~ EDIT

THE ASIAN AGE | TI

THE ASIAN AGE

29 JANUARY 2026
Ajit Pawar demise is a
sombre turning point

he tragic demise of Maharashtra’s deputy chief minister, Ajit
Pawar, in a plane crash at Baramati marks a sombre turning point
in the state and national politics. As the dust settles over the
charred remains of the Learjet 45 involved in the tragedy, the state
mourns a leader who was often described as the “perpetual Deputy CM” —
a man of -ative grit whose i over the cooperanve sector
and the state’s treasury was unparalleled. His detractors saw in him an
autocratic style, while his admirers praised him as a decisive leader who
cut through red tape to deliver results.

For decades, the Pawar name has been synonymous with power in
Maharashtra. Known affectionately as “Dada”, Ajit Pawar’s sudden exit
leaves a massive vacuum that complicates the already fractured legacy of
the clan.

Within the Ajit Pawar-led NCP, the question of leadership now looms
large While his sons, Parth and Jay, have been active, they lack the

“Dada” persona — that blend of accessibility, blunt honesty and iron-fist-
ed control over local cadres that their father possessed.

The split between Ajit and his uncle, Sharad Pawar, was a deep-seated
wound in the family. With Ajit gone, the “rebel” faction faces an existen-

- tial crisis. e MLAs who defected with him
The involvement of a drift back to the senior Pawar’s fold, or will they L] , [ ) [ ] I_ETT
Learjet 45, mid-size seek a new identity under the Mahayuti
business jet aircraft, alliance?
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Airport suggest a harrowing final few minutes. Prima facie reports indi-
ding

allies were signing

are: supply chains for agri-

cate that the pilot encountered a technical snag during the ini he European Un- Davos ftrip, President 5 ‘big trade deal’ foods and critical minerals;
phase. The aircraft reportedly abandoned its first approach, circled the ion's top leaders, Trump absolutely insisted ith Indé energy security; smart and  this attempt to introduce and
au‘port and crashed during a second attempt. In private aviation, the pres- for the first time, on the US annexing with la sustainable urbanisation;

sure to meet tight political schedules can sometimes lead to operanonal

were the chief

Greenland, using military

industrial decarbonisation;

isting regulations

risks that the aircraft, despite its engineering brilliance, cannot overcome. guests at India's force if necessary. The space; and high-perfor- IS aimed at gaining political
As Maharashtra enters a period of mourning, the investigation must go Republic Day celebrations churn  amongst  the “EU and India are commit-  mance computing. advantage in the upcoming
beyond the cockpit. We need to know if the pressures of a hectic political on January 26. Ms Ursula European Nato members ted to acting together as The Free Trade Agree- S =

schedule compromised safety stand:

The tragedy has left the “Pawar Brand” at a crossroads. The family and
political factions may unite, but the administrative vacuum left by Ajit
Pawar — the man who knew every file and every worker by name — is a
gap that no political merger can easily bridge.

India-EU FTA sets a template

von der Leyen is the presi-
dent of the European Com-
mission. Her organisation
functions as the EU's execu-
tive branch, proposing laws,

was almost instantaneous.
They debated that use of
military force against a
Nato member would shatter
the crucial alliance. With

anchors of stability in an
increasingly Lragmented
and multipolar world”.

also descril three core
outcomes. One, the Free

ment stands approved but
can only be signed after the
EU completes legislative
procedures. t may not
happen before the end of

managing policies and the US markets plunging, Trade Agreement, which 2026 Work is also tostart on perpetuat

enforcing the European the message was unmiss- Mr Costa describes as an Investment Protection e

Union's law. able. Consequently  “offering partnerships  Agreement (IPA). environment, di
Accompanying her was President Trump, in his instead of tariffs". Ms Leyen The joint statement also  deserving candidates and

Antonio Costa, the Indian-
origin president of the

Davos speech, ruled out
employing military force.

calls it the “mother of all
deals”. It certainly creates a

notes the two sides dis-
cussing ongoing conflicts

courage meritorious students,

European Council, which ~ However, the Europeans, —new tradingbloc, coveringa  and international stand-offs. Yugal Kishore Sharma
he free trade agreement between India and the European Union, defines the EU’'s overall so far keeping their con- combined populationoftwo In Ukraine, “comprehen- Faridabad
‘which was billed as the mother of all agreements, signals the begin- political directionand prior-  cerns hidden, now began to  billion people. sive, just and lasting peace”
ning of a new era — as suggested by Prime Minister Narendra Modi ities, bringing together the seriously deal with the “rup- The second outcome is a  is endorsed, using dialogue

— at least for the Indian economy. For this was the agreement that got heads of state but without ~ture” in the global order. new “Security and Defence and diplomacy. ’l’hesancnty TAIWAN WAR NExT
bogged down for over a decade owing to insecurities and impracticalities enjoying any legislative China had already demon- Partnership”. Against the ofthe UN Charter and inter-
exhibited by both the parties — India was hesitant over that threat the power. It handles highJlevel ~ strated that only a firm backdrop of President natio general after

European car makers pose to the nascent Indian

decision-making, including

stance gets  President

Trump's constant deriding

Regarding Gam it shrewdly

CHINA'S
President Xi Jinping one of the few PLA com-

automobile sector while Europe was reluctant It may be just a the appointment of the pres-  Trump to climb down from  of Europeans for their low refers to the UN Security — manders with real combat experience and
to compromise on its climate concerns. matter of time that ident, Ursulavonder Leyen. — aggressive and pumme defence spending and over-  Council Resolution 2803 of  longstanding personal ties to Mr Xi has

Nevertheless, both India and EU shed obdura- the United States, That explains why they positions. Canadaalsosimi-  dependence on America, the November 17, 2025, which reportedly fallen in the latest and most sweep-
cy to bring out a fairly balanced trade deal that = 3 were jointly invited, astheir  larly began realigning its EU is at last moving suggested the Board of  ingpurgeofthe Chinesemilitary leadership in
protects their core interests, It is a “win-win” ‘°_°1 c'“‘Fh‘s a deal coordination is necessary to  trade and foreign policies, It~ towards  self-sustaining Peace and Stabilisation  decades. The investigation of Gen. Zhang,
deal that safeguards the interest of Indian farm- with India. But take forward any important ~ concluded that unless its  defences. It creates an ideal ~ Force. However, the state-  alongside fellow Central Military Commission
ers and small businesses, while opening up a having signed free new proposals. dependence on the US mar-  basis for defence technology ~ ment seeks its implementa-  member Liu Zhenli, for “serious violations of
huge market for European wines, spirits, beer, trade deals with The timing of the visit is ket was diminished, Mr sharing and co-develop- tion “initsentirety”. This is mscxphne and law” completes Mr Xi's three-
olive oil, processed foods and some fruits. The 2 i crucial, considering the pre-  Trump was unlikely tostop  ment. Cooperation also cov-  intended ~ to  contain dismantling of the PLA’s top command
India-EU deal could serve as a template for New Various countries, vailing global environment, ~ claiming Canada as the 5ist  ers maritime ~security, ~President Trump's more unde1 the banner of anti-corruption, a cam-
Delhi's trade negotiations with other countries, Indian businesses which was succinetly cap-  province of America. defence industry, cyberand  expansive interpretation, to  paign unmatched since Mao’s era. If both are
including the United States. must shed their tured recently by Canadian President Trump has a hybrid threats, space and use the board for global  removed, the seven-member CMC that com-

The India-EU free trade deal reaffirms global Jjugaad mentality. Prime Minister Mark Car- March summitahead sched- counter-terrorism. peacekeeping, which only  mands the two-million-strong PLA will shrink
faith in the free trade regime, especially when ney in his Davos speech. He  uled with Chinese President ~ The third outcome encom-  the UNSC is authorised to  to just Mr Xiand the internal watchdog Zhang

the United States, long considered the vanguard of laissez-faire economy,

said the global order faces a

Xi Jinping. The implicit US-

passes a Joint Compre-

undertake.

