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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 �xed dose combination (FDC) drugs for sa-
fety and e�cacy. 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 e�ects. 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 con�dence, 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”.

Not business as usual 
India’s reputation for high-quality

generic drugs should not be put at risk 

W
hen Germans went to vote on Sunday,
in one of the most consequential elec-
tions in the country’s post-reuni�ca-

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 �x
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 o� 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 e�ectively 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 ‘�rewall’ 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 back�red. 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. 

New direction 
Germany needs to talk to Russia to drive

a hard bargain for Europe  

T
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
codi�ed 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 �nal 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 di�cult 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 �rst
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

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 a�ect the
e�ciency 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
o�cials striving to do their duty.”

This justi�ed treating RTI as an undesirable
activity and labelling RTI users as outcastes. It
justi�ed 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 �nancial 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

O�cer ... is satis�ed that the larger public interest
justi�es 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 �rst seven words of the provision and
saying it was ‘personal information’. Most
information can be linked to some person.
Realising that it may be di�cult for public
information o�cers 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 super�uous 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 ful�ls 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.

The RTI is now the ‘right to deny information’ 

Shailesh Gandhi

is a former Central
Information
Commissioner

Citizens and
the media must
take up the
responsibility to
ensure that the
original RTI Act
is followed
and not allow 
any distortions

O
n January 27, 2025, Uttarakhand became
the �rst Indian State to implement the
Uniform Civil Code (UCC), placing private

relationships under state surveillance. The o�cial
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 �nal blow, ensuring that all forms
of interfaith relationships are regulated in the
‘New India’.

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 �led
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

subject to surveillance. Live-in relationships are
now legally required to be registered with district
authorities. This includes a 16-page application
with o�cial 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 �ne
of ₹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
certi�cation 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 �rst to know, due to the legal
requirement of public notices and family
noti�cations.

Amid rising hate speech and polarisation,
these laws e�ectively 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 e�ect 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
de�nes on their own terms. These legal
developments not only threaten individual rights
but also undermine the very fabric of India’s
pluralistic society.

Fencing out interfaith relationships in the new India 

Nidah Kaiser
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at SOAS University of
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The enactment
of a Uniform
Civil Code, in
addition to
existing
anti-conversion
laws, is eroding
individual rights
and the fabric
of India’s
pluralistic
society
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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

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

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 e�luent
treatment plants. As a

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.

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

24). Perhaps the ruling
dispensation in India ought
to be thick-skinned. The
U.S. should stop meddling
in the a�airs of other
countries particularly when
it does not seem to have
incontrovertible proof to
substantiate its claims.
Aanya Singhal,
Noida, Uttar Pradesh

L E T T E R S T O T H E E D I T O R 
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letters@thehindu.co.in
must carry the postal address.



M ND-NDECM
YK

THE HINDU 

7Tuesday, February 25, 2025
Delhi Opinion

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 o�ce
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 �gures 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 �owers 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. 

FIFTY YEARS AGO FEBRUARY 25, 1975

Colourful coronation of
Nepal King 

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

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 su�ering from burns extending
over two-thirds of his body was put at once into
a bath �lled 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 de�nite 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. 

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO FEBRUARY 25, 1925

New water cure for burns 

T
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 �nancing
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 �nal say has validity.

A meaningful innovation
However, the substantive part of
the UGC’s recent directive was an
amended guideline for the
quali�cations 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 �elds, 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

Minister Indira Gandhi appointed
G. Parthasarathy as the �rst 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
quali�cations 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 �agged 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 di�cult to
make sense of the development
that the 1991 reforms have been
accompanied by more intrusive
regulation of India’s universities. It
is also di�cult 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 AI App from China.
We must re�ect 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.

The UGC’s mandate is to elevate, not strangulate 

Pulapre
Balakrishnan,

Honorary Visiting

Professor, Centre for

Development Studies,

Thiruvananthapuram

Micro
management by
the UGC and
excessive social
engineering
imposed by
political parties
have resulted in
the persistent
under-
performance of
our universities

T
he Left Democratic
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 di�erent
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 re�ect-
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 re�ected in
any national economic survey,
the UDF added.

The UDF also questioned
the credibility of the claim that
Kerala ranks �rst on the ‘ease
of doing business’ rating. It al-
leged that the ranking agency
drew the “erroneous infe-
rence” from the “in�ated” �-
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 testi�ed to Kerala’s
social, economic and develop-
ment achievements.

The UDF and the BJP-led
National Democratic Alliance
(NDA), and the LDF, di�er ov-
er Kerala’s economic direc-
tion. The UDF and the NDA
took to the streets to protest
the LDF’s �agship 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 �nancial 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
�nds itself in the Opposition,
remains to be seen.

A united face for investors 
The Opposition has proved a point by attending the Invest Kerala Global Summit 

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

STATE OF PLAY

T
he Bharat Sanchar Nigam
Ltd (BSNL) reported a
quarterly net pro�t in

FY25Q3, its �rst in over 17 years.
While this is a signi�cant moment
for the beleaguered State-owned
telecom company, there is still a
long road to recovery.

