the purpose for which it is used, and for
whose benefit. Who will own new technologies
and who will control their use are crucial for good
governance. It isominous that Elon Musk, the
world’s richest man who has accumulated billions
of dollars from technology ventures, has taken
charge of deregulating the US economy to make it
easier for capitalists to make more money. India’s
Prime Minister Narendra Modi has reportedly
discussed the Indian government’s mission of
‘Minimum government, maximum governance’
with Musk.

The global economy is going through an ideo-
logical crisis. Corporate capitalism (under the
Washington Consensus) overpowered social
democracies in Europe—and also India—after the
collapse of the Berlin Wall in 1989. The US took
effective control of the World Trade Organization
and global financial systems. Capital was given
freedom to roam the world for profits. Democratic
countries were forced to reduce tariffs and aban-
don policies aimed at building their domestic
industries. Citizens benefited as consumers
because they could buy the best from around the
world. However, insufficient domestic jobs and
incomes, together with inadequate social security,
frustrated their aspirations for a good life. Political
reactions from the Right and Left against neo-lib-
eralism are now shaking up political systems in
many countries, including the US.

The one who pays the piper calls the tune: Societal
challenges in the 21st century require us to reform
the institutions of corporate capitalism and elect-
oral democracy. The limited-liability business cor-

i

poration, which is the growth engine of capitalist
economies, isa human invention. Corporations are
given the same legal rights as human citizens—the
right to own property, to free speech, to sue others
(corporations, individuals and governments too),
and to protect their own rights. Like the pigsin
Animal Farm, George Orwell’s literary exposure of
the application of power in governance, wealthy
persons and corporations have become ‘more
equal’ than common citizens in democracies.

The limited-liability business corporation is a
legally created, selfish citizen of society. It is
designed to attract investments in risky ventures
by limiting the liability of investors. The fiduciary
duty of the board and CEO of a company is to
protect the equity of its investors. The only other
equity the board isresponsible for is equity among
investors in proportion to their investments. It is
not legally responsible for broader societal or
environmental equity.

The US Supreme Court lifted the limits on the
use of money for political expenditure on the
grounds of free speech in its landmark 2010 deci-
sion in the Citizens United vs Federal Election Com-
mission case. Now Musk, an unelected person, has
taken charge of the US Department of Govern-
ment Efficiency with a mission to reduce the fed-
eral government’s size. In an electoral democracy,
political parties need money to perform their legit-
imate function of canvassing support. Parties and
candidates that have the most money raise the bar
for others. Moreover, a government in power must
keep citizens engaged all the time and modern
communication channels are expensive. Citizens
also need money to lobby a government. Thus, the
wealthy control most aspects of the communica-
tion between governments and the governed: by
providing funds to parties for elections and by

REUTERS

financing think-tanks and lobbies.

Efficiency, equity and ethics: The government of a
country, whether it is democratically elected or
not, is responsible to citizens for ensuring societal
and environmental equity. It must treat all citizens
equally. However, corporations, being ‘more
equal’ than others, have persuaded administra-
tions torelieve them of regulations that interfere
with their freedom to make profits. The ease of
doing business, a capitalist idea, is driving govern-
ment policies, trumping the ease of living of com-
mon citizens—a ‘socialist’ approach. US corporate
leaders who once championed Environmental,
Social and Governance causes and an agenda of
Diversity, Equity and Inclusion are abandoning
these to embrace the policies of Trump and Musk.

Tools of technology have no in-built ethics.
While they can improve the efficiency of enter-
prises and improve the productivity of economies
through widespread adoption, they follow the eth-
ics of corporations that are, by design, selfish. It is
the job of a government to ensure equity among
citizens. But when governments engage technolo-
gists and management consultants or consult busi-
nesses to reform governance, that role suffers.

Global governance has broken down. We need
better regulation in many spheres for economies to
grow more equitably and sustainably. We require
better governance of natural resources, financial
and trade systems. We must also ensure human
rights and equity for workers, and the regulation of
social media and AI. What the world needs is not
deregulation but better regulation; not more effi-
ciency, but more equity; not minimum govern-
ment, but superior governance. All this demands
that we reform the process of reforms. The public
must drive this effort for its own good and special
interests must not be allowed to dominate it.

KRim Kardashian’s Skims label
might just do it for brand Nike

With its new NikeSkims range, Nike could see the revival it needs

is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering
consumer goods and the retail industry.

wo years ago, the storied American

sportswear company Nike unveiled

a new sneaker design in collabora-
tion with jeweller Tiffany & Company. It
was a symbol of former CEO John Dona-
hoe’s efforts to turn Nike into a luxury
brand, bypassing retailers and selling
direct to customers, just like the world’s
bling behemoths.

Last week, Nike’s new CEO Elliott Hill
announced a partnership with Kim Karda-
shian’s Skims clothing brand in an effort to
reconnect with consumers. The deal had
been in the works for overayear, soiit likely
had itsinception under Donahoe, but the
fact that Hill hasbeen able to bring it to fru-
ition is promising.

The new partnership, along with signs
that Nike is starting to challenge Adidas
withitsretro sneaker offerings, should give
investors confidence that Hill is beginning
toturn the juggernaut around. Sharesrose
asmuch as 6% on the Skims news, the most
since Hill was appointed in September.

Nike said it would create anew brand—
NikeSkims—with the shapewear label
co-founded by Kardashian.

This isn’t a one-off collaboration, but a
multi-year tie-up, more akin to the sports
giant’sarrangement with Michael Jordan
than, say, alimited-edition line with a lux-
ury house. The first products under this
deal will arrive in the US shortly, with a
global expansion following next year.

NikeSkims will include clothing, shoes
and accessories. The range will be focused
onapparel that enhances the wearer’s per-
formance on the running track or yoga
mat, the types of venues where Nike is
seeking to regain its prowess.

Hill told investors in December that the
company had lost its “obsession with
sport.” That a recent ski-wear collabora-
tion between Skims and outdoor brand
The North Face quickly sold out is encour-
aging news for Nike.

But Nike, like its rival Adidas, is also a
fashion company, something that is often
overlooked. With Skims, which has pio-
neered bodycon styles in flesh-coloured
tones, it has the chance to create gar-
ments, or sneakers, that move out of the
gym to become fashion favourites. And of
course, Skims s fronted by one of the most
famous women in the world, guaranteeing
acres of press coverage and a tonne of
social media chatter. Kardashian has man-
aged to tap her contacts to create other
high-profile partnerships, including
LVMH’s Fendi, and most recently, Italian
house Dolce & Gabbana.

In line with Skims’ commitment to

Thereis alot riding on the Kardashian deal

for both sides. REUTERS
inclusivity, the new products will come in
an extended size range. Meanwhile, as Hill
seeks to win backretailers, they will be sold
in third-party retail stores, as well assome
of Nike’s and Skims’ own shops and on
their websites.

NikeSkims is also a way for the sports-
wear company to capture more women
shoppers, a category where it still punches
below its weight. While Nike’s overall
women'’s sales have stalled at about $8.6
billion, its women’s sports business has
enjoyed double-digit growth over the past
two years. Other efforts to reach female
customers include its $28 million, eight-
year contract with basketball player Caitlin
Clark. Earlier this month, Nike returned to
the Super Bowl for the first time in almost
30 years with an ad featuring a roster of
female athletes, including Clark.

No financial details of NikeSkims have
been disclosed. But thereisalotriding on
the deal for both sides. As one of Hill’s first
big strategic moves, it needs to work. The
hype around the partnership means there
can be noroom for products that miss the
style mark, or that don’t hold up under
intense training. Remember those Nike
Olympic uniforms that were criticized for
being too revealing? Sport and women'’s
fashion aren’t always an easy combination.

Adidas ended its partnership with
Beyoncé two years ago, after the singer’s
Ivy Park athleisure line failed to live up to
its potential. NikeSkims has a better
chance of success. Not only has Kardashian
created huge recognition for the business,
but Skims and Nike built the new collabo-
ration from the ground up. Adidas took
over from Ivy Park’s previous partner, and
so had to relaunch the label.

For Kim Kardashian as well as Skims
co-founderand CEO Jens Grede, eventu-
ally selling to Nike could be an alternative
toaninitial public offer. Skims was valued
at $4-billion in a 2023 funding round.

Hill still has much to do—for example,
clearing out unwanted Jordan and Dunk
sneakers and replacing them with araft of
must-have shoes. But the agility he has
shown in ramping up the brand’s retro
styles—amarket where Nike lost out to Adi-
das for so long—and now, in launching this
surprise association with Skims, might help
him give Nike’s sales a literal and meta-
phorical lift. ©BLOOMBERG

DOGE won't help the US dodge a national debt problem

NARAYAN RAMACHANDRAN

is chairman, InKlude Labs. Read
Narayan’s Mint columns at
www.livemint.com/
avisiblehand

he United States Federal budget for

2025 will be about $7 trillion. That

makes it roughly 12 times the size of
the Indian government’s annual budget and
about 75% more than the Chinese one. The
top five spending categoriesin order of size
are: Social Security (21%), Medicare (15%),
defence (13%), interest payments (13%) and
health (13%). On the revenue side, individual
income taxes, social security and Medicare
taxes and corporate income taxes make up
over 90% of the federal revenue.

The US operates ona fiscal year that goes
from10Octoberto 30 September. Its budget
for fiscal year 2024-25 is likely to run a defi-
citofabout $2 trillion on revenues of roughly
$5 trillion (with outlays of above $7 trillion).
To fund an ever-increasing deficit, which
got materially worse after the covid pan-
demic, US federal debt has now touched
125% of gross domestic product (GDP),
breaching its post-World War II high of
106%. The US national debt in 2025 will
exceed $36 trillion at an average interest rate

of about 3.3%, resulting in an annual debt-
service requirement of about $I trillion.
Alarmingly, this debt is growing at a faster
rate than the US economy, implying that it is
unlikely to shrink in relative terms anytime
soon.

Enter the Department of Government
Efficiency (DOGE). The stated goal of this
extra-constitutional entity is to eliminate
waste and fraud in the way the US govern-
ment operates and in so doing cut the deficit
in half (i.e., identify and eliminate $1 trillion
of expenditure). As for tackling the other half
ofthe deficit, the longer-term goal is to use
deregulation and innovation to spur output
growth, raising revenue and reducing the
gap as a proportion of GDP.

There exists an unofficial online tracker of
DOGE’sactivities, fed by what appears to be
a remarkably close information source. In
the one month since the start of DOGE, the
Doge-tracker.com website shows $55 billion
in savings on 1,200 activities. The biggest
chunk of savings, at $6.5 billion, is shown as
having come from the widely publicized
USAID cuts. While it is not possible to vali-
date these measures, some of the activities
thatarelisted on the tracker make forrather
amusingreading. In a section called “Waste-
ful Taxpayer Funding (WTF)’ my favourites

are $204,000 in savings from a “remote dart-
ing wild horse fertility program” and $2.7
million in savings related to an “NIH Study
on Russian Cats Walking on Treadmills.”

While these actionsinvite headlines and
may indeed identify wasteful spending and
eliminate frivolous activities, they are
unlikely to add up to a sig-

schemes for war veterans, etc, and are auto-
matically available to those who meet their
eligibility criteria. Medicare, Medicaid,
Social Security and unemployment insur-
ance are examples of these. Over two-thirds
ofthe US annual budget goes to mandatory
programmes. In other words, on aspending

base of $7 trillion, the over-

nificant percentage of the all portion that DOGE can
US budglét. The U% consti- Its gove rnment corll)sider for slashing with-
tution gi th = tdetailed ional
pl:)\lz\(/):r gti)viieca(t): ir’ges(ierai efflc 1en Cy ggllagoarla(taiog(i);l aglggflstlggz
reason the budgeLyears d€PAFtMENt can o oo oot
roeoncident wih e sip spending  fthe gl of s lion
tel‘tm. The Congr(eisi; S b;l}(li— b utcan'trea | ly metaD:screFiorzlary olllltlays
get is approved by the . are determined each year
president, whilethe White ~ @QaS€@ AMErica’s bythepresidentinconsul-
House working with mem- . tation with Congress and
bers of his party can pro- indebtedness typically refers to spending

pose bills that are consist-
ent with his priorities. The
budget itselfis made up of two major parts:
mandatory expenditure and discretionary
spending. Congress decides the amount and
type of the latter and provides resources for
mandatory outlays.

Mandatory programmes are those that are
required by law. These span entitlements,

ondefence, education and

transportation. So, asa case
in point, even within the discretionary cate-
gory, it is difficult to imagine a 50% cut in
defence expenditure.

Of course, in politics, being exact or literal
isnot the point. Success will be tracked by
directional progress and the government’s
ability to claim momentum. The unfortu-

nate implication of thisis that the US deficit
isunlikely to reduce meaningfully, and the
USnational debt will inexorably increase as
a proportion of GDP. This does not augur
well for US long bond rates, the dollar and
the country’s sovereign credit rating in the
long-term. But for the fact that the dollar
remains unshakably the world’sreserve cur-
rency, abond-market crisis would be inevi-
table, like the one that was triggered in the
UK by its former prime minister Liz Truss’s
unfunded tax cutsin 2022.

What lessons does DOGE have for coun-
tries like India? Elimination of wasteful
spending should be a periodic exercise in
every democracy. On the expenditure side,
any new welfare programme should be born
with asunset clause. Itisbetter toreview and
renew a spending scheme than have it con-
tinue for decades. This will serve the cause of
both efficiency and effectiveness. Once
encrusted, budgetary expenditure is diffi-
culttoreduce. Fiscal goals such as ‘primary
deficit elimination’ and budget balancing
must return to favour.

P.S: “Keep only those things that speak to
your heart. Then take the plunge and discard
alltherest. By doingthis, you canreset your life
and embark on a new lifestyle,” said Marie
Kondo, inspired by Shintoism.
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BECAUSE THE TRUTH

INVOLVES US ALL

THE NEW RIGHT

‘Liberal values’ of ‘the West’ are being challenged at source. A
response can only come from understanding, not denigration

HE INSTITUTIONS AND values firmed up in Europe and the US — the West —

in the last decade of the 20th century are facing a crucial moment of reckon-

ing. Western liberalism and the much-touted “rules-based order” champi-

oned by Washington and Brussels arguably reached their pinnacle after the
G7 was expanded to include Russia in 1998. The “end of history” moment, though, now
seems a thing of the past. The economic vision articulated as the “Washington Consensus”
—with afocus on free markets, trade liberalisation, fiscal discipline — began eroding with
the 2008 financial crisis and the rise of China. It is now being challenged by Donald Trump
in the very place of its origin. It can be said to be framed by recent political events — the
election results in Germany, and the speeches by Italian Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni
at the Conservative Political Action Conference in the US and by US V-P ] D Vance at the
Munich Security Conference. Rather than ignore — or denigrate — the political-ideolog-
ical frameworks that are being writ large on the global landscape, liberal politics needs
to understand and engage with them.

Even as he “bore full responsibility” for the poor showing of the Social Democratic Party
(SDP), German Chancellor Olaf Scholz rejected the possibility of even speaking to the AfD:
Germany’s far-right outfit — riding on an anti-immigrant campaign — is now the second-
largest party in the legislature. The upward climb of the AfD is of a piece with the rise and
rise of many other parties once thought to be on the fringe. The question, though, is why.
Conservative leaders like Meloni have an explanation — it would not do to merely dismiss
it as self-serving. While liberal leaders like Bill Clinton and Tony Blair were hailed as states-
men when they worked together, she says, “when Trump, Meloni, ... Modi talk, they are
called a threat to democracy. This is the Left’s double standard... but we are used to it, and
the good news is people no longer believe in their lies, despite all the mud they throw at
us. Citizens keep voting for us”. Vance, for his part, has pointed to issues that have defined
the culture wars in the US — free speech vs hate speech, abortion, prayer in public spaces
— and urged Europe to look at the hypocrisies and inconsistencies within.

There are now ascendant political parties across Europe and beyond that will echo
Meloni and Vance. The despondency shown by Scholz, and the “basket of deplorables”
view of those who voted for the right, however, is myopic and self-defeating. It is impor-
tant to acknowledge that a once-formidable consensus is under siege and that there are
several complicities in its apparent breakdown. It is vital to recognise that the challenger
also contains multitudes, there is no singular right-wing. Abortion and gun control might
be divisive issues in the US, for instance, but they are not a major feature of the political con-
versation on the right in India. The crisis for liberal politics is also born of its own lack of agility
and imagination. Any way out of it must begin with fresh ideas, a much-needed rethink.

TALK IT OUT

Flaring of tension between Karnataka and Maharashtra over
Belagavi points to need for effective dispute resolution

HE ALTERCATION LAST week between two Marathi students and a bus conduc-

tor of the Karnataka State Road Transport Corporation (KSRTC) has reignited a

decades-old debate between Karnataka and Maharashtra over Belagavi, for-

merly known as Belgaum, a district located at the northern border of Karnataka.
The students allegedly assaulted the conductor for not speaking in Marathi — on Saturday;,
asimilar incident took place in Chitradurga. Bus services in the region have been suspended,
and the issue was also raised at the Akhil Bharatiya Sahitya Sammelan in Delhi. Since
Independence, both states have been laying claim to Belagavi. The dispute has persisted,
through different political dispensations, occasionally rising to the forefront of political con-
tention in the border districts. The matter raises a larger question of dispute resolution — its
processes and mechanisms — within a federal framework.

During the colonial period, Belagavi was part of the Bombay Presidency. According to the
1881 census, Kannada speakers comprised 64.39 per cent of Belagavi’s population, while
26.04 per cent spoke Marathi. The State Reorganisation Commission in 1956 included
Belgaum and 10 other Marathi-dominated talukas in the Mysore state. The Maharashtra
government submitted amemorandum to the Ministry of Home Affairs demanding 814 vil-
lages, including the urban settlements of Belgaum, Karwar, and Nippani. In 1966, the cen-
tral government established the Mahajan Commission, which upheld Karnataka’s claims.
In 2004, the Maharashtra government filed a petition in the Supreme Court under Article
131 (b), saying that the Marathi-speaking population in Karnataka felt “insecure”— the case
is still pending. In 2021, Maharashtra CM Uddhav Thackeray released a book titled
Maharashtra-Karnataka Seemavad: Sangharsh Aani Sankalp, to make Maharashtra’s case.
The following year, the Karnataka Assembly passed a resolution that said that noland would
be ceded to Maharashtra, prompting a similar resolution from the Eknath Shinde govern-
ment. The Shinde government’s decision to include the Marathi-speaking areas of Karnataka,
along with the families of Belagavi’s freedom fighters, under the Jyotiba Phule Jan Arogya
Scheme further muddied the situation.

The Inter-State Council was mandated to “support Centre-State and Inter-State coordi-
nation and cooperation in India”. But since its formation in 1990, it has had 11 meetings —
the last meeting was held in 2016. Though the body was reconstituted in 2022, no meeting
has been held. Tamil Nadu CM M K Stalin has demanded that the Council should meet thrice
every year to “strengthen the spirit of cooperative federalism”. For now, the two chief min-
isters should step in to urge calm, and talk it out.

100 OR 36°¢

If Virat Kohli, 36 years old, can take India to a win, while also
scoring a ton, then what number would you rather remember?

HAT ARE KINGS supposed to do after their coronation? Rule. Win. Virat

Kohli (36) and LeBron James (40) have been writing the playbook on that

one, while cocking a snook at age-obsessed snipers. Yes, the joints that

Kohli didn’t know existed at 18, occasionally creak at 36, and he would
have certainly welcomed the week-long break after his energy-sapping century against
Pakistan in the crucial Champions Trophy game in Dubai on Sunday. Sure, LeBron would miss
the NBA's All-Star game after 20 straight years of featuring in it, because the ankle groaned.
But the two kings keep wooing statistics, and keep the fans’ attention in times when there
are so many competing claims onit.

Kohli crossed 14,000 runs in fewer ODIs than anyone else. James recorded 12 games,
the most posted by anyone scoring more than 25 points after crossing age 40. Kohli got to
his 51st century and elevated Sunday’s Indo-Pak game into a spectacle. He reminded Indians
why it’s rude to tell players who play a mean game to walk into the dusk.

In the NBA, Slovenian giant Luka Doncic, heir apparent to King James, finally delivered
for the LA Lakers. Like Shubman Gill in the India-Pakistan game, he fulfilled the duties of
crown prince. But James is still averaging 8.8 assists and 7.7 rebounds. He even had two 40-
point games since turning 40 last December. Only pettiness will stop Americans from be-
ing excited about the next countdown he’s started — for 50,000 career points in regular sea-
son and playoffs. For him, 40 is ambient noise. If Kohli, too, can still take India to a win, and
help himself to a ton, then what number would you remember — 100 or 36?
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WORDLY WISE
I TREATED IT LIKE EVERY DAY WAS MY LAST DAY
WITH A BASKETBALL.
— LEBRON JAMES

anging reforms

CMs can help raise numbers of high-wage employers

MANISH SABHARWAL

MOST EMPLOYERS RELATE to Bahadur Shah
Zafar’s lament, “Umre daraz maangkar laaye
the chaar din, do aarzu mein kat gaye, do in-
tezaar mein” (after negotiating a life of four
days, two were spent dreaming and two wait-
ing) in their wait for easing of the crushing
compliance burden. State governments ac-
count for 80 per cent of criminal provisions,
65 per cent of filings, and 63 per cent of com-
pliances for employers. Chief ministers can
raise the number of high-wage employers
through three flick-of-a-pen reforms:
Decriminalising, digitising, and rationalising
employer compliance.

History suggests there are no poor people,
only people in poor places: Your wages de-
pend on where you live (country, state and
city) and where you work (sector, company,
and skill). CMs have their plates full of capac-
ity-building (education, healthcare) and insti-
tutional (law, infrastructure) reforms. These
take years. Legislative or flick-of-a-pen reforms
to the one lakh plus compliances/filings/jail
provisions foisted on employers may be
quicker and impactful because they address
irrational workflows, interpretation subjec-
tivity and uncertainty (difference between
how the law is written, interpreted and en-
forced). Let’s dive deeper into these reforms.

Decriminalisation: Eighty per cent of India’s
26,134 employer jail provisions can be re-
moved by CMs. For instance, the innovative
Jan Vishwas Bill delivered meagre outcomes
—only 110 of 5,239 central employer jail pro-
visions were removed — because of vested in-
terests, a status quo bias, and bureaucratic in-
centives for no punishment for doing nothing,
but hounding for something going wrong (in-
quiries no longer distinguish between fraud,
incompetence, bad luckand bad judgement).

CMs should adopt a “reversing the gaze”
philosophy which mandates the removal of all
criminal provisions except for three criteria:
Physical harm to individuals; intentional fraud
against any stakeholder; societal externalities
so significant that the violator cannot provide

History suggests there are
no poor people, only people
in poor places: Your wages
depend on where you live
(country, state and city) and
where you work (sector,
company, and skill). CMs
have their plates full of
capacity-building
(education, healthcare) and
institutional (law,
infrastructure) reforms.
These take years. Legislative
or flick-of-a-pen reforms to
the one lakh plus
compliances/filings/jail
provisions foisted on
employers may be quicker
and impactful because they
address irrational
workflows, interpretation
subjectivity and uncertainty
(difference between how the
law is written, interpreted
and enforced).

adequate compensation, such asissuesrelated
to public order, national integrity, or trust in
property rights. There should be no jail provi-
sions in general clauses that don’t specify a
crime or define it too broadly as well as in in-
stances of delay or inaccuracies in filings, pro-
cedural infractions, incorrect calculations,and
wrong formats. These five criteria should be
applied retroactively to all existing laws and
should become the filter for future legislation
and regulations. Jan Vishwas 2.0, coming soon,
could eliminate about 40 per cent or the 2,000
plus employer criminal provisions using these
criteria. Madhya Pradesh and Tamil Nadu have
made small starts, while Gujarat, Karnataka,
and Odisha are considering projects.

Digitisation: Sixty-five per cent of India’s
69,233 employer compliances can be made
paperless, presenceless and cashless by CMs.
India’s unique Digital Public Infrastructure
framework has delivered vaccine certificates,
highway tolls, de-duplicated welfare records,
and payments (RBI’s initial UPI target of a bil-
lion monthly transactions has now been re-
vised to a billion daily transactions). Using the
DPI framework for compliance got a boost
with recent announcements on PAN 2.0 and
the EntityLocker (a single source of truth,
tamper-proof, and authenticated document
repository for all government-issued licenses,
registrations, and permissions).

CMs should implement State Employer
Compliance Grids (SECG)replicating the non-
profit open architecture technology layer of
DPI to facilitate filing periodic returns and is-
suing licences, registrations, permissions,
NOCs, and consent orders. SECG would also
enable the extraction of distributed and di-
verse compliance data that currently hinder
the government’s ability to sniff defaults, de-
lays and frauds. State grids should connect to
national initiatives when they are ready. The
DPI framework combines with the new world
of software as a service to enable CMs to go
live withan SECG in 180 days. SECGs are being
considered by Gujarat, Maharashtra, and

Andhra Pradesh with varying glide paths for
individual department’s back-end integration
based on digital maturity.

Rationalisation: Sardar Patel’s steel frame —
the civil service — has become a steel cage
when India’s needs are shifting from integra-
tion and stabilisation to accountability and
growth. Many of the 20 million civil servants
of state governments inhabit toxic thought
worlds where things are prohibited till permi-
tted and people are guilty till innocent.

Civil service reform is complex, so tighter
structures are the best place to start. Japan, UK
and the US have only 15, 22 and 25 cabinet
members, respectively. My guesstimate of
government departments are 72 in UP, 63 in
Uttarakhand, 54 in Assam, 51 in Punjab and
47 inMadhya Pradesh. Thisisn’t a big state dis-
ease; Maharashtra has 35, Andhra Pradesh has
31,and Gujarat has 27.

The philosopher Karl Polanyi argued that
all economic systems are shaped by society,
culture, and politics and suggested that well-
functioning labour, product and capital mar-
kets are hardly inevitable. Prime Minister
Modi’s suggestion that 29 chief ministers mat-
ter more than one prime minister reinforces
Polanyi’s thesis; labour markets are local,and
aworm’s eye view of the daily life of entrepre-
neurs offers more specific, finite and action-
able policy insights than a bird’s eye view.