Shengmin concentratmg military authority in

shuts itself in a cocoon. It creates a free trade market consisting of two bil- “rupture”, caust China bipolarity globally hensive Strategic Agenda ,0" the Iran @ssue, agam unprecedented fashion. While corruption is
lion people — representing a fourth of global population and nearly a President 'Donald Trump’s leaves the middle powers in  towards 2030. It covers ener- ~ dialogue and diplomacy is  the official charge, observers suggest deeper
fourth of the world economy. The deal also has a great synergy, with disruptive approach to glnb Europe, Africa, Latin gy, connectivity (via sea, advised without recom- strategic fault lines, particularly over assess-
Europe offering technology and India bringing to table its vast talent pool. al trade, diplomacy and the ~ America, etc., exploring d and air) and mobility. mending any specific  ments of the PLA's readiness for a Taiwan
It may be just a matter of time that the United States, too, clinches a deal rules-based international other options. An obvious The last relates to migration —courseofactionforavoiding  operation, which US intelligence believes Mr

with India. But having signed free trade deals with various countries, system. India has borne the ~ solution is the crafting of a  and the movement of skilled mllmary confrontation. Xi wants to keep viable by 2027,
Indian businesses must shed their jugaad mentality and focus on manu- burden of 50 per cent tariffs  “Third Pillar”. Indiaand the  labour. With the anti-immi- -India summit may Amarjeet Kumar
facturing products that compete with the best of the best in the world in on most Indian exports to  European Union ave the grant Make America Great alreadv be impacting Hazaribagh
quality. For centuries, India was known for its fine products. Now it's time the US. The threat of further ~ ideal core of such a coali- Again (MAGA) targeting of America’s policy towards
that we revive our past legacy. escalation lingers due to the ~ tion, if the endangered glob-  mostly non-white individu- India. US treasury secretary

US alleging Indialran com.  al order is fo be protected.  als, including H-B visa Scott Bessant hinted at the  H/ALWA FOR MASSES

mercial ties, especially oil Otherwise, the strategic holders, Europe may wellbe  lifting of 25 per cent tariffs

imports. The India-US trade  independence of even mem-  a more welcoming destina-  on India for buying Russian  THE FINANCE MINISTER always hosts the
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deal has continued to get

bers of the G-7 bloc of devel-

tion. The sm]phﬁcamn of

oil, while noting that their

halwa ceremony before presenting the Union

delayed, as the United oped nations, exceptthe US, the Schengen visa regime is Eumpeau allies were sign-  Budget. While the halwa is distributed among

THE ASIAN AGE States keeps introducing may get compromised. This  to be examined. ing a “big trade deal” with  finance ministry officials, the Indian public
= new irritants. is so because President Pilot European Legal India. If this happens it wil expects to geta portion of it in the form of con-

The EU also has entereda  Trump uses tariffs not just Gateway Office isnamed as ~ corroborate the Chineseles-  cessions and tax rebates. The expectation is
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new uncertain phase after
initially humouring Presi-

for obtaining trade-related
concessions but also for

an institution to facilitate
migration enquiries.

son that standing upright
and politely pushing back

different from each section of the society, but
10 one wants higher taxes. Price stability and
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President Trump’s claim on
the  Denmark-controlled
massive landmass called
Greenland. Prior to his

mit has 22 pages. European
Council president Antonio
Costa posted on X his read-
ing of the summit. He wrote:

temptuously sidelined are
listed for action. The imp-
ortance of the Paris

ment to handle climate

The writer is a former
secretary in the external
affairs ministry. He tweets
at @ambkesingh.

‘citizens expect more care from the goverment.
Can the FM give a taste of halwa to the masses?
D.B. Madan
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Newspapers as part

of education: Will
Rajasthan move set
off a trend in India?

recent decision by the Rajasthan government
to make reading of newspapers mandatory in
government schools rnay seem ordinary at

t. Ten minutes in the morning assembly.
Two newspapers — one Hindi, one A few new
words and a brief discussion on current events.
However, behil form lies a powerful idea
— education must prepare students not only for exams
and jobs, but for ina
‘The practice itself is not new. For decades, many
schools had encouraged newspaper reading informally.
Students often read headlines during assembhes.
:req%cnng an mstmctlve behef that current affairs mat-
at
its formal mandate. By institutionalising the pracnce
the stateaffirms that civic awareness is not optional, but
central to schooling.

In recent years, edumlion policy in India has focused
heavily on employability, skills and rankings. While
important, these cannot be the sole aim of education. A
technically skilled vet socially indifferent youth is poor-
Iy equipped to serve society. This is where regular news-
paper reading matters.

Newspapers expose students to real evems parlia-
tary debﬂ!m. social movements, court
ydaystrug

rights, but they also have duties, Voting, questmnmg
authority. engaging in public debate, and holding insti
tutions accountable require basic polifical knowledge
For first-time voters especially, political awareness is
erueial. Without if, choices are often driven by emotion,
identity or misinformation. rather than informed judg-
ment. Reading newspapers from a young age will help
students understand how policies affect lives and how
decisions taken today shape fomorrow.

One of the worrying trends on many campuses loda
is political indifference. Many st\n:lems feel po]im:s is
dirty, irrelevant or not worth with. This cys
cism does not emerge naturally; it grows from a ]ack of
exposure and engagement. When political discussions
are discouraged in schools and colleges in the name of
neutrality or discipline, students graduate without the
ability or the confidence to form independent opinions.

ocracy weakens as a result. Educational institu-
tions must therefore encourage informed debate and
dissent. Avoiding so-called “controversial” topics may
seem safe, but it comes at a cost. Students need spaces
where they can discuss current events, debate ideas and
even disagree, of course, peacefully and respectfully.
Newspapers offer a safe entry point. An editorial discus-
sion or a debate on a policy issue teaches students that
need not lead to hostility, and that democ-

gles. They help students see society not as @ textbook
‘idea, but as a living reality which is unfolding each day.
In a democracy, awareness is essential. Cifizens have

— o ©

racy thrives on dialogue.
At the heart of social and political awareness lies crit-
ical thinking. Reading news regularly trains students to

ipare perspectives, question narratives, and identify
b\as It encourages them to ask: Why is this happening?
Who benefits? Who is left out? Such skills are vital in an
age of social media, where misinformation spreads
fxsvz.r than facts. Without critical thmkmg students

targets for
Undemandmg social realities also Tequires historical
and contextual knowledge. For instance, issues like
caste inequalify, gender discrimination and regional
disparities cannot be understood in isolation.
Newspapers uﬂen lmk present events to historical
injustices and co

Without this undmmndmg, public debates become

shallow, unfair and divis

Classroom learning must cannect with what students

see in real-world dewalopments As current affairs enter
learning becor

on elections, budgets, soclal movements or court ver-
dicts could build empathy and tolerance, helping stu-
dents see how theory meets practice and how their lives
are linked to Targer social processes. Experiential learn-
ing, research shows, deepens this awareness, Volun-
feering, community engagement and service-learning
social realiti Paired with

rinciples.
about leaders hke Dr B R. Amhedkar and the struggles
that shaped In

informed reading, these experiences turn knowledge

and concern into
atewhy li ist. [gnorance instil 'y amoral i
of this context breeds pnejumce and slmpl:stlc opinions.  Schools and colleges do not just train workers; they
‘This becomes particularly important in debates around ~ shape citizens. When social and political awareness is
reservaﬁon and social justice, Many students oppose neglected, it often results in the misuse of rights, intol-
i tion without really ing fts his-  erance, and social fmgmemaum The Rajasthan initia-
mncal necessity or contemporary relevance. Regular ing a prac-
engagement with news exposes them to data on under- tice that once depended on mdmdua! schools or com-

representation in education, bureaucracy and the judi-
ciary. Informed opinions emerge only when students
both privile The idea of

“merit” itself cannot be understood without social
awareness, Merit is often shaped by access to good
i i i ol ic stabili
ty, not just by individual effort. Newspapers help stu-
dents see how systemic barriers affect opportunities.

+

mitted teachers, reviving an older educational wisdom
suited to today’s democratic needs. Ten minutes with a
newspaper may be among the most valuable lessons a
school can provide.

The writer is retired professor and former dean of

the School of Arts and Humanities at Christ
University in Bengaluru
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uick Kiranas continue to rule
grocery despite e<comm

Serves middle, low income groups, grows to $598-bn in size

INDICATORS

Sensex 8234468 060
Nifty 50 2534275 066
S&P 500 699251 020
Dollar (%) 9181 008
Pound Sterling () 12656 072
Euro (2) 11000 088
Gold (10gm)* (¥) 163850a6151 390
Brent crude (8/bbl)* 67.89 047
IN 10-Yr bond yield 6703 -0.24
US 10-Yr Tbill yield" 4237 0014

* As of 8:30 PM IST

ACC posts 63%
fall in net profit
to 3404 crin Q3

Cement maker ACC Ltd on

SANGEETHA G.
CHENNAL, JAN. 28

Despite big-box stores, e-
commerce retailers and
quick commerce expand-
ing fast in the Indian gro-
cery retail market since
2000, kirana stores hold 91
per cent of the market and
are expected to hold the
dominant position in the
coming years as well.
India’s retail ecosystem
spans across big-box sto-
res with hypermarket and
supen:uarl\ei formats, onl-
ine retail with e-commer-
ce and quick commerce fo-
rmats, and kirana stores,
serving distinct needs.
While online commerce
offers convenience, and
big-box retail provides
value and assortment,
kirana stores remain the
backbone of daily grocery
consumption with their

said its
ed net profit declined 63 per
cent year-on-year to ¥404.25
crore in December guarter of
FY26. It recorded a profit of
%1,091.79 crore in Oct.-Dec.
quarter a year ago. However,
revenue from operations rose
21.7 per cent to 6,391.17 crore
in third quarter, which is high-
est-ever quarterly revenue. It
was at ¥5,251.70 crore in corre-
sponding period a year ago.