BSNL has achieved a pro�t
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 �nance 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-�ourishing lan-
dline business has bottomed out.
However, its cellular business too
has �attened 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 �zzled out, there is a
slow but consistent uptick in its
�bre-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). 

BSNL has turned a pro�t, but has not become pro�table
Cost-cutting measures have led to pro�t in the recent quarter, but trouble on the income front persists

Nitika Francis, 
Kushal Varma J.V. 
Vignesh Radhakrishnan

DATA POINT
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Number of Hindu
pilgrims who arrived
in Pakistan from India

109
Over 100 Hindu pilgrims

from India arrived in

Lahore on Monday to

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. PTI

NEWS IN NUMBERS

Saudi Arabia’s
commitment to polio
eradication e�orts

500
In $ million. Saudi

Arabia has reaffirmed

its $500 million pledge

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

The population of
Iraq, as per its �rst
Census in 40 years

46.1
million persons. The

final results of Iraq’s

first Census in nearly

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

Number of people
killed in eastern DRC
since January

7,000
The

Congolese

premier said

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. AFP

The increase in growth
of shipments of
personal computers

3.8
In per cent. The growth in

the Indian consumer PC

market has been on an

upward trajectory, driven by gaming and

AI-powered PCs. HP led the market with a

30.1% market share in 2024 and a 30%

share in the December quarter. PTI

COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM

The story so far:

A
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 e�ect 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 �ying from one
night to two consecutive nights, slashed
rest periods including for ultra-long range
�ights, 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 e�ect 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
�led 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 de�nition of night
duty — 00:00 hrs to 05:00 hours being
widened to 06:00 hours — which would
bring down the quantum of night �ying as
pilots can’t be rostered for more than two
consecutive nights of �ying. The number
of landings for �ights encroaching night
duty will be capped to two; while on night
duty pilots can also not be assigned more
than eight hours of �ying duty or 10 hours
of total duty that encompasses pre and
post �ight 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 sti� opposition from airlines. Several
airlines had told the DGCA that
provisioning for more rest and reduced
�ying would require them to hire more
pilots which would need time, in the
absence of which there could be �ight
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 �ight to Pune.

Why are there demands for rest? 
Following the resurgence in travel post
COVID-19, pilots say their share of daily
�ying has increased considerably, which
includes upto four landings in a day that
entail a �ying 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 �ights

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 �ying, 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 �ights 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 �ying over
the past decade, there has been a spurt in
night �ying. 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
e�ciency. Pilots are known to overshoot
their mandatory duty hours on routes in
the Gulf such as to Bahrain and Jeddah.

While pilots typically �y between 50 to
90 hours in a month, their monthly duty
period that include pre and post �ight
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 o� 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 O�cers. This may also be
due to the nature of the business that
requires rostering and commercial teams
to ensure sanctity of �ight schedules
which have been sold to passengers.

Then there is the cockpit environment
that makes �ying fatiguing. These include
factors such as movement restriction,
poor air �ow, 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
�ying 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-�ight rest
after waking up at 6am or 7am.
Alternating night and day shifts, unlike a
�xed night or duty shift for a speci�c
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
�ights of upto �ve hours

Add to these, the revised contract
implemented by Air India and Air India
Express since 2023, where pilots get a
�xed pay equivalent to 40-hours of �ying,
down from 70-hours earlier, further
pushing pilots to �y 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,
con�dential 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 �eet 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 pro�ts, they are also
faced with the need to closely watch their
costs as airport tari�s 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. Pro�t margins in airline business
are slim, and according to the
International Air Transport Association
(IATA), net pro�ts are expected to be
$36.6 billion in 2025 with a 3.6% net pro�t
margin which translates into average net
pro�t 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 �eet 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 e�orts to
optimise their utilisation.

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

the Delhi High Court ruled with respect to duty norms for pilots? 

Long hours: An Air India aircraft takes o� as an IndiGo aircraft waits at the Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel International Airport in Ahmedabad, in 2017. REUTERS

Jagriti Chandra
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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 e�ect from
July 1, 2025. 

�

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.

�

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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A
was chatting with B and C in 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 Zubo�
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 pro�t, 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 in�uence
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 o�ine
movements. 

Zubo� 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 bene�t 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
in�uence collective behaviour. This
makes individuals more predictable
economic actors, reinforcing surveillance
capitalism’s role in shaping consumer
choices and social trends while
prioritising pro�t over autonomy.

Di�erent from past forms
Surveillance capitalism di�ers
fundamentally from industrial capitalism.
While industrial capitalism relies on
labour and material production,
surveillance capitalism pro�ts 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 e�ciency, 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 bene�t 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

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 pro�t
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 bene�t 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
�owing 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 �nancial
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
in�uence 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 re�ne
behavioural predictions. Over time, users
are subtly conditioned by algorithmic
content, in�uencing 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 bene�t.