India’s problem of “employed poverty”
arises from too many people working on fa-
rms, too many self-employed people, too few
cities with two to four million people, too few
megacities, too few people working in facto-
ries,and too few non-farm employers with the
productivity to pay higher wages. The best ad-
vice for ambitious CMs aiming to deliver the
“great transformation” of mass prosperity
comes from Nobel Prize-winning economist
Daniel Kahneman: “We instinctively step on
the accelerator to go faster, but get better re-
sults by taking our foot off the brake”.

The writer is with Teamlease Services

A SWERVE 10 'THE RIGHT

In Germany, discontent over economy, immigration seeks new political calibration

GURJIT SINGH

THE GERMAN ELECTIONS resulted in a vic-
tory for the centre-right Christian Democratic
Union (CDU) in alliance with the Bavarian
Christian Social Union (CSU). As anticipated,
the right-wing Alternative for Germany (AfD)
has secured second place, reflecting a shift to
the right in German politics. Meanwhile, the
ruling Social Democratic Party (SPD) has suf-
fered a significant setback, losing over 9 per
cent of its vote share and falling to third place.
Their coalition partner, the Greens, have de-
clined further, while the Free Democrats (FDP)
have failed to cross the threshold required to
enter the Bundestag.

Despite their victory, the CDU’s perform-
ance is underwhelming, failing to surpass the
30 per cent mark. The AfD, on the other hand,
has doubled its strength. It is a notable
achievement and underscores a strong reac-
tion against the SPD-Green-FDP coalition gov-
ernment, which has struggled with economic
and immigration challenges.

Under Friedrich Merz, the CDU has shifted
further to the right, moving away from Angela
Merkel’s centrist open immigration stance
and economic strategies to a more conserva-
tive approach. Now, the CDU faces the chal-
lenge of forming a stable coalition. Exit polls
suggest a CDU-SPD coalition could secure a
majority, reducing reliance on smaller parties.

Coalition negotiations in Germany typically
take two months. However, the urgency of the
current economic and geopolitical situation
demands swift action. Germany’s economy,
the largest in Europe, is stagnating, with a
growth rate of just 0.3 per cent. Rising unem-
ployment, inflation, and recession fears dom-
inate public discourse. Many voters attribute
welfare cuts to government overspending, par-
ticularly on immigration. Economic recovery is

Although the AfD is
Eurosceptic, its strong
performance does not
signify broad rejection of
Germany’s EU role or
foreign policy commitments.
However, its energy policy
diverges significantly,
advocating for the
resumption of Russian gas
imports, even if it violates
EU directives. While the
new government is unlikely
to follow this path, the AfD’s
rising influence highlights
public dissatisfaction with
Germany’s economic and
bureaucratic framework.

the foremost priority, with the Federation of
German Industries (BDI) calling for structural
reforms rather than minor adjustments.
Incremental policies have sustained Germany’s
economic model for too long, but the current
crisis requires decisive action.

Beyond economic concerns, immigration
hasbecome acriticalissue. Recent terrorist at-
tacks involving immigrants who were not de-
ported despite legal grounds have intensified
calls for stricter asylum regulations and en-
hanced border controls, even at the risk of con-
flict with EU norms. With relative stability re-
turning to Syria, Afghanistan, and Iraq,
Germany is expected to adopt a tougher stance
onasylum, potentially increasing deportations.

Although the AfD is Eurosceptic, its strong
performance does not signify broad rejection
of Germany’s EU role or foreign policy com-
mitments. However, its energy policy di-
verges significantly, advocating for the re-
sumption of Russian gas imports, even if it
violates EU directives. While the new govern-
ment is unlikely to follow this path, the AfD’s
rising influence highlights public dissatisfac-
tion with Germany’s economic and bureau-
cratic framework. AfD leader Alice Weidel has
expressed willingness to participate in gov-
ernance. While other parties currently regard
the AfD as untouchable, its growing voter
base suggests it may become an unavoidable
force in German politics. For now, thematic
cooperation on specificissues may be the ex-
tent of engagement.

The Greens’ setback likely removes them
from power for the foreseeable future,
prompting a reassessment of their national
strategy. Many critics blame green policies for
exacerbating Germany’s economic and en-
ergy challenges. A period outside government

might allow the Greens to refine their ap-
proach and regain public trust.

In eastern Germany, where the AfD has
gained ground, the Left Party — descended
from the former East German Communist
Party — has surpassed the 5 per cent thresh-
old, ensuring Bundestag representation.
Surprisingly, the breakaway faction BSW,
which had performed well in regional elec-
tions, failed to cross the 5 per cent mark. The
Bundestag will now consist of five major par-
ties shaping Germany’s future direction.

Germany’s ability to restore economic vi-
tality is critical to maintaining its leadership
role in Europe. As the second-largest contrib-
utor to Ukraine’s defence after the United
States, Germany’s role may expand if US sup-
port for Ukraine wanes. However, fulfilling
these commitments requires a robust domes-
ticeconomy, a challenge the next government
must urgently address.

Additionally, Germany must recalibrate its
European and transatlantic relations. A poten-
tial US-Russia rapprochement under Trump
could shift Germany’s strategic landscape. In
response, Germany may consider reengaging
with Russia on its own terms, potentially
through renewed energy imports. Berlin must
also balance its economic reliance on China,
as German industry depends heavily on
Chinese markets. Striking a balance between
transatlantic alignment and economic prag-
matismwill be crucial for long-term stability.
The new government's ability to address these
issues will determine Germany’s domestic
stability and global standing.

The writer is former Indian ambassador to
Germany, Indonesia, Ethiopia, ASEAN
and the African Union

™. INDIAN 'E:plgm l

tps _
Faur Billed in Nering om — I:l—|_-|-l'u- .i..---
Rharsipur, Deeg muks =55 = Py =
X L E - - -* &

FEBRUARY 25, 1985, FORTY YEARS AGO

CursTo AD

THE WORLD BANK is likely to slash its aid to
India just a few years hence, possibly to half
its current level. The Bank is believed to be of
the view that its loans to any country should
notexceed 10 per cent of its outstanding loans.
Inrecentyears, India has been gettinga much
bigger percentage of the Bank’s sanctions.

GUJARAT QUOTA

THE GUJARAT HIGH Court has restrained the
state from issuing a resolution raising the
quota of reservation in higher education and
government services from 10 to 28 per cent
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for other backward communities. The peti-
tioner, a higher secondary student, has sub-
mitted that the increase will adversely affect
his prospects, and that the decision has nora-
tional nexus because it has been taken with-
out assessing the adequacy of representation
for OBCs in reservation schemes.

RAJASTHAN VIOLENCE

FOUR PERSONS WERE killed and several in-
jured in the towns of Deeg and Bharatpur
when the police opened fire to contain mobs
that had turned violent in protest against the
killing of Man Singh, one of the two senior-
most legislators of Rajasthan. The one-day-

old Hiralal Deopura government, faced with
its first severe test, blamed the Rashtriya Janata
Party leader, Raj Narain, a former associate of
Charan Singh, for “instigating” the crowd.

MARTIAL LAW IN PAK

MARTIALLAW WILL continue in Pakistan even
after the restricted elections to the National
Assembly. President Ziaul Hag saysitis “nextto
impossible” for a military regime to hand over
power to a civilian government and that he
would lift martial law after assessing the stabil-
ity of the civilian government. Zia said Pakistan
wasina “crucial transition period” after seven-
and-a-half years of military rule.
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The languages we speak

We need to open up the tired political debate and focus

BY YOGENDRA YADAV

THE STAGEIS set for another round of polit-
ical debate on the three-language formula
(TLF). Ironically, our policy makers will de-
bate the merits of three versus two lan-
guages just as the country sleepwalks into
a de-facto one language policy, an English
Only policy that flies in the face of common
sense and expert wisdom on education.
Worse, this state-sponsored cognitive, cul-
tural and civilisational regress from multi-
lingualism to monolingualism is being cel-
ebrated as modernity.

TLF is the official name for a policy that
schoolchildren should be taught three lan-
guages. The 1968 compromise suggested the
following: “Hindi, English and modern
Indian language (preferably one of the south-
ern languages) in the Hindi speaking states
and Hindi, English and the Regional language
in the non-Hindi speaking States.” This com-
promise was arrived at when the chief min-
isters of the country sat together to work out
a language policy in the wake of anti-Hindi
protests in the South. First mooted by the
Radhakrishnan Commissionin 1948-49 and
accepted by the first education commission,
the Kothari Commission, the formula was in-
corporated in the first and second Education
Policy formulated by the Congress govern-
ments in the 1960s and 1980s.

Here is the basic rationale for TLF: India
is not just plurilingual, in that Indians speak
different languages. India is multilingual in
that most of the communities and individu-
als in our country use more than one lan-
guage. Therefore, our education system must
be geared towards survival and promotion
of the multilingualism that is constitutive of
Indian identity. There is considerable evi-
dence now to show that multilingual educa-
tion helps cognitive flexibility, divergent
thinking, scholastic achievement, creativity
and social tolerance. TLF is just a convenient
way of operationalising multilingualism.

An expert group of linguists and educa-
tors — including D P Pattanayak and
Ramakant Agnihotri — concluded that “The
three-language formulais nota goal oralim-
iting factor in language acquisition, but rather
a convenient launching pad for the explo-
ration of the expanding horizon of knowl-
edge and the emotional integration of the
country.” (‘Position paper of the National
Focus Group on Teaching of Indian
Languages’, National Curriculum Framework,
2005 by the NCERT). This group recom-
mended that children can learn, step by step,
more than three languages, as learning addi-
tional languages actually helps the learning
of the first and second language.

What's the debate, then? The Union gov-
ernment has withheld a substantial grant
under the Samagra Shiksha Scheme from
Tamil Nadu for its non-compliance with the
National Education Policy (NEP). The Chief
Minister of Tamil Nadu, M K Stalin, has re-

on multilingualism rather than Hindi

fused to accept this diktat on the ground that
his party is opposed to the TLF. The state has
always taught two languages — Tamil and
English. Insisting on a third language, he says,
is a pretext to impose Hindi. Union Minister
Dharmendra Pradhan says the TN govern-
ment will have to abide by the Constitution.
Stalin has asked Pradhan to cite the relevant
provision of the Constitution. Given its emo-
tional overtones and the assembly election
in Tamil Nadu next year, this confrontation
is likely to be played out when Parliament
resumes its Budget Session.

No doubt, the DMK government has good
reasons to be offended and suspicious. The
Narendra Modi government has repeatedly
violated the letter and spirit of federalism.
The Tamil Nadu Governor is brazenly acting
on behalf of the BJP. The Modi government
has repeatedly encroached upon the pow-
ers of state governments in the education
sector, the policy of appointment of vice-
chancellors being the latest instance. Besides,
the Union government cannot use central
funds as a stick to force state governments to
adopt education policies, that too on sensi-
tive issues like language choice.

Having said that, there are many issues
with the NEP, but the TLF is not one of them.
The factis that the NEP has simply reiterated
the TLF, which was an integral part of the first
and second education policy documents as
well. If anything, the NEP of 2020 actually di-
lutes the formula by omitting any mention
of Hindi. Now the TLF is that children should
be taught any three languages chosen by the
state, provided two of these three languages
should be “native Indian” languages. And it
allows classical languages like Sanskrit and
Tamil to be counted within the two Indian
languages. So, if Tamil Nadu wants, it can
teach Tamil plus Malayalam or Telugu or
Kannada, and English. It could even teach
Tamil, classical Tamil and English to meet the
requirements of the new TLE. So, Tamil Nadu
can now consider TLF without any fear of
Hindi imposition.

So, instead of opposing the TLF, the Tamil
Nadu Chief Minister could offer to accept it,
provided it is uniformly implemented across

It is not Tamil Nadu but
Hindi states that have
sabotaged the TLE. The
original consensus was for
Hindi-speaking states to
teach another modern Indian
language, preferably a South
Indian language. Initially,
there were some plans of
teaching Tamil in UP, Telugu
in Haryana, etc. But soon the
Hindi states found a short-
cut. Sanskrit, or rather a
rudimentary and mechanical
rote learning of the language,
was presented as the ‘third
language’, thus bypassing
the need to learn any other
script or language. So,
effectively, the TLF became an
unequal bargain.

CR Sasikumar

all states of the Indian union. He could offer
to introduce Hindi in Tamil Nadu schools pro-
vided all the Hindi-speaking states adopt
Tamil or any other South Indian language as
the “third language”, as was indeed envis-
aged in the original formula. Or else, the state
could introduce Classical Tamil as the third
language, besides English and Tamil, just as
Hindi-speaking states have introduced
Sanskrit as the third language.

Such a move could highlight the simple
fact thatitis not Tamil Nadu but Hindi states
that have sabotaged the TLE. The original con-
sensus was for Hindi-speaking states to teach
another modern Indian language, preferably
a South Indian language. Initially, there were
some plans of teaching Tamil in UP, Telugu
in Haryana, etc. But soon the Hindi states
found a short-cut. Sanskrit, or rather a rudi-
mentary and mechanical rote learning of the
language, was presented as the “third lan-
guage”, thus bypassing the need tolearn any
other script or language. So, effectively, the
TLF became an unequal bargain: While non-
Hindi speakers were required to learn Hindi,
Hindi speakers were not required to recip-
rocate. Hence, the political resentment
against the TLE. It is time to call this bluff.

If the central government is serious about
TLF, and about not imposing Hindi, it should
not make TLF a condition for release of cen-
tral grant. Instead it should call a meeting of
chief ministers, on the same lines asin 1968,
and evolve a national consensus. And it must
not allow Hindi-speaking states to get away
with Sanskrit as a substitute for third lan-
guage. This could help open up the tired po-
litical debate on language and focus on mul-
tilingualism rather than Hindi.

This would be a test of our political class
to take on the elephant in the room, the hege-
mony of English in our education system. It
may be easier to resist a repressive and au-
thoritarian state or to stand up to an indus-
trial-military complex than to break free of
the dense web of power that is the rule of the
English language.

Yadav is member, Swaraj India, and national
convenor of Bharat Jodo Abhiyaan

From Bihar to the world

Makhana Board announced in Budget will empower farmers, boost exports

SANJAY KUMAR JHA

MAKHANAS ARE A significant agricultural
product of Bihar, accounting for 85 per cent
of the world’s production. In the past
decade, its cultivation has undergone a re-
markable transformation, shifting from the
traditional pond-based farming system to
amore efficient field-based system. As a re-
sult, the area under cultivation has ex-
panded to over 35,000 hectares, and pro-
duction has more than doubled, currently
atover 56,000 tonnes.

The announcement of the creation of the
Makhana Board in Union Budget 2025-26
marks a pivotal moment for the sector. This
has the potential to transform the makhana’s
brand identity, domestically and globally,
and enhance farmers’ incomes and the
state’s GDP. In addition, the Board will pro-
vide farmers with training, resources, and fi-
nancial assistance to enable them to adopt
modern cultivation techniques.

Makhanas have been an integral part of
Bihar’s cultural and social fabric. Its presence
inrituals and festivals reflects its cultural im-
portance and its growing recognition as a
health superfood underscores its commercial
potential. However, due to lack of food pro-
cessing technology and limited market access,
raw makhanas are sold at cheap prices.

During her recent visit to Bihar in
November of 2024, Finance Minister Nirmala
Sitharaman witnessed firsthand the im-
mense potential of makhanas. The vision be-
hind the Board is to tackle the challenges by
focusing on three key areas: Production, pro-
cessing, and marketing. Through targeted re-
search and development, the Board will in-

troduce high-yielding varieties of makhanas,
improve farming practices, and offer train-
ing on modern techniques for better produc-
tivity. The subsidy schemes put in place by
the Bihar government have been crucial in
incentivising farmers.

But we must go further, ensuring that
farmers adopt modern cultivation tech-
niques that minimise labour and increase
yield per hectare. The Makhana Board will
also assist farmers in securing access to the
necessary tools, equipment, and technology.

This comprehensive approach will ad-
dress the gap between the traditional,
labour-intensive methods currently used
and the more efficient practices that can
boost productivity and profitability.

The Centre is also establishing the
National Institute of Food Technology in
Bihar which will provide a strong fillip to
makhana processing activities. The
Geographical Indication (GI) tag for Mithila
Makhana was a significant milestone — it
guarantees the unique quality and place of
origin of the product, making it more appeal-
ing to international buyers.

In tandem with the Makhana Board, the
creation of Farmer Producer Organisations
(FPOs) will empower farmers to tackle chal-
lenges collectively, access resources, and
leverage economies of scale. FPOs offer com-
prehensive support to small farmers, provid-
ing end-to-end services that cover nearly
every aspect of cultivation. They will increase
farmers’ bargaining power and facilitate the
exchange of knowledge and best practices.
This will lead to higher incomes and reduced

dependency on intermediaries, ultimately
strengthening the economic position of
makhana farmers.

Bihar has made remarkable progress,
with over 1,000 FPOs established across the
state. Among these, 689 have been created
under the Central Sector Scheme, 296 as part
of the Jaivik Corridor Scheme and 19 sup-
ported by the Bihar State Horticulture
Produce Development scheme. The Bihar
Rural Livelihoods Promotion Society has fa-
cilitated the formation of 61 FPOs, while
NABARD (National Bank for Agriculture and
Rural Development) has contributed to the
establishment of more than 200 of them.
This robust development underscores the
state’s commitment to boosting agricultural
productivity and empowering its farmers.

The agriculture department of the Bihar
government aims to expand the cultivation
area of makhanas to 70,000 hectares by
2035, with seed production expected to
nearly double in the next three years. This
growth will drive the production of popped
makhanas from 23,000 to 78,000 metric
tons (MT) over the same period. The sector's
value at the farmer level is projected to rise
from over Rs 550 crore to 3,900 crore by
2035. The market value for popped
makhanas is anticipated to surge from Rs
2,000 crore to Rs 13,260 crore in the next
decade, reflecting increased domestic and
international demand.

This expansion will enhance the sector's
contribution to the national economy.
Employment opportunities will also expand,
with farm-level engagement expected to

grow from 20,000 to 50,000 families by
2035. Post-production value chain employ-
ment is set to increase from 5,00,000 to
7,00,000 individuals.

Chief Minister Nitish Kumar once said,
“One day, every plate in the world will have a
Bihari dish.” This dream is beginning to come
true. There are many countries where
makhanas are exported. With the Makhana
Board's support, Bihar will be able to increase
its share in the global market and create new
business opportunities for farmers and ex-
porters alike. Further, the creation of export
infrastructure will be vital. Darbhanga’s air-
port and the upcoming Purnea airport will
facilitate smooth cargo handling domesti-
cally, and Patna's new greenfield airport will
open new markets for healthy snacks such as
makhanas in the US, Europe, and Middle East.

As Prime Minister Narendra Modi said in
Parliament, “Bihar’s makhana is about to
reach the world”.

The Makhana Board is a game-changer
for Bihar. It holds the potential to transform
the makhana industry from a traditional
farming activity into a modern, export-ori-
ented, and profitable sector. By providing
training, support, and infrastructure, the
Board will empower farmers, create jobs,
boost exports, and contribute to Bihar’s over-
all economic growth. With collective effort
of the government, farmers, and private sec-
tor, we can ensure that Bihar’s makhana in-
dustry thrives for generations to come.

The writer is MP, Rajya Sabha and National
Working President, [DU
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WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

“For the president of the United States to dismiss the appalling sacrifices of the
Ukrainians as their own fault... to make deals without Ukrainian or NATO
involvement, and to indulge in his admiration of the tyrant in the Kremlin goes far
beyond any behavior that Americans should tolerate.” — THE WASHINGTON POST

Tackling terror
together

Tahawwur Rana’s extradition to India could
foster conversation on need for cooperation
between Delhi and global partners

ANJU GUPTA

THE OCTOBER 2009 arrests of two individ-
uals of Pakistani origin — David Coleman
Headley, also known as Daood Gilani, a US
citizen, and Tahawwur Hussain Rana, a nat-
uralised Canadian citizen — by US officials
unravelled key strands of global terror net-
works rooted in Pakistan and the Af-Pak
border region. The roles of these two,
alongside senior leaders of Pakistan-based
Al-Qaeda and its affiliates, Lashkar-e-Taiba
(LeT) and Harkat-ul-Jihadi Islami (HUJI),
under the direction of the Pakistani deep
state, were clearly exposed in the chilling
testimonies of Headley, who became an
“accused turned approver” before US and
Indian courts.

For India, key members of this network
were responsible for the deadly Mumbai
attacks from November 26-28, 2008, as
well as for planning the terror attacks
across Delhi and Mumbai between 2006
and 2009.The hard evidence presented by
US prosecutors has resulted in a 35-year
prison sentence for Headley and 14 years
for Rana. Headley, who pleaded guilty, is
serving his sentence, while Rana, who did
not plead guilty, has completed his 14-year
sentence in the US. Rana’s extradition to
India has been approved by US courts. It is
unlikely that Rana will plead guilty before
Indian courts. However, his trials could po-
tentially foster an informed public dis-
course on the threats posed by Pakistan-
based global networks, not only to India but
to the global community.

Following the 9/11 attacks in the US,
Pakistan became areluctantally in the US’s
“war on terror” in the region. Having culti-
vated Al-Qaeda-led and supported terror-
ist and extremist networks across the re-
gion for decades, the Pakistani deep state,
unsurprisingly, did not sever those ties.
There is widespread knowledge that, while
acting against select targets for US reward
money, the deep state continued to
strengthen proxies to undermine the “war
on terror” in the region and beyond. The
network aligned with Headley and Ranais
a prime example of Pakistan’s duplicity as
a counter-terrorism ally.

Headley, a drug smuggler who became
an agent for the US Drug Enforcement
Agency, thereby avoiding closer scrutiny,
connected with Al-Qaeda, Lashkar-e-Taiba,
and Pakistani army officers in the Af-Pak re-
gion around 2000, all working in tandem.
Their targets included Western and Jewish
individuals and locations in Pakistan, India,
Europe, and the US. Using a US passportand
traveling freely as a Westerner attempting
to establish international branches of a busi-
ness run by Rana, Headley visited Indiaand
Denmark even after the 2008 Mumbai at-

tacks. In Denmark, the plan included
Mumbai-style attacks to avenge the publi-
cation of cartoons depicting Prophet
Muhammad. Western media extensively
reported the details of the plans in Europe,
involving sleeper cells cultivated across the
US, the UK, Sweden, France, Germany,
and Denmark.

In his testimonies and other evidence
provided to US prosecutors, Headley iden-
tified Ilyas Kashmiri, a former Pakistani
army commando, as al Qaeda’s kingpin for
external operations against the West,
among other senior terrorist leaders. In
January 2010, a US federal jury indicted
Kashmiri for offences related to planning
the attack in Denmark. Subsequently, the
US State Department declared him as a
Specially Designated Global Terrorist in
August. Notably, the reward for informa-
tion leading to Kashmiri’s location was in-
creased to $5 million in April 2011, and he
was killed in a US drone strike in South
Waziristan, Pakistan, in June 2011. It can-
not be confirmed whether Headley’s coop-
eration with officials, as agreed to in his
guilty plea, led to Kashmiri’s targeting.
However, Headley likely provided valuable
information on the matter.

It is important to recognise that other
individuals within this network may have
roles that remain undiscovered in investi-
gations across the US, India, and Europe.
There is substantial reason to believe that
the network contains additional nodes,
possibly operating independently. For ex-
ample, over a year after Headley’s arrest,
his plan was being replicated by four ethnic
North African operatives based in Sweden,
holding citizenships or resident permits of
Sweden or Denmark. Mounir Dhahri, Sahbi
Zalouti, Munir Awad, and Omar Abdalla
were arrested while on their way to carry
out Mumbai-style attacks on the Jyllands-
Posten newspaper, which had published
the Prophet’s cartoons. The media has re-
ported on the training and connections of
some of these operatives in Pakistan and,
atleast,one common contact with Headley.

There is a compelling case for the global
community to fully expose and disrupt all
such networks operating from Pakistan to
prevent future attacks. The Financial Action
Task Force’s sanction regime against
Pakistan elicited some cooperation from
the Pakistani deep state concerning the
network involving Headley. However, re-
cent attacks in Jammu and Kashmir
demonstrate that the Pakistani deep state
has not abandoned its terror projects.
While such networks may be more readily
visible in India, their clandestine planning
against other countries or targets in the re-
gion will be difficult to detect before dam-
age is inflicted. Therefore, only in-depth
and sustained counter-terrorism coopera-
tion between India and global partners can
disrupt these invisible networks. Further,
only shared threat perceptions, uninflu-
enced by geopolitical dynamics, can sus-
tain such partnerships.

The writer is a security analyst and former
Director General of Police

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

FREEDOM VS POWER

THIS REFERS TO the report, ‘Meloni
slams left..." (IE, February 24). Since
World War I, left-liberal political
thought has enjoyed the moral high
ground. However, it is clear from utter-
ances at the Conservative Political
Action Conference in the US that the
pendulum of dominant world political
opinion has now swung to the right. A
lot of ultra-wokeism in the last decade
has clearly not gone down well with the
world in general. It will be very inter-
esting to see whether and how conser-
vative leaders balance the inevitable
need for personal freedom vis-a-vis the
highly structured edifices of power they
love so much.

Rahul Gaur, Gurgaon

LOPSIDED PROGRESS

THIS REFERS TO the report, ‘Broken
benches, dirty toilets and playground
littered with garbage:A Jewar school
struggles’ (IE, February 2. The construc-
tion of Noida International Airport has
indeed added a feather to the cap of UP
Chief Minister Yogi Adityanath, but the
report on the dilapidated condition of
a school puts a blot on his much-touted
rosy claims of Uttar Pradesh making
rapid strides in development in all sec-
tors. Itis a sad commentary on the lop-
sided nature of development, in the
state and beyond. The concerned gov-
ernment should take this report very
seriously and shift gears to work to-
wards improving infrastructure in the
education sector.