TVS Motor posts
46% rise in net
to 3891.2 cr

TVS Motor Company Ltd on
Wednesday reported a 46.26
per cent jump in consolidated
net profit at ¥891.26 crore in
third quarter ended December
31, 2025, riding on robust sales.

hood reach, per-
sonalised service, and
trusted credit, finds a
report by RedSeer
Consultancy.

The big-box retail chains
and hyper markets made
an aggressive entry in the
early 2000s in the Indian
market. With a target seg-
ment of largely urban,
upper middle, value-seek-
ing consumers, these
stores grew to a $40 billion
market by 2025 and are
expected to be $74 billion
by 2030, growing at 13 per
cent CAGR.

The online commerce

BOND YIELDS SURGE
ON HEAVY SUPPLY
FEARS NEXT FISCAL

Mumbai, Jan. 28: Indian
fixed-income yields have
shot up across segments
as investors fret that an
estimated record %30 lakh
crore ($327 billion) of gov-
ernment bond supply
next fiscal could compJ.i~
cate the central bank's
task of managing a falling
rupee and rising rates.
The borrowing estimate

It had posted a
net profit of ¥609.35 crore in
same period of the last fiscal,
the company said. Consolid-
ated revenue from operations
in Q3 stood at 314,755.52 crore,
as against 311,034.88 crore in
the year-ago period, it added.

Suzlon Energy
bags 248 MW
wind energy

‘Wind energy developer Suzlon
has secured its first 248.5 MW
wind energy order from steel
maker ArcelorMittal. The order
is part of the 550 MW hybrid
project in Gujarat where the
wind (energy)order has been
awarded to Suzlon for captive
use for ArcelorMittal Nippon
steel facilities in India, it said.
“This project reflects Suzlon’s
strategic focus on the EPC seg-
ment,” said JP Chalasani, chief
executive officer, Suzlon Group.

Adani Electricity
gets AAA from
India Ratings

Adani Electricity Mumbai has
received a AAA credit rating,
becoming the first privately
owned power distribution com-
pany in India to achieve a rat-
ing on par with the sovereign,
according to India Ratings.
“The rating upgrade reflects
strong regulatory support,
improving credit metrics and
sustained deleveraging, sup-
ported by stable cash flows
under a cost-plus regulatory
framework,” India Ratings said.
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by 20 ists, a more
than 10 per cent annual
increase, includes federal
and state governments.

The federal debt plan

be announced in the
budget on Sunday, while
details for states wiL\ eme-
rge over a period of time.

Market rates  have
remained elevated despite
unprecedented measures
by Reserve Bank of India
(RBI), such as record
bond purchases and forex
swaps to inject liquidity.

Meanwhile, demand is
flagging due to weak dep-
osit growth, liquidity sca-
reity eaused by the RBI's
FX market intervention,
and changes in account-
ing of banks’ uadmg boo-
ks, according to six bank
treasury officials.

“There are some struc-
tural problems in the
market,” said A. Prasa-
nna, chief economist at
ICICI Securities Primary
Dealership. — Reuters

NIRMALA T0 TABLE
ECONOMIC SURVEY IN
PARLIAMENT TODAY

FC CORRESPONDENT
HYDERABAD, JAN. 28

Finance minister Nirm-
ala Sitharaman will table
the Economic Survey
2025-26 in Parliament on
January 29. The docu-
ment is prepared by the
finance ministry’s depart-
ment of economic affairs
under the guidance of the
chief economic advisor
V.Anantha Nageswaran.

The survey is a compre-
hensive review of coun-
try's current economic
state and future outlook.
This survey data reviews
India's economic perform-
ance for 2025-26, key indi-
cators, sectoral trends,
and sets the tone with out-
look and policy nudges.

It will give insights on
GDP growth, inflation
trends, fiscal health, jobs,
rural demand, reforms
push, trade and geopoli-
tics among others. It is an
official report card on the
government’s financial
performance.

g7 |

Budget may take note of
Finance Comm proposals
[ FORMULA PRt

New Delhi, Jan. 28: The
forthcoming Budget
would incorporate the rec-

ions of the 16th

INDIA’S retail ecosystem spans
across hig-hox stores with hyper-
market and supermarket formats,
online retail with e-commerce and
quick commerce formats, and
kirana stores, serving distinct needs.

Kirana
stores, repre-
sents 80% of

India’s demo-
graphic, is $598
bn market in

2025,

DESPITE DIVERSIFICATION,
kiranas expected to hold 86% of gro-

cery market in 2030.

.- ONLINE COMMERCE
channels, a $19 bn
market, projects to
reach $69 bn by 2030,
growing at 29% CAGR.

G
iPi
ONLINE COMMERCE

offers convenience, and
big-box retail provides

value and assortment.

channels, which serves
the urban, affluent, upper-
middle class consumes
for whom convenience is
the rlrlvu\g factor for pur-
chase, is a $19 billion mar-
ket and is projected to
reach $69 billion by 2030,
growing at 29 per cent
CAGR.

Meanwhile, kirana
stores serving the middle,
lower-middle, low income
groups, which represents
80 per cent of India's
demographic, is a $598 bil-
lion market in 2025. It
accounts for 91 per cent of

the grocery market, grow-
ing at 7 per cent CAGR,
and is projected to become
$849 billion by 2030.

India's grocery market is
anchored by its largest
cohort - low-to-mid
income households,
whose low-average order
value, high-frequency bas-
kets are served most effi-
ciently by kiranas.

Higher-income segments
diversify into supermar-
kets, quick commerce, and
online channels as pur-
chasing power rises.

Despite this diversifica-

Kirana
stores account
for 91% of gro-

jects

$849 bn bytz_;l;o
rowing a
AR,

tion, kiranas are expected
to hold 86 per cent of the
grocery market in 2030.

Quick commerce is
expanding quickly,
reshaping convenience-

led shopping once domi-
nated by supermarkets
and e-commerce.

Quick commerce already
accounts for 47 per cent of
the o) e grocery market
and is projected to reach
67 per cent by 2030, out-
pacing e-commerce with a
35-40 per cent CAGR.
However, it is not affecting
kirana stores much.

Silver hits new high 0f3.85Lakg
on speculatlon pnce settles lower

CHENNA| JAN. 28

Silver prices on Wednes-
day remained ly vola-
tile as speculative buying
kept driving the market.
Silver witnessed extre-
me intra-day volatility in
global markets. Prices sur-
ged from $104 an ounce to
$117.73, then crashed
below $102 and recovered
to $112. Even in the Multi
Cummod.lry Exchange, sil-
ver prices saw an intra-
day low of ¥3,64,821 per kg
and a high of 23,83,100.
“Silver markets experi-
enced one of their most
volatile sessions in recent
history, underlining how

quickly a commodity
boom can transition into
commodity mania. A

nearly $16 swing within a
single trading day is high-
ly unusual for silver and
reflects a market increas-
ingly driven by sentiment

and positioning, rather
than incremental changes

in fundamentals,” said
Ajay Kedia, MD, Kedia
Commodities.

Silver's broader rally
continues to be supported
by strong structural fun-
damentals. Global mine
supply growth remains
constrained due to limited
new investments and
declining ore grades,
while industrial demand
from solar energy, elec-
tronics, EVs, and power
infra continues to rise.

However, the pace of the
recent price rise far
exceeded the speed at
which fundamentals typi-
cally evolve. This attract-
ed aggressive speculative
participation, particular-
ly in futures markets,
pushing prices into over-
extended territory and
increasing vulnerability
to sharp corrections.

Deliverable inventories
remained tight, and physi-
cal availability faces con-
straints due to steady
industrial offtake and lim-
ited supply flexibility.

“Investors are advised to
remain cautious, reduce
leverage, and avoid chas-
ing price moves. In com-
modity manias, rallies can
be spectacular, but correc-
tions often arrive faster
and deeper than expected.
Discipline and risk man-
agement are critical in
navigating market,” said

edia.

Finance Commission
which has already submit-
ted its report to President
Droupadi Murmu.

The finance commis-
sion, which has been set
up under the
Constitution, provides a
formula for devolution of
taxes between Centre and
states. Cesses and sur-
charge levied by Centre
are not part of the divisi-
ble pool.

The finance commission
is a constitutional body
that gives suggestions on
Centre-state financial
relations and is set up
periodically.

The 16th finance com-
mission, headed by for-
mer vice chairman of Niti
Aayog Arvind
Panagariya, was set up on
December 31, 2023.

The commission also
presented a copy of the
report to Prime Minister
Narendra Modi and Union
Finance Minister Nirmala
Sitharaman.

Although  the  16th
finance commission repo-
rt has not been made pub-
lic, the Union government
historically has been

PFRDA LAUNCHES
NPS SWASTHYA FOR
HOSPITAL EXPENSES

FALAKNAAZ SYED
MUMBALI, JAN. 28

The pension fund regula-
tory and development
authority (PFRDA) has
launched NPS Swasthya
pension scheme that will
provide financial support
for out-patient and in-
patient medical expenses
of the subscribers.