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 commodi�cation 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 e�orts as
surveillance capitalism is highly bene�cial
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 in�uence over
policymaking, they ensure that
regulations remain favourable to their
business interests. This dynamic makes it
di�cult 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.

Surveillance capitalism: the
power to control personal data 
A look at how surveillance capitalism relies on the commodi�cation of personal data; its impact on privacy

and autonomy; and its deep ties to state surveillance 
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X

QUESTION 1

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

QUESTION 2

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

QUESTION 3

Who has scored the most ODI runs in the
fixture? 
X

QUESTION 4

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

QUESTION 5

How many times has Pakistan won a match
between the two in an ICC tournament? 

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
Bowl
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

spoken by Jobs

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

Issey Miyake

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

THE DAILY QUIZ

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 

X

Visual question:

Name this batsman who hit a six on the last ball of the match to win the 1986
Austral-Asia cup? 

Please send in your answers to 

dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

Vighnesh P. Venkitesh

“Urvasi wants to become an aCAdemic.”
“It’s not aCAdemic, but acaDEmic. The

stress is on the third syllable ‘de’. The ‘a’
in the �rst syllable is pronounced like the
‘a’ 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.”
“I wouldn’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 di�erence?”
“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 �ve 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.
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T
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.

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 to let
this correction run its course.

Bourse correction 
Stock market fall is a cyclical phenomenon 
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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 di�cult 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
curtains are up for the train, the
project will have su�ered 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
on 49, 41,31, 25 and 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
drop in 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 tari�s set to
charge up FTA...’ (February 24). At
this juncture of Trump's tari� 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 Union also is a
potential bloc with feasible tari�s
and India can tap this market
through inking FTAs. Trump seems
firm on his stand in imposing tari� on
Indian exports and there is a need to
search for new markets.
The proposed bilateral trade deals
with UK and EU are good
opportunities for India in balancing
the trade loss if any with the US and
also to reduce US dependence.
NR Nagarajan 
Sivakasi
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T
he Valentine week saw the
Indian and the American
heads of states meet in the
US and ‘energy security’ was
a key topic of discussion. So

will energy be used as a tool to sort out
ticklish tari� issues between the two
countries?

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s visit
came soon after Donald Trump was
sworn in on January 20. Some see it as a
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 a�ordability, 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. 

They also 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 a�rmed 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 rea�rmed
their commitment to increase energy
trade and to establish US as a leading
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
capacity in the Cove Point LNG
liquefaction terminal project, located at
Lusby, Maryland.

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 o� 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's hard 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
tari�s 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 tari�s 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. O�ering to buy more US crude and
LNG is an obvious bargaining chip for
India. But it's a price-sensitive
importer,” she said.

And rightly 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

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 oil and 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. 

Energy as a
bargaining chip in 
US trade talks 
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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

While dealing with the US on tricky trade issues,
India will have to deftly play the energy card 

RICHA MISHRA

CAPITAL
IDEAS.

O
ver the past decade, India has
emerged as the global epicentre
for technology and innovation

through its thriving Global Capability
Centres (GCCs). 

The next wave of this evolution,
powered by AI, 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 e�ciency and
enhance decision-making.

Today, AI 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 AI products, platforms,
and solutions that will shape the future
of industries worldwide.

THE DEEPSEEK DISRUPTION

The recent emergence of cost-e�cient
AI models like DeepSeek has further
changed the game. DeepSeek, has
demonstrated that it is possible to
develop a high-quality AI model at a
fraction of the cost — $5.6 million
compared to OpenAI’s reported $100
million.

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

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

BALANCING INNOVATION

While the prospect of cost-e�cient AI
innovation is exciting, it is imperative
for organisations to strike a balance
between rapid AI adoption and
responsible governance. AI models,
especially open-weight models like

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
AI ethics standards will be crucial to
ensuring that AI deployments are both
e�ective and responsible. Organisations
must invest in AI governance
mechanisms that prioritise data privacy,
fairness, and transparency while
maintaining high-performance
standards.

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

With the right mix of AI adoption,
cost-e�cient innovation, and strong
governance, India’s GCCs can become
the architects of the future AI 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
AI innovation and the booming GCC
landscape present an unprecedented
opportunity to redefine India’s role in
the global technology ecosystem. By
embracing cost-e�cient AI 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 AI revolution on the
world stage.

The time to act is now. AI is not just a
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

India’s GCCs can lead the AI economy

Sindhu Gangadharan

AI. Opportunities galore GETTY IMAGES

Global Capability Centres can achieve this through right mix of AI adoption, cost-e�cient innovation, and strong governance
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T
hat yet another Urban
Co-operative Bank (UCB)
— the New India
Co-operative Bank, based in
Maharashtra, has failed is

not a ‘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 ₹495
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 o�ered by the UCBs (over
and above the rate that commercial
banks o�er) 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 o�cial 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 ₹3,718.6
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

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.

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 quickly act on
implementing a risk-based premium
system. For some co-operative banks, if
a risk-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 ine�cient ones,
thereby improving systemic e�ciency.