Ravi Mathur, Noida

OUTDATED TACTICS

THIS REFERS TO the report, ‘Even those
against Cong vote for me...that's what
party needs: Tharoor’ (IE, February 23).
[ wholeheartedly agree with Shashi
Tharoor's perspective on transcending
party politics to support the commend-
able initiatives of opponents.
Regrettably, many of our “legacy politi-
cians” remain entrenched in the out-
dated notion that the role of the
Opposition is simply to “oppose” the
government, regardless of its actions.
Ironically, when these same parties are
in power, they expect the new
Opposition to abandon such tactics. As
aresult, they are not only going against
the national/state interest but also un-
dermining their own credibility.
Michael Jom, Thiruvananthapuram

MORAL ARBITERS

THIS REFERS TO the report, ‘Govt exam-
ines if new framework is needed to reg-
ulate digital platforms’ (IE, February 23).
The SC’s sharp condemnation of
Ranveer Allahbadia’s words, along with
a gag order restricting his content cre-
ation, signals a broader shift in India’s
approach to digital expression. The
blanket gag order on Allahbadia, even
if his comments were distasteful, risks
setting a precedent where courts act as
moral arbiters rather than defenders of
free speech. While content moderation
is essential in a digital ecosystem
flooded with unfiltered material, regu-
lation must be clear, consistent and
mindful of constitutional freedoms.

S SPaul, Nadia
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Why far-right AfD is popular in once-communist East Germany

YASHEE
NEW DELHI,FEBRUARY 24

THE FAR-RIGHT Alternative for Germany
(AfD) will be the second largest party in the
Bundestag after it secured almost 21% of the
vote in Germany’s federal election on Sunday.

The AfD will likely be kept out of govern-
ment by the number 1 and the number 3
parties in parliament, the Christian
Democratic Union (CDU)/
Christian Social Union (CSU)
and the Social Democratic
Party (SDP) respectively.

Yet, the performance of the

GLOBAL

communist German Democratic Republic
(GDR) before the reunification. Why?

Party and ideology

Formed in 2013, the AfD started out as a
party that opposed Germany bailing out
other countries, mainly Greece, during the
eurozone crisis. [twon 4.7% of the vote in the
election of that year.

The AfD has since adopted various far
right, populist, and nativist positions, oppos-
ing migrants, especially
Muslim migrants, rejecting cli-
mate action, and arguing that
Germany suffered from exces-
sive guilt for Nazi-era atrocities.

party that has long been

treated as untouchable by the political main-
stream marks a dramatic shift in the political
landscape of Germany — the AfD has dou-
bled its vote share from 10.4% in 2021.

The AfD won 36.2% of the vote in eastern
Germany, and 18% in the west (see map).
While it has got votes in almost every con-
stituency in this election, the party has tradi-
tionally enjoyed greater popularity in the east
of the country — in areas that made up the

Its campaign message in
the current election focused on immigration
control and deportations, abandoning the
euro, leaving the NATO alliance, and return-
ing to nuclear energy.

The party has also opposed Germany
sending more aid to Ukraine in its ongoing
war with Russia.

AfD’s support base

The AfD’s message has resonated espe-

Parents have a favourite
child, finds large study

THEY MAY not admit it but parentsreally = more time with?”
dohave afavourite child — they treat some L.
children more favourably based on things ~ The findings

such as gender, birth order, and tempera-
ment, a newly published study found.
“Itis not about the parents loving one
child and hating the other...Itis about be-
ing more affectionate with one of them,
having more conflict with one of them,
or spending more time with one of
them,” study co-author Alexander
Jensen, an associate professor in the
School of Family Life at Brigham Young
University (Utah, USA) told Live Science.
Titled ‘Parents Favor Daughters: A
Meta-Analysis of Gender and Other
Predictors of Parental Differential
Treatment’, the study was
published last month in the
journal Psychological Bulletin.

The study

For their analysis, the re-
searchers examined 30 stud-
ies as well as 14 unpublished
datasets about parental differ-
ential treatment, representing

PAPER

CLIP

The researchers found that parents in
their dataset tended to favour daughters,
although the same may not be true in all
cultures. Jensen told The Post, “There are a
couple of older studies that suggested that
fathers are going to favour sons,and moth-
ers are going to favour daughters, so that’s
what we were expecting to find — but it
turns out fathers favour daughters, too.”

The new study also revealed that older
siblings are favoured “Older siblings were
given more freedom and more autonomy...
Evenas adults, parents still give more free-
dom to their older kids,” Jensen said.

Parents also tend to
favour children who are
agreeable and conscientious,
according to the study.

Significance, caveats

Previous studies have
shown that children who are
less favoured tend to have
poorer life outcomes — they

more than 19,000 participants
from across North America

NEW RESEARCH

are more likely to be de-
pressed or anxious, and may

and Western Europe.

The researchers also developed ways
to identify differences in the ways par-
ents treat their children. Instead of ask-
ing parents if they have a favourite child,
they enquired about more specific, con-
crete matters. These included asking:

B Whether the parent experiences
more conflict with a particular child;

B With which child did the parent
spend more time;

B Whether one child receives more
affection, financial investment, help with
homework, etc.

The researchers asked children simi-
lar questions. Jensen told The Washington
Post, “We’d ask the kids: Compared to
your sibling, who does your parent spend

get in trouble at school, etc.

Researchers hope that their findings
will be valuable to therapists, social work-
ers or clinicians who support families,
and help parents reflect on how they in-
teract with their children. Jensen told The
Post that he wanted parents to “recognise
that sometimes differences in treatment
can be problematic.”

However, such a study cannot be used
to make inferences for the world.
Attitudes towards children, and social
norms about rearing them are deeply
rooted in culture. For instance, there are
multiple studies in India that show that
boys receive more favourable treatment
—interms of nutrition, schooling oppor-
tunities, care, etc. — than girls. ENS
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FAR-RIGHT AfD, SECOND LARGEST PARTY IN PARLIAMENT

Voteshare(%) &

W CDU/CSU
28.6%

M AfD
20.8%

W SPD
16.4%

M Greens

11.6%

W Left
8.8%

GERMANY

Dresden

AfD’srising vote share in
Bundestag, 2013 to 2025

Source: Germany’s
Federal Returning

Officer

10.40%

2013

2017 2021 2025

Alice
Weidel, co-
chairwoman
of the AfD.

Reuters

cially in the former East Germany, whose
economy has historically been worse off than
the West, and whose younger population of-

ten moves to the west in search of better ed-
ucation and job opportunities.
This disparity is to a large extent the prod-

44 ¥.\1\130) ECONOMICS

uct of the east’s specific needs not getting
enough attention after reunification in 1990.
Resentment against former Chancellor
Angela Merkel’s policy of spending money
on helping other European countries —
when many of Germany’s own citizens
needed attention and aid — was the highest
in the east.

The economic gap has persisted, and as
the ageing population of the east finds itself
at odds with the more multicultural, pros-
perous, and younger west, the AfD has capi-
talised on the discontent. It has also sought to
portray the east as more authentically
German than the mixed-up west.

In 2014, the AfD, then a very new outfit,
won seven seats in the European Parliament.
In September 2015, it won 12.2% of the vote
in Brandenburg, 10.6% in Thuringia, and 9.7%
in Saxony, all in the former East Germany.
Last year, the AfD won almost a third of the
vote in Thuringia, the first win for a far right
party in a German state parliament election
since World War 1.

Beyond the economy
The AfD’s message about immigrants

stealing the jobs of local people and altering
German life and culture is more popular in
the east. Soisits stand on climate action. But
some experts say that economic factors ex-
plain the AfD’s popularity in the formerly
communist region only in part.

“In its election campaigns, the AfD very
effectively tapped into an experience that is
widely shared among east Germans. That
you don’t make yourself heard through vot-
ing, by engaging yourself in political parties,
civic groups or unions, but by mobilising the
masses for street protests,” GDR-born histo-
rian Christina Morina told The Guardian.

Also, it has been argued that West
Germany worked harder on moving away
from the country’s Nazi past, and thus be-
came more resistant to far right ideologies.
The East German regime, on the other hand,
tended to treat the postwar socialist state as
a new beginning altogether, a clear break
from fascism.

Yet other experts see the success of the AfD
as consistent with therise of the rightin much
of Europe — to them, the resistance to the far
right in the west appears as a more remark-
able phenomenon than its gains in the east.

Strategy on fertilisers

How can India cut urea, DAP, MOP consumption? The shortage of DAP has given a boost to the sales of APS,
a complex fertiliser that has become India’s third largest-selling plant nutrient product after urea and DAP

HARISH DAMODARAN

CAPPING OR reducing the consumption of
urea, di-ammonium phosphate (DAP) and
muriate of potash (MOP) has become a
strategic imperative of sorts for India.

The reason: all these fertilisers are im-
ported, whether directly or as inputs for do-
mestic manufacturing,.

MOP is wholly imported from countries
such as Canada, Russia, Jordan, Israel,
Turkmenistan and Belarus, as India has no
mineable potash reserves.

Inurea, India’s production meets over 85%
of its consumption demand, but the plants
mostly run onliquefied natural gas (LNG)im-
ported from Qatar, the US, UAE, or Angola.

DAP is imported in the form of finished
fertiliser (mainly from Saudi Arabia, China,
Morocco, Russia and Jordan) as well as raw
material (rock phosphate from Jordan,
Morocco, Togo, Egypt and Algeria; sulphur
from UAE, Qatar and Oman) and intermedi-
ate chemicals (phosphoric acid from Jordan,
Morocco, Senegal and Tunisia; ammonia
from Saudi, Qatar,Oman, and Indonesia).

Besides import dependence — made
worse by the depreciation of the rupee — a
second reason for limiting urea, DAP and
MOP usage is that they are “high-analysis”
fertilisers: urea and MOP contain 46% nitro-
gen(N)and 60% potash (P) respectively. DAP
has 46% phosphorus (P) plus 18% N.

Most crops don’t require fertilises with
such a high percentage of individual nutri-
ents. They need balanced fertilisation —
products with nutrients in the right quanti-
ties and ratios for effective absorption
through the plant roots and leaves. These in-
clude not only N, Pand K, but also secondary
nutrients (sulphur, calcium and magnesium)
and micronutrients (zinc, iron, copper, boron,
manganese and molybdenum).

Weaning away farmers from high-analy-
sis fertilisers also translates into more effi-

cient use of imported material and scarce for-
eign exchange.

Effective DAP replacement

A good example is 20:20:0:13 or ammo-
nium phosphate sulphate (APS). A complex
fertiliser with 20% N, 20% P, 0% K and 13% sul-
phur (S), it has emerged as an effective sub-
stitute for DAP, despite having less than half
of the latter’s P content.

DAP is manufactured by importing mer-
chant-grade phosphoric acid with 52-54% P
content and reacting it with ammonia (the
source of N). The end product has 18% Nand
46%P.

But companies can instead import rock
phosphate with 28-36% P and react it with
sulphuric acid. The resultant “weak” phos-
phoric acid, with only 27-29% P, is further re-
acted with ammonia and sulphuric acid to
produce 20:20:0:13.

Alternatively, they can import normal
“strong” phosphoric acid, while using less
of it for simultaneously reacting with sul-
phuric acid (the source of S)and ammonia to
make APS.

“The idea is to not waste expensive phos-

CONSUMPTION/SALE OF MAJOR FERTILISER PRODUCTS

UREA DAP 20:20:0:13@ SSP = MOP NPKS*
2013-14 306 7357 @ 3337 38.79 228 72.64
2014-15 306.1 76.26 38.02 39.89 2853 82.78
2015-16 306.35 91.07 3782 4253 24.67 88.21
2016-17 296.14 89.64 3714 3757 28.63 84.14
2017-18 298.94 9294 @ 3547 3439 3158 85.96
2018-19 314.18 9211 36.9 35.79 29.57 90.28
2019-20 336.95 101 42.25 4403 2787 98.57
2020-21 35043 119.11 51.63 4489 34.25 118.11
2021-22 3418 @ 9272 50.7 56.81 24,56 @ 114.79
2022-23 357.25 104.18 5042 5017 1632 100.74
2023-24 3578 10812 @ 53.94 4544 1645 110.73
Apr-Jan’23-24 3175 10147 491 4237 1396 100.12
Apr-Jan’24-25 345.73 8713 | 65 4512 @ 18.76 128.38

Figures in lakh tonnes; *Includes 20:20:0:13; @Includes 20:20:0:0

Source: The Fertiliser Association of India

phoric acid. Making one tonne of DAP re-
quires about 460 kg of phosphoric acid and
220 kg of ammonia. Here, you use only 220-
230kg of phosphoric acid, 220 kg of ammo-
nia and 1,200 kg of sulphuric acid to get one
tonne of 20:20:0:13,” G Ravi Prasad, a fer-
tiliser industry veteran, said.

Drivers of substitution

APS, according to Prasad, is good for
oilseeds, pulses, maize, cotton, onion, chilli
and other “sulphur-hungry” crops. Even the
P and K nutrient requirement of potato can
be effectively met through 10:26:26:0 or
12:32:16:0 complex fertilisers. “We should
reserve DAP use only for wheat, rice and sug-
arcane,” he said.

Sales of 20:20:0:13 recorded a 32.4%
jump from 4.9 million tonnes (mt) in April-
January 2024-25 to 6.5 mt in April-January
2023-24, while dipping by 14.1% for DAP (see
table). The current fiscal (April-March) could
end with all-time-high APS sales of 7 mt and
DAP at 9 mt, the lowest since 2016-17.

APS has become India’s third largest-con-
sumed fertiliser after urea and DAP. It has
overtaken single super phosphate (SSP), pre-

viously the most popular alternative to DAP.
SSP, which contains 16% Pand 11%S, is man-
ufactured by reacting rock phosphate di-
rectly with sulphuric acid.

“APS was traditionally consumed in the
South (60% share) and West (Maharashtra,
Madhya Pradesh and Gujarat). Butin the last
4-5 years, its acceptability has increased in
the East and even North, and across crops. It
is a stable product with P in water-soluble
form, besides having N (not present in SSP)
and S (absent in DAP),” said N Suresh
Krishnan, chairman of the Fertiliser
Association of India.

A key driver has been the short supply
of DAP and the government not providing
enough subsidy to cover import/produc-
tion costs.

The Centre has informally fixed a maxi-
mum retail price (MRP) of Rs 27,000 per
tonne for DAP. That, along with a subsidy of
Rs 21,911 and a special concession of Rs
3,500, takes the gross realisation to Rs 52,411
per tonne. As against this, the ruling landed
price of imported DAP alone is around $636
or Rs 55,150 per tonne.

Adding customs duty, port handling, bag-
ging, interest, dealer margin and other ex-
penses pushes up the total cost to over Rs
65,000 per tonne, making imports unviable.
These have fallen, from 5.1 mt in April-
January 2023-24 to 4.3 mt in April-January
2024-25.

On the other hand, the MRP of APS is just
Rs 1,000 lower at Rs 26,000 per tonne. And by
selling twice the number of bags from the
same quantity of phosphoric acid, compa-
nies are making some money — not losing,
as they are with DAP now.

The road ahead

This fiscal (2024-25) will likely see sales
of NPKS complex fertilisers touch 14 mt, al-
most double the 7.3 mt of 2013-14. Much of
itis courtesy of 20:20:0:13, which s steadily
replacing DAP.

Asimilar marketing push is necessary for
10:26:26:0, 12:32:16:0, 15:15:15:0 and
14:35:14:0, so as to minimise direct applica-
tion of MOP and selling only after incorpo-
rating into these complexes.

The ultimate goal must be to cap, if not
reduce, consumption of all high-analysis fer-
tilisers. And that includes urea.

The historic Tea Horse Road, connecting India and China through Tibet

RISHIKA SINGH
NEW DELHI, FEBRUARY 24

CHINA’S AMBASSADOR to India Xu Feihong
on Sunday posted on X about the historic Tea
Horse Road which spanned more than 2,000
km, and connected China to India via Tibet.
“The Ancient Tea-Horse Road witnesses
the exchanges and interaction between
China and India throughout the long river
of history,” he wrote.
Although not as well-
known as the Silk Road, which
linked China and Europe, the
Tea Horse Road was a crucial

HISTORY

paths that began in southwest China and
ended in the Indian subcontinent.

The two main pathways passed through
cities like Dali and Lijiang in Yunnan province,
reached Lhasa in Tibet, before entering the
Indian subcontinent where they branched
into present-day India, Nepal, and
Bangladesh. These routes were perilous to
travel on, passed through difficult terrain, and
reached an elevation of up to 10,000 feet.

The origin of the Tea Horse Road can be
traced to the rule of the Tang dynasty in China
(618-907 CE). The writings of
Buddhist monk Yijing (635-713
CE) — who gave some of the
most detailed descriptions of

commercial pathway for cen-
turies.

“Tea from across China was transported
to Xizang [Tibet], then shipped to Kolkata
via the Himalayan passes, and sold in
Europe and Asia on a massive scale,” the
Ambassador wrote.

A network of roads

The Tea Horse Road does not refer to a
single road but a network of branching

Nalanda university available to-
day — mention products like sugar, textiles,
and rice noodles being transported from
southwestern China to Tibet and India while
horses, leather, Tibetan gold, saffron and other
medicine herbs went to China. (Shaochen
Wang, ‘The Protection, Designation and
Management of Cultural Routes: A Case Study
of the Tea & Horse Road in China’, 2021).
Over time, the trade focused on teas and
horses, as official documents from the Song

dynasty (960-1279 CE) show.

Tea and horses

The main driver for this is believed to be
the demand for teaamong Tibetan nomads,
living in cold and unforgiving conditions.

As an article in the National Geographic
putit, “[Tea] was a hot beverage in a cold cli-
mate... A cup of yak butter tea — with its dis-

Qamdo

Chengdu

CHINA

' Lijiang

Kolkata I_
BANGLADESH

Carrying tea in Sichuan (left), along Tea
Horse Road, 1908. Wikimedia Commons

tinctive salty, slightly oily, sharp taste — pro-
vided a mini-meal for herders warming
themselves over yak dung fires in a
windswept hinterland.”

At the same time, horses were a vital
military resource as well as a means for
transportation. But the central plains of
China did not produce horses, meaning that
they had to be imported from neighbour-

epaperindianexpress.com .. .

ing Tibet and Yunnan.

“The geographical features of the com-
mercial goods tea and horse, in this case,
promoted the complementary exchange
activities and formed the tea and horse ex-
change market,” Shaochen Wang wrote.

In fact, by the 10th century, official facil-
ities were established along the border
counties in China to control and supervise
the trade trade. With the rise and fall of
kingdoms, trade ebbed and flowed over the
next few centuries.

For instance, tea was pressed together
and packed into “bricks” — a form of pack-
ing that remains popular till date, and was
akin to currency in medieval Tibet, scholars
say. Meanwhile, sturdy Tibetan steeds be-
came central to China’s fights against no-
madic tribes from Mongolia, the predeces-
sors of the mighty Genghis Khan.

In modern times

In 1912, as the time of the Qing dynasty
came to an end, the Horse Tea Road would
continue to remain significant. Domestic “tur-
moil and foreign aggressions” provided a
“unique opportunity for the trading systems

insouthwest China”, Shaochen Wang wrote.

Through the road, new techniques and
goods were brought to the less-developed
mountainous regions of Yunnan.
Additionally, with China now being in
greater contact with the world market,
Yunnan’s tea industry rapidly expanded.

Later, during World War II, the road
played a significant role in transporting sup-
plies to the frontline battlefield in China,
with Japan controlling almost all of the
Chinese coastline and airspace.

With the establishment of the People’s
Republic in 1949, the Tea Horse Road wit-
nessed gradual decline. Most notably,
porters who would carry loads of up to 150
kg mostly stopped the backbreaking work
following Mao Zedong’s land reforms.

Of late, China has promoted tourism
along the historic path. Lijiang became a
UNESCO World Heritage Site in 1997. The
UNESCO website says, “From the 12th cen-
tury onward, the Old Town of Lijiang was
an important goods distribution center for
trade between Sichuan, Yunnan and Tibet,
and is where the Silk Road in the south joins
the Ancient Chama (Tea and Horse) Roads.”
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Fair deal for borrowers

RBI plan to waive foreclosure charges will help
MSMEs, but NBFCs may find the going tough

HE RESERVE BANK of India (RBI)’s proposal toasklenders — banks

aswell as shadowbanks — torefrain from imposing a pre-payment

penaltyshould makelife easier for microand small enterprises.This

would be essentially for floating rate loans of up to 7.5 crore typ-
ically taken by small enterprises to run their businesses and to individuals
for products such asloans against property.In fact,the central bank doesn’t
want even a minimum lock-in period before the pre-payment penaltyKkicks
in.The RBI’s stance on foreclosure penalties for floating rate home loans to
individuals was similar and it had barred lenders from imposing such
charges. While acknowledging that small enterprises need to be supported
with affordable credit that they can easily access, the RBI has highlighted
that lenders appear to have varying ruleswhen it comes to levying pre-pay-
ment penalties and these have left customers unhappy and resulted in dis-
putes. In particular, the central bank’s draft circular speaks of “restrictive
clauses”that are built into the loan agreements by some lenders. These rid-
ers preventborrowers from switchingtoanotherlender eitherforlowerinter-
est rates orbetter services.

Evenasfeedbackon thecircularisawaited,disallowing foreclosure or pre-
payment charges is a good move and will undoubtedly benefit borrowers.
Most large banks do not charge penalties or foreclosure charges on floating
rateloansthough manysmallerones do.However,itislargely the non-bank-
ing financial companies(NBFCs) which lend to small enterprises and also
offer productslikeloans against property that levy penalties.The absence of
pre-payment chargeswill prompt manyborrowers to switch tootherlenders
that offer better terms via what is commonly known as balance transfers.
While the larger banks typically cater to the slightly bigger medium enter-
prises — loans above X7.5 crore — some of the smaller banks might wean
away customers from NBFCs by offering customers finer rates. Inherently
banks have an advantage over NBFCs in that their cost of funds is lower. As
such, the intensifying competition should see rates moderating.

Thereisnodoubt that smallerenterprises deserve the best possible terms
and it is unfair that lenders should try to hold on to them by imposing pre-
payment charges. At the same time, shadow lenders and housing finance
companies are playing an important role in reaching out to borrowers who
have notbeen able toaccess formal funding.If their feeincomes takeahit —
as theywill — they might become less inclined to lend to weaker borrowers
or those without a good credit history. As experts point out, assessing the
creditworthiness of relatively weak borrowers can be expensive as there is
usuallynot much ofa trackrecordand much of the duediligence is done ma-
nually.If theylose these customerswithinafewyears theycouldincurlosses.

To make up for the loss of profitability on fees, lenders might raise pro-
cessing charges,and even spreads,across customers.Thatwould impact rates
forall borrowers which is clearly not desirable. As it is the RBI’s stricter rules
onbanklending to NBFCs have hurt their businesses.In general,with credit
flows tapering off with the central bank frowning on too much unsecured
lending, NBFCs need some succour. They need to be compensated, in some
manner. Else credit flows to un-banked sectionswill continue to slowdown.

Russian commodities
never really left

THE RETURN OF Russian commodities to the global marketisn’ta question of if,but
when — and underwhich conditions.That moment is approaching, yet the lifting of
sanctions by the West and the normalisation of tradewon’t be as bearish for prices as
itlooks at first sight.

As US-Russia negotiations over the Ukraine-Russia war start, there are two com-
peting views in the market. One says the talks will be long and winding, thus, sanc-
tionswill remain in place formonths, perhapsyears.The othersays that reliefisaround
the corner.

Ibelieve thelatteris more likely. Moreover,what really mattersis not the sanctions,
buttheirenforcement.And afterlastweek,doesanyonereallybelieve the US Treasury
will prioritise policing,say,Russia oil exports? Orthat US diplomatsarelobbying Asian
countries to avoid commodities from Russia? Or that the White House isn’t cherish-
ing for the return of American oil companies into Russia? The sanctions regime is
crumbling — inreality if notin lawyet.

The stakes are huge.Russiaisa commodities superpower,rankingamong the top
five in many markets, from crude to aluminum to wheat,and is a key supplier to its
neighbours.Before Vladimir Putininvaded Ukrainein 2022, disrupting flows,Russia
supplied Europewith 25% of its oil;another 50% of its coal, plus nearly 40% of its gas.

The war turned the trade upside down, but Russian commodity production did-
n’t change much.Inafew cases,outputis today higher thanin 2021.

Thatwas, in part,by design.Washington, London,and Brussels faced an ugly choice:
Embargo Russian commodities,and witness sky-high inflation,orallow the trade to
continue,financing the Kremlininitswaragainst Ukraine.Instead, theytookanimp-
ossible third way: Impose sanctions but with enough loopholes so the flow contin-
ues.Hence, lifting the sanctions may not drive down prices — at least, not in the very
short term.Take oil. Russian crude productionisn’t constrained by Western sanctions,
but rather by its own choices as a member of the OPEC+
cartel. True, Russian oil output is lower than it was in late
2021, runningatabout 9.7 million barrelsa day,compared
to 10.6 million barrels. But the output of other leading
OPEC+ nations,such as Saudi Arabia, is down by a similar
amount,if not even more.

Agricultural commodities are another example of a
corner of the commodity market that won’t be affected.
Beyond the friction created by banking sanctions, Russia
hasbeenabletoexportas much ofits cropsasitwanted.In
effect,wheatexportsin 2023-24 reached anall-timehigh
of 55 million metric tonnes, up 60% from 2021-22.The
metallurgical sector is similar. Russian aluminium pro-
ductionroselastyearto 3.8 million tonnes, the highest in
more than a decade. The exception is natural gas. Ironically, the sanctions on gas are
Russian — not Western. It was Moscow that, by and large, stopped selling its gas to
Europe.Whereverthe commodityisstillavailable,such asin the form of liquefied nat-
ural gas, Europeremainsawilling buyer.In fact,some European countriesare buying
Russian LNG inrecord amounts,more than 1,000 days after the invasion.

WhileIdon’texpect Europe toeverbuyas much Russian gasasonceitdid, it’s clear
thatwhen it flows again, even if only to a small group of countries, the impact would
be large. European benchmark wholesale natural gas prices could drop 25%, if not
more, by nextyear if Russian gas is available. That, in turn, will push electricity prices
also down. I have consistently anticipated that Germany and others will again buy
Russian gas, even if Putin remains in the Kremlin. Nothing so far makes me think
that’s not the case.