The scheme at present is
being rolled out on a pilot
basis under the regulato-
ry sandbox framework to
examine the feasibility of
integrating health- related
benefit mechanisms with
the existing national pen-
sion scheme (NPS) archi-
tecture and to assess the
operational, technologi-
cal and regulatory aspe-
cts, it said.

Indian citizens can
make voluntary contribu-
tions and use the corpus
to meet expenses. The
minimum _investment is
21,000, in line with rules
for non-government NPS
subscribers, and th-ere is
no maximum limit.

There shall be no restr-
iction on number of par-
tial withdrawals for med-
ical expenses and no min-
imum waiting period sha-
11 apply for withdrawals.

Outst andmg gold loans rise to X15.6 lakh cr

MUMBAI JAN. 28

India’s gold loan portfolio
expanded sharply to %15.6
lakh crore as of November
2025, registering a robust
41.9 per cent year-on-year
growth agamst 39 per cent
in previous year, outpac-
ing the growth in total
consumption and overall
retail loans, according to
CRIF High Mark's
CreditScape report.

As of November 2025,
gold loans now account for

about 14 per cent of total
consumption loans and 9.7
per cent of total retail
loans in terms of portfolio
outstanding (up from
around 8.1 per cent a year
earlier).

The number of active ~
gold loan accounts Y 4
reached 902.6 lakh
as of November
2025, reflecting 10.3
per cent year-on-
year growth.

Early-stage delinquency
(portfolio at risk for 31-90
days) stood at 1.2 per cent,

Industrial output grows 7.8%
in Dec. on strong mfg, mining

New Delhi, Jan. 28: India’s
industrial production
growth accelerated to over
a two-year high of 7.8 per
cent in December 2025,
driven by strong perform-
ances in mining, manufac-
turing and electricity,
according to official
data releas-ed on
Wednesday.

The factory out-
put, measured in
terms of index of
industrial produc-

level in over 2 years, after
registering a high growth
of 7.2 per cent (RE) in
November 2025,” an offi-
cial statement said.
The national statistics
office (NSO) revised the
industrial production
growth for Nove-
mber 2025 to 7.2 per
cent from the pro-
visional estimate
of 6.7 per cent rel-
eased last month.
The NSO data fur-

tion (IIP), expanded "  ther showed that the

by 8.7 per cent in
December 2024.

“Industry momentum
further strengthened in
December 2025 as the
Index of Industrial pro-
duction rose by 7.8 per
cent, reaching its highest

manufacturing sector’s
output grew by 8.1 per
cent in December 2025
compared to 3.7 per cent
in the year-ago month.
During April-Dec. period
of FY26, IIP growth slow-
ed to 3.9 percent. — PTI

while PAR 91-180 was 0.6
per cent and PAR 180+ was
0.3 per cent. Priority sec-
tor gold loans (PSGL) ace-
ounted for ¥4.6 lakh crore
as of Nove-mber ‘25, repre-
sen-ting about 30 per
, cent of total gold
loan portfolio.
Nationalised
banks accounted
for nearly 60 per
cent of total gold loan
portfolio outstanding and
46.6 per cent of active
loans streng-thening their
leadership position in last

two years.

In contrast, gold-loan-
focused NBFCs command-
ed a significantly higher
16.6 per cent share of
active gold loan accounts.

The report noted that
nationalised banks had
increasingly skewed tow-
ards higher-value loans,
while NBFCs continued to
dominate smaller-ticket,
high-volume lending.

Private sector banks, on
the other hand saw a grad-
ual erosion in both value
and volume share.

® FINANCE commis-
sion provides a for-
mula for devolution
of taxes between
Centre and states.

* THE 16TH
finance com-
mission,
headedd by
Arvin
Panagariya, g
was set up

December
31,2023.

Modi and FM Nirmala Sitharaman.

« Though report has not been
made public, Union govern-
ment has historically accepted
recommendations of commission.

@ 15th finance commission rec-
ommended that states be
given 41% of divisible tax

pool of Centre

ul
2020~
PR

accepting the recommen-
dations of commission.

The 16th finance com-
mission’s recommenda-
tions with regard to the
formula for sharing taxes
for five years starting
2026-27 to 2030-31 would be
the key look out once the
report is made public.

As per the terms of ref-
erence (ToR), the 16th FC
was mandated to give its
report covering a period
of five years commencing
on the 1st day of April,
2026 making recommenda-
tions on the distribution
of the net proceeds of
taxes between the Union

and the States as well as
the allocation between the
States of the respective
shares of such proceeds,
grants-in-aid to States,
review arrangements on
financing disaster man-
agement initiatives, etc.
The erstwhile 15th
Finance Commission,
under NK Singh, had rec-
ommended that states be
given 41 per cent of the
divisible tax pool of the
Centre during the six-year
period, i.e., 2020-21 to 2025-
26, which is at the same
level as was recommended
by the 14th finance com-
mission. =PT1

Amazon cuts 16,000
jobs in push for Al

Seattle, Jan. 28: Amazon
confirmed 16,000 corpo-
rate  job cuts on
Wednesday, completing a
plan for around 30,000
since October, while leav-
ing open the possibility of
further reductions.

It was first reported last
week that Amazon was
planning a second round
of job cuts as part of its
broader goal under chief
executive officer Andy
Jassy, who has been trying
to reduce bureaucracy
and abandon underper-
forming businesses.

Amazon said it was clos-
ing its remaining grocery
stores and Go markets,
despite years of effort,
and said it was dropping
its Amazon One biometric
payment system.

Although 30,000 repre-
sents a smail portion of
Amazon’s 1.58 million
emp]oyees who are most-
ly in fulfillment centers
and warehouses, it is
nearly 10 per cent of its

corporate workforce and
represents the largest job
cuts in its three decades,
surpassing the 27,000 it
pared between late 2022
and early 2023.

The job cuts were neces-
sary to strengthen the co-
mpany by reducing layers,
mcreasmf, ovmershlp,
and removing bureaucra-
cy at Amazon, its human
resources executive, Beth
Galetti, said in a post.

Galetti left open the pos-
sibility of further reduc-
tions, saying some teams
will continue to make
adjustments as appropri-
ate. — Reuters

Sensex gains 487 pts on positive
macro data, Budget optimism

RAVI RANJAN PRASAD
MUMBAL, JAN. 28

Indian stock markets mai-
ntained upward momen-
tum for the second day on
gains in energy, power
and industrial stocks
on positive macro
data and Budget
expectations as m-
ost sectors closed
in green but for
FMCG and con-
sumer durables.

The Sensex gained
487.20 points or 0.60 per
cent to close at 82,344.68 in
a swing trade that saw
index go in red in after-
noon trade before a sharp
recovery.

“The rebound in consu-
mer durables and infra

goods signals strengthen-
ing domestic demand,
while capital goods
growth reflects invest-
ment revival,” said Rajeev
Sharan, head - criteria,
model development and
research - Brickwork
Ratings.
Foreign portfolio
investors turned
net buyers on

I=S\ Wednesday with

¥480.26 crore net
buying along with
domestic institutions’
%3,360.59 crore net buying.
“On the global macro
front, all eyes would be on
the US Federal Reserve's
interest rate decision,”
said Siddhartha Khemka,
head-research, Motilal
Oswal Financial Services.

|RENEW | VISION|  Co already one of the ChatGPT-maker’s biggest backers

SBG may put $30 bn in OpenAl

New York, Jan. 28
SoftBank Group is in disc-
ussions to invest as much
as $30 billion more in Ope-
nAl, a sharp increase in
commitment that reflects
founder Masayoshi Son’s
ambitions to play a central
role in developing artifi-
cial intelligence.

The Japanese company,
already one of he
ChatGPT-maker’'s biggest
backers, is in deliberations
to commit more capital
toward the fast-growing
start-up, people familiar
with the matter said.

The maximum amount
SoftBank is considering is
$30 billion, one of the peo-
ple said, asking to remain

anonymous to discuss pri-
vate talks. They cautioned
that the discussions are
fluid and the amount of
funding could change.

Son has been unwinding
positions to increase Sof-
tBank’s stake in OpenAl
and ready capital for swe-
eping investments aimed
at injecting artificial intel-
ligence (AI) in all devices.

The Tokyo-based co-
mpany sold its stake in Nv-
idia and recently hit pause
on talks to buy out US data
center operator Switch.

SoftBank had amassed
an 11 per cent stake in
OpenAl injecting $22.5 bil-
lion just last month.

OpenAl chief executive

+

5 OpenA
S

chatGPT

officer Sam Altman has
been meeting with top
investors in the Middle
East to line up funding for
a new investment round
that could total at least $50
billion, people familiar
with the matter have said.

The ChatGPT maker is
looking to raise $50 billion

or more in the round at a
valuation of about $750 bil-
lion to $830 billion, the peo-
ple said. The talks are
early, and the amount
could change.

Japanese retail investors
helped lift SoftBank’s
shares to a record high last
year, seeing them as a
proxy for OpenAlL

But ChatGPT's outlook is
less rosy now given rising
competition from the likes
of Google’s Gemini, said
Amir Anvarzadeh, Japan
equity strategist at
Asymmetric  Advisors.
And vet, Son is all in, bet-
ting the house on this,
Anvarzadeh said.