*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

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 (a) institutions, (b) deposit
accounts and (c) deposit owners needs
to be 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, a former senior economist of SBI, has worked on
deputation with DICGC; Rath is a former central banker.
Views expressed are personal

Urban co-op banks and the
deposit insurance issue
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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 

‘RISKY’ BIZ.

The current flat
rate premium
across banks must
be replaced with
risk-based premium
system to price
risks properly
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T
he stampede at New Delhi
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 sta� at the
time of the stampede. 

Railway Protection Force, a
para-military force meant to
protect railway property, has a
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
18 lives including 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 sta� should be
trained to deal with the crowds. 

Major stations must have

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,
a record in itself. 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
sta� 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 in a
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 as in
2013, a stampede at the Allahabad
station during Kumbh had
claimed more than 40 lives. In
2010 also 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 a thorough and transparent
probe.

The writer is a senior journalist

Crowd control derailed

Arun Kumar Das

CROWD MANAGEMENT.

Mounting challenge ANI

Lessons from New Delhi station stampede 
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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 A�airs (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 1 and 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
Shro� & Co. 
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TWENTY YEARS AGO TODAY.

ACROSS

1. To paint, paper

etc (8)

7. Seat (5)

8. Get-together (7)

9. Glinted (7)

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)

DOWN

1. Death (6)

2. Happy in disposition (8)

3. Shower (4)

4. Fastener (6)

5. Unru�ed (4)

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)

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 I 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)

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)

EASY

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
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NOT SO EASY

G
erman conservative leader
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 di�erences
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 a news 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
is now 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.

A revival 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
a third 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
a forced 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
to revive 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, I wanted more
and we wanted more,” Habeck said at a
news conference. BLOOMBERG

Merz needs forced marriage with SPD to form German govt
Michael Nienaber, Arne Delfs and
Kamil Kowalcze
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A
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. 

As yet, this looks 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 ~2 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 ~3 crore. The most expensive electric vehicle in India is the 

Rolls-Royce Spectre at ~7.5-7.8 crore but the price of most luxury electric cars 

range between ~1.65 crore and ~3 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 for ~21 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

T
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 für 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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T
here is considerable debate among investors as 
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 US is in la-la land, 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 
as its denominator, current US valuations are excessive 
at about 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. 

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 

a large divergence was in 1998–99. 
We also have the surge in capex on AI. 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, this is 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 AI. 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 
profit margin of 12.5 per cent, this was 

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 AI investment. 

American exceptionalism is taken for granted, and 

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 AI will lead to a 
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, 
is the leader in technology and AI, 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 AI 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 
of 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 US is not a 
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 is with Amansa Capital

U
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 mirror 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 tariff is 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-
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. 

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 
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 

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 a just-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 winner. 

The author is chief economist (India and Asia ex-Japan)  

at Nomura 

Opportunity trumps tariffs 

Its entry as a disruptor would be limited

The Tesla factor

R
obert Suettinger has written a 
definitive biography of one of 
China’s important reformist 

leaders, Hu Yaobang, whose role has been 
overshadowed by the much greater 
attention scholars have paid to the 
contribution of the more senior Deng 
Xiaoping. Deng is credited with 
implementing the path-breaking 
economic reforms and liberalisation 
policies in China in the decade of the 
1980s. Mr Suettinger documents in some 
detail how Hu Yaobang, as chairman and 
later general secretary of the Communist 
Party of China (CPC), between 1981 and 

1987, promoted the household contract 
responsibility system in agriculture, 
restoring farming on individual plots and 
sale of produce beyond the quota set by the 
state in the open market. This marked the 
end of the commune system imposed by 
Mao Zedong that had led to rural distress 
and stagnant grain production. This was 
followed by the promotion of the village 
and township enterprise system and 
informal local markets, which sowed the 
seeds of the dynamic private sector 
economy that powered China’s later and 
rapid economic transformation. 

More importantly, the author profiles 
Hu as a political reformer, who led the way 
to distancing the CPC from government 
and the military, enabling their 
professionalisation after years of 
favouring “red over expert”. As head of the 
party, Hu not only led the campaign to 
rehabilitate scores of veteran party cadres 
who had fallen victim to the violent purges 
perpetrated by Mao during the Cultural 
Revolution (1966-1976), but also the many 

intellectuals, academics and professionals 
who had been purged during earlier mass 
political  campaigns. These rehabilitated 
cadres and professionals became the 
human resource base for the country’s 
modernisation drive. Within the party, Hu 
sought to dispense with life-time tenures 
of senior leadership, urging veteran cadres 
to retire and make way for younger 
leaders. It is this stance that alienated 
veteran cadres, including many of those 
rehabilitated, thanks to Hu’s efforts. Deng 
Xiaoping was able to engineer his removal 
from party leadership by mobilising the 
geriatric but still influential party leaders. 

According to the author, Hu Yaobang’s 
break with the senior party leadership 
came after he showed sympathy for the 
student demonstrations that erupted in 
December 1986, targeting corruption in 
the party, protesting high rates of inflation 
and urging democratic reforms. The more 
conservative party leaders, including 
Deng, faulted Hu for not having taken 
strong, repressive action against the 

student demonstrations. Hu was 
dismissed from office in 1987 though he 
retained his Politburo position. He died in 
April 1989. 