For every other commodity, the biggest change wrought by the Russia-Ukraine
warwasn’tin production,butin destination.Ratherthan flowto theirnatural buyers,
based on geographical proximity, Russian commodities went mostly to China and
India. If lifting sanctions won’t change supply for commodities immediately, it does
openthedoorforfuture hikes.First,a deal could alter Moscow’s stance versus OPEC+.
For now, all suggest that the Russia-Saudi alliance is strong. But Putin himself has
advocated including the US in triparty talks about the energy market, alongside Ri-
yadh and Moscow. President Donald Trump has publicly asked OPEC+ tolift output.

Beyond that, lifting sanctions — and particularly, the return of US money — could
boost Russian production capacity, particularly for oil. But that’s the stuff of years,
rather than weeks.

JAVIER
BLAS

Bloomberg
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HE METAPHOR OF “data as
the new o0il” gained traction
in the 2010s, emphasising
that raw data, like crude oil,
requires refinement to
become valuable. Wired magazine once
compared data tooilin the 18th century,
suggesting that those who learn to
extract and use it effectively will amass
wealth.InIndia,thelaunch of Reliance Jio
on September 5, 2016, symbolised this
transition from physical oil todigital data.

Butwithrise of more refined artificial
intelligence (Al), it is becoming clearer
thatthe“dataisoil’analogyhasitslimits.
First,while oil is a finite, geographically
concentrated resource,dataisabundant,
widely distributed, and constantly gen-
erated.Unlike oil,which is depleted upon
use,data can be used repeatedlywithout
loss, shared without being exhausted,
and even combined with other data to
create new insights. This unique charac-
teristic makes data a non-rivalrous and
self-propagating resource.The moreitis
analysed, the more it fuels further dis-
coveries, creating a cycle of continuous
value generation.

Merely possessing vast amounts of
datadoesnotautomaticallytranslateinto
valuable insights. In the past, collecting
datawas expensive and labour-intensive,
requiring manual record-keeping and
surveys. Today, storage costs have plum-
meted, computational power has surged,
and businesses have embraced the belief
that the combination of sophisticated
algorithmsand massive data sets guaran-
tees success. This assumption, however,
leadstotherisk of data overload,wherean
excess of information, rather than
enabling better decision-making, results
in confusion, inefficiency,and flawed con-
clusions. I had written about this phe-
nomenon some years ago, when I sug-
gested that most data was

both nations

TECHPROOF EXPRESS
THE KEY FOR BUSINESSES TO COLLECT ONLY THE DATATHAT DIRECTLY CONTRIBUTES TO SOLVING A PROBLEM

[nsight drought in data deluge

SIDDHARTH PAI

Technology consultant and venture capitalist
By invitation

dead-on-arrival,and the best thing may
be to throw non-usable data sets out
immediately rather than collect them ad
infinitum simply because it is cheap to
storevastamounts of data.

This challengeis encapsulated in the
classic “garbage in, garbage out” prob-
lem. If businesses gather vast amounts
of datawithouta clear strategy,they may
find themselves drowninginirrelevant,
redundant,or even misleading informa-
tion. Even the most
advanced algorithms can-
not compensate for poor-
quality data. The key is not
the quantity of databut its
relevance to the problem at
hand. It is akin to asking
whetheroneis digginga pit
in the ground just to dig a
pit or to build something
meaningful on top of the

spam and off-topic comments, identify-
ing genuine patterns in customer senti-
ment becomes significantly harder. Sim-
ilarly,in predictive modelling,an excessive
number of variables —many of them irrel-
evant — can make it moredifficult tobuild
accurate and reliable models.

The key, then, is for businesses to col-
lect only the data that directly con-
tributes tosolvinga problem ratherthan
hoarding everything available. Consider

digital platforms dealing

E——— it fraud detection. A

From an
investment
perspective, data
is an incredibly
powerful asset,
butitis not a
magic wand

common tactic among
fraudsters is to use newly
created phone numbers
and email addresses to
exploit loopholes. Instead
of gathering an over-
whelming amount of per-
sonal data when a seem-
ingly new user (who is

pit — the purpose behind e ———————————  actually a fraudster) signs

data collection is critical.

One way to understand the impor-
tance of relevant data is through the con-
cept of information entropy. Entropy, in
an informational context, measures the
level of disorder or unpredictability in
data.When disorder is high, it indicates a
lackof clear patterns,making analysis dif-
ficult. A data set filled with irrelevant
information contributes to this disorder,
increasing noise rather than clarity. For
example, if a business collects thousands
of customer reviews but fails to filter out

on,asimple linkage of just
three data points — phone numbers,
emails, and names — can be far more
effective in identifying fraudulent
behaviour.Of course,whilea 360-degree
customer profile may be useful for mar-
keting, it is largely irrelevant when
addressing fraud. In other words, when
using data begin with the end in mind.
The opposite of beginning with the
end in mind isa structured approach to
data analysis often begins with a null
hypothesis — the simplest possible
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@® TRADE TALKS

Union minister Piyush Goyal

We are restarting talks for a forward-looking,
transparent, and ambitious India-UK free trade
agreement that will be a win-win for

explanation that assumes no effect or
no difference until proven otherwise.
This method prevents premature con-
clusions and forces decision-makers to
rigorously validate their insights. The
null hypothesis is sometimes seen as
“boring” because it suggests that noth-
ing extraordinaryis happening,butitis
essential for ensuring that conclusions
are based on actual evidence rather
than assumptions. This is especially
true when people mistake correlation
for causation — just because two data
points move together for instance, it
doesn’t mean that one causes the other
to move. It is also important in remov-
ing “researcher bias”, where the person
doing the analysisalready hasa hypoth-
esis or message s/he wants to propa-
gate, which means that the data col-
lected or used will tend to skew toward
affirming their pet hypothesis, while
ignoring data that may prove the
hypothesis wrong. This approach, too,
allows you to build and use data sets as
you need them, rather than simply
throwing data at the problem.

Froman investment perspective,data
isanincredibly powerfulasset,butitisnot
a magic wand. Many organisations today
experience a paradox: they are drowning
in data but starved of insights. This
“insights drought in a data deluge”
dilemmaarises because simplyamassing
more data does not automatically lead to
better understanding. The real value lies
in the ability to extract meaningful
insights and translate them into action.

Ultimately, success in a data-driven
world is not about blindly following
trends or amassing vast quantities of
information. It is about understanding
the fundamental characteristics of data,
recognising its limitations,and using it
strategically to drive better decisions to
create tangible business value.

[ndia’s digital future: Beyond innovation

ISTHISTHE most opportunetimetobein
tech orthe most uncertain? This question
continues to dominate industry discuss-
ions as the sector experiences profound
shifts. On the one hand, headlines are fil-
led with concerns about shifting market
dynamics, workforce transitions, econo-
mic slowdowns, artificial intelligence (Al)
agents,and geopolitical tech rivalries. On
the other,the demand fortalent hasnever
beenhigher.Therealityis clear. Upskilling
isnolongerjusta competitive edge —it is
anecessity for professional survival.

The past few years have been a period
of rapid change, marked by evolving busi-
ness priorities,industryrealignments,and
leadership transitions. But amid the
chaos, new opportunities are emerging.
Smallerand mid-sized tech firmsarenow
attracting top-tier talent that once gravi-
tated towards the industry giants. The
need for tech expertise remains strong,
and the job market is showing signs of
resilience as technology becomes deeply
ingrained in every aspect of our lives.
Regardless of the economic uncertainty,
twothingsremain constant — technology
is a human-driven endeavour, and skill-
based talent continues to be the driving
force behind innovation, growth, and
competitive advantage across industries.

Today, we stand at a critical juncture
where opportunity, uncertainty, and
necessity converge.The way we innovate,
lead,and build for the future needs a fun-
damental reset.

Rethinking role of technologist

Modern technologists are no longer
confined to being just a software devel-

RAJESH NAMBIAR

President, Nasscom

Success won’t be measured by who builds the most advanced

oper,Alresearcher,ordatascientist.These
titles no longer fully encapsulate the
evolving expectations placed on tech pro-
fessionals.Businessesand industries now
seek professionals who can seamlessly
blend technical skills with ethics, design
thinking, policy awareness,and human-
centred innovation.

Investing in skill development is not
just about preparing for the future, it is
about stayingahead of the rapid transfor-
mations happening today. To ensure
India’s leadership in the global tech Iand-
scape,we must continue to

strengthen ourexpertisein T T ———

In Al, rather than
replicating Western
models, India must
carve its path to
build an ecosystem
that inclusive

and our own
mesesesesssssssssmmn ~ COUNtries pioneering Al

high-tech skills such as Al,
automation,dataanalytics,
andbeyond.Butatthesame
time, technical expertise
alone is not enough. The
ability to adapt, think criti-
cally, and solve problems
across disciplines will
define the next generation
ofleadersin tech.

From fragmented tech

initiatives to a unified vision

India’s tech revolution is no longer a
distant possibility —itisunfolding inreal
time. From start-ups to research institu-
tions,groundbreaking Alapplicationsare
being developed with far-reaching global
impact. Yet, despite these individual suc-
cess stories, India’s Al ecosystem remains
fragmented. The question is, how do we
unify these innovations to establish
India’s leadership in AI?

India has never been a passive player
in technological progress. We set the

THE EDITOR

Tesla’s India plans

Apropos of "Follow traffic rules” (FE,
February 24), Tesla's potential entry
into India is promising, but long-term
success requires proactive investment
rather than a wait-and-watch stance
Instead of relying on lower import
duties, Tesla should integrate into
India's electric vehicle (EV) ecosystem
through strategic partnerships,
infrastructure expansion, and tech
collaborations. A key opportunity lies

in the growing EV charging network,
where Tesla can gain by investing in
superchargers, ensuring smoother
adoption. Introducing an EV tailored
to the price-sensitive Indian market
could enhance accessibility. Beyond
manufacturing, Tesla can leverage
India's skilled workforce for software
development, R&D, and battery
innovation, strengthening its position
in artificial intelligence-driven vehicle
systems and autonomous technology.
Rather than wait for favourable

trends.The success of Unified Payments
Interfaceisatestament tothis.Whilethe
world debated the complexities of digi-
tal payments, India leapfrogged with an
open,interoperable,and inclusive model
that has now become a global bench-
mark. Similarly, in Al rather than repli-
cating Western models,India must carve
its own path — one that leverages our
unique strengths of scale, diversity,and
frugal innovation — to build an ecosys-
tem that is robust, inclusive, and dis-
tinctly our own.

Strengthening tech
ecosystem for global
leadership

In today’s world, global
influence is no longer
defined solely by economic
powerbutithingesontech-
nological leadership. The
divide is widening between

quantum computing, and
advanced semiconductors, and those
struggling to keep pace.India has already
demonstrated its commitment to future-
ready innovation with the National Mis-
sion for Al, the Semiconductor Mission,
and the Quantum Mission, signalling a
strong commitment tobuildinga future-
readytech ecosystem.However,if wewant
to be in the driver’s seat, our technology
landscape must evolve from a collection
of promising projects into a purpose-dri-
ven,long-term strategy that ensures sus-
tained impact across all segments and
technologies.

policies, Tesla should align with India's
industrial vision by committing to
local production, affordable models,
and cutting-edge research.
—Amarjeet Kumar, Hazaribagh

Complex car market

Tata has been the torchbearer in
electric passenger car, followed by
Mahindra and Hyundai. Electric
vehicles (EVs) are also in the pipeline
for Maruti Suzuki, so India will be a
crowded space for Tesla. If it plans to

Al models, but by who seamlessly integrates technology and
technologists into society, governance, and industry

To achieve this, we must focus on key
pillars of innovation:

Future-ready digital infrastruc-
ture: Investing in smarter, more con-
nected systems such as 5G-powered net-
works, digital models for better city
planning, and secure cloud platforms to
support Al development.

Next-gen computing: Advancing
research in quantum technology to
strengthen cybersecurity,improve finan-
cial forecasting,and scientific discovery.

Smarter Al with stronger privacy:
Developing Al systems that that prioritise
data security and ethical learning, espe-
cially in critical sectors such as banking,
healthcare,and education.

Expanding space and biotech
frontiers: From the Indian Space
Research Organisation’s ambitious
space missions to space-tech start-ups
pushing aerospace innovation, India is
driving bold advancements. Mean-
while,breakthroughs in biotech,such as
Al-driven geneticresearch,could trans-
form healthcare, food production, and
climate resilience.

In the race for global tech dominance,
success will not be measured by who
builds the most advanced Al models, but
bywho seamlessly integrates technology
and technologists most effectively into
society, governance,and industry. India’s
strength liesin creating scalable,inclusive,
and secure digital solutions.

This is India’s moment. Not to follow
existing blueprints, but to craft our own
vision. A model built on our unique
strengths, designed to empower our peo-
ple,our economy,and the world.

sell completely built units imported
from outside the cost would be very
high for the end users. The Centre
would do well to gradually reduce our
dependence on China for battery
production, to make it more viable for
original equipment manufacturers,
and make EVs more adaptive for buy-
ers. Tesla must think it through before
entering a complex market like India.
—Bal Govind, Noida
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Why should those who caused
hardly any carbon pollution in

Amitav
the first place pay for the costs?

Ghosh
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HE speed at which US Presi-
dent Donald Trump has

er nations for essential goods like medi-

Cold War strategies like economic pressure, military deterrence : :
cal supplies or semiconductors makes

INDIAN EXPRESS IS NOT AN worked in the last 30 days has & tougher competition may be back in play as Trump revises the the US vulnerable. By producing more
INDUSTRY.IT IS A MISSION. left even his strongest critics geopolitical playbook. The Palestinian issue needs fresh ideas domestically, he hopes to reduce the US’s
— Ramnath Goenka numbed in wonder. The most trade deficit and keep wealth within the
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PAKNEEDSTOUPITS
GAME TO SUSTAIN
RIVALRY WITH INDIA

S soon as the Champions Trophy matches were an-

nounced, the entire cricketing world looked forward

to one particular fixture. India vs Pakistan is more

than just an on-field rivalry—it’s a rousing phenom-

enon on par with some of the greatest sporting match-
ups like that between Brazil and Argentina in football. But
the way things are going, it seems to be an earlier genera-
tion’s obsession. The last few matches have been tilted to one
side—India’s. This Sunday’s clash showed a stark difference
in quality between the two. For any sporting rivalry to sur-
vive, the level of competition has to match the hyped-up
anticipation. It’s a rule of sports that if you only have the
latter, the buzz will fizzle out sooner or later:

Take the case of hockey. In that sport too, an India vs Paki-
stan fixture was something to look forward to for a long time.
These days though, it’s just another match because of India’s
dominance. Cricket may be headed the same way. Not just
against India; the hosts also failed to beat New Zealand in Ka-
rachiand are now battling to avoid elimination from the tour-
nament. Since Pakistan’s win at the 2021 T20 World Cup, India
have emerged victorious five times in seven matches. Sure, the
likes of Virat Kohli and Jasprit Bumrah have scripted new
chapters in this rivalry, but it need not be this predictable.

There was an extra dose of excitement this time, because
these two nations do not play each other than at tournaments
organised by the international and Asian cricket councils.
Even when they play, geopolitical considerations often force
matches to be held at neutral venues. And bilateral series
between the two do not feature on the ICC calendar. The rar-
ity of the fixture adds to the hype. But for the romance to stay
alive, both sides have to add colour. The games used to mean
a lot because players from both sides produced heroics and
added their own touches to the storied rivalry. That’s missing
now. For the romance to be rekindled, Pakistan will have to
meet the standards they set for themselves in the past. Oth-
erwise, the world will move on. No wonder India vs Australia
seems to be the new flavour in the world of cricket.

ODISHA MUST KEEP TAB ON
PRIVATE EDU INSTITUTES

— HE controversy surrounding the Kalinga Institute
of Industrial Technology is not good for Odisha’s
education sector. While its aftermath opened a Pan-
dora’s box for the private education group run by a
former member of parliament, the state’s image

took most of the beating. Triggering a diplomatic crisis of

sorts with Nepal, the incident sent the BJP government on
adamage-control mode. The circumstances of a 20-year-old

Nepali student’s death by suicide were tragic and trouble-

some. But the way her fellow students’ loud cry for justice

was dealt with was much more shocking. Singling out stu-
dents from a foreign country and threatening their evic-
tion is not how an institution is expected to treat its own.

The story of the students’ suffering had travelled far,

thanks to social media; but it was Nepal’s Prime Minister

K P Sharma Oli’s intervention that jolted the Mohan Cha-

ran Majhi administration out of its slumber. Awareness

of the situation could have saved the state government the
blushes, but it chose to look the other way.

The government has now formed a panel of three IAS
officers to probe the allegations regarding a series of
events, but the mistrust that has crept into the student
community would take time to go. Since the incident in-
volved foreign nationals, the government would have to
walk an extra mile to earn back trust. The state’s technical
and professional education sector is dominated by private
entities that attract a large number of students from Afri-
can and Asian countries. The latest incident has highlight-
ed the near-complete absence of oversight by the govern-
ment, which was found shirking its responsibility till the
diplomatic pressure became too hot to handle.

As a confidence-building measure, the state would do
well to establish a dedicated cell for internationals stu-
dents, so that their concerns can be addressed in time. As
Odisha aspires to be an educational powerhouse, incidents
like this are like taking several steps back. Educational
groups have to be sensitive and proactive towards all stu-
dent issues, not just academics. Even as it rightly preserves
the autonomy of private institutions, the government
must establish a mechanism to keep track of the goings-on
on campuses and ensure accountability. The KIIT incident
should be a major learning for all.
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QUICK TAKE

MULTI-DIMENSIONAL TROUBLE

D-printed houses have arrived in India. The first such
3 building was a post office in Bengaluru’s Cambridge Lay-

out set up last year. Now, private builders are offering
luxury villas built by robotic arms spraying construction
materials. Given the limits imposed by cost and technology,
it’s still a novelty used to grab attention and prove engineer-
ing prowess. Pre-fabricated structures are not new in the
country—bridges and whole townships have been built that
way for years. We can understand the new technology’s use
in emergencies that require quick construction. But does
India, with its huge problem of unemployment, want to make
this a fad and replace lakhs of construction workers?

meaningful message that ap-

pears to have been conveyed is
the notion of ‘no wars’. It resonates with
the words of our own Prime Minister
Narendra Modi to the Russian president
on the sidelines of the Shanghai Coop-
eration Organization’s Tashkent sum-
mit, where he stated, “I know that to-
day’s era is not an era of war.”

Trump’s worldview of strategic inter-
ests does not follow the traditional US
perception of attempting to police the
entire planet to secure it against several
threats, many of which could be classi-
fied as imaginary.

At the end of the second world war, the
US confronted the tide of communism. It
invested heavily in the defence of Europe
through the creation of the North Atlan-
tic Treaty Organization or NATO, which
itmajorly funded, resourced and manned.
It fought in Korea and Vietnam to prevent
the march of ‘red ideology’ by acting as a
bulwark, with both hard and soft power.

After the victory in the Cold War, many
argued against persisting with NATO.
Yet, confidence wasn’t as high as today
and none could predict which way the
former Warsaw Pact countries would go.
NATO, under US stewardship, wanted to
consolidate by absorbing maximum East
European nations, and Russia was hard-
ly in a state to protest. Most analysts
agree that NATO perhaps went too far in
attempting to secure its interests.

It was tolerable for a while. Romania,
Bulgaria and Poland joining NATO was
acceptable to Russia, but Ukraine was
not—and a geography class could tell you
why. The Black Sea region was the bone
of contention. Russia would lose Sevas-
topol where its Black Sea fleet rested, and
many of ethnically Russian-majority ar-
eas in the Donbas area.

Russia could not afford to lose control
of the Black Sea, its only warm-water ac-
cess. Besides, Ukraine was always a con-
tended territory, with its transformation-
al agriculture production, granaries, the
gas pipelines through its territory, rare
earth deposits and the precision ancillar-
ies it manufactured. Normally, it’s the
kind of nation no one would like to part
company with. Vladmir Putin thought so
too, and decided to resist the NATO
thrust after being pushed to the hilt. The
US and NATO backed Ukraine in a proxy
war against Russia.

Trump thinks it was a waste of time and

PIERCING THE NEW
CURTAIN FALLING
ACROSS THE WORLD

LT GEN SYED ATA
HASNAIN (RETD)

resources, and it’s far better to have a ‘live
and let live’ approach with Russia. This es-
sentially militates against the long-term
US strategy of fully restricting Russia’s op-
tions towards Europe and West Asia.

In Trump’s belief, Russia will remain
hamstrung with no aspirations towards
Europe. If, at a later stage, Russia does
acquire the economic and military mus-
cle to aspire towards rebuilding its em-
pire, NATO, without the US, would be the
tripwire for a response, just as America
responded in the past. Thus, Russia in
full control of the parts of Donbas it has
captured is an acceptable notion for him.
He has to make it acceptable to the
UKkrainians, too.

The hangover of countering the domi-
nance of alternative ideologies, both com-

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

SOURAV ROY

munist and Islamist, is now finally reced-
ing from US threat perception. The intent
of making America great again, even in
spheres it had outsourced to the rest of
the world, is gaining ground. How far cor-
rect Trump is and whether the risk he is
taking is worth it will be realised much
later. There is evident clarity that by look-
ing inwards and not being obsessed about
the role the nation plays worldwide as a
geopolitical policeman, Trump is redefin-
ing the concept of power as we under-
stand it in conventional terms.

In economic terms, he wants to bring
manufacturing back to the US. He argues
this will create jobs and reduce depend-
ence on other countries, especially Chi-
na. In the all-important national security
segment, he believes that relying on oth-

country, although this strategy will re-
sult in prices shooting up. It will be com-
pensated by the much lesser expenditure
on defence once the conflicts come to an
end. He is vainly attempting to pass on
this conviction to Europe while project-
ing minimal threat from Russia.

Not everyone believes in the worldview
of the US president, because sooner than
later, an ideological confrontation and
fight for space will be inevitable. Yet, his
approach to conflict termination in West
Asiahas been driven by a mix of pragma-
tism, economic interests and a focus on
minimising US military involvement.

In his earlier avatar, he helped broker
peace deals between Israel and several
Arab nations as part of the Abraham Ac-
cords, aiming to shift the region towards
economic cooperation. He pushed for a
broader realignment in the region by en-
couraging some Arab nations to work with
Israel. His view on ending conflicts in West
Asia was based on withdrawing US troops
to avoid direct intervention and employing
sanctions and trade deals to effect change.
To counterbalance Iran, he believed in al-
liances with Israel and some Gulf states.

Now, the major challenges that con-
front him are Gaza, the status of Pales-
tine, and Israeli intransigence about Iran
and its proxies. His talk of transporting
Palestinians to other countries and re-
constructing Gaza as leisure destination
appears to be diversionary for the mo-
ment, since ideas are limited and the
chances of renewed conflict are real.

A domain where Trump has yet to
even begin is a potential military con-
frontation with China. He is likely to
work towards war avoidance and in-
creased military deterrence while
strengthening US ties with Taiwan. He
could increase US naval presence in the
South China Sea and push for the Quad—
the US, India, Japan and Australia—to
play a more proactive role in countering
and deterring China. He will probably
escalate economic warfare, pushing for
more tariffs and other restrictions.

Analysts perceive that Trump’s ap-
proach to China would witness economic
pressure, military deterrence and com-
petition as the long-term strategies to
contain it—all reflections of Cold War
strategies the US employed against the
former Soviet Union.

(Views are personal)
(atahasnain@gmail.com)

TREAT AIR POLLUTION AS
PUBLIC HEALTH EMERGENCY

HE global mortality data asso-
ciated with air pollution is
staggering. The World Health
Organization says air pollution
is linked to one in nine deaths
and 7million premature deaths
every year. According to the
State of Global Air 2024 report, air pollu-
tion caused 8.1 million deaths in 2021,
making it the second most important
risk for mortality, especially among chil-
dren under five. Every year, 6.7 million
people lose their lives prematurely due to
the combined impact of poor indoor and
outdoor air. Outdoor pollution accounted
for 4.2 million of these deaths, primarily
from cancer;, respiratory infections and
cardiovascular disorders.

Almost 90 percent of these deaths occur
in low- and middle-income countries like
India, which are disproportionately af-
fected. In 2023, India was the second-most
polluted country in the world. One of the
key indices is particulate matter (PM),
which is not a single pollutant, but a dan-
gerous concoction of solids and aerosols.
It contains inorganic ions, metallic and
organic compounds and carbon. PM with
a diameter of 10 microns or less (PM10)
are inhalable and thus have serious health
implications. Emissions from vehicles
produce much of the PM2.5 found in out-
door air, as well as a significant propor-
tion of PM10. Both of these induce tissue
damage, lung inflammation and trigger
DNA mutations leading to cancer.

Though it’s not the only cause, vehicu-
lar emissions play a significant role in
escalating air pollution. In the national
capital, vehicular pollution accounted
for 40 percent of PM2.5 emissions. In
2024, Delhi recorded an annual average
PM2.5 level of 107 micrograms per cubic
metre (ug/m?)—over two-and-a-half
times the safe limit of 40pug/mé.

The rising levels of PM2.5, which
penetrate deep into our lungs and
bloodstream, pose a grave health risk,
especially for children, elderly and oth-
er vulnerable groups with existing con-
ditions. In children, PM2.5 has also
been linked to sub-optimal cognitive
development and other mental health
issues like anxiety.

As a pulmonologist practising for 25
years, I have witnessed a distressing rise
in the number of respiratory and other
issues, likely linked to air pollution in
the last few years, across the board in
children, adults and the elderly. There is

DR RAVINDRA MEHTA

arise in air pollution-related life-threat-
ening health issues such as severe asth-
ma and other pulmonary diseases, can-
cer and several cardiovascular issues.
About 1.1 billion Indians currently
live in areas where the PM2.5 levels ex-
ceed the National Ambient Air Quality
Standards. It will, therefore, not be an
exaggeration to say that the rising air

Air pollution is linked to one in nine
deaths around the world. In India,

over a billion people live in areas

where dangerous particulate matters
exceed national quality standards.