— Bloomberg
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Mature and pragmatic

India did well to negotiate a fair deal
with the European Union

he free trade agreement (FTA) between

India and the European Union (EU) is sig-

nificant not just on account of the sizes of
the economies involved, but also because it
showcases Indian negotiators’ skill and maturity
when dealing with a powerful counterparty. In-
dia has managed to negotiate favourable terms in
each of the previous eight FTAs of the last four
years or so, but those were with much smaller
economies or groupings. For context, the other
eight FTAs together accounted for about 16% of
India’s total trade in 2024-25, while the EU itself
accounted for nearly 12%. Under the latest deal,
the EU will drop tariffs on 99.5% of the items that
India exports, with most going down to zero im-
mediately upon implementation. India has given
tariff concessions on 97.5% of Europe’s exports.
Both sides did well to address issues that were
pr eviously intractable. India ensured that strateg-
ic agricultural sectors and dairy were excluded
from the deal. The EU too managed to exclude
several of its sensitive agricultural sectors. What
stood out was how the two sides arrived at a wor-
kable solution on automobiles. It had been dis-
agreements over auto and auto parts that had de-
railed negotiations in 2013. The quota-based
system now arrived at not only protects India’s
domestic manufacturers at the lower end of the
price band, but also provides a big opportunity
for Europe’s luxury carmakers. Similarly, the qu-
ota-based wine tariffs not only give French wine-
makers an opportunity — a fervent demand on
their part — but also provide protections to In-
dia’s burgeoning domestic industry. Such a ma-
ture and pragmatic approach to persistent hin-
drances is the way large economies must
negotiate with each other. This is further illustrat-
ed by the mobility, defence, and technology
agreements that were signed separately.

That said, there are some concerns. India
could not negotiate any concessions under the
Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM).
At the moment, this tariff applies to only six pro-
ducts, but is designed to include all industrial
goods in some years. The upside is that CBAM ap-
plies to all countries equally, and India has done
well to negotiate a deal wherein any concession
granted to a third country would automatically
apply to it as well. Second, if India is to attract fo-
reign investors looking to take advantage of a
cheaper export route to Europe, it will have to
quickly implement reforms that encourage large-
scale manufacturing. Finally, with the FTA docu-
ment to be translated into 27 European languages
before it can be cleared by each country and fi-
nally the European Parliament, actual implemen-
tation will likely take a while. India must push for
as speedy a clearing process as possible. Other-
wise, the gains so painstakingly bargained for will
be too late to offset the U.S. tariff pain.

Abysmal failure

The Kolkata warehouse fire is a telling
indictment of the State government

hen 14 people died in a massive hotel
w fire in the Burrabazar area of central
Kolkata last April, it seemed that de-
vastating fires had become a disturbingly routine
phenomenon in the city. The tragedy on the eve
of this year’s Republic Day, in which 11 are report-
ed dead so far, has only confirmed that inference.
Seventeen missing persons complaints have been
filed, and the toll is likely to climb as agencies
clear the area. The bodies are charred beyond re-
cognition and DNA tests would be required to
identify them. The dead were mostly migrant
‘workers from faraway places such as Purba Medi-
nipur and the makeshift warehouses were their
night shelters. A year ago, the hotel accident
highlighted the poor fire safety aspects of inner
cities of India’s metropolises. This time, the de-
vastating fire broke out in two large warehouses
stretched over 12,000 sq. ft. in Anandpur. The
State fire department has declared that the ware-
houses were not approved for fire safety and had
no fire safety features. One of the outlets be-
longed to a popular momo eatery chain and the
second to a local “decorator”. Decorators help
furnish events such as weddings and may have
stored fabrics, chairs, and various accessories.
Those who escaped the fire reported foul smells
and thick smoke that can be a quick killer. The
fire raged until Tuesday afternoon, requiring 12
engines to put it out. This indicates the extent of
storage of flammable material and the lack of at-
tention given to constructing the structures in a
way that would facilitate efficient firefighting.
The State agencies that generally amp up their
visibility after such accidents have been reticent.
Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee, who typically
rushes to such spots, has not visited the site yet.
Social media channels of State agencies have
been silent. It may well be that the ruling Trina-
mool Congress does not want to draw too much
attention to the tragedy just ahead of Assembly
elections. A compensation of 310 lakh per person
has been announced. So far, not even a perfunc-
tory noise has been made regarding the larger is-
sues — the cause of the accident and how such
tragedies can be avoided in the future. That such
large unapproved structures with little attention
to fire safety had come up at an ecologically sen-
sitive area in Kolkata indicates the abysmal state
of civic administration in what used to be the fo-
remost city of India.
cM
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India, the beautiful — but first, India the functional

ndia is a land of astonishing contrasts. It

offers snow-capped peaks and

sun-drenched beaches, ancient temples

and cutting-edge tech parks, spiritual
retreats and bustling bazaars. Yet, despite this
kaleidoscope of experiences, India welcomed just
5.6 million foreign tourist arrivals till August 2025
— amodest figure for a country of 1.4 billion.
Singapore, with a population smaller than
Delhi’s, drew 11.6 million by August 2025.
Thailand earned over $60 billion from tourism;
India made barely a third of that.

These numbers are not just statistical
curiosities. They reflect a deeper malaise in
India’s tourism strategy — one that demands
urgent attention if we are to unlock the sector’s
full potential. Tourism is not merely about
showcasing monuments or selling sunsets; it is
about creating experiences that are seamless,
safe, and memorable. And on that front, India
has work to do.

Three main problems

India’s problems can be summarised in three
“I”s: image, infrastructure and ‘India itself’. Let
us analyse each. First, image: the perception of
the country abroad. India’s ‘Incredible India’
campaign is evocative, but branding alone cannot
overcome the weight of negative headlines.
Concerns about safety, especially for women,
with many foreigners considering India to be
unsafe for women travelling alone; scams;
sanitation; and bureaucratic hassles often shape
the global imagination more than our cultural
richness. Tourists want to feel welcome, not
wary. Singapore and Thailand have succeeded
not just by being clean or affordable, but by being
consistent in their messaging as safe, efficient,
and, especially in Thailand’s case, fun.

India’s vastness makes a single narrative
difficult, but that does not mean marketing the
country is impossible. We must segment our
appeal — Spiritual India, Adventure India, Luxury
India — and market each with clarity and
conviction to different audiences abroad. It is
time for ‘Incredible Indias’, in the plural, to be
sold to the world. The Buddhist circuit, the
Ramayana circuit, even the cricketing circuit
should all be marketed to appropriate foreign
constituencies.

Infrastructure is the second problem area. The
tourist experience begins the moment one lands.
Airports, immigration counters, taxis, Wi-Fi —
these are first impressions. A luxury hotel means
little if the road outside is potholed and the
signage indecipherable. Last-mile connectivity to
remote destinations remains a challenge. Clean
public toilets, reliable internet, and
well-maintained heritage sites are foundational.
Paradoxically, while India can be a budget

Shashi Tharoor
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Until India
addresses the
fundamentals —
image,
infrastructure,
and experience
— it will remain
a tantalising
idea rather
than a top-tier
destination

destination, mid-range and luxury travel often
comes at a premium, making the country less
competitive than its Southeast Asian neighbours.

Then comes ‘India itself’. The sheer scale can
overwhelm the uninitiated. Crowds, noise, and a
service culture that is not always tourist-friendly
can cause frustration. Scammers, touts, beggars
and sexual harassers exist, and they erode trust.
The hospitality sector reportedly faces a 40%
shortfall in trained staff, and many graduates
prefer the predictability of office jobs to the
unpredictability of guest relations. We need
vocational training, multilingual guides, and a
professional workforce that sees tourism not as a
fallback, but as a calling.

Immigration, too, must evolve. While e-visas
have helped, India still ranks behind many Asian
countries on ease-of-travel indexes. A ‘Visa on
Arrival for the World’ policy may sound
ambitious, but it is worth exploring — though T
am certain that would require a major
transformation in the attitude of the Home
Ministry. Stories of foreigners turned away at
Indian airports because of past criticisms of the
country do disproportionate damage. India is a
large and confident nation; it can absorb dissent
without rejecting the dissenter. We need to train
immigration officers to be friendly and
welcoming to foreigners. And as a nation, Indians
need to accept criticism of policies as part of
democratic discourse.

Fixing the deficit

Fixing India’s tourism deficit therefore requires a
multi-pronged strategy that addresses both
perception and reality. First, rebrand and
relaunch. Let us move beyond generic campaigns
and build targeted narratives. Promote
well-defined circuits — the Golden Triangle, the
Himalayan trail, the coastal belt — with
impeccable infrastructure and safety. Invest in
digital storytelling: immersive virtual tours,
influencer partnerships, and user-generated
content that showcases India’s magic through
authentic lenses. If I were to write India’s tourism
tagline, 1 would say, ‘Incredible Indias:
Experience the Infinite’. ‘Not just a place to visit,
but a world to inhabit — spiritually, culturally, and
emotionally.