In death, Hu  became something of a 
hero to China’s youth and public 
mourning for him became the trigger for 
the much larger student demonstrations 
that took place at the historic Tiananmen 
Square in April 1989 that led inexorably to 
their brutal and 
bloody repression 
on June 4, 1989. 
China’s economic 
reforms would be 
temporarily rolled 
back as they were 
seen by some 
veteran party 
leaders as the reason 
for the opposition to 
the party’s 
centralised and 
undisputed authority. It was only in 1992 
that Deng Xiaoping undertook his much 
publicised “southern tour” to validate the 
economic reforms, in particular, the 
setting up of special economic zones and 
the promotion of foreign investment. It is 

this late turnaround that burnished 
Deng’s reputation as China’s champion 
reformer and Hu’s contributions receded 
into the background. Mr Suettinger’s 
book puts this important period in 
contemporary Chinese history into a 
more balanced perspective. 

The book documents Hu’s more 
accommodating policies towards ethnic 
minorities, who had suffered greatly 

during the Cultural 
Revolution. I had 
occasion to visit 
both Xinjiang and 
Tibet during the 
1983-86 period and 
personally 
witnessed the more 
liberal policies in 
place, including on 
religious, linguistic 
and cultural 
practices. These 

began to be reversed in later years. 
On foreign policy, the author points out 

that Hu initiated a shift away from a virtual 
alliance with the US towards a more 
centrist stance, taking measures to 
improve relations with the then Soviet 

Union and emphasising China’s Third 
World credentials. This aspect of Hu’s 
leadership is not well known, but I do 
recall that our embassy reporting at the 
time had noted these shifts. 

Mr Suettinger had studied China as a 
CIA analyst for several years and brings a 
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 there is a 
downside to this book, it is that it has too 
much detail. We get a potted history of 
the CPC through this narrative of the life 
and times of Hu. The focus on his role as 
a party leader and the significance of 
his efforts towards creating a more 
democratic, more responsive party are 
somewhat lost in the details. 
Nevertheless, this is a timely corrective 
to the inordinate 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 is,  
therefore, welcome. 

The reviewer is a former foreign secretary

China’s overlooked reformer
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W
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. 

It is 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 
Mahila Samman Yojana giving women ₹2,100 
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 is in 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

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.
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Need to shun the politics of 
patronage and clientelism 
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Saxena 

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.
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“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.
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It is 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

P
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
AI 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 AI equitably
amongst its population, while advocating for
the AI needs of the wider Global South.
India’s National AI 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 AI every day than in any
other country before the end of this decade,
making India central to any global frame-
work on AI. 

By partnering now on AI and launching an
India-France AI Roadmap, the two countries
are embarking on a joint path to
shaping the future of responsible AI
development, while also attempting
to bridge the North-South AI divide.
Combining both experiences, the
two countries are also well-posi-
tioned to ideate solutions mitigating
AI’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 AI Act, which
uses a risk-based approach to AI
systems and is the world’s most
comprehensive and stringent legis-
lation so far on AI 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
AI 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
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The rise of the 
German right

Tackling farm distress 
in a focussed manner

T
he ministry of agriculture has developed a 
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 — he is one of the key architects of the index — in 
2021 in the journal Land (tinyurl.com/2bafebmw) 
suggests that the idea of what could be described as a 
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 that all 
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 a lot of existing spending by the states and the 
Centre to boost farmer incomes. However, care should 
be taken on at least 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.

G
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, at a time 
when the US is increasingly turning protectionist and 
ceding its central role on the global stage.

O
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

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

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
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P
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

Paris & Delhi: Partnering for 
stability in a volatile world
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It mirrors a global trend of populist nationalist 
agendas finding significant electoral traction
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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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have hinted of a move 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 for a 
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. 

For the 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 a dual 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.

inflation worsened across the world, with 
the US fiscal 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 
August 1971. 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 

O
n India’s Independence Day of 1971, 
US president Richard Nixon 
announced to the world that Amer-

ica was 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 II 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 
settlements in dollars. This served very well 
for a couple 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 US ran a widening 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. As economic imbalances and 

of the most controversial aspects of 
BITs. Its chief architect was the US, but 
the US itself, 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 a reaction, 
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 

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 objectives in 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’s range 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. 
BITs need to be revised in a manner that 
is mindful of what serves India best. 

These are the authors’ personal views

I
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 
one released by the government in 2016 
to overhaul 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 a relook.

A BIT 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 

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

Much gold buying reflects a move away from the dollar 
AJIT RANADE

E
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, as a 
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. In recent 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 
to reach 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.

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?
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Undeterred by the humiliat-
ing defeat inflicted on it by

the populist Aam Aadmi Party
(AAP) in the Delhi state assem-
bly polls, the Bharatiya Janata
Party-led (BJP-led) government
is pressing ahead with efforts to
reduce its bill on food subsidies.