We must treat it as a public health
emergency and act to reduce at least
one main source: vehicular pollution

=

pollution is not just a regulatory or
governance issue. It is a public health
emergency of grave significance, as it
hampers the overall quality of life of
billions, causing endless human suffer-
ing and lowering our productivity and
contribution to the society.

On the economic front, air pollution
has a debilitating impact on GDP growth
and per-capita income levels. The prob-
lem manifests itself in myriad ways:
lower labour productivity, lower consum-
er footfall, premature mortality, lower as-
set productivity, higher health expenses
and welfare losses. According to a 2019
report by Dalberg, air pollution costs In-
dian businesses about $95 billion every
year, around 3 percent of GDP.

Head of integrated pulmonology
department, Apollo Hospitals

By 2040, an estimated 270 million peo-
ple are likely to be added to India’s urban
population. Transport is currently one
of the fastest-growing sectors in terms of
energy demand, with urbanisation cata-
lysing this growth. The ownership of pri-
vate vehicles is skyrocketing amid stag-
nant public transport use. Now, only
about 39 percent of the population has
access to public transport. We must ur-
gently develop and upgrade our mobility
infrastructure to cater to the rising ur-
ban population adequately and prioritise
investing in low-carbon and sustainable
solutions like electric buses.

Another urban lifeline, the metro rail
system, currently carries about 1 crore
passengers daily. The government should
also prioritise investments to ramp up
the last-mile connectivity to metros
across cities to improve ridership. Ena-
bling systemic changes that can make
public transport solutions accessible and
efficient for citizens will go along way in
iImproving our mobility patterns and
have a lasting positive impact on the
overall quality of life.

Imposing stringent norms on vehicu-
lar emissions is another high-impact in-
tervention for air quality improvement.
There are ample global case studies from
American and European cities that clear-
ly demonstrate how enforcement of
strict emission norms drastically im-
proves air quality and public health. Im-
plementing the Corporate Average Fuel
Efficiency or CAFE III and IV norms, re-
leased last year by the government, can
be a highly impactful approach. By shift-
ing to zero emission vehicles, our chil-
dren and society can breathe and live in
a better, more sustainable world.

Asthings stand now, the exponentially
rising menace of hazardous air is noth-
ing short of a rapidly rising pandemic.
While India has set an ambitious 40 per-
cent air pollution reduction target by
2026, the ground reality is grim, and the
target is distant. Time is running out to
save millions of lives. We must act deci-
sively—and the time for that is now.

(Views are personal)
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EV infrastructure

Ref: Tesla’s entry must not distract focus
from domestic EV industry (Feb 24). Tesla’s
entry into India is exciting, but it’s not

the solution to our EV woes. To support
widespread EV adoption, a reliable network of
charging stations and a steady battery supply
are essential.

Archana S, Kottayam

Kumbh grandeur

Ref: When the meek turn, there will be havoc
(Feb 24). The author rightly highlighted the
grandeur of the Maha Kumbh festival. It is
the confluence of the mammoth gathering
from staunch believers in Hinduism and

its epics. The religious fervour, wholesome
dedication and unflinching faith are the main
characteristics of this great spiritual festival.
Ramalingeswara Rao, email

Movurning losses

The critiques of the Maha Kumbh did not
come from opposition parties only but also
from those who felt the safety of innocent
countrymen and women should not be
compromised for the sake of religious fervour.
Instead of holding the critics to ridicule,

the author could have mourned the loss of
innocent lives in the stampedes in the Kumbh
and also in the New Delhi railway station.

P Vinayagam, Chennai

Kerala’s development

Ref: Encash good vibes at Kerala investor show
(Feb 24). The Invest Kerala summit sent a
strong message about the state’s commitment
to economic development. The real challenge
lies ahead—turning these commitments into
reality. Kerala must work to shed its reputation
as a difficult place for businesses and ensure
political issues do not stall progress.

Gowri Nayak, Mumbai

Young scientists

Ref: C’garh to harness Isro technology
innovations to boost key sectors (Feb 24). A
scientific approach to resolve key challenges
and make advanced data analytics to raise
productivity is wonderful. This also creates
a lot of opportunities for young scientists to
contribute to nation-building.

Gangadari Poojitha, Hyderabad

Russia relations

As the world commemorates three years of
the Russia-Ukraine war, it is evident both
countries are losers in a war that never should
have been fought. But the questions remain:
Will the US-Russia negotiations really bring
peace without the participation of Ukraine?
How will India balance its relationship with
Russia in these realignments?

AnshuBharti, Begusarai
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Cruising at the Right
Speed on Alghway

Strategy focused on tech dispersal will work

Nirmala Sitharaman is promising Al entrepreneurs
adequate policy, fiscal and credit support. Speaking at a
technology institute in Kerala recently, she said that In-
dia 18 not just leading in the adoption of Al but also sha-
ping how it is governed. Media reports suggest many
companies have shown interest in building large and
small language models. Ashwini Vaishnaw is confident
the country will have its own Al foundation model this
year. Domestic computing capacity is adequate for work
on building large and small (sector-specific) language
models. While having an indigenous foundation for Al is
beneficial, the focus doesn’t need to be concentrated on
it. Al training hardware developed is now becoming a
commeodity. The value addition is in applications.

This is where India, with its deep pool of talent, can cre-
ate a vibrant ecosystem that speeds up tech dispersal.
Nandan Nilekani strikes theright bal-
| ance in suggesting that India need not
jointheracefor core Almodels. Hisrea-
soning is to conserve computing pow-
gl cr for use cases to bring down the cost

B of intelligence. Computing is energy-
hungry, another constraint for a defi-
cient nation. Cost-effective tech solu-
tions have served India well in the past, and this could be
the trajectory of domestic Al development as well. Tech
dispersal ina price-sensitivemarket will depend on work-
ing around the computing and energy cost hurdles.

India stack of DPI creates a strong platform to deploy
Al tosolve population-scale problems. This is on display
with Microsoft reporting that farmers in Maharashtra
are making data-driven decisions for sustainable agri-
culture, India’s large informal economy presents a big-
ger opportunity for Al deployvment, which could offset
reservations enterprises have to productivity enhance-
ments. The pitch for India’s role in Al development wo-
uld be to train its sights on the use cases, while building
core Al strength as it goes along. This should carveouta
unique place for the country in the Al race.

Start Preparing for
Maha Kumbh 2037

Itis thelast day of Maha Kumbh tomorrow. The next iteration
falls in 2037, 12 yvears from now — a decade before the target ve-
ar for Bharat to be ‘viksit’. Which makes now a good time for
the administration toundertake a review of what worked, and
what did not. Crowd management not just at the site of the
Kumbh but at spacesleading toand from it clearly hasto bere-
thought by authorities.

Tackling scale is obviously the key ask for delivery. Mana-
ging high flows and crowds has not been India’s forte as stam-
pedes in Prayagraj and at New Delhi Railway Station tragical-
ly demonstrated. Crowd modelling needs to be incorporated
to foresee crowd size, disruptive factors and sudden surges.
Systems and facilities need to be stress-
tested according to worst-case scenarios
_ensuring that redundancies are built in.
N Adjustments — including caps in num-
2= bers of pilerims — need to be made if re-
quired, to allow for a massive influx of
non-residents. The UP government must
create this review platform. The Prayag-
raj administration must take the lead in making a system as-
sessment and identify issues where serious attention is requi-
red, working with other agencies to create the playbook for a
system that is agile and responsive, critical for mega events.,

Cleaning up after an event is sometimes a bigger task than
preparing for it. A huge influx of visitors requires a measure
of adjustment from even the best provisioned cities. The secret
to success is to make the right projections, ensuring satisfied
visitors and contented locals, opportunities for local business-
es that donot leave visitors feeling taken advantage of. That re-
quires an administration that makes provision for surprises.
Preparing for Maha Kumbh 2037 will provide that opportunity

o
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W /Amrikaki DOGE will find aninspiring
=l Casestudy inour good ole Punjab

s Something to Be
Minister of Nothing

Even DOGEraj Don T will be happy with this news. Becau-
se he has been proved right — vet again. It would also make
the staff at POTUS’ favourite Department of Government
Efficiency, with hisfavourite Tex-Tes-tech assistanceat the
helm, rubtheir hands with glee and opportunity But the rea-
son for such unadulterated happiness from the artful DO-
GErsisn'tinthe US. It's in our very own state of the union,
Punjab. Earlier thismonth, we got toknow that the AAP go-
vernment of ‘Udta’ Punjab spent nearly 20 months assign-
ingaminister, thefifth mostsenior inthestate’scabinet, no
less, to a department that never existed. If that isn't peak
DOGE dodging, wedon’t know what is. The honourable mi-
nister Kuldeep Singh Dhaliwal was in charge of ‘depart-
ment of administrative reforms’, an entity that had, it tur-
ns out, never been created. No staff, no meetings, no paper-
work. Nothing. For nearly two years, no one noticed.

After it surfaced, Dhaliwal was ‘stripped’ of the depart-
ment and left with only the NRI affairs department, which
— balle balle! —actually exists. Punjab basically admitted
it was running a meme department. No files, no clerks, no
pointless review meetings. Just a minister with a fancy ti-
tle overseeing a bureaucratic black hole. And, somewhere,
an Imaginary undersecretary is still waiting for the first
task to land on his phantom desk.

l STATE OF PLAY! J Howshould Indianavigate Trump's time-bound reciprocal tariff gauntlet?

To Trade So

Pranab Dhal Samanta

W . onald Trump has put India

%-':". on a tough timeline on tra-
‘ " de and reciprocal tariffs.

4 While India and the US ag-

reed on Feb 13 to conclude
the first tranche of a bilateral trade
agreement (BTA) by Sept-Oct, US Tra-
de Representative (USTR) has simul-
taneously put into motion actions on
reciprocal tariffs with an April 1 dead-
line, also set by Trump.

Through a Feb 20 notification,
USTR has asked for information by
Mar 11 from ‘anv interested party’ on
unfair trade practices owing to non-
reciprocal frading arrangements. It
gpecifically names India as an econo-
my having large trade deficit in goods
with the US, stating that USTR is ‘par-
ticularly interested in submissions’
on these economies. Others include
key G20 countries, which together ac-
count for 88% of fotal goods traded
with the US.

Further, USTR has stated that unfa-
ir trade practices can encompass an
‘expansiverange of practices, such as
policies, measures, or barriers that
undermine or harm US production,
or exports’, including a ‘non-market
policy or practice’.

For India, this presents an immedi-
ate problem as it makes the period
post-April tricky. Can India get the US
to hold off on imposing any reciprocal
tariffs till the negotiations on BTA, as
identified in the Feb 13 India-US joint
statement, are completed? This is a
political question, which can only be
answered in economic terms — essen-
tially, concessions.

But here’s where the problem gets
complicated. Take mobile phones, In-
dia’s fastest-growing segment in ex-
ports to the US, now estimated at over
$10 bn and growing, where US import
duties are currently about 'nil’, while
India has just brought down its im-
port tariff from 20% to 15% in this
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Be nimble, be quick
budget. The differential tariff is still
high. But New Delhi would want Wash-
ington to recognise this downward
trend, and take an accommodating vi-
ew given that Apple’s iPhones have
plaved a bigrole in this surge.

In Trump 2.0, however, this comfort
can't be assumed. Hence, uncertainty
on how reciprocal tariffs will be impo-
sed on mobile phones remains. The
hope is it won't be an item-to-item app-
roach. Else, it could have a debilita-
ting impact on this growing segment
of exports. And the impact will be felt
across sectors. After all, the US 15 one
leading trade part-
ner with which In-
dia enjoys a more
balanced export-
import profile, un-
like China.

S0, what's the
way forward? Do a
bilateral trade de-
al with reduced ta-
riffs at the earliest
as suggested in the
joint  statement.
But that doesn't
come withoutcom-
plications either
Even now, much
of India’s high ta-
rifts are aimed at
China, but are ha-

reduced tariffs at the earliest.
But that doesn’t come without
complications

impact on the US
from where, in
many sectors, the
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How to Give a Manly Handshake
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threat is not the same as China. Auto-
mobiles, where India has very high
import tariff, is an example that bro-
adly falls in this category.

The MFN (Most Favoured Nation)
principle in WTO requires a member
country to treat all trading partners
equally Which is why what India im-
poses on China, also applies on the US
and others. Countries have found a
way around this through separate
FTAs, which isallowed under WTO as
long as it liberalises substantially all
trade among participant countries
and is reciprocal, like the EU

In Trump 1.0, an
effort was first ma-
de to carve out a de-
al within WTO's
MFEN confines. But
that would require
extending benefits
toall other countri-
es. So, work wasdo-
ne on stretching
WTO limits, espe-
cially after the 2019
US-Japan trade ag-
reement, which re-
duced tariffs on
just 241 lines on the
IS side and about
10% tariff lines for
= US exporters inthe
Japanese schedule.

This was a deal
driven by US inter-
ests under Trump
1.0. It was even ar-

[thy*om,US Toes

gued that the agreement violated WTO
rules because liberalisation was not
substantial. And if tariff reduction
had to be on limited lines, the benefit
must also beextended toother trading
pariners based on the MFN principle.
But politics weighed heavier. No co-
untry officially approached WTO, av-
oiding any confrontation with the US.
In fact, there's been no challenge to
this principle yet. 5o, there’s no WTO
ruling either on what exactly defines
‘substantial trade’. Thisisagrey area,
which the US and Japan explored. So
can India.
But Gol will first have to take some
important calls:
b Atradedeal withthe USisworthany
riskwith WTO. Essentially, MFN must
not be an obstacle toa bilateral deal.
P Broadbase negotiations with the
US to avoid item-to-item reciprocity;
especially when it has adopted an all-
encompassing understanding of un-
fair trade practices. This would mean
adding the 38-10 bn Indian students
bring annually to the US, alsoroughly
the $5-6 bn contribution tothe US soci-
al security system. Plus, defence and
energy purchases. Essentially com-
merce ministry will have to adopt an
integrated approach to the negotia-
tions toanswer what now are Trump’s
transactional questions.
P Be ambitious in reducing tariffs for
the US and focus, instead, on raising
standards. This will also help further
negotiations with otherson FTAs.
The earlier template envisaged a
deal in two phases by which initial
commitments were to be made on go-
odsand services, excludingdigital and
ecommerce in the first phase, follow-
ed by a fully liberalised second phase.
These will have to be relooked expedi-
tiously to suit the present context.
Ata larger level, there's the signifi-
canceof Trump’stimelines. Hehas18-
20 months of Congressional majority
before the next elections, and will
want to make it count domestically.
S0, the only margin for exception isto
work out adeal, becauseefforts atbuy-
ing time will come with in-built costs
of uncertainty that, in turn, will ad-
versely impact ongoing economicand
business interaction. An outcome le-
ast desirable to India.

pranabdhal samantalotimesofindia.com

How Not to Get Gobbled Up by Al

Anjana Menon
IR —

It's been a busy first two months for
Al And fiercely competitive ones. In
ashow of one-upmanship, China re-
leased DeepSeek inJanuary, trigge-
ring Elon Musk to unveil the latest
version of Grok, which ostensibly
plotted a trip to Mars and back in
minutes. Stung by laggard syndrome,
India upped the rhetoric on develop-
ing indigenous models, isnoring the
elephant in the room — Al's impact
on India as the world's back office,
an;:l an impending unemplovability
crisis.

The world's largest tech companies
have poured hundreds of billions
into making machines smarter. Theyv
will want to see tangible returns by
putting machine aptitude to work.
They will engineer adoption and dep-
loyment of Al tools across businesses
that rely on human intervention. It
would be hard to resist productivity
gains of machines that deliver tasks
at afraction of the cost and time of
humans. And even harder to stall
Al'smarch to tackle complex tasks
with general intelligence we attri-

bute to humans.

Machines can now perform, with
greater ease, speed and accuracy, the
tasks that India’s middling workforce
in business and knowledge outsour-
cing farms has long handled. It can
domore. AlphaFold, an Al program
of DeepMind, predicted structures
of 200 mn proteins in two years, in
what would have taken scientists cen-
turies, using traditional experimen-
tal methods.

Tech czars of the world have hinted
at thefallout of rapidly developing
ML. Mark Zuckerberg declared that
this vear, most middle-level coding
would be done by machines. Bill Gates
casually remarked that Al's capabili-
ties would free up people to do more
‘creative tasks’. Neither prospect
bodes well for India’s white-collar
backend workers on the wrone side
of thetalent divide.

Our brightest emigrate overseas,
where they learn to think creatively,
access millions of dollars in resear-
ch. and compete with the world's best
talent to stay relevant. The code they
write has helped power some of the
world's leading Al tools, from Chat-
GFPT to Devin Al, showeasing Indian
talent’s potential when given the
right opportunities.

Back home, hordes of young adults
in computing end up in Hyderabad
and Bengaluru in steady but mono-
tonous jobs, ranging from scanning
code forerrors, tallying, data entry

and, at the bottom end, managing call
centres. Some help write software for
programmes their companies sell to
customers worldwide, Non-engineer-
ing graduates dofinancial analysis,
manage patient records and map
procurement documents.

Until recently, this seemed a fairly
comfortable trajectory for millions
finishing college each vear. They
could hope for a job after graduation,
beefed up by on-the-job training. Af-
terall, India, with its democratic cre-
dentials, lower-wage arbitrage and
English language skills, had a pretty
oood advantage over other countries.
With current developments in Al,
however; these advantages have be-
come blurred.

Our education system, which prizes
high test scores over creative think-
ing, leaves most of our eraduates ill-
equipped for an Al-driven world., A

All the better to take your job, dear

better future awaits those who can
innovate to leverage Al applications
to scale, or those who can apply attri-
butes Al cannot easily replicate, like
empathy — which our schools rarely
nurture.

The low and middle segment of
India’s backend industry may beon
the edge of redundancy; never mind
the general unemployabilityv crisis
plaguing India’s youth. We must shift
oears into finding solutions to this
instead of putting all our resources
into developing our own Al

Immediate survival of thisbusiness
will depend on our ability to use exi-
sting Al technologies to streamline
and improve productivity of busi-
nesses, applying Al to improve effici-
ency of everything, from healtheare
diagnostics to fraud detection and
public services, and being masters of
Alusage.

Our priority should be to apply
what's already out there to serve the
industry and population to stay
useful and relevant. Industry must
reskill the workforce to carve out new
opportunities inthe ageof Al Any
mass layvoffs will knock back decades
of hard-won prosperity for middle-
class India. Ignoring this has other
risks, too. Job losses are politically
inconvenient for those who want to
stay in power:

The writer twworks with leadership on strafe-
gic communications and stakeholder audits

Boria Majumdar
T

India vs Pakistan asarivalry is dead.
As a sports competition, it has been
reduced toa no-contest. Pakistan is
no better than Bangladesh. They will
beat India once in a blue moon. And
that can't be enough to sustain crick-
et’s greatest rivalry As acricketing
brand, it now has become hyvped and
artificially propped up. And that's
simply because broadeasters and
organisers need it. Themoney itcan
oenerate remains of great sienifican-
ce tothe ecosystem.

The only reason this exaggerated
cricket contest sells today is because
of the political history of the two
countries, Pakistan, in India’s collec-
tive mind, is equated with Partition
and all that has transpired in the last
76 years. So, it comes retrofitted with
another laver added to therivalry

Sports and politics always mix, the
remaining raison d'étre for an India
v Pakistan match. Take the political
backstory away from itand itisno
different from an India-Zimbabwe or
Australia-Bangladesh match.

This was best summed up by Mu-

hammad Rizwan’s post-match press
meet in Dubai on Sunday As skipper;
he ought to have been depressed. For
him, it was time for introspection. At
least so we all thought. Instead, he
turned intoa Virat Kohli fanboy: It
was stunning to see the silliness of
the whole thing. Imagine an Imran
Khan ora Wasim Akram doing this
toa Kapil Dev or Sachin Tendulkar
after alossagainst India. It would
have been out of line. Rizwan should
have remembered the position he
holds in Pakistan cricket.

Alotof elite high-performance sp-
ort is plaved in the mind. In the early
19908, for example, Pakistan had a
mental edge over India. That explain-
ed why they held the upper hand in

matches. The tables turned under
Sourav Ganguly Thereafter, it has
only gone in one direction. Pakistan
looks scared, timid, overawed. [t'sas
if thev don't want toplay India beca-
use they know they'd lose.

Acentury ora5wicket haul inan
India-Pakistan game once assured
the plaver overnight immortality.
Now;, it's pretty much a walkover; too
easy to be the stuff of pride.

Take Virat Kohli. He wasn't his usu-
al self. And, vet, when an India-Pakis-
tan contest came along, he won it for
India with a century Babar Azamor
anyone else in the current Pakistan
squad isn't even remotely close to it.

What is alarming is what the future
holds. With Pakistan's economy ina
mess and political landscape unsta-
ble, there’s not much hope for Pakis-
tan's team to catch up with Team
India in the future. Add the irrational
obstinacy on the part of Pakistan
Cricket Board to trv and match India
(read: BCCI), and you will know that
the future is grim. What explains the
scheduling of PSL at the same time
as JPL? Will the best players in the
world ever want to give up IPL for
PSL? Without the best playvers play-
ing, will Pakistan cricket benefit
much from PSL? Will voung cricket-
ers back home get the exposure that
Indian domestic youngsters get from
IPL? It'sanoon all counts.

What could be the fix, then?

P Keepthem apart ICC shouldn't

India-Pakistan Cricket Rivalry, RIP

keep putting both teams in the same
group. Inevitably, Pakistan will lose,
and all the charm is over at the start
of a tournament. Atleast by placing
them in separate groups, there's that
element of chance that Pakistan will
reach the knockout stage and face
India.

If that happens, the interest in the
tournament gets sustained for a few
more weeks. Now, with Pakistan al-
muost out, 2025 ICC Champions Tro-
phy has already lost its sheen. As
hosts, Pakistan's players have failed
their fans. The tournament can only
godownhill from here on.

b New lifeline India vs Pakistan
bouts badly need a new lifeline, fresh
blood. Babar is no Kohli, and Shahe-
en Afridi is no Wasim Akram. PCB
will do well to shake thingsupand
transform Pakistan cricket. Till then,
let's search for a new rival.

Australia fits the bill, for they are
competitive and will push India. We
alsoplay bilateral cricket with them.
This is one rivalry that can replace In-
diavs Pakistan as cricket’s foremost
rivalry — if ithasn't already While
the political backstory is missing, the
actual action on the field can more
than make up for it.

Pakistan asa cricketing opponent is
a lost cause. The sooner broadcasters
and media understand that, the bet-
ter it is tor the sport going forward.

The writer isa sporis historian and fourralist

THE SPEAKING TREE

Embrace
Silence

KVRAGHUPATHI

Connecting to Shiv transforms
one into Satyam, Shivam, Sun-
daram. Our minds are cons-
tantly being distracted, and we
are often used to juggling many
things. Our senses are bom-
barded much more frequently
than we are consciously aware
of. It is not a surprise, then, that
when we sit quietly, we don't
feel comfortable. We become
familiar with what we are sur-
rounded by and habits we form.
We almost crave distractions
we have made for ourselves
and feel safe within. Therefore,
if weareused to beingon the
go, it'snatural tofind it hard to
rest and rejuvenate,

For most people, quieting the
mind and body and connecting
tostillness deep within is scary
and overwhelming. We're not
used to living in stillness for a
few seconds. We have become
s0 conditioned by modern so-
ciety to think that being busy
means being successful that we
no longer feel guilt-free when
relaxing. Nature is thereto
healus. It's the place where our
connection to Satvam, Shivam,
Sundaram is the most apparent.
Mature is the source, not the
material world we have built.

Sages used tolive in nature
with very few material posses-
gions to connect with Shiv. We
may not be able todo it, but we
can connect with triple aspects
of Shiv for a few moments, em-
bracing silence while perform-
ing our tasks, The practice ch-
anges something fundamental
inourroutine, and our minds
eventually learn a new way of
life, This way, we can symboli-
cally transform ourselves into
Satvam, Shivam, Sundaram.

PARANORMAL

= ACTIVITY
', Paragraphs From Fiction

L]
Malice
RKeigo Higashino
In the end, my entire morn-
ing was spent fielding inter-
views, and [ didn'teven get to
eat a proper breakfast. Final-
Iy alittle after noon, [ retreat-

L ed back inside

B, | my apartment.
s - Iwas eating
some instant
udon noodles
and watching
= e — TV when I saw
P4AL' .:E* ar:i:;:se-up of
my face on
s s H”' gl thescreen. ]
CEICN HIGASH choked on my
noodles.

[ couldn’t believe they were
already playing the footage
they had taken just a couple
of hours before. *You were
friends from elementary sch-

ool, correct? What sort of per-
son would vou say Mr Hida-
kawas? thefemale report-
er asked in a shrill voice.

OUnthescreen, [ seemto be
thinking far too deeply about
the question. Thad noticed
at the time that my silence
was uncomfortably long. I
guessed they hadn't had the
time toedit out this awkwa-
rd pause in the footage. You
could see the reporters aro-
und me growing impatient.
‘He had a strong personali-
ty.’ the me on the screen said
atlast. ‘He was a real indivi-
dual. Sometimes you'd think
he was the mostamazing
guy; then other times you'd
be surprised by his cold-
ness. But perhaps vou can
say that about anyone.’

Transiated from Japanese by
Alexander O Smith &
Eilve Alexander

_Chat Room |

Trump’s Figure
Of Screech

Apropos the Edit, “Take Trump
KiBaat With Fitting Sobriety’
(Feb 24), borderline senility is
nowadays commaon among stress-
od septuagenarians. Caregivers
across the world are perhaps awa-
reof this. It's too much to expect
the entire world to always give
the benefit of thedoubt, even if
the person concerned is the first
citizen of the nation with maxi-
mum debt. India knows how to
handle nonsense even if’ it's more
than it can manage sense. Sofar;
the country has ignored the in-
firmities in post-Joe Biden US
behaviour with patience and tact.
MEA should not allow its sobri-
ety to dilute despite provocatio-
ns, and ensure there's no knee-
Jerk official response to Donald
Trump’s inviting gestures.