Second, build infrastructure that matches
ambition. Encourage public-private partnerships
to adopt and maintain heritage sites. Scale up the
‘Adopt a Heritage’ scheme for companies to
renovate and maintain sites everywhere in India.
Improve roads, rail, and sustainable transport to
lesser-known gems. Launch a nationwide ‘Clean
Tourism’ campaign with clean restrooms,
signage, and waste management at every major
destination. Make museums more digital, more
interactive, less dusty and worn.

Third, prioritise safety and training. Expand
the tourist police force, especially by hiring and
training large numbers of women; ensure
multilingual support; and crack down on scams
and harassment. Create centralised apps for
verified guides and transport. Invest in skill
development — not just for five-star hotels, but for
homestays, eco-lodges, and local artisans.

Fourth, streamline the visa process. Make
e-visas faster, simpler, and more intuitive. Offer
long-term multi-entry visas for frequent
travellers. Reciprocity is the usual rule, but India
can identify countries whose nationals are
unlikely to pose any immigration risk, and make
an exception to that rule. It is important to
remove bureaucratic hurdles that deter rather
than protect.

Fifth, promote sustainability and authenticity.
Today’s global traveller seeks eco-tourism and
meaningful experiences. India must balance
growth with preservation. That means regulating
footfalls at fragile sites, promoting
community-based tourism, and ensuring that
development does not come at the cost of
cultural or environmental degradation.

Economic opportunity, strategic imperative
Tourism must be a national pnorlty A World
Tourism Or report notes i

tourism creates multiple times more jobs than the
same amounts spent on manufacturing. As
automation reshapes industry, the differential will
only increase. Tourism offers employment not
just to more people, but particularly to the
unskilled and semi-skilled — precisely the
demographic that needs to be uplifted. In a
region where youth unemployment can fuel
unrest (as we have seen in Sri Lanka, Bangladesh,
and Nepal), tourism is not just an economic
opportunity; it is a strategic imperative. This is
why it deserves to be supported by the
government as a vital industry, with tax breaks
and policy support.

The hospitality industry is a curator of India’s
image in the eyes of the world. It is a shame that
the otherwise rightly hailed GST reforms have left
the hospitality industry behind. The denial of
input tax credit across the full range of hotels
revenue sources ironically means that they were
better off at 12% GST than they now are at 5%.
This must be fixed.

India has the history of Egypt, the natural
beauty of New Zealand, and the cultural depth of
a continent. But until we address the
fundamentals — image, infrastructure, and
experience — we will remain a tantalising idea
rather than a top-tier destination.

India doesn’t need to reinvent itself. It needs to
refine itself. The world is waiting. Let us give it a
reason to come - and to stay.

The new logic of the Chinese economy

suffers a severe blow, the giant ship of the

Chinese economy once again
demonstrates its strong resilience, with its GDP
exceeding 140 trillion yuan (approximately $20
trillion) in 2025. This represents a year-on-year
increase of 5%. China’s contribution to global
economic growth is expected to reach around
30%. This hard-won achievement has drawn
significant global attention. I would like to share
some views on several specific issues that Indian
friends are concerned about.

‘ s the global economic and trade order

What drives China’s economic growth?

In 2025, China’s economy moved forward, driven
by consumption, exports, and investment, but its
internal structure is undergoing a profound and
positive transformation.

Domestic demand is the primary engine of
China’s growth. In 2025, final consumption
expenditure contributed 52% to economic
growth. Some people may conclude that China
has “insufficient consumption” simply because
the prices of Chinese goods and services are
significantly lower than the global average. In
fact, measured by internationally accepted
standards of physical consumption, China ranks
among the world’s top countries in terms of total
basic consumption. Among these, the average
number of mobile phones owned per person is
1.28, which is among the world’s leading levels.
The average daily protein intake is 124.6 grams,
which is higher than that of the U.S. and Japan.
The average annual vegetable consumption is
109.8 kilogrammes, the highest in the world.

China’s exports of goods and services
demonstrated strong resilience, contributing
32.7% to economic growth and becoming a key
booster. Despite an unfavourable international
trade environment, ‘Made in China’, especially
high-tech products, were widely popular thanks
to its complete industrial chain and continuously
improving innovation capabilities, with high-tech
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product exports growing by as much as 13.2%
throughout the year. Exports to major markets
such as ASEAN and the European Union
maintained stable growth, effectively offsetting
market fluctuations in other regions.

In contrast, gross capital formation
contributed 15.3% to growth, which reveals that
the Chinese economy is undergoing a difficult but
necessary transformation of growth engines:
from relying on investment and exports to a
better model in which domestic consumption
takes the lead, while export and innovation add
impetus. Amid this transition, breakthroughs
have been consistently achieved in cutting-edge
fields such as Al, quantum technology, and
brain-computer interfaces. The output of
high-end manufacturing, including servers and
industrial robots, has maintained rapid growth.
Green industries such as renewable electricity
and clean energy have flourished. These
emerging drivers are clearly outlining the future
course of the Chinese economy.

‘Why export production capacity?

China is not exporting “overcapacity,” but rather
high-quality production capacity and advanced
solutions that are widely welcomed by
developing countries. From the supply side, there
is no “overcapacity” in China. In 2025, the
capacity utilisation rate of China’s
above-designated-size industry stood at 74.4%,
equivalent to that of the U.S. and the EU across all
sectors. The global competitiveness of Chinese
products stems from long-term, high-intensity
R&D investment, robust domestic competition,
and the most comprehensive industrial system,
rather than subsidies or dumping.

From the demand side, the fundamental
driving force behind the booming development of
China’s production capacity is the real demand
from the global market. Many developing
countries have enhanced their infrastructure,
achieved energy transition and embarked on

industrialisation by introducing high-quality
Chinese equipment and technology. As the
American economist, Jeffrey Sachs, pointed out,
the Western labeling of Chinese manufacturing as
“overcapacity” is out of “jealousy.”

Mitigating India’s trade deficit with China
According to data from General Administration of
Customs of China, China-India trade reached a
historic high of $155.6 billion in 2025. Many of the
goods imported from China are raw materials and
components that are much needed in India and
rhat are conducive to India’s economic
This fully d the strong

economic complementarity and great potential
for cooperation between the two countries.

Meanwhile, India’s exports to China have
shown positive momentum, reaching $19.7 billion
in 2025 and marking a year-on-year increase of
9.7%. Notably, growth rates in the last two
months of 2025 were particularly strong,
reaching 90% and 67% respectively. China has
never deliberately pursued a trade surplus and is
willing not only to be the world’s factory but also
the world’s market. China’s tariff level remains
low by international standards at 7.3%. The
negative list for foreign investment access has
been continuously shortened, and China’s
visa-free policy keeps expanding. In particular,
the Central Economic Work Conference identified
“expanding domestic demand” as the top priority
for economic work in 2026. With a population of
over 1.4 billion, including more than 400 million
in the middle-income group, China offers huge
opportunities for high-quality Indian products.

We welcome more Indian enterprises to
leverage platforms such as the China
International Import Expo to bring more
premium Indian products to the Chinese market,
transforming trade deficits into cooperative
surpluses. By moving towards each other, we can
share dividends of development and jointly
create a brighter future for Asia.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

The India-EU trade deal
With U.S. President Donald
Trump proving to be more
and more unreliable, India's
trade deal with the EU was
the need of the hour
(“Mother of all deals’: India
and EU finalise FTA”, Jan.
28). Freer trade is the
answer to the U.S’s
protectionist tendencies.
V. Lakshmanan

Tirupur

To open new vistas at a
moment of deep global
divide will benefit India and
also send a stern message
to President Donald Trump
that India will not dance to
his tunes. His arrogance and
condescending attitude of
“you are with us or against
us” needed a firm rebuttal,
which this FTA has helped
India achieve. This
definitely is a win-win deal

for India and the EU.
Biju C. Mathew
Thiruvananthapuram

Ajit Pawar’s demise

The death of Ajit Pawar is
shocking. It is a great loss to
the State as he still had a
long innings left in politics.
He was considered the heir
apparent to the NCP.
However, he knew which

side the bread was

buttered. When the Maha
Vikas Aghadi government
fell after the split of the Shiv
Sena, and the Eknath
Shinde faction joined hands
with the BJP to form the
government, Ajit Pawar also
joined hands with the
BJP-Shiv Sena alliance. At
the recently held urban
local body polls, however,
he forged an alliance with
NCP-Sharadchandra Pawar

even while continuing his
party’s alliance with the
Mahayuti. He was an astute
politician. Will the NCP
continue to be independent
or will it merge with
NCP-Sharadchandra Pawar?
Ajit Pawar’s departure is
sure to once again change
the dynamics of
Maharashtra politics.