The government is initiating a
pilot project in all Union territo-
ries and select districts in states
under which consumers will be
selected on the basis of their
Aadhaar unique identification
numbers and state administra-
tions can choose to deliver bene-
fits in the form of direct cash
transfers or by supplying subsi-
dized food through the public
distribution system (PDS).

If successful, the move could
ensure better targeting of food
subsidies and bring greater
transparency in subsidy payouts.
At the same time, it opens the
door for cash transfers—some-
thing that is already being
undertaken in the case of the 
cooking gas subsidy.

The move follows the report of
a government-appointed panel
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There are three ways in
which the Indian fiscal

federal architecture is 
being reformatted. The first 
step was taken with the 
recommendation by the 
14th Finance Commission 
that the share of tax reve-
nues going to states should 
be increased steeply. The 
second step could be taken 
in the budget when finance 
minister Arun Jaitley is 
expected to shift more 
spending decisions to the 
states. The third step is the 
constitutional amendment 
in which states will agree to 
give up substantial fiscal 
powers in favour of the 
goods and services tax.

These elements of a new
fiscal contract between 
New Delhi and the states is 
welcome. But two issues 
have to be kept in mind. 
First, India still needs a 
strong central government 
for national security as well 
as to provide national pub-
lic goods. Second, state 
governments should, in the 
same spirit, transfer more 
resources to local govern-
ments. It will require politi-
cal vision to manage the 
creative tension between a 
strong centre and robust 
local governance.

QUICK EDIT

The new 
federalism

FINANCE COMMISSION REPORT

NDA resets 
the federal 
polity
The 14th Finance Commis-

sion (FFC) recommended
a fundamental rebooting of

centre-state fiscal relations. On 
Tuesday, the government 
accepted the FFC’s report, effec-
tively putting in place a new para-
digm for federal polity in the 
country.

At the core, the FFC’s recom-
mendation is for a change in the 
formula for revenue-sharing 
between the centre and the 
states.

At present, the state’s share of
revenue is fixed at 32% of net tax 
receipts of the central govern-
ment. The new formula bumps 
this up to 42% , which also 
implies that any buoyancy in tax 
collections will now benefit the 
states. 

The change is in keeping with
the Bharatiya Janata Party-led 
(BJP-led) National Democratic 
Alliance’s repeated articulation of 
what it calls cooperative federal-
ism. 

Interestingly, the move restricts
the government’s own fiscal 
space—its share of net tax 
receipts of the centre will drop 
from 62% to 55%—and gives 
greater play to the principle of 
equity in centre-state relations.

More clarity on this radical 
change will emerge once the 
NDA presents its second budget 
over the weekend.

The FFC, headed by Y.V. Reddy,
former Reserve Bank of India 
(RBI) governor and a finance 
ministry veteran, has taken the 
bold step in an effort to give more 
fiscal room to states, instead of 
sticking to the safer realm of 
incrementalism. 

The move isn’t without politi-
cal implications—it re-sets the 
equation between the centre and 
the states. The final outcome will  
depend upon what both the cen-
tre and states do with the new fis-
cal equations. States  now acquire 
unprecedented space to design 
and manage their own spending. 

The downside is that given the
differing capacities and capabili-
ties of the states, the new formula 

could exacerbate regional ine-
qualities. 

The context

The idea of the Finance Com-
mission, a key institution in the 
federal governance structure 
ordained by the Constitution of 
India, is to address the asymme-
try between  taxation powers and 
functional responsibilities. 

While the centre has greater 
taxation powers, the states, which 
oversee law and order, public 
health, sanitation, agriculture, 
education and building of roads 
and bridges, have far more func-
tional responsibilities. 

The commission’s recommen-
dations are meant to bridge the 
gap between the resources of 
states and the cost of funding 
their responsibilities.

Aside from addressing this ver-
tical imbalance between the cen-
tre and states, the commission 
has also addressed the principle 
of horizontal equity between 
states. 

Besides the funds transferred 
by the Finance Commission, 
states have also received non-
statutory transfers effected 
through the Planning Commis-
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Infrastructure Leasing and
Financial  Ser vices Ltd

(IL&FS), a developer and finan-
cier of public works, is looking to
raise as much as `4,000 crore
through an initial public offering
(IPO) of its energy arm IL&FS
Energy Development Co. Ltd
(IEDCL), said three bankers
familiar with the development.

“They have hired two invest-
ment banks to initiate the
groundwork and they are still
meeting other bankers,” said one
of the three bankers, who is
involved in the process. “They
want to review the full-year
results of March and then file
their papers with the markets
regulator.”

A second banker said the
company was seeking to raise
`3,500-4,000 crore through the
IPO by the end of this year.

None of the three bankers
wished to be identified.

IEDCL will use the proceeds
of the IPO to meet capital
requirements and fund expan-
sion as economic growth accel-
erates. 