MG Warrier

Mumbai




A thought for today

The drugs consume the sanity of those who abuse
them like a fire burns when kerosene is poured on it
AN OFFICIAL IN GHANA

Ballot Points

Poll results in Western countries hold lessons for
politicians everywhere, including India
German voters didn't surprise in Sunday’s election. Since no

party has a clear majority, long coalition talks lie ahead, but

far-right AfD will remmain out of govt even though it has over
a fifth of the vote, exactly double its 2021 share. When the far-right
or a Trump-like leader surges, it means voters are hurting. And
Germany’s economic troubles are well-known. After shrinking
for two straight vears, the economy is back at its 2019 level. Low
unemployment and moderate fiscal deficit are virtues ordinarily,
but not when voters wake up feeling poorer every day. And voter
pessimism certainly isn't conducive to re-election - ask Kamala
Harris and Rishi Sunak.

sunak called an early election counting on British economy’s
unexpected growth last vear. Inflation was cooling finally, so were
interest rates. But as far as voters were concerned, prices were
about 20% too high and their EMIs had ballooned. A survey found
only one in five Britons thought the economy
was in good shape. The same popular mood
ousted Democrats in US. Before the Nov
election, about half of US voters said they
were worse off than they had been attheend
of Trump’sfirstterm, even though inflation
had slumped from 9% in 2022 to around 2%
by latelast vear. China, despite its one-party
dictatorship, is also worried about public
mood. A survey by Harvard-Stanford
academics in 2023 showed less than 30% of
Chinese felt they were better off than they
had been five years earlier — a huge fall from 75% in 2014. China's
trying everything to fire up the economy, with sub-5% growth
predicted for 2025 and 2026.

It’'stime Indian leaders also paid heed to the public mood. Their
increasing reliance on doles and direct benefit transfers to win
polls is bad economics, even if it wins polls in the short-term.
As state after state, from Himachal to Punjab, Maharashtra and
Karnataka, has realised, delivering freebies — whatever form it
takes — and generous cash handouts is hard to maintain. Maha-
rashtra’s 50% fare concession to women and senior citizens, for
instance, is costing the state transport corporation ¥3cr a day.
Besides, doles don't address voters’ need to feel better off over a
longer period of time. A cash transfer generates asmall amount of
feel-good. It doesn’t buy economic security. Only rapid economic
growth plus good jobs can deliver that.

Opioid Warning

India’s weak drug regulation is spreading a problem from
Africa to America. Reputational damage can be big

Various pills made by Maharashtra-based Aveo Pharmaceuticals
have been linked to the opioid mayhem in Ghana, Nigeria and
Cote d’Ivoire. But it took a BBC documentary for the state and
central regulators toconduct araid, then announce manufacturing
and export curbs. These, however, hardly amount to the systemic
overhaul that experts have been crying for, in the face of one
regulatory fiasco after another. Remember that Indian cough
syrups have alsoled tochildren’s deaths in Gambia, Uzbekistan and
Cameroon. At this rate, the days when India actually earned vast
goodwill in Africa, by saving lives with cheap generics against
4 AIDS, will soon become a distant memory.
The opioid story also risks putting India
directly in Trumpian crosshairs. US has
found Indian companies trafficking precursor
chemicals for fentanyl, which ultimately kills
Americans and devastates their communities.
On the Africa front, Indian authorities have often
taken the position that importing countries need
to toughen regulations. But Indian regulators
themselves have been shown up as incompetent
at best, and compromised at worst, by US FDA.
Even keeping aside the ethics, or business
effects, of exportingsubstandard, evendange-
rous, drugs, the idea that the domestic market can be firewalled
from such doctoring, is silly.

A Haridwar lab supplies govt hospitals antibiotics that turn out to
be just talcum powder mixed with starch, patients fear buving
medicines from any but trusted pharmacies, significant proportions
of officially tested samples are found to be substandard, repeatedly. As
for fentanyl, with China taking US complaints on this more seriously;
drugmafia will have extra incentive tosource illegal precursors from
India. Weaker governance here won't increase addiction in US alone.
Proactive, as opposed to reactive, regulation, which needs better
coordination between central and state agencies, is urgently needed
to prevent fentanyl addiction from getting to Indians as well.

Screen test

On keeping calm through a digital arrest
Anupam Srivastava

India’s drug regulators have been caught napping once again.

e It started with an innocuous phone call and in no time [ was
e ‘ B face-to-face withafearsomemanonmy laptopscreen. “Youare
B4 underdigital arrest,” he said.

Not one to run away from trouble, I collected my thoughts
and replied that, not just me, evervbody is underdigital arrest.
. S They have been for vears. You talk to people, but they hem and
haw, their eyes glued to their screens. Even young lovers sit together looking
at their phones. Not just them, car drivers, traffic cops, walkers, sellers who
should be looking out for customers, they are all under digital arrest. Nobody
does athing these days except that!

The man looked agitated. “You don’t understand. This is far more serious
than you think.” Overcome by a wave of honesty, I admitted that I cannot go to
sleepuntil I down two episodes of my ongoing series-neat, asin withouta break
or ads. The man shook his head and threw up his hands in the air. “You have no

idea what vou are talking about, and the trouble you are in,” he said.
G_,/_;] ; Then he reached out for a piece of paper and read out that I had
:y laundered money on foreign trips. That made me think. It seems on

2 g

my recent trip to London and its neighbouring cities, supported by

my generous wife, I had been under his watch. Even though I had
avoided the pubs and taverns, perhaps [ had made some errors of judgement.
I had admired a few houses, and clean, quiet neighbourhoods like St John's
Wood and Hampstead, but was that a ecrime? | had gambled a little at the pier
and laid a few bets, so what? But I could be wrong. My knowledge of lawful
actions could be outdated.

As herattled off the gravity of mv crime, Irealised [ had always been afraid
of the authorities. Wasn't I aware of what went on in police stations? Which
ordinary citizen in their right minds would want to have anything to do with
any govidepartment? I would be bankrupt, paying legal feestorich lawyers, or
be behind bars in this just and fair country.

I paid up, and praised the govt. He said I was off the hook. Relieved, I at
once switched on the TV to watch my favourite show and erase the memory
of the arrest.

Ll

WHAT’S THE POINT
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Germane: Trump 2.0 Zeitgeist

That the incoming German leader spoke of ‘independence’ from US shows Europe can’t any
longer be only a lifestyle superpower. But acquiring hard power quickly will be hard

Rashmee Roshan Lall

Within hours of Germany’s election
results, its chancellor-in-waiting
Friedrich Merz's first comment
captured Europe’s sentiment on
Trump the Second. Merz, a long-time
Atlanticist, spoke in terms never heard
Columnist based from a German leader.
in London He would seek “independence”
from US, hesaid. From “Trump’slatest
comments in the last week, it is clear the Americans, or
at least this portion of the Americans, this govt, care
very little about the fate of Europe,” he added. He even
wondered if it were time “to establish an independent
European defence capability much more quickly”.

Once, Europe may havefeared Germany rearming
itself; now, it fears a future in which it doesn’t. In
short, it is pointless to wonder whether Europe is
minded to work on defence rearmament and to
re-school itself on the benefits of guns over butter, It
has nochoice.

The Ukraine conflict has entered its fourth vear
with Trump’s America sweet-talking the Russians and
talking tough tothe Europeans and Ukrainians.

Trump’s defence secretary Pete Hegseth has said
his boss won't let anyone “turn Uncle Sam into Uncle
Sucker”. It is a harsh reference to Europe’s propensity
to pick butter over gun oil, all the while sheltering
under the US nuclear umbrella and protected by
America’s conventional military power. Meanwhile,
Trump's Vice-President JD Vance stood in Munich and
plunged a dagger into Europe’s heart. It is too weak,
too liberal and too ideologically diverse to be worth
protecting any longer, he said, deeming the primary
threat to come “from within".

The European response has been a mix of shock,
sadness and sharp anger, with the last emotion serving
as a spur for lots of talk and limited action. As Europe
sees it, Trump the Second is providing a masterclass in
21st century imperialism of the most unreconstructed
sort.

This, inmeeklv acquiescing to Ukraine’s territorial
carve-up by Kremlin, whimsically upending 80 years of
thetransatlanticalliance and basely arguingtorliberal
democracy to be unmade by far-right nationalists.

The subtext is MAGAverse's war on ‘woke’ but
Europealsofears a physical challenge beyond culture
skirmishes. This involves the approximately 100,000
US troops stationed across Europe.

Long considered a major deterrent against
Russia, it's thought that Europe would struggle to
defend itself against attack if US suddenly pulled
its forces. Despite having more than a million
full-time troops of its own, Europe cannot be sure
they’ll be battle-ready and adequately equipped,

all at the same time, if needed.

How has it come to this? The real story is told in
numbers.

After the cold war ended, EU countries made it a
habit to pare military spendingtothe bone, even asthey
passed around generous pats of butter (spending on
health, education, pensions etc) to fatten the welfare
state. By 2014, today’s 27 EU member states were

spending under 1.4% of their
collective GDP on defence.

Brexit or not, the British still
largely adheretothis most European
of traits. In 1945, UK spent over half
its GDP — a massive 52% —on defence.

In 2025, it devotes roughly 2.3% to military matters.
After the 1956 Suez crisis, when Egypt seized control of
thecanal from the British- and French-owned company
that managed it, UK turned its face to the wall in metap-
horical recognition it was no longer a global power,
military or otherwise. Finding security in its so-called
“special relationship” with Washington, it renounced
much of its self-reliance. Indeed, its nuclear power
rests on a delicate reality - those leased Trident
missiles could technically be disabled by US.

Until now, Europe’s public spending habits seemed
like a prose version of John Lennon’s poetic anthem of
peace. Butter was the peace dividend, earned in the
wake of two devastating world wars.

A bloodied continent, infamous for religious and
sectarian wars, laboured over the world’s biggest
experimentin peacebuilding, creatinga systemfor

multinational exchanges, governance, regulation
and trade. And European countries started to spend
their money on schools and well-being schemes rather

i P than soldiers and military supplies.

Chad Crowe (USA)

It made sense, so long as the Americans, with
their vast resources and stated commitment to
the western alliance, were willing to safeguard the
status quo.

Now, those decades seem short-sighted, self-
indulgent, sybaritic even. As an aphorism attributed
toahigh-ranking Naziofficial putit, “guns willmake us
powerful; butter will only make us fat.”

Clearly, Europe needs less Isigny Sainte-Mere,
Kerryzold, Lurpak or any other of its many excellent
brands of butter, but to invest in its own defence.
Merz's defining mission - of “independence” from
US - will need money, Discussions on how to raise
European national military budgets and find new
financial mechanisms havethrown upsome ideas that
could be viable.

These include an existing pandemic-era template
for bond-issuance and a ‘rearmament bank’ modelled
on European Bank for Reconstruction and Develop-
ment to draw in non-EU members such as UK and
Norway, The founder of Nato Innovation Fund has
suggested another banking structure that would be
open to partners beyond Europe,

Some countries are already shopping for hardware.
Announcing its biggest military investment in half a
century, Denmark recently took defence spending to
more than 3% of economic output by dropping the

usual tender processes for arms procurement. Britain
has promised to swiftly raise its defence spending by
at least £5bn a vear, which is roughly equivalent to
10% of the core schools’ budget in England.
Seeking hard power after decades of being a
lifestyle superpower may not be an optional add-on
to the European way any longer. It is an existential
issue, With or without the butter.

‘Not comfortable with stampede inquiry committee manned
by officers from departments that’ll be probed’

Former director general of Ratlway Protection Force
(RPF), Arun Kumar, who was additional director general
(laiw & order) in UP during purna Kumbh af Pravagraj
in 2013, and served as DG-RPF at ardh Kumbh Prayvagraj
(2018), speaks to Dipak Dash on the recent stampede at
New Delhirailway station that Killed 18.

@ There were serious lapses at New Delhirailway station.
Every nook and corner of NDLS is under CCTV
coverage. So how was the build-up not noticed at the
command centre? If it was noticed, was there a lack of
coordination between RPF and operational staff?
Why were red flags not raised at the right time to
stop trains at previous stations? Why was the plat-
form switched? These are questions the inguiry
commission will be asking.

@ Any thoughts on the inquiry com-
mittee?

Sale of tickets is handled by
the commercial department and
gsafety of passengers is RPF's
1 responsibility Inquiry has been

"‘\,_A entrusted to the zonal head of

L2 commercial department and the

committee includes a senior RPF

officer of IG rank. How judicious is this, when

there are so many senior experienced officers on
railways board at Rail Bhavan.

Ministry must be sensitive to the dictum that
justice not onlv needs to be done but must alsobe seen to
be done, both internally and for public. I'm not comfort-
able with a committee of senior officers from the very
departments whose actions are under the lens.

@ Given India's population, increased mobility & train
travel, should RPF be overhauled?

Indian Railwayvs has three tiers of security. District
police, govt railway police (GRP) and RPF. District police
are less mobile. RPF used to have only a watch & ward

role in protecting rail infra/property while GRP was
more the law & order wing, tasked with passenger safety.
Over the decades, RPF's role, under the railways. has
taken on all aspects of security, while GRP has become
redundant. GRP police stations can actually directly be
supervised by district police - it's a state force and
policing, law & order is a state subject, so it'll work
better. The three-tier system is clearly creating more
confusionastoresponsibilities. It's high time toreview
railway security through a high-powered committee.
There’s also a dire need for improved coordination

e

among various wings like commercial, operations
and security If 2,600 tickets were sold in a rush, did
the command centre not Know of it?

@ |s RPFsufficiently staffed?

More than extra personnel, it has been policy to equip
the force with tech aids for efficiency. CCTV cameras,
their close monitoring and maintenance, body cameras,
and other tech tools, are a force multiplier, better than
more personnel. But, on occasion, like festivals for

instance, human resources will necessarily have to be
supplemented.

@ How can RPFimprove station managementin metros, on
migrant routes and during festivals?

On special days RPF is supplemented with men
from specialised armed unit railway protection special
force (RPSF). Holding areas are set up at the outer sides
of platforms. Every part is under CCTV coverage for
24x7 monitoring. Holding areas for passengers at
stations in Prayagraj have been successful. Even during
Chhath such arrangements are made to regulate
passenger flow.

Where were the holding areas at NDLS? They
should've been constructed both in the direction of
ingress and egress of crowds. It's not unknown that
crowds have to be monitored from their places of
origin. It wasevident Delhi was a huge place of origin.
Did railways not anticipate such crowd pressure?
After the 2010 Delhi station stampede, the whole
systern was revamped, platforms expanded. During
Chhath and Diwali, holding areas are always
created outside platforms and arrangements often
overseen by railways minister himself.

@ Delhi has several large stations. Should trains
headed to Prayagraj have been decentralised?
Certainly. They should've been decentralised.
It's all part of festival management process, parti-
cularly as the size of the crowds is anticipated.

@® Whathas been your experience of Kumbh?

A challenge in those days (2013) was to manage the
akharas as they were quite hostile to the then SP govt.
On the day of mauni amavasya, all went well at the
site but a stampede at Allahabad railway station was
reported. Morethan 42 people were killed. It was finally
attributed to the collapse of arailing at the station. The
pointistolearnfrom tragedies, and improve systems to
avold arepeat. Lessons have to be learnt.

Calvin & Hobbes

MADE 1IN GODS
Ol IMAGE,
NES SIR f

GOD MUST HAVE
A GOOFY SENSE

Sacredspace
N "'" You speak of

doing good to

i theworld..And

a8 who are vou,

Sl pray, todogood
¥ totheworld?
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Perfect Master Serves The Whole Universe

Avatar Meher Baba

results. [t islike ravs of the sun

S elfless service is unaffected by
that serve the world by shining

alike on all creation: grass, fields, birds,

mankind; saint and sinner, rich and
poor, strong and weak - wholly imper-
vious totheir attitude or reaction. It is
of vital importance, however, that
service, though utterly selfless, be
guided by spiritual understanding, for
even selfless service unintelligently
handled often creates complications
and chaos. To be a pure blessing to
humanity, the most selfless act of
service must be born of absolute
understanding of life and governed by
faultless wisdom.

Selfless service consists of rende-
ring service to others without thought
of gain, reward, or result; it is free from

the idea of placing others under obliga-
tion. One does not put him under obliga-
tion when serving a fellow human being
in the spirit of spontaneous, selfless
love. On the contrary, the one helped
confers upon the helper the blessing of
an opportunity to serve his true
Self. There is complete dis-
regard for one’s convenience
or welfare in selfless service;
itischaracterised by abso-
lute subjugation of one's
happiness—by unalloyed
joy insacrificing every-
thing for the well-being of
others. In selfless service, the comfort
of others is one’s convenience, health,
healing, happiness, and delight. By
ogiving one's life to others, one gainsa
glorious life for oneself. Sheltering
others inone’s heart makes one inhahit
theirs. An actof helpfulness, a word of

comfort, the spontaneous warmth of
selfless love, give to others what they
greatlv need. Their thoughts of gratitude
and goodwill, the heightened surge of
their spirit and the increased flow of
(God-love released by the selfless act
bring to the giver infinitely more
than he can ever give.

From a spiritual point of
> view, the real danger in service
lies more in the possibility of
your rendering it from a false
motive, If vou render service

THE SPEAKING TREE tooblizea personandfeel
- prroud of doing it, youare

doing spiritual harm to the recipient of
vour service and yourself. If, while
serving, vou take delight in it and deve-
lop pride in doing a good thing, you are
getting attached to vour act and thereby
binding yourself. Hence, the way to
remain free from karma is to stay comp-

letely detached in service. The conscio-
usnessthat, ‘I am obliging someone’, is
the first to occur during the process of
serving: but it can be annulled by the
contrary thought, ‘Tam obliged by being
given this opportunity of serving.’ This
latter thought facilitates the attitude of
detachment and secures freedom from
bondage of actions. Service based upon
comprehensive understanding is not
only selfless and adjusted to the spiritual
demands of the recipient but is rendered
with complete detachment. Sucha
service takes the aspirant to the goal
most rapidly.

The perfect master serves the whole
universe out of finality of his infinite
consciousness; those who serve the
master or submit to his guidance share
in hisuniversal work.

Today is Avatar Meher Baba's 131st birth
anniversary
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USAID row

Political slugfest in India reflects naiveté

N his zeal to Make America Great Again, US Presi-
dent Donald Trump is demonising and crippling an
mnstitution that has done well as a global benefactor
for decades—the United States Agency for Interna-
tional Development (USATD). Trump and hismuch-
touted Department of Government Efficiency (DOGE),
headed by Elon Musk, have noqualms about making false
daimsto pushtheir namrative. Efficiencyis obviously their
top pricrity, not accuracy or transparency. One typically
unsubstantiated daim triggered a political slugfest in
India. The BJP jumped to a condusion when Trump and
DOGE accused USAID of allocating $21 million to India
for enhandng ‘voter furnout’. The ruling party regarded
it as proof — though none was furnished by the US —that
the Congress had sought foreign funding to influence
India’s electoral exercise. The Congress, in turn, pointed
afinger at the BJP It was ahuge anti-climax when reports
indicated that the money was sanctioned to Bangladesh,
not India. Andit's nothing short of absurd that Trump and
Musk got two distinet subcontinental nations mixedup.

The NDA government has avoided hitting back at
Trump, perhaps because he never tires of calling PM
Narendra Modi his ‘friend’. An annual report of the
Finance Ministry has ruled out the diversion of USATD
money for political funding in India. It shows that $750
million provided by the US agency was used for govern-
ment projects linked to food, agriculture, rural develop-
ment, ener gy and environment during 2023-24. So, all
this has turned out to be much ado about nothing.

The lesson for India from this avoidable controver-
gy is loud and clear; Let facts do the talking instead of
treating Trumpspeak as the gospel truth. Strict regula-
tion of foreign contributions is no doubt vital to weed
out agencies bent on destabilising the nation, but the
entire process should be marked by accuracy, trans-
parency and fairness. Efficiency can wait.

Asphalt over art

HC's shortsighted ruling on Rock Garden

HE Punjab and Harvana High Court's direc-
tive to demolish a section of the Rock Gar-
den’s wall for road widening and parking
eXpansion raises serious concerns about the
balance between infrastructure and heritage
conservation. The decision, executed by the UT Admin-
1stration, not only erases a part of Nek Chand's artistic
legacy but also sets a troubling precedent for how India
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Europe unsure if US is still an ally

The first task for the Europeans is to prevent Ukraine from being railroaded by the Americans

MANOJ JOSHI
DISTINGUISHED FELLOW, OBSERVER
RESEARCH FOUMDATION, NEW DELHI

INCE the end of World
War II, America's
grand strategy was to
ensure that no hostile
power arose on either
flank of Eurasia. To this end, the
US initiated the Marshall Plan
and helped rebuild ruined
Europe. This, in turn, became an
important factor in raising US
prosperity in the 19505 and
1960s. It also shaped the North
Aflantic Treaty Organisation
(NATO) alliance and provided
men and matenal to ensure the
secunty of Europe,

In the east, the US went fur-
ther in the pursuit of its poal.
It fought a war in Korea that
cost it over 35,000 lives and
another in Vietnam, where it
lost over 58.000 soldiers. The
US occupied Japan till 1952
and completely remade its
soclety and government in its
own image, and it still retains
substantial forces in the coun-
try at over a dozen bases,

American President Donald
Trump seems to be wanting to
turn this policy inside out. He
seems to want to make deals
with the Eurasian powers the
UStargeted — Russia and Chi-
na — and write off America's
erstwhile friends. His pursuit
of territorial expansion with
regard to Canada, Panama and
Denmark looks like a “sphere
of influence” policy where the
US will be the dominant West-
ern Hemisphere power, while
Eurasia will be left to the ten-
der mercies of Vliadimir Putin
and Xi Jinping.

His new posture 1s manifest-
ing itself in his approach to the

=

OVERTURES: A US delegation led by Vice-President JD Vance (right) met the Ukrainians on the sidelines
of the Munich Security Conference earlier this month. aen

termed as a “Russia-leaning
neutrality”,. This is apparent in
the stark differencevisibleina
US draft resolution circulated
at the United Nations to mark
the third annmiversary of the
Russian invasion, The draft
has mourned the loss of life in
the “Russia-Ukraine confliet”
and sought “a swift end to the
conflict, inchuding by address-
ing its root causes”, while call-
ing fora lasting peace between
Ukraine and Russia. This is a
rival resolution to the one that
Ukraine and FEurope have
backed, which speaks of Russ-
lan aggression and the imple-
mentation of past resohitions
demanding that the Russians
end the war and withdraw
from Ukraine’s international-
by recognised territory.

Trump has adopted a hard
approach towards Kyiv. After
freezing out Volodymyr Zelen-
skyy from the first US talks
with Russia, Trump falsely
accused Ukraine of starting
the war that has ravaged that
nation and killed thousands of
people. When Zelenskyy criti-

A world where the US,
China and Russia have
détente isa more
realistic multipolar
world that suits India.

lashed out, calling the Ukrain-
1an President a “dictator”. He
attacked Ukraine for tncking
the US into spending 3350 bil-
lion “to fight a war that could-
n't be won". And he has
demanded a deal through
which the US would control

that Washington has spent in
supporting Kyiv. According to
Us News & World Report, the
US has actually spent around
2100 billion., while the Euro-
peans have put in nearly 3400
billion till now.

The Trump plan is based on
delivering a systemic shock to
Europe and Ukraine to desta-
bilise, if not destroy, the older
gystem where the TUS was a
firm NATO ally and a key
backer of Ukraine in its war
with Russia. The second
objective has been to freeze
out Europe and embrace Rus-
sla a8 a partner in making
peace in Ukraine, even while
blaming it for causing the war.
Earlier this month, Trump
called Putin and talked to him
about ending the war without
consulting either Ukraine or
its European allies.

As for China. things seem to
be moving towards a major
trade deal which would take
up from where the Phase I
trade deal between the US and
China in the last vear of his
previous administration left

have been pushing a new deal,
while his new alter ego, Elon
Musk, has extensive business
interests in China.

Just how deep the shift
against Europe is was mani-
fested by the speech of US
Vice-President JD Vance at the
Munich Security Conference
last week. He said free speech
and democracy were under
attack in Europe, but not from
Russia or China, but main-
streamn political parties that
were attacking European
right-wing parties like the
Alternative for Germany (AfD).
It 15 no coincidence that the
Far Right in Europe is soft
towards Putin.

The shift in Ukraine has
huge implications for Ameri-
ca's relationship with NATO
and EU. The big question the
Europeans are asking them-
selves now is: Is the US still an
ally? Has it actually become an
adversary? An emergency
summit of Furopean leaders
did not throw much light on
the murky situation, and now
plans are afoot for a second
summit. Money for Ukraine is
not the issue; the Europeans
are spending a lot. Clearly. the
first task is to show resolve to
prevent Ukraine from being
railroaded by the Americans.
Then they must move towards
an independent defence gys-
tem. Incoming German Chan-
cellor Friedrich Merz has ques-
tioned whether NATO will
survive in its present form and
has spoken of establishing an
independent European
defence capability

As for India, there are both
opportunities and risks. For
one thing, a world where the
US. China and Russia have
détente 15 a more realistic mul-
tipolar world that suits India.
But it would be a world where
each pole is for itself. India will
not be able to relv on the US for
geopolitical support against
China, much less for a military
partnership that was outlined

treats its cultural and forest heritage in the name of
‘development.’ For decades, the Rock Garden hasstood
as a testament to human ingenuity, turning waste into
wonder. However, in what can only be described as an
ronic injustice, a part of this artistic and cherished land-
markis being razed to make space for asphalt and use by
polluting vehicles. The claim that the demolished wall
was not part of Nek Chand's original structure does lit-
tle to justify the destruction. A landmark’s significance
is not merelyin its blueprint but in the cultural and emo-
fional connection it holds for the people.

The rationale for this demolition is flawed on multi
plelevels. First, traffic congestion around the high court
is largely due to poor management, not the presence of
the Rock Garden. Sustainable alternatives, such as bet-
ter public transport and shuttle services, have been over-
looked. Plus, a systematic restructuring of case hsts by
the HC can reduce daily footfall at the court, addressing
traffic concerns. Second, the administration’s promise
of ‘relocating’ the wall and replanting trees does not
compensate for the rreversible loss of an ecosystem.
Chandigarh’s famed tree-lned landscape is already
under siege; removing century-old trees for road widen-
ing 15 another nail in the coffin of its ecological balance.