K.R. Jayaprakash Rao

Mysuru
»
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Who loses when teachers are attacked?

ast October, at the

University of Delhi (DU),

a student union leader,

accompanied by a group
of supporters, slapped a teacher in
the presence of the police, fellow
teachers, and students. In a
similar way, last year’s student
union leader reportedly went
around several colleges, creating a
ruckus and misbehaving with
teachers, including a physically
challenged teacher, and even with
principals. Interestingly, these
incidents are not outbursts of
anger but calculated displays of
power. There seems to be,
perhaps, a competition of sorts to
gain cheap publicity.

However, the purpose of this
article is not to deliver moral
sermons or indulge in emotional
rhetoric such as “a society that
disrespects teachers cannot
progress” nor to recall Sant Kabir’s
dictum - “Without a teacher,
knowledge does not arise.”
Instead, it seeks to reflect on what
such incidents do to the process of
teaching-learning, and most
importantly, to the students who
remain silent, thinking it is not
their concern.

The focus here is certainly on
DU, which, being one of the finest
institutions in the country, has
been relatively less affected by
such acts of violence. Elsewhere,
however, teachers have been
killed, thrashed, or even had their
hands chopped off for stopping
harassment, preventing cheating
in examinations, or setting
questions deemed unacceptable
by fundamentalists, respectively.

Implications of attacks
Those in the profession know that
teaching is not a mechanical
process one can switch on at will.
Itis a deep human exchange,
sustained by trust, curiosity, and
respect. More than the content,
the quality of a lecture depends on
the teacher’s enthusiasm.
However, when a teacher’s
dignity is attacked, the teacher
may continue to take classes, but
without the same warmth,
creativity, or emotional

.
Anish Gupta
Associate Professor,

Delhi School of
Economics

Teachers learn
to adapt and
survive, as seen

ontinuing
to draw their
salaries. The real
victims will be
the students and
their parents.

investment, and the act of
teaching will turn into a
mechanical exercise, performed
merely because it is part of the
job.

The second casualty is the
fairness of student evaluation,
which is one of the most crucial
aspects of learning. Just as the
judiciary cannot deliver justice
under threat, teachers cannot
assess students objectively when
they fear public humiliation. To
avoid confrontation, many begin
grading leniently, blurring the line
between effort and indifference,
merit and mediocrity.

This trend dates back to the
early 2000s, when Delhi
University introduced a 30%
internal assessment component
(now about 43.75%) to promote
continuous evaluation and reduce
reliance on final examinations.
Internal assessment allows
students to see their marked
scripts, often leading to
unnecessary comparisons and
demands for justification. To avoid
frequent confrontations and
disputes over marks, many
teachers began awarding higher
grades. The outcome was clear:
average sCOres rose across
undergraduate courses.

When marks lose credibility,
employers lose faith in degrees,
and students lose faith in the very
value of learning.

The third casualty is the safety
of students. Teachers are often the
first people students turn to when
something goes wrong. But the
moment teachers themselves
begin to feel unsafe, they naturally
hesitate to get involved and start
referring every issue to the police,
and we all know how police
administration usually functions.
The exposure of young students to
such an unjust system at an early
age can have lasting
consequences.

Fourth, history offers grim
lessons, as seen in the exodus of
students that follow when
campuses turn violent. Once this
culture seeps into educational
institutions, it can take decades or
become impossible to undo the

damage. For instance, universities
in West Bengal, Bihar, eastern
Uttar Pradesh, and until recently
in Kerala were once among India’s
most reputed centres of learning.
Today, students from these
regions migrate elsewhere because
of violent politicisation of
campuses.

Are teachers to blame?

Itis often argued that students’
disrespect toward teachers stems
from a decline in teachers’ values
and quality. But this view
overlooks a larger truth:
corruption has corroded almost
every institution in the country,
i.e., the bureaucracy, police,
judiciary, politics, and the media.
Everywhere, officials seize every
opportunity to extract money
from the public. And yet, public
educational institutions have
largely held their moral ground.
Had the teaching community at
DU been similarly corrupt, it could
have monetised admissions or
internal assessment marks; yet not
a single incident supports such a
charge. Despite holding immense
power over students’ futures,
teachers have largely continued to
uphold integrity and moral
responsibility.

Who bears the burden most
Once a culture of violence takes
root and teachers are forced to
kneel, it is not the teachers who
suffer most. They learn to adapt
and survive, as seen in many State
universities, while continuing to
draw their salaries. The real
victims will be the students and
their parents, who will pay the
ultimate price through
poor-quality education, unsafe
campuses, and the need to
migrate elsewhere. However, given
the increasingly hostile
environment abroad, even that
escape may no longer be available.
Even alumni who remain
indifferent to what happens in
their alma mater must realise that
when a reputed institution loses
its standing, the respect and
credibility they command for
having studied there also fade.

Quenching Chennai’s growing thirst

New reservoir should be built by addressing livelihood issues of all stakeholders

STATE OF PLAY

T. Ramakrishnan
t@thehindu.co.in

nai and most of Tamil Na-
du do not have much po-
tential for tapping surface
water and building any new
reservoir, even for drinking
water purposes. So, when the
State government announces
a plan to raise one, particular-
ly for the city, the move
should have received praise.
Instead, the government is
drawing flak from sections of
fishermen and residents on
the grounds that the initiative
will “disrupt their livelihood
and permanently alter” the
fragile brackish-water
ecosystem.
The project in question is
the 3342.6-crore

l tis well known that Chen-

Tamil Nadu

(MLD). To be constructed with
a capacity of 1.65 thousand
million cubic feet (TMC), the
proposed reservoir will bene-
fit approximately 13 lakh peo-
ple, accounting for about 14%
of around 1,200 MLD that is
being supplied by the Chennai
Metrowater to Chennai and
other parts of the Chennai Me-
tropolitan Area (CMA). Among
those who are going to be co-
vered are residents of Sholin-
ganallur, Pallikaranai, Siruseri
and As Chen-

drinking water reservoir pro-
ject, for which Chief Minister
M.K.Stalin laid the foundation
stone on January 19. Billed as
the city’s sixth drinking water
source (the others being Cho-
lavaram, Red Hills, Chemba-
rampakkam, Kannankottai
Thervoykandigai and Satya-
murti Sagar in Poondi), the
proposed reservoir will come
up in two years near Mamal-
lapuram, a world heritage site
about 55 km from Chennai. It
will be spread over a land par-
cel in Thiruporur taluk of
Chengalpattu district between
the East Coast Road (ECR) and
the parallel Old Mamallapu-
ram Road (OMR).

Named after Narasimhavar-
man I (630-668 CE) of the Pal-
lava dynasty who was called
Mamallan (the great wrestler),
the drinking water reservoir
project is aimed at harnessing
surplus flows from the Mana-
mathy group of tanks and Ko-
valam sub-basin to augment
Chennai’s water supply with
up to 170 million litres per day

nai does not have any peren-
nial source of water and is de-
pendent on the Krishna water
from Andhra Pradesh for a
bulk of its requirements, its av-
erage quantum of water sup-
ply is 700 to 800 MLD. The
present demand of 1,100 MLD
is expected to double in 10
years. For the broader CMA
that covers the reservoir site,
the demand is projected to be
2,500 MLD by 2035.

People of fishing villages,
from Kanathur Reddikuppam
to Kokkilimedu, have con-
veyed to the State government
that it would “destroy their
customary fishing grounds
and undermine the spirit” of
the Coastal Regulation Zone
(CRZ) rules. People of Kova-
lam Kuppam have even sought
the intervention of the Union
Ministry of Ports, Shipping
and Waterways in the matter
as they contend that the reser-
voir would block the natural
flow of the Buckingham Canal.
Many residents used the Gram
Sabhas organised on Republic

Day to reiterate their opposi-
tion to the project and submit-
ted petitions in this regard.

It may be recalled that in
the 1990s, the ECR project
faced a similar opposition.
Then too objections were
raised citing likely damage to
the environment and liveli-
hood opportunities of diffe-
rent sections of people, in-
cluding farmers. Now
operational for nearly 30
years, the Chennai-Cuddalore
stretch of the ECR is among
the affluent areas of the State.

Defending the project in
the Kovalam sub-basin, senior
officials say it will serve as a
flood buffer and avert sea wa-
ter intrusion. In the last 25-
odd years, a spike in real es-
tate activity on the ECR and
the OMR has shrunk the flood
plains and swamps. It has re-
duced the flood buffering ca-
pacity of the Pallikaranai
swamp, according to an inter-
nal official document on the
project. The project, which
does not involve the acquisi-
tion of private land, has been
mooted to address these pro-
blems. Apart from new fishing
opportunities in the reservoir,
the project envisages the re-
moval of silt from the Bucking-
ham Canal. This will, in turn,
improve the flow of brackish
water and floodwater, even-
tually creating a better fishing
ground, say officials.

Notwithstanding the pros
and cons of the project, all sta-
keholders should keep in
mind that development
comes at a price. At the same
time, the authorities should
ensure that such develop-
ment remains sustainable
without jeopardising the inter-
ests of people, especially vul-
nerable sections. And that
would be the best tribute to
Mamallan and other great Pal-
lava kings, who had excelled
in water management even
about 1,500 years ago.