India’s economy is forecast to
grow 7.4% in the current fiscal
year, compared with a revised
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India is on an upswing, and investments will 
pick up this year, says Jim Walker, founder and

chief economist of Hong-Kong based Asianom-
ics, a research and consulting firm.

India is one of “our high-conviction
global strategy calls”, he says.  >P3
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GRAND ALLIANCE IN J&K

Power-sharing deal: Bharatiya Janata Party president Amit Shah 
(right) with Peoples Democratic Party (PDP) leader Mehbooba 
Mufti in New Delhi on Tuesday. The two parties, after discussions 
that dragged on for weeks, have now announced that they will 
stake claim to form the government in alliance. 
Photo by Sonu Mehta/Hindustan Times  See Page 5
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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 
reliance on the dollar as a 
reserve currency. 

The freezing of Russian 
foreign exchange assets by 
the US also pointed to the 
risk of holding all reserves 
in dollars. The persistence 
of inflation caused by fiscal 
deficits and supply chain 
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 a multi-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 

to gold. That suggestion is driven by a desire 
to diminish 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-
nected and digitalized than 
in 1944. Cryptocurrencies 
are a reality and potential 
competition. Central 
banks are now active man-
agers of financial systems 
and monetary policy. 
Moreover, the world sim-
ply does not have enough 
gold stocks to back the 
international stock of 
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 years in 
a row, 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 

A return to the 

gold standard is  

not feasible but  

it’s no surprise 

that countries 

want to rely less 

on US currency

BITs shouldn’t bite: Let’s rethink 

our bilateral investment treaties   

R.V. ANURADHA 
& PIYUSH JOSHI
are partners at Clarus Law Associates,

New Delhi.
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N
o business or government would 
like to be left behind in the artificial 
intelligence (AI) race. They are 
excited with the potential of AI to 
improve the efficiencies of their 
processes. AI 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). It reveals 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 a new 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 AI will create.

The problem is not what a new 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 is ominous 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-

poration, which is the growth engine of capitalist 
economies, is a 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 pigs in 
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 is responsible 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 

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 to relieve 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.

Do not let techno-optimism over 
AI crowd out concerns of equity
The rise of this technology has left us staring at greater inequality in a world that’s already distorted by the power of wealth 
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T
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 over a year, so it likely 
had its inception under Donahoe, but the 
fact that Hill has been able to bring it to fru-
ition is promising. 

The new partnership, along with signs 
that Nike is starting to challenge Adidas 
with its retro sneaker offerings, should give 
investors confidence that Hill is beginning 
to turn the juggernaut around. Shares rose 
as much as 6% on the Skims news, the most 
since Hill was appointed in September.

Nike said it would create a new 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’s arrangement with Michael Jordan 
than, say, a limited-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 
on apparel 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 is 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 

inclusivity, the new products will come in 
an extended size range. Meanwhile, as Hill 
seeks to win back retailers, they will be sold 
in third-party retail stores, as well as some 
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 there is a lot riding 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 no room 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-founder and CEO Jens Grede, eventu-
ally selling to Nike could be an alternative 
to an initial 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 a raft of 
must-have shoes. But the agility he has 
shown in ramping up the brand’s retro 
styles—a market 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

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

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

There is a lot riding on the Kardashian deal 

for both sides. REUTERS

REUTERS
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nate implication of this is that the US deficit 
is unlikely to reduce meaningfully, and the 
US national 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’s reserve cur-
rency, a bond-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 cuts in 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 a sunset clause. It is better to review 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-
cult to reduce. 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 
all the rest. By doing this, you can reset your life 
and embark on a new lifestyle,” said Marie 
Kondo, inspired by Shintoism.

of about 3.3%, resulting in an annual debt-
service requirement of about $1 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 
of the 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’s activities, 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 
that are listed on the tracker make for rather 
amusing reading. In a section called ‘Waste-
ful Taxpayer Funding (WTF)’ my favourites 

T
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 categories in 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 on a fiscal year that goes 
from 1 October to 30 September. Its budget 
for fiscal year 2024-25 is likely to run a defi-
cit of about $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 

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

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 
of the US annual budget goes to mandatory 
programmes. In other words, on a spending 

base of $7 trillion, the over-
all portion  that DOGE can 
consider for slashing with-
out detailed Congressional 
collaboration is about $2.3 
trillion, almost half of 
which must be clipped out 
if the goal of $1 trillion in 
expenditure cuts is to be 
met. Discretionary outlays 
are determined each year 
by the president in consul-
tation with Congress and 
typically refers to spending 
on defence, education and 
transportation. So, as a 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 
is not the point. Success will be tracked by 
directional progress and the government’s 
ability to claim momentum. The unfortu-

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 actions invite headlines and 
may indeed identify wasteful spending and 
eliminate frivolous activities, they are 
unlikely to add up to a sig-
nificant percentage of the 
US budget. The US consti-
tution gives Congress the 
power to create a federal 
budget; this is in part the 
reason the budget year is 
not coincident with the 
beginning of a presidential 
term. The Congress’s bud-
get is approved by the 
president, while the White 
House working with mem-
bers of his party can pro-
pose bills that are consist-
ent with his priorities. The 
budget itself is 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, 

Its government 

efficiency 

department can 

snip spending 

but can’t really 

ease America’s 

indebtedness
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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 7 million 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 (µg/m3)—over two-and-a-half  
times the safe limit of  40µg/m3.