The larger question remaing: If courts, meant to be
guardians of justice, do not defend public heritage and
environmental integrity, who will? Chandigarh
deserves sustainable urban planning, not thoughtless
destruction disguised as progress.
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Dr Besant's view on panel discussions

[N thecourseofan interviewwith a representative of the Ad vocate
of Indic, Dr Annie Besant supplemented the statements and
observations she made to our representative during her bnef stay
at Lahore, Regarding the sub-committee appointed by the Com-
mittee of the All- Parties Conference, she said it had branched off
into two smaller sub-commuttees, one for framing a scheme of
Swara) and the other for setthing the Hindu-Mushim question, and
that while the latter had adjoumed without doing any tangible
work, the former had finished its labours within the prescribed
time and submitted a unanimous report to the General Secretary,
which would, however, not be issued to the Press until the other
branch of the sub-committee had finished its work, We do not
kenenw if this does not mean an indefinite postponement ofthe pub-
hication of the report, because so far as the Hindu-Mushm branch
of the sub-commuittee was concerned, Dr Besant said in the same
breath thatits “discussions could really never end if they were con-
ducted as at present by both sides.” "After all the discussions that
had taken place.” she added, “we were no wise than we were
betore, and when the committee met again on the 28th instant, it
wold probably begin its work afresh. Of the nature of the difficul-
ties that confronted this branch ofthe sub-committee, she inciden-
tally gave some idea to the interviewer. “The way Mr Jinnah put
his case,” she said, “was indeed very dever, but it really in sub-
stance amounted to this, that the Mussalmans ought to have rep-
resentation on the population basis where they were ina majonty
and s pecial representation where they were ina minority.”

cised him for living in a “disin-
formation bubble”, Trump

war in Ukraine, where he has
adopted what can, at best, be

half the mineral rights of
Ukraine to repay the money

off. His advisers such as Trea- by the recent Trump-Modi
sury Secretary Scott Bessent  joint statement.

The Europeans must be round the table in the negotiations with Russia. — Emmanuel Macron

The dailybattle
against hunger

RAVINDER KUMAR JAIN

UNGER 1s such a burning 1ssue that peo-
}Iﬂe often find themselves running from

pillar to post, day and night, searching for
employment to provide food for themselves and
their families. At times, there 15 50 much desper-
ation that they have to cluteh at straws. During
the Covid-19 pandemic. the Prime Minister
appeared on television and urged well-off people
to continue paying gig workers or daily-wagers
even if they missed a few days of work due to the
lockdown. His appeal must have resonated with
many, and undoubtedly, some did the needful

The gesture reminded me of an incident that
took place about two decades ago, when I decided
to renovate my house. The contractor who han-
dled the work lived in our neighbourhood. I
approached him, asking for an estimate of the ren-
ovation cost, including his labour charges, so that
I could apply for a loan from my employer. After
providing the details, he started the work, bring-
ing along a mason and three labourers every day.
He worked from 8 am to 5 pm. During the lunch
break around noon, he would go home for his
meal. His house was only a short walk away from
mine, while the other workers had lunch on the
first floor of my house.

At the time, I had taken leave to supervise the
construction along with my wife. One day, during
the lunch break, I decided to go upstairs toinspect
the work and chat with the mason and the labour-
ers. Three of them were eating together, while one
older worker was sitting alone in a corner, having
his meal in silence. Out of curiosity, 1 glanced at
his food and was shocked. He had two or three
rotis wrapped in a piece of paper; instead of sabz
ordaanl, he was eating them with salt. I immediate-
Iy rushed downstairs and asked my wife, “Do we
have anv vegetable dish right now? The old
labourer 1s eating rotis with just salt!™

She told me that she hadn't prepared anything
yvet, but therewas some leftover sabzi from the pre-
vious night in the fridge. I asked hertowarm it up
g0 I that could give it to the old man. That day., it
dawned on me what food meant to a hungry per-
gon. I also realised the enormity of a daily-wage
worker's struggle, especially if he or she misses
even a single day of work. It was a stark reminder
of the harsh realities some people faced every day
— truly, it was food for thought.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Attempt at polarisation
Refer to ‘When Trump. Modi and I talk, it's
called threat to democracy: Italian PM'; (ior-
gia Meloni's remarks smell of polarisation.
By accusing the Left of ‘hysteria’ and ‘dou-
ble standards’, she is painting the political
opposition as rrational rather than engaging
in a constructive debate. Her assertion that
rightists like Trump, Modi and herself are
unfairly labelled ‘a threat to democracy’
overlooks genuine concerns about gover-
nance and democratic principles. Instead of
uniting people, her rhetoric may deepen ide-
ological rifts by portrayving conservatives as
victims of a systemic bias, Democracy thrives
on dialogue and accountability, not grievance
politics. Leaders should inspire trust and
cooperation, not amplify discord.

BALEIR SINGH KAKKAR, JALANDHAR

MNeed more factories in Punjab
Apmopos of ‘Spare a thought for the unwept
migration’; the writer has gnven a historical per-
spective to the three waves of migration from
Punjab. The area under agriculture is shrinking
and the youth find working in felds neither
hicratiove nor attractive. Farmers, too, are strug-
gling for a fair price for their agneultural pro-
duce. An end to their struggle seems distant.
The state industry needs an impetus, beginnin g
with the revival of the Dharnwal woollen factory
and iron foundries in Batala, The deportees def-
mitely need a helping hand and a rehabilitation
plan at this juncture to come out of their tauma.
Launching a comprehensive employment poli-
oy, along with the revival of closed units or set-
ting up of new industries, isthe need of the hour
to reverse the migration trend.

RAVI SHARMA, DHARMWAL

Talk to stakeholders

Refer to 'Quick retreat’; one of the reasons
for the long pendency of cases in courts
across India is the frequent strikes by
lawyers. The proposed Advocates (Amend-
ment) Bill 15 well-iintentioned. However, the
problem 15 that it was being pushed without
taking into consideration the views of all
stakeholders. Another side of the coin is that
sometimes, the judges grant adjournments
liberally to keep the Bar in good humour. In
Sdajjan Kumar's case, the trial took 40 vears to

reach its lopical end. This 15 a poor reflection
on the functioning of courts, The Bar Couneil
of India should take stringent measures,
inchiding cancellation of licences, against
lawyers who resort to frequent strikes,

MD SHARMA, SHIMLA

Uttarakhand’s misplaced priorities
Refers to ‘Laptops over trees'; funds meant
for forest conservation were directed towards
nor-essential expenditure. Itis ironie that itis
happening in Uttarakbhand, which houses the
prestigious Forest Research Institute and the
Lal Bahadur Shastri National Academy of
Administration that trains administrators to
serve the people, The neglect of forests is wor-
risome as the 2013 Kedarnath disaster may
strike again if deforestation continues, There
15 an urgent need to increase the green cover
to save the flora and fauna of Uttarakhand
before any catastrophe occurs again.
SUBHASH VAID, NEW DELHI

Anti-ragging awareness
With reference to 6 Jindal varsity students
booked for mgging'; despite a ban on ragging,
it is still prevalent in many institutes. Parents
invest sipnificant amounts of money in their
wards' education and do not want to see them
tortured physically and mentally Educational
institutions must create awareness among stu-
dents about the consequences of ragging. If
institutions enforce strict rules, it may bring
about some change, The menace should be
tackled with severe penalties, including impris-
onment, as it can scar voung minds permanent-
Iy and endanger their lves too.

BHAVYA GULATI, PANCHEKULA

Vulgarity in the name of comedy

Apropos of ‘Outrage, obscenity and our
selective morality’; there is too much vulgar-
ity poing on in the name of comedy. Sexist
jokes and innuendo have become essential
ingredients of stand-up comedy. What was
once spoken in whispers 15 now being spoken
openly in our society. However, the violent
reactions to Ranveer Allahbadia's comments
15 a matter of concern. Death threats and
attacks on the family cannot be justified,
however offended one may feel.

ANTHONY HENRIQUES, MUMBAI

Letters to the Editor, typed in double space, should not exceed the 200-4word limit.
These should be cogently written and can be sent by e-mail to: Letters@iribunemall.com
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AVUIT PATHAK
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SN'T it absurd that we
cant think of anvthing
beyond a set of techni-
cal solutions — say, the
mstallation of suicide
poofing fans in  hostel
rooms, or nets in baleonies
and lobbies — to the recur-
ring problem of suicides or
the abrupt end of the lLfe-
journey of broken/shatt ered/
disillusioned young students
in Kota, which 1s a site of the
demonic coaching industry?

Well, in recent times, the
business of the Kota coach-
ing mdustry has somewhat
decdined because of the bad'
name it got as newspapers
began to report regularly
about the pathetic mental
health of yvoung aspirants. In
fact, the number of students
in Kota 1s falhing and. as a
report reveals, the annual
revenue of this business
enterprise has been reduced
to Rs 3500 crore from
Rs T000 crore.

However, nothing seems to
have changed as far as the
agony of voung minds is con-
cerned. In this vear only, sev-
enstudents have ended their
Irves by suicide and sought to
convey the messapge that they

could not bear the pressure
and fulfil the parental aspira-
tions for ‘good” careers/hucra-
tive salary packages.

It 15 sad that we are not yet
ready to think of a meaning-
ful solution to this sort of sui-
cide bevond the parameters
of the typical law and order’
discourse or evena setofrou-
tine counselling sessions’

In fact, it is high time some
of us began to rase certain
critical issues we seldom talk
about. In this context, as a
teacher and concerned citi-
zen, et me make four obser-
vations.

First, what has severely
damaged the intellectual/
psyvchic prowth of our chil-
dren is the faulty pattern of
education that has attached
almost one-sided importance
to one's performance in stan-
dardised tests, like the JEE,
NEET and CUET It has sys-
tematically devalued what
really matters for the ntellec-
tual, aesthetic and moral
development of the child.

And, I have no hesitation in
sayving that these standard-
ised tests destrov the joy of
learning and kill the ecstasy
of a ereatively nuanced criti-
cal pedagogy.

Instead of amusing the
learners curiosity or activat-
mg higher ability to think,
imterpret, contemplate and
go deeper into the exating
domain of scences and
humanities, these problemat-
ic MCQ-centric tests trans-
form him/her into a ‘“war
strategist, continually mas-

OPED
Deadly cost of hyper-com petrtlve education

CRIPPLING: As education is increasingly marketed, it losesits libertarian potential. isuNe PHOTO

tering the technique’ of iden-
tifying the ‘one and only one
oorrect answer’ — instanthy
and mechanically.

Second, in addition to the
obsession with standardised
tests, we are wilnessing
another disturbing phenom-
enon — the growth of ‘'dum-
my schools’. As these schools
have a setting with coaching
centres, young students need
not attend repular classes
and take part in the dynam-
s of school culture. Instead,
they do what coaching cen-
tres dictate — say, the act of
mastering the ‘success man-
uals or all sorts of strategies
for eracking such tests as the
JEE and NEET.

Be it physics or mathemat-
s, bhiology or chemistry

What has severely
damaged the
intellectual growth
of our kidsis the
one-sided
importance to ones
performance in
tests like the JEE,
NEET and CUET.

everything s reduced to an
MCQ question. No wonder,
the formative years of these
youngsters are spent in an
environment that proomotes
endless  drilling, mental
fatipue and hyper-competi
tveness and the chronic fear
of failure.

It destrovs the jov of learn-
ng, or the art explonng the
domains of science, culture
and aesthetics holistically,
creatively and mindfully. No
wonder, they miss what a
comprehensive school cul
ture pmvides — say, a life-
keng relationship with good
teachers, a spirtt of fellow feel-
mg and the jov of music, the-
atre, sports and other non-
utilitarian ereative pursuits,

Third, it 15 equally iImpor-

tant on the part of the parents
to accept a set of fundamental
facts about ther children's
unique apttudes, mnclina-

tions, capabilities and mental
orientations, For instance,
there is no harm if vour child
15 not particularly indined to
seience and mathematies.
Likewase, it 18 possible for a
child to have deep interestsin
the sp-called soft" domains —
say, music, literature, aesthet-
ics, theatre or social worl.

And, it is not a mistake on
the part of vour child if she/he
needs some breathing space
for exploring and under
standing what she/he really
wishes to do in life.

However, as the amoety-rid-
den middle class parents
abhor any Tisk!, they want
their kids to follow what is
seen as the standardised path
towand s a ‘secure’ career

S50, these yvoungsters, 1me-
spective of their ndinations
and capabibties, are com-
pelled to nurture the same
ambition that is seen as
‘acceptable”: the desire to
become a software engineer
or a doctor Quite often, it
becomes exceedingly diffi-
cilt for them to bear the
resultant psychic pressure
and fulfil the unnatural
parental ambitions.

No wonder, it is now com-
mon to find a suicde note
like this: T am the worst
daughter Sorry mummy,
papa. Yol lasts option ha”

And finally, let us accept
that the routinised acts like
pariksha pe charcha or a set

of counselling sessions fail to
address the real 1ssue,

The fart i1s that these
voungsters are suffering
because we hive In an over
populated society of perpetu-
al scareity:

Moreover, because of
the neoliberal'market-driven
doctrine of hyper<competi-
tiveness and the resultant
logic of the ‘survival of the
fittest’, the commodification
of almost every aspect of hife
seems to have become nor-
mal. As education 15 increas-
mgly commodified and mar-
keted, it loses its libertarian
potential. Nobody joins the
coaching industry to think
critically oractivate the facul-
ties that make us truly
humane, compassionate and
sensitive.

Likewise, these days, the
worth of being educated is
measured primarily in terms
of "placement and salary
package.” And this reckless
pressure to emerge as a
saleable commodity or a
resource” that the market
needs to use tends to eripple
one from deep inside. Alien-
ation or chronie nervousness
18 the price of 'success.
Indeed. as the latest National
Crime Records Bureau data
sugrests, with 13,044 student
suicrdes in a year an "epk
demic is sweeping India.”

Whenwill we wake up, initi-
ate a movement for structur
al and cultural transforma-
tion and give a life-affimming
vigion of education and voca-
tion to our children?

Howa legal lo ophole shields mantal rape in India

SHARAD 5 CHAUHAN
MD, PUNJAB POLICE
HOUSING CORPORATION

HE Chhattisgarh
High Court
acquitted a man
convicted under
sections 34 (cul-
pable homiade), 375 (rape)
and 377 (unnatural sexual
offence) of the IPC of the
death of his wife. The court
ruled that non-consensual
gex and unnat ural acts within
marnage do not constitute
offences due to the marital
rape exception under Section
375, The court extended this
exception to Section 377,
relying on the SC's decrimi
nalisation of homosesaiality.
While the judgment is legal-
ly sound, it 15 disheartening
that a woman lost her life after
enduring extremely pruesome
violations — details of which
cannot be reproduced This
resulted in the lass of her hon-
our. dipnity and s festesm. an
outcome  that sends chills
down the spine, leaving a
sense that something deeply
wrong remains unaddressed.
Marnage hasevoleed from a
contractual bond to a partner-
ship of equals, built on mutual
respect and consent. Yet, the
marital rape exception contn-
dicts this shift, perpetuating

abuse and denyving women
legal recourse, By presuming
perpetual consent, the law dis-
regands modem understand-
mngs of dignity, autonomy and
human rights. Legalising non-
consensual sex within mar-
nage undermines mdridual
freedom and the principle that
awife's bodily autonomy 15 as
vital asthat of a husband.

Globally, about one in three
women have experienced sex-
ual intimate partner violence
or non-partner sexual vio-
lence in their lifetime (WHO,
2021}, A study has found that
sexcual violence from imtimate
partners inwomen aged 15-49
ranged 6-09 per cent across 10
countries (WHO, 2006).

The National Family Health
Surveys (NFHS) and National
Crime BRecords Bureau
(NCEE )are primary sounces of
national-level data on vinlence
against women in India How-
ever, the data moludes only
reported cases and marital rape
15 ot legally recopnised, lead-
ing o less than 1 per cent of
such cases being reported

Resohing mantal rape in
India is complexcdue to cultur
a norms swrounding  mar
nage and sexuality Unlike
western societies that empha-
sise individual autonomy, the
Indiansocety tends to be more
conservative, with lirmited
open discussion onsexual mat-
ters. Women face socetal pres-
sure to conform to traditional
miles and any deviation is often
seen as a threat to the mestitu-
tion of marnage. The concept
of consent within marmriage is
complicated by cultural and
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FACT: A society that denies women dignity and auto nomy imperils its own moml foundation. FiLE moTo

maral impheations, where, in
more conservative areas, men
rmay feel a strong expectation
i fulfill thar sexual needs
within mamage as sex outside
of it 15 either unavailable or
morally rejected. This can bhur
the ine between entitlement
and mutual consent.

Acoording to a study by
Deosthah et al, which analyses
data, a 2010 survey found that
one in five men reported fore-
g their wives into sesc. In naral
Eamatakca, 36 per cent women
agreed that husbands might
foree sex even if their wives
refused. A Chennai study
fund 31 per cent women
reported sesual violence by
hushands whilea surveyin TP
found 32 per cent husbands
admitted to forcng sex

The NFHS (2019-2020)
shenws that 29 per cent mamied
women have experienced

Marriage has
evolved froma
contractualbondto
a partnership of
equals, built on
mutual respectand
consent. Yet, the
marital
rape exception

contradicts this shift.

physical or sexual violence
from their husbands. Studies
alsohighlight high rates of seax-
ual vinlence dunng pregnancy,
with 40 percent women report-
g violence dunng pregnancy,

These figures hkely under-
report the prevalence of mari-
tal rape due to stipma. Mantal
rape leads to severe physical,
sexital, reproductive and pey-
chological health issues for
women. Hesearch shows that
abusive husbands are more
likely to engage in extramari-
tal senc, have sesqually transmit-
ted infections and expose their
spouses to ncreased health
nsks. Sesal violenceis linked
to stillbirths, pehae inflamma-
tory diseases, imited acoess to
prenatal care and even suicide
attempts by women.

These findings raise seri-
ous questions about the cost

women have to pay to "save”
the institution of marnage,
often cited as a reason to
exempt marital rape,
tal rape in 1965, leading to a
rnse in reported cases and pub-
bic awareness, A2013 study by
the Swedish National Councl
for Cnme Prevention showed
that this legal change coupled
with publbe education on con-
sent. helped women identify
non-consensual sex as rape. It
also empowered women to
seel hdpfromauthorities and
support organisations,
redefining marriage as a part-
nership based on equality and
mutual respect, which fos-
tered broader social changes,
The crimmalisation of man-
tal rape has brought about sig-
nificant shifts in socetal atti-
tudes and increased reporing.
In the UK (1991), it empowered
women to recopnise mantal
rapeas an abuse of power, kead-
mg to higher reporting rates
(Eelly & Gavey, 2001). In the
US(1993). legal reforms raised
awareness, reduced tolerance
and underscored a womarns
rght o refuse sex in marnage
(WJournal of Interpersonal Vio-
lence, 20051, In Australia (1981),
it resulted in higher reporting
and presecution, with a shift in
sorietal views from  seeing
frreed sex asa private matterto
acknonsdedging it as a violation
of personal rights (Austmlian
Institute of Cnminc ogy, 2008).
Though imitially met with
opposition, these  legal
changes pradually fostered
greater recopnition of women s
rghts ard helped instill more

progressive values in society.

The Justice Verma Com-
mittee (2013), the 2014 Spe-
cial Rapporteur on Violence
Against Women, and the Pam
Rajput Committee (2015) rec-
ommended — criminalising
marttal mpe, sayingthat mar-
riage does not imply consent.
While international law
recognises marital mpe, 36
countries, mduding India, do
not. Its ecriminalisation would
ensure proper law enforee-
ment response, SUrvivor sup-
port and alignment with
global human rights norms.

Becogrising and criminalis-
g marital rape in India faces
challenges hke cultural resist-
ance, potential misuse, inade-
quatesupport systems, judicial
burden and mantal tensions,

While lepgal recognition is
vital, a holistic approach is
equally cnucial —encompass-
mg comprehensve sex educs
tion, stmonger marnage coun-
selling, legal literacy, victim
support, gender sensitisation,
open discussions on consent,
community mterventions and
reinforced legal protections. A
multifaceted stratepy oome
bining education  legal reform
and socwetal support 1s essen-
tial for lasting change.

Even the Mahobharata,
degpite its narmtives of
wronged women, upholds an
undeniable truth in the
Anushosana Pamwa (The
Book of Precepts ) "The right-
eousness of men depends
upon women,” A society that
denies women dignity and
autonomy imperils its own
moral foundation.
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PAPER WITH PASSION

German election Tik Toked

As Germany votes to elect its new chancellor, far right may
make substantial gains thanks to its Tik Tok campaign

lapse of the three-party coalition government at the end of last year. With 59.2

G ermany votes in a snap federal election, a political shake-up triggered by the col-

million eligible voters, this election is set to reshape the country’s political land-
scape, potentially heralding a shift towards conservatism and a stronger far-right pres-
ence. At the forefront of the race is Friedrich Merz, the 69-year-old leader of the con-
servative Christian Democratic Union (CDU). Merz has emerged as the frontrunner to
become Germany’s next chancellor, advocating for economic stability, stricter immigra-
tion policies, and a reassertion of Germany’s leadership in Europe.The far-right Alternative
for Germany (AfD) is poised to make historic gains, emerging as the second-largest
political force. This comes at the expense of Chancellor Olaf Scholz’s Social Democratic
Party (SPD), which has suffered due to economic stagnation and dissatisfaction with
the previous coalition government.The Green Party and the Free Democrats (FDP), both

part of the fallen coalition, have also struggled to main-
tain voter confidence. Meanwhile, the Left Party is fight-
ing to remain relevant amid internal divisions and the
broader shift in political sentiment.

This election is taking place at a critical juncture for
Germany, with pressing domestic and international chal-
lenges shaping the national narrative. Germany, the EU’s
largest economy, is grappling with slow growth, ris-
ing inflation, and concerns about industrial competi-
tiveness. Many voters are looking for a leader who can
restore economic stability and drive innovation.
Besides, the country has faced growing debates over
migration policies, with many Germans expressing con-

cerns about integration and border security. The AfD has capitalised on this sentiment,
calling for stricter immigration controls. With growing geopolitical tensions, including
relations with China, Russia, and the United States, Germany’s next leader will need to
navigate foreign policy challenges carefully. But the biggest factor that is being analysed
is why the AfD is gaining ground? Indeed, the rise of the AfD can be attributed to sev-
eral factors. Firstly, economic dissatisfaction has pushed voters towards populist rhetoric,
with the AfD portraying itself as the party of change. Secondly, frustration with the pre-
vious coalition’s handling of immigration and energy policy has bolstered nationalist sen-
timents. An interesting aspect of this election has been the role played by social media,
particularly TikTok. The AfD has effectively leveraged TikTok to reach younger audiences,
spreading populist messages through short, engaging videos, often laced with nega-
tive content. Meanwhile, mainstream parties have struggled to counteract misinforma-
tion and viral narratives that favor the far-right.This election underscores the growing
influence of digital platforms in modern politics, raising questions about regulation and
the impact of algorithm-driven content on democratic processes. Whatever the outcome,
it will have far-reaching implications for Germany, the EU and beyond.

A parrot perches on a ‘Palas’ flower, in Bastar
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New VC appointment rules

undermine State autonomy

The UGC’s draft guidelines, while ostensibly aimed at ensuring uniformity in VC
appointments, have opened a Pandora’s box of political and constitutional concerns

he University Grants
Commissions (UGC)
draft  guidelines
proposing a shift in the
appointment of Vice-
Chancellors (VCs) have ignited a
political storm. By granting
Chancellors—predominantly
Governors—the authority to con-
stitute search-cum-selection com-
mittees for appointing VCs, the
UGC has stirred concerns about
federalism, state autonomy, and
academic independence.
Adding to the controversy, non-
compliance with these guide-
lines could disqualify state univer-
sities from UGC funding
schemes, creating a direct clash
between the Centre and opposi-
tion-ruled states such as Tamil
Nadu, Kerala, West Bengal,
Punjab, and Himachal Pradesh.
This move, seen as a veiled
attempt to centralise power over
state universities, places the spot-
light on India’s federal structure
and the simmering tension
between state governments and
Governors, especially in opposi-
tion-led states. At the core of the
debate is the growing role of
Governors, often viewed as prox-
ies of the Centre, in state gover-
nance.
Historically, state governments
have played a central role in
appointing VCs by constituting
independent search committees.
However, the UGC's draft propos-
es a shift, granting Governors—
functioning as Chancellors of
state universities—control over
these committees.
Governors, constitutionally
expected to act as neutral figures,
have increasingly been accused of
serving partisan interests, partic-
ularly in states like Tamil Nadu,
Kerala, and West Bengal. By for-
malizing the Governor’s role in
academic appointments, the
UGC guidelines risk politicising
the process, potentially under-
mining academic independence
and turning universities into ide-
ological battlegrounds.The fears
of state governments are not
unfounded.
In Tamil Nadu, for example, the
DMK has accused the Governor
of deliberately delaying VC
appointments to push candidates
aligned with the ruling party at
the Centre. Similarly, Kerala has
witnessed repeated stand-offs
between the Governor and the
state government over academic
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appointments. The new guide-
lines only add fuel to these
already volatile relationships.
The UGC’s draft guidelines
also raise significant constitu-
tional questions. Education, as

a subject wunder the
Concurrent List, allows both
the Centre and states to legis-
late on it. However, the
Constitution also upholds fed-
eral principles, granting states
substantial control over their
universities.

The new guidelines, by
empowering Governors to
dominate the VC appoint-
ment process, are being viewed
as an encroachment on states’
jurisdiction.Several states may
challenge these guidelines in
court, arguing that they violate
the federal structure enshrined
in the Constitution. States like
Tamil Nadu have already
passed laws to curtail the
Governor’s powers in academ-
ic governance, reflecting a
broader pushback against what
they see as an overreach by the
Centre.

For opposition-ruled states,
where educational institutions
are often viewed as bastions of
intellectual and political auton-
omy, the UGC’s guidelines
have deepened fears of central
overreach. The ruling dispen-
sations in states like Tamil
Nadu, Kerala, and West Bengal
have expressed strong appre-
hensions about Governors
using this newfound authori-
ty as an extension of the
Centre’s political influence.
In West Bengal, Chief
Minister Mamata Banerjee’s
government has long accused
the Governor of interfering in
the state’s affairs, particularly in
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THE FEAR

IS THAT SUCH
INTERFERENCE
COULD STIFLE
INTELLECTUAL
DIVERSITY,
WITH
UNIVERSITIES
BECOMING
VEHICLES FOR
PROPAGATING
THE CENTRAL
GOVERNMENT’S
POLITICAL
AGENDA

the educational domain. The
UGC guidelines could exacer-
bate this friction, allowing the
Governor to influence
appointments to academic
institutions. Such moves, crit-
ics argue, undermine the intel-
lectual independence that uni-
versities in the state have his-
torically enjoyed.

In Kerala, where the Left
Democratic Front (LDF) gov-
ernment has vociferously
defended educational autono-
my, the guidelines are being
seen as an outright encroach-
ment on the state’s constitu-
tional rights. The state govern-
ment fears that politicised
appointments could compro-
mise the ideological neutrali-
ty and academic standards of
its universities.

The DMK-led Tamil Nadu
government has also repeated-
ly opposed the Governor’s
increasing interference in edu-
cational appointments. The
state has even passed legisla-
tion to reduce the Governor’s
control over the VC selection
process, only to have it stalled
by the Governor. For Tamil
Nadu, these new guidelines are
adirect challenge to the state’s
efforts to safeguard its educa-
tional institutions from exter-
nal political influence.
Universities, as centres of
higher learning, thrive on
autonomy and academic free-
dom. The UGC's intervention
threatens to compromise these
principles by potentially turn-
ing VCs into political
appointees. Critics argue that
such appointments could
erode academic indepen-
dence, with VCs prioritising
political allegiance over edu-

Navigating differences: Lessons in

collaboration from a life in leadership
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cational excellence. In oppo-
sition-led states, this concern
is particularly acute.
The fear is that such interfer-
ence could stifle intellectual
diversity, with universities
becoming vehicles for propa-
gating the central govern-
ments political agenda.This
interference also undermines
the confidence of academi-
cians and researchers.
Scholars worry that political
considerations will outweigh
merit in appointments, lead-
ing to a decline in the quality
of higher education. The
resulting chilling effect could
discourage free thought and
innovation in academic insti-
tutions.
The controversy over VC
appointments is emblematic of
a larger tussle between the
Centre and states over feder-
alism. For states like Tamil
Nadu, Kerala, and West
Bengal, the guidelines repre-
sent an erosion of their auton-
omy in managing critical
domains such as education.
This growing centralisation
also poses questions about
the role of Governors in a fed-
eral structure.
A balanced approach, one
that respects state autonomy
while ensuring accountability
in academic governance, is the
need of the hour. Without
such a resolution, the guide-
lines risk becoming another
flashpoint in the Centre-state
relationship, with significant
implications for India’s feder-
al structure and the future of
its education system.
(The writer is a senior politi-
cal analyst and strategic
affairs columnist)

SANJAY CHANDRA

My experiences have taught me that to find common ground one must show

patience, open to dialogue and accomodate perspectives different from your own

a small library within my

condominium complex.
A lady was apprehensive
about the criticism from a
select few for the expenditure
on this noble venture. Her
sharp rejoinder that she could
never stoop so low to my sim-
ple solution of inviting the
critics to inaugurate the
library left me seething.
In another instance, a lady
unequivocally told me that
she would not work with
another lady in the Art and
Literature Festival  am orga-
nizing within my society. I
found their response irra-
tional.I have worked in the
government sector for more
than 30 years out of the 35
years of an active profession-
al life.
The initial 17 years were
spent in handling big teams of
literate or semi-literate staff.
My success depended upon
their performance. I could not
achieve much without the
support of subordinates,
peers, and superiors. I did not
have the luxury of going back
to my seniors to shift a per-
son if he did not perform. I
also could not go back asking
for a transfer if I felt over-
whelmed by the people who

Ihave been trying to set up

had strong unions, and who
would not hesitate to run me
down even at the slightest hint
of weakness. I was taking
stock of the previous day’s
performance with my senior
supervisor in my very first
posting in a maintenance
shed that had more than
1,000 staff.

A group of staff and their
leaders barged into the room
to air their grievances. An
unruly element from the
crowd threw an earthen tea
cup to landed right in front of
me on the table. T had to gulp
down the insult to present a
brave face as I thundered in
the most authoritative voice I
could muster that the meet-
ing was over and I would not
discuss any further.

It turned out that they were
testing me and the leaders
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tried their best to be on my
right side.A senior visited
my shop floor during lunch
hours in another posting in a
production unit a few years
later.

A place where a lot of grease
was used was usually quite
gloomy with layers of the
sticky substance accumulating
over years. The shop floor
would also not be the clean-
est of the places at lunchtime.
Railways was an extremely
hierarchical organisation with
the seniors considering them-
selves masters at insulting
the subordinates, particular-
ly the officers, who would not
retaliate in front of the staff
out of a sense of propriety.
This senior gentleman shout-
ed at me that if the cleaning
staff was not available, then I
should have cleaned myself.

My supervisor and the staff
showed more compassion as
they rushed around. There
were many such incidents
when I felt degraded and
insulted. I did not have the
same options that the two
young ladies wanted to exer-
cise. To give credit to both,
they are well educated, one of
them having studied psy-
chology in college, the other
is a medical professional. I
find a similar unwillingness in
other younger professionals.
They are rigid in their
approach to daily problems
and would rather not talk to
a person with contrary opin-
ions than sit down to resolve
them. The attitude often spills
into the personal lives also.
There would always be some
difficult times. There is a
need to discuss and find a
middle ground.

I would like to bring their
attention to the famous words
of Abraham Lincoln, “I do not
like that man. I must get to
know him better.” It will take
alot of time and effort. But in

the end, it will be worth it.
(The author is an electrical
engineer with the Indian
Railways and conducts class-
es in creative writing; views
are personal)

FARMERS DESERVE FAIR PRICES
Madam — The Union Agriculture
Minister talking about the government
working out schemes (February 23) to pre-
vent distress sale of farm produce is wel-
come. India continues to be predominant-
ly an agrarian country. It's contribution to
the country’s GDP was around 51 per cent
at the time the country got freedom. Still,
we had to depend on aids like PL480 to
feed the poor. Thanks to the green revo-
lution taken up with all by the government
as well as the farming community with all
sincerity the country is upgraded to food
surplus status. But due to the shifting of
focus from agriculture to industry, agri-
culture is suffering the worst, facing all
sorts of odds at every level.
Though every commodity’s price is fixed
by the producer, it doesn’t hold good for
the farm produce. The government does-
n't volunteer to take the ground reality into
account and fix the cost, leaving it to the
market dynamics. This policy has allowed
the middlemen to play havoc. This reali-
ty, coupled with the apathetic moves of the
government, has resulted in millions of
farmers resorting to committing suicide.
Many small farmers are deserting their
farming activities and migrating to cities
seeking daily wage jobs for their livelihood.
The government is still not sensitised to
address the issues but comes out with plans
to monopolise farming by a few private
corporations. It is good that the minister
has now talked about the woes of the farm-
ers who fail to get reasonable returns and
the consumers who fail to get the benefit
of the plenty. It would be a meaningful act
of the government to discuss with the
farmers and address their woes without
attaching any political strings. Farmers are
the real wealth creators and providers of
food security.

A G Rajmohan | Anantapur

MEDIA TARGETS KIT UNIVERSITY

Madam— After the suicide of a Nepali stu-
dent at Odisha’s KIIT University following
an unhealthy relationship, some sections
of the media are targeting the university

Virat shines as India heats Pakistan

by six wickets in their group A match

of the ICC Champions Trophy 2025
at the Dubai International Cricket stadi-
um. Virat Kohli has once again proved
his supremacy against Pakistan in the ICC
tournaments, delivering a scintillating
unbeaten century with a memorable
knock off 111 balls. The win propelled
India to the top of Group A with 4 points,

India has beaten its archrival Pakistan

to satisfy their agenda. Now, the context of
justice for the deceased girl has been divert-
ed to their own vendetta. As a result, the
last couple of days have been very dramat-
ic for the student fraternity.
Other students in KIIT who have come for
higher studies from outside and their par-
ents have been in a distributing mind state.
They should not suffer from the media
trial. Considering the incident, the state
government formed a high-level commit-
tee to probe into it. Now it's become a polit-
ical farce; every day different political out-
fits are staging protests in the evening in
front of the main gate like a daily routine,
which is ruining the academic environment
on the campus. Amid all of this, we should
not forget the contributions of this univer-
sity to the sports and education systems of
the state. Let’s make a healthy environment
for the other students of KIIT and have
faith in the law.

Susant Pal | Bhubaneshwar

TRUMP DISRUPTING WORLD ORDER
Madam — US President Donald Trump’s
economic and geopolitical decisions have

virtually securing a semifinal berth,
while Pakistan faced the threat of an early
exit, suffering their second consecutive
defeat. Kohlis knock featuring seven
exquisite boundaries dismantled
Pakistan’s hopes as their premier pacers
Shaheen Shah Afridi and Haris Rauf
struggled to make an impact after Afridi
dismissed Rohit Sharma (20 off 15) early
with a fiery yorker. It is Kohli’s 51st ODI
tonne by becoming the fastest batter to
reach 14000 ODI runs during his innings.
With 51 centuries in ODIs and 30 in Tests,
with 7 double centuries in international
cricket, Kohli is regarded as one of the
greatest batsmen of all time. Kohli is often
referred to as the King Kohli by his fans
and supporters due to his achievements
and contributions to the game.

P Victor Selvaraj | Tirunelveli

raised global concerns. His imposition of
tariffs on Mexico, Canada, Brazil, and
China has strained trade relations. His
remarks about annexing Canada and
Panama are alarming, while his character-
isation of India as the highest tariff-impos-
ing nation risks diplomatic tensions. On
foreign policy, Trump’s abandonment of
Ukraine, despite US Democrats pushing
it into conflict with Russia, has left the
nation vulnerable.
His call for Palestinians to vacate Gaza and
seek refuge in Egypt and Jordan adds to
Middle East instability. If America alien-
ates nations through unilateral policies, it
risks losing global leadership. A hostile US
stance could push China and Russia clos-
er. No country, not even the US, can
remain strong forever without allies. For
America to truly remain great, Trump
must adopt a more cooperative and bal-
anced approach to international rela-
tions.

Gopalaswamy J | Chennai
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THE HANDWRITING BLUES:
A STORY OF DECLINE

Some see handwriting as a reflection of character, but it
shifts, evolves and often declines beyond recognition

SRS
APS MALHOTRA
S ome conjecture that a person’s handwriting can give a glimpse

into that person’s character. But | am a sceptic in this regard,

because, in my opinion, the handwriting of an individual is not
a constant, but keeps on morphing as time goes by. A case in point
is your humble friend, who has seen his handwriting deteriorate over
the past few decades, till now, in my fifth decade, it is nothing more
than a painstaking, almost illegible scrawl- although, with the advent
of the now ubiquitous personal computer and other sundry devices,
the negative impact of this deterioration has been minimised, espe-
cially in official work. Because today, when | write a note on any
file with my hand, others find it rather difficult to ‘decrypt’.
Even filling simple financial documents like a cheque is a nightmare
now, a stiff challenge, that is increasingly being left to my better
half to handle, as bank people, on a few occasions, have raised doubts
about the authenticity of my signature. But before the readers start
commiserating about the sad and agonising state of my handwrit-
ing, | will share with them that this was not always the case. In the
early years of school, | was the darling of my teachers because of
my neat and clean handwriting, which made me the cynosure of
my peers. Writing on four-line copies, | would get full marks in English
handwriting.
The slide commenced from middle school onwards, when | shift-
ed from writing with a pencil to writing with a ball pen, and the copy
changed from one with four lines to that with two lines. But the hand
was still steady, and teachers did not have any problem reading my
answer sheets, as was evident from the good grades | continued
to get in my exams. But | am sure, that as | entered college and the
university in the mid-eighties, the good professors would have become

increasingly impatient in poring over my messy answer sheets, with
scribbles galore. Throughout, my father, a diligent and thorough gen-
tleman, with very precise and beautiful handwriting, kept counselling
me to stem the rot, even as | secured a job in the public sector in
1991. He gently warned that it would adversely impact my prospects
of growth in the corporate world, especially when this was the peri-
od when all office work was conducted on well-defined sheets of
paper- which, in my case, were to be yellow pages.
Before leaving for Bombay (as Mumbai was then called), | scoffed
at Dad’s gentle, but consistent reprimands.It was only when | took
my first, tentative steps in the company did | realise that what Dad
had been emphasising over the years was not an iota away from
the truth. | faced a mild, personal nudge from some bosses on this
account, but others were not so kind, and their reaction bordered
on outright contempt, reprimand and disapproval. But Dad was an
eternal optimist. He still harboured a strong wish to get my hand-
writing back on track, even at this stage, for which he purchased
a book- ‘Techniques to improve your handwriting’. | was back in
kindergarten.
So, whenever | came home to Delhi for a break, he would insist that
| sit with him, at least for some time, and practice on ways to improve
my, by now abominable handwriting. But by this point, my mind,
like that of all young men, was engrossed in finer things of life than
improving my writing ability, which, | realised, was destined to be
an exercise in futility. This cat-and-mouse game continued even after
| got married in 1993. It was only after | became a father in 1995
did Dad finally buried his desire to improve my handwriting to a decent
level.

(The author is a freelance writer; views are personal)

facebook.com/dailypioneer | @TheDailyPioneer | instagram.com/dailypioneer/

RBI should go for an

‘accommodative’ stance

While inflation has been steadily declining, the RBI opted to retain its ‘neutral’ stance,
signaling a measured approach rather than give push to boost liquidity and demand

n February 7, 2025, the :

Reserve Bank of India (RBI)

Governor Sanjay Malhotra :

announced the decisions :

taken by the six-member :
Monetary Policy Committee (MPC) iniits :
sixth bi-monthly meeting of the current :
financial year (FY). It has reduced the pol- :
icy rate or the repo rate (the interest rate :
at which the RBI lends to banks) by 25 :
basis points to 6.25 per cent. This marks :
the first repo rate cut in nearly five years. :
Moreover, it has continued with a neutral :
stance which it shifted in its fourth bi- :
monthly review/announcement on :
October 10, 2024, from its earlier stance :
of “withdrawal of accommodation” 1In :
2016, the Union Government put in place
an institutionalized framework to enable :
the MPC to formulate monetary policy :
and determine the key interest rates :
including the policy rate for inflation tar- :
geting. It mandated the RBI to fix the pol- :
icy rate in such a manner as to maintain R
the Consumer Price Index or CPI (it cor-
responds to a basket that includes food,
fuel, manufactured goods, and select ser- :
vices) within the target range of 4 per cent
(+/- 2 per cent). :
The RBI decides the policy rates once in :
two months during each FY. The man- :
date initially given for five years ending
March 31, 2021, has since been extend- :
ed for a further period of five years. The :
current mandate will continue till March
31,2026. The other crucial policy instru-

i “neutral” stance connotes that the
i RBI has vowed to keep its options
: flexible meaning it will neither
i squeeze liquidity by restricting
i credit availability and keeping pol-
i icy rates high nor go for unre-
i strained lending at low interest
: rates.

¢ While inflation targeting is impor-
! tant, it is equally necessary to dove-

THE

PROBLEM IS

RBI'S
OBSESSION
WITH
INFLATION.
MALHOTRA
ECOGNISES

- THAT INFLATION

IS ON A

DOWNWARD
TRAJECTORY.
YET, HE DOESN'T

WANT TO

'RELINQUISH HIS

ment the RBI uses for targeting inflation : NEUTR AL
is Liquidity - jargon for the quantum of : :
credit available in the banking system. : STANCE CITI NG

Pumping more liquidity along with a :
reduction in the policy rate represents a :
scenario which in jargon is described as :
an ‘accommodative’ policy stance. The ter- :

GLOBAL
FCONOMIC

minology was coined by the outgoing gov- ! C H A |_ L E N G E S
ernor Shaktikanta Das in June 2019 | «
when he started going for aggressive cuts : PROGRESS IN
in the policy rate and an increase in cred- ! GLOBAL:

it availability.

Since June 2022 the RBI changed its stance
to “withdrawal of accommodation” and :
had stuck to it till October 9, 2024, when :
in the fourth bi-monthly review, the MPC :
decided to go for a “neutral” stance. A

DISINFLATION IS

STALLING”;

tail the monetary policy to sustain
the momentum of high growth.
During the second quarter of the
current FY, growth in GDP plum-
meted to alow of 5.4 per cent down
from a high of 8.1 per cent during
the second Qr of FY 2023-24.

For the current FY 2024-25, it is esti-
mated at 6.4 percent as against 8.2
percent recorded during FY 2023-
24. Seen in this backdrop and an
overarching need to achieve a
growth of 8 per cent on a sustained
basis in line to make India a ‘devel-
oped economy’ by 2047, the RBI
could have given the desired push.
It could have gone for an ‘accom-
modative’ policy stance by opting
for a significant cut in the policy rate
and pumping sufficient cash into the
banking system. However, it has
stuck to a “neutral” stance while
reducing the repo rate by a small
0.25 per cent.RBIs reluctance has to
do with a mindset that was reflect-
ed in ex-Governor Das’s observation
while announcing the first bi-
monthly policy of the current FY.
He had said “The elephant has now
gone out for a walk and appears to
be returning to the forest.

We would like the elephant to
return to the forest and remain there
on a durable basis” Put simply, he
meant there was no need to start
reducing interest rates until inflation
reached the target of 4 per cent and
stayed at that level. The incumbent
Governor has continued with this
mindset. In February 2023, the pol-
icy rate was at a peak of 6.5 per cent.

: During FY 2022-23, the CPI infla-
¢ tion was hovering around 8 percent.

In the following year, it started
decreasing from 7.4 per cent in July
2023 to 5 per cent in September
2023, 4.8 per cent in October 2023
and 5.1 per cent during
January/February 2024. For FY
2023-24, it was 5.4 percent. During
the current FY also, it has kept low;
5.08 percent in June 2024 and
3.54 percent in July of 2024. After
a brief spurt of 6.2 per cent in
October 2024, in January 2025, it
declined to 4.3 per cent.

During FY 2024-25, the RBI has
estimated it at 4.8 percent. Given the
above, from the third quarter of FY
2023-24, the CPI inflation has
remained well within the target
range of 4 per cent (+/- 2 per cent).
This position continues during the
current FY. For FY 2025-26, the RBI
expects it to be 4.2 per cent. Thus,
there was a strong case for a signif-
icant reduction in the repo rate
besides the injection of sufficient lig-
uidity. This would have helped in
stimulating demand thereby giving
aboost to economic growth besides
helping millions of borrowers
reduce their EMIs and helping
industries, especially MSMEs
reduce the cost of servicing their
loans. But, this was not to be.

The problem is RBI's obsession with
inflation. Malhotra recognizes that
inflation is on a downward trajec-
tory. Yet, he doesn't want to relin-
quish his neutral stance citing glob-
al economic challenges “progress in
global disinflation is stalling”

Put simply, he fears imported infla-
tion impacting CPI hence, a “neu-
tral stance will provide MPC flexi-
bility to respond to evolving macro-
economic environment” A major
factor contributing to wide varia-
tions in CPI inflation is food infla-
tion which has a weight of around
40 per cent and is impacted pre-
dominantly by supply side/season-
al factors whereas monetary policy
instruments work on the demand
side. Invariably, food inflation main-
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tains an upward trend even as a
small disruption in supply caused
by seasonal factors can lead to spi-
ralling prices.
As long as food remains a part of the
CPI basket, inflation targeting will
always remain a problem. There is
an urgent need to exclude it while
setting benchmark interest rates, an
idea that was mooted by the Chief
Economic Advisor in the Economic
Survey (ES) for 2023-24. The CEA
argued that monetary policy has no
bearing on the prices of food items,
which are dictated by supply-side
pressures.
For instance, during 2021-22, wheat
output was affected by unusually
high temperatures. During 2022-23,
rains accompanied by hailstorms
acted as a spoiler. During the first
half of FY 2023-24, food inflation
went up due to a spike in the prices
of vegetables caused by seasonal fac-
tors. The spurt in food prices dur-
ing October 2024 also had to do
with supply-side pressures only.
The RBI can achieve little to con-
trol them by keeping the policy rate
high. The RBI should take the idea
mooted in the ES - 2023-24 on
board. Meanwhile, it should consid-
er reducing the weight of food infla-
tion in CPI to reflect the contem-
porary reality. The current 40 per
cent weight is based on the
Consumption Expenditure Survey
(CES) of 2011-12 whereas
Summary Statistics from the 2022-
23 CES point towards a significant
reduction.
While formulating its monetary pol-
icy, the RBI’s prime responsibility is
to ensure macro-economic stabili-
ty its pivotal focus being on keep-
ing inflation within reasonable
bounds. However, it can’t be obliv-
ious of the dire need to support eco-
nomic growth which could be
adversely impacted if it doesnt
relax the credit environment.

(The writer is a policy analyst;

views are personal)

M23 rebellion and Rwanda’s role: The escalating crisis in Eastern Democratic Republic of Congo

At the heart of this conflict lies a web of ethnic tensions, political grievances, and economic exploitation, particularly vast mineral wealth of DRC

he recent escalation of
I violence in the eastern
Democratic Republic of
the Congo (DRC) is a stark
reminder of the region’s deep-
rooted instability. The resur-
gence of the M23 rebellion,
which led to the seizure of
Goma and further advances
into South Kivu, is not mere-
ly an internal Congolese cri-
sis—it is a conflict with signif-
icant regional and interna-
tional implications. Rwanda’s
involvement, whether direct or
indirect, remains contentious,
as accusations of its support for
M23 persist.
While Kigali denies these alle-
gations, the sophistication of
M23’s operations raises serious
questions about its backing. At
the heart of this crisis lies a
complex mix of ethnic ten-
sions, political grievances, and
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economic exploitation, partic-
ularly concerning the DRC’s
vast mineral wealth. For
years, Rwanda has been
accused of providing M23
with financial and military
support, a claim reinforced by
multiple UN reports and state-
ments from Western govern-
ments. Kigali, however, insists
that it is acting in self-defence,
citing the threat posed by the
Democratic Forces for the

Liberation of Rwanda (FDLR),
a Hutu militia operating in
eastern DRC with historical
ties to the perpetrators of the
1994 Rwandan genocide. Yet,
Rwanda’s actions go beyond
border security. The conflicts
economic dimension cannot
be ignored, with Rwanda being
accused of profiting from the
illicit exploitation of Congolese
minerals, particularly coltan, a
key component in electronic
devices.

The capture of Rubaya, a
coltan-rich area, by M23 last
year suggests that economic
interests play a crucial role in
shaping the rebellion’s trajec-
tory. M23 claims to be fight-
ing for the rights of ethnic
Tutsis in eastern DRC, arguing
that the Congolese govern-
ment has failed to protect
them from persecution. While

there is historical evidence of
ethnic violence against Tutsis
in the region, M23’s actions
undermine its credibility.
Rather than advocating for
political rights through diplo-
matic means, the group has
engaged in violence, forced
displacement, and human
rights violations. Its strategy of
seizing key cities and resource-
rich territories suggests an
agenda extending far beyond
self-defence.

The DRC, backed by the inter-
national community, has dis-
missed M23’s claims, arguing
that the group is acting as a
proxy for Rwanda’s regional
ambitions. The latest attempt
by regional leaders to broker
peace, with the Southern
African Development
Community (SADC) and the
East African Community

(EAC) calling for an immedi-
ate ceasefire, reflects a growing
recognition that the crisis can-
not be resolved through mili-
tary means alone. However,
the reality on the ground tells
a different story. M23 had
briefly declared a ceasefire
before resuming attacks, sig-
nalling that diplomatic efforts
are struggling to keep up with
battlefield developments.

The DRC’s call for UN sanc-
tions against Rwanda, coupled
with protests in Kinshasa

where demonstrators burned
portraits of President Paul
Kagame, indicates a deepening
rift between the two countries.
With diplomatic ties severed
and hostilities intensifying,
the prospects for a negotiated
settlement remain bleak.

A purely military solution is
unlikely to yield lasting peace.
The Congolese army has his-
torically struggled to contain
well-equipped rebel groups,
and the presence of the UN
peacekeeping  mission,
MONUSCO, has done little to
prevent the latest wave of vio-
lence. Foreign military inter-
vention, whether from region-
al forces or international
actors, risks escalating the sit-
uation rather than resolving it.
The most viable path forward
is a combination of military
containment and political

engagement. Strengthening
the DRC’s security forces to
prevent further territorial loss-
es is crucial, but diplomatic
efforts must also address the
root causes of the conflict,
including ethnic grievances
and economic exploitation.

The global demand for coltan
and other precious resources
ensures that armed groups
can sustain themselves
through illegal mining opera-
tions. Without stronger inter-
national regulations and
accountability measures, com-
panies sourcing minerals from
conflict zones will remain
complicit in financing vio-
lence. Holding both state and
non-state actors accountable
for their role in resource
exploitation is essential for
breaking the cycle of conflict.
The ongoing crisis in eastern

DRC is not just about M23 or
Rwanda’s alleged involve-
ment—it is part of a larger
geopolitical struggle that has
plagued the region for decades.
Unless regional actors commit
to genuine peace efforts and
the international community
enforces stricter measures
against illegal mineral trade,
the conflict will persist.
The path to stability requires
addressing both security con-
cerns and economic incentives
that drive armed groups.
Without meaningful action,
eastern DRC will remain
trapped in a cycle of violence,
with its people bearing the
brunt of a war that serves the
interests of powerful actors far
beyond its borders.
(The writer is a foreign policy
researcher, views are
personal)