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 

a rise 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 

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.

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 a long way in 
improving 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. 

As things 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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Why should those who caused 
hardly any carbon pollution in 
the first place pay for the costs?

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

— Ramnath Goenka

HE speed at which US Presi-
dent Donald Trump has 
worked in the last 30 days has 
left even his strongest critics 
numbed in wonder. The most 
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 
it majorly 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 

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 
Ukrainians, too.

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

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-

er nations for essential goods like medi-
cal supplies or semiconductors makes 
the US vulnerable. By producing more 
domestically, he hopes to reduce the US’s 
trade deficit and keep wealth within the 
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 
Asia has 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)
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TREAT AIR POLLUTION AS 
PUBLIC HEALTH EMERGENCY

PIERCING THE NEW
CURTAIN FALLING

ACROSS THE WORLD

LT GEN SYED ATA  
HASNAIN (RETD)

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

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

Cold War strategies like economic pressure, military deterrence 
& tougher competition may be back in play as Trump revises the 

geopolitical playbook. The Palestinian issue needs fresh ideas

SOURAV ROY

DR RAVINDRA MEHTA Head of integrated pulmonology 
department, Apollo Hospitals

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

Mourning 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?
Anshu Bharti, Begusarai
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PAK NEEDS TO UP ITS 
GAME TO SUSTAIN  

RIVALRY WITH INDIA

A
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-
rachi and 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

T
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 
a damage-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.

Q U I C K  TA K E

MULTI-DIMENSIONAL TROUBLE

3D-printed houses have arrived in India. The first such 
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?
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Ihave been trying to set up
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 I 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

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. I 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

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
a lot 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)

Germany votes in a snap federal election, a political shake-up triggered by the col-
lapse of the three-party coalition government at the end of last year. With 59.2
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.

German election Tik Toked

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

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

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 KIIT 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
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As Germany votes to elect its new chancellor, far right may

make substantial gains thanks to its Tik Tok campaign

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 under 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

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
a direct 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-

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-
ment’s 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)

New VC appointment rules

undermine State autonomy

The University Grants
Commission’s (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

Virat shines as India beats Pakistan

THE FEAR 
IS THAT SUCH 

INTERFERENCE
COULD STIFLE
INTELLECTUAL

DIVERSITY, 
WITH
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AGENDA

Navigating differences: Lessons in

collaboration from a life in leadership

India has beaten its archrival 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,

virtually securing a semifinal berth,
while Pakistan faced the threat of an early
exit, suffering their second consecutive
defeat. Kohli’s 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

K S TOMAR

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

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
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Some conjecture that a person’s handwriting can give a glimpse
into that person’s character. But I 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 I 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, I will share with them that this was not always the case. In the
early years of school, I 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, I would get full marks in English
handwriting.
The slide commenced from middle school onwards, when I 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 I continued
to get in my exams. But I am sure, that as I 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 I 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), I scoffed
at Dad’s gentle, but consistent reprimands.It was only when I took
my first, tentative steps in the company did I realise that what Dad
had been emphasising over the years was not an iota away from
the truth. I 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’. I was back in
kindergarten. 
So, whenever I came home to Delhi for a break, he would insist that
I 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, I realised, was destined to be
an exercise in futility. This cat-and-mouse game continued even after
I got married in 1993. It was only after I 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)

THE HANDWRITING BLUES: 
A STORY OF DECLINE

The recent escalation of
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 

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 conflict’s
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)
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Some see handwriting as a reflection of character, but  it

shifts, evolves and often declines beyond recognition
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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

RBI should go for an

‘accommodative’ stance

“neutral” stance connotes that the
RBI has vowed to keep its options
flexible meaning it will neither
squeeze liquidity by restricting
credit availability and keeping pol-
icy rates high nor go for unre-
strained lending at low interest
rates.
While inflation targeting is impor-
tant, it is equally necessary to dove-
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 a low 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.RBI’s 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 liq-
uidity. This would have helped in
stimulating demand thereby giving
a boost 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-

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 doesn’t
relax the credit environment.

(The writer is a policy analyst;
views are personal) 

On February 7, 2025, the
Reserve Bank of India (RBI)
Governor Sanjay Malhotra
announced the decisions
taken by the six-member

Monetary Policy Committee (MPC) in its
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”. In
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
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-
ment the RBI uses for targeting inflation
is Liquidity - jargon for the quantum of
credit available in the banking system.
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-
minology was coined by the outgoing gov-
ernor Shaktikanta Das in June 2019
when he started going for aggressive cuts
in the policy rate and an increase in cred-
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
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At the heart of this conflict lies a web of ethnic tensions, political grievances, and economic exploitation, particularly vast mineral wealth of DRC
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