Voters increasingly link their choices with policies, delivery

Data show rising women’s participation and independent decision-making in voting; majority of the voters believe that their vote has a tangible influence

@he

FROM THE ARCHIVES

Bindu.

| DATA POINT

Krishangi Sinha
Kirti Sharma

n January 25, India ob-
0 served National Voters’

Day, which aims to pro-
mote electoral awareness and en-
courage informed participation.
Close on the heels of the moment,
let us take a close look at how voter
participation and political beha-
viour have evolved over the past
decade. Lokniti-CSDS survey data
offer important insights into the
stability of electoral turnout, the
gradual rise in women'’s participa-
tion, and the shifting patterns of
political autonomy and influence
among voters.

Overall voter turnout in general
elections has remained remarka-
bly stable in the last three cycles.
Lokniti-CSDS data show a turnout
of 66.44% in 2014, rising modestly
to 67.40% in 2019, and ilisi

and c e, even as
persistent gendered constraints re-
main visible in related indicators
of political decision-making.
Lokniti’s 2024 pre-poll findings
indicate that a majority of Indian
voters believe that their vote has a
tangible influence on how things
run in the country, with 56% ex-
pressing confidence in the impact
of their ballot, and one in every
five voters feeling that it makes no
difference, as shown in Table 2.
This strong sense of vote efficacy
reflects sustained trust in electoral
institutions and suggests growing
expectations of accountability and
increasing willingness among citi-
zens, particularly young voters, to
link their electoral choices with
policy performance and delivery.
Women as prominent voters
participate most where political
decisions are visible and actiona-
ble. Findings from a Lokniti-CSDS
study conducted in collaboration
with the Konrad Adenauer Stiftung

at 66.10% in 2024 (Table 1). This
consistency reflects the institu-
tional robustness of India’s electo-
ral system and the sustained wil-
lingness of citizens to participate.
Women’s turnout has historically
lagged behind men’s, but data ov-
er the past decade indicate a gra-
dual and structurally significant
narrowing of this gap. Women's
participation rose from 65.54% in
2014 to 67.18% in 2019, before sta-
bilising at 65.78% in 2024, a level
still higher than a decade earlier
and indicative of an enduring up-
ward momentum rather than a
short-term fluctuation.

This trend reflects broader pol-
itical and social transformations,
including more sustained mobili-
sation of women through voter
awareness initiatives, improved ac-
cess to polling stations, and admi-
nistrative reforms such as women-
managed booths and streamlined
facilitation processes, all of which
have facilitated safer and more in-
clusive electoral spaces. The rise
also points towards a gradual en-
hancement in women’s political

cM
K

(KAS), as 1 in Table 3,
underline that women’s political
interest is closely linked to the im-
mediacy of governance. Nearly
half of the women voters report
moderate to high interest in local
politics, where proximity to local
government strengthens everyday
political connection. This interest
continues at the State level, with
44% of women expressing moder-
ate to high interest in State politics
and a substantial 38% at the na-
tional level. Together, the data pat-
terns underscore a continuum of
political engagement rather than
fragmentation, and this engage-
ment provides a strong base for ex-
panding women’s participation
across higher levels of governance.

Debates on voting behaviour of-
ten suggest that voters rely heavily
on advice from family, spouses, or
community leaders. However,
Lokniti data from the 2014 and
2024 Lok Sabha elections show
that while advice exists, indepen-
dent decision-making remains pre-
dominant with variations across
gender, location, and income

groups.
»

In 2014, nearly six in every 10
voters reported deciding on their
own and this remained almost un-
changed at 59% in 2024. This per-
sistence is closely linked to India’s
electoral framework. The secret
ballot, introduced in 1951-52, insti-
tutionalised vote privacy. It was
reinforced by the adoption of elec-
tronic voting machines (EVMs) in
2004 and later voter verifiable
paper audit trail (VVPAT) systems
in 2013, enabling voters to hear ad-
vice while keeping their final
choice fully independent.

Gender-wise, men report high-
er levels of independent voting
than women (Table 4) though the
patterns remain stable over time.
Among men, independent voting
increases marginally from 65% in
2014 to 66% in 2024, while among
women it rises from 51% to 52%.
Dependence on spousal advice re-
mains limited and does not show
an upward trend. Similar patterns
emerge across ruralurban set-
tings. In rural areas, independent
voting increases from 56% in 2014
to 60% in 2024. While among ur-
ban voters, independent voting re-
mains high but dips slightly by 3%
(62% in 2014 to 59% in 2024). Con-
trary to common assumptions, ru-
ral voters exhibit levels of indepen-
dence similar to urban voters.

Lokniti data reveal a decade of
continuity and gradual transfor-
mation in electoral behaviour. Tur-
nout remains stable; women’s par-
ticipation has strengthened; and
voters continue to express confi-
dence in the impact of their ballot.
Importantly,

Analysis of voter behaviour

Data for the tables were sourced from Lokniti-CSDS. Views expressed in
the article are personal and not of the institution. Figures in %

Table 1: Voter turnout in general

elections (2014-2024)

Table 2: Voters’ confidence in

electoralinfluence (2024 LS polls)

FIFTY YEARS AGO JANUARY 29, 1976

Plan for India’s own
communication satellite

Madras, Jan. 28: Prof. U. R. Rao, Director, ISRO
Satellite Systems Project, Bangalore said here
to-day that the Department of Space had plans
for the design and development of an
Indian-made communications satellite. It was
now on the drawing board and could be
launched with the French launch vehicle,
“Ariane”. It would be suitably positioned to
cover the entire subcontinent. The time frame
for launch is around 1980.

Disclosing this at a two-day seminar on “space
communication” organised by the Electronic
Engineers’ Association, College of Engineering,
Guindy, Prof. Rao said another major
programme which had already taken off the
ground was the design and development of a
small satellite called Rohini weighing about 40
kgs. This would be utilised, along with the
Indian Launch Vehicle SLV-3, for initially
conducting technological experiments and

Gender-wise | 2024 | 2019 | 2014 Vote affects how things run in the % 15 1tly for more scientific and
Overall s6il [ 674 |oan | _SOUNtYY)makes i differeiice application experiments. The first such satellite
Male 6555 | 67.01 | 67 Hasimpact 56 is expected to be launched in late 1978.

Female 65.78 | 67.18 | 65.54 Has no impact 29 Closely following the successful launching of

Table 3: Women’s interest in politics (2019)

Aryabhata was an ongoing plan for the
development of an Earth Observation Satellite
(SEO) that would yield data relevant to the areas

in space technology,

ds
Prof. Rao referred to the important role that
satellites could play in national development.

Source:

- Notatall |Notvery |Moderate/ Womenin ;
Levelofpolitics | interested |interested | Highinterest Poltics Stucy of hydrology and meteorology, he said.
Local (Panchayat/ X

v. 27 25 4 withKonrad
Municipal) Adenauer Stiftung
State 28 26 a4 2019, The rest of
National 30 29 38 o

Question asked: Women's interest sometimes varies across different levels of politics. Are you
personally very interested, somewhat interested, not very interested or not at all interested in (a)
local politics (Panchayat/Municipal corporation); (b) politics of your State; (c) national politics?

Table 4: Voting advice among Indian voters - 2014 vs 2024

sion-making persists across gen-
der, class, and rural-urban divides,
highlighting the resilience of In-
dia’s electoral institutions and the
maturity of its democratic culture.
As National Voters” Day reminds us
of the value of participation, these
patterns affirm that Indian voters
are not only engaged but increas-
ingly exercising their agency with
autonomy and awareness.

i ini Overall Male Female Rural Urban
independent deci- takenfrom | 2014 [ 2024 | 2014 [ 2024 [ 2014 2024 | 2014 [ 2024 | 2014 [ 2024
Peeleedar 58 | 59 | 65 |66 | 51 | 52 | 56 | 60 | 62 | 59
my own
Other family
o 12|12 9|10 |15|15| 12|13 |10]1
Husband/wife | 7 | 7 | 3 | 2 |12 13| 8 | 7 |6 | 8
i . Note: The figures refer to post-
ice/opinion | Poor Middle Rich poll period for 2014 and 2024,
takenfrom | 2014 [ 2024 2014|2024 | 2014 [ 2024  The total will not add up to 165
—— 51 [ 5 60 | 50 o2 [ 65 100asedvicelromothersnot on capital.
included i the table. Others
myown include parents, community
Otherfamily | 12 | 14 | 12 | 13 | 11 | 10 leaders,local politicalicaders,
members religious leaders, friends/
— T T T e T reishbous, coviorker
(Krishangi Sinha and Kirti Sharma are A / [ colleagues, others/ can't say
“MIDDLE INCOME

researchers with Lokniti, CSDS)

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO JANUARY 29, 1926

Staggering profits in
Calcutta jute industry

London, Jan. 28: Weekly Forward states that the
report of Mr. Johnston, M.P., and Mr. J. F. Sime,
Secretary, Dundee Jute Workers Union, upon
their recent inquiries into the jute industry in
India declares that the profits of jute mills in
Calcutta are staggering, the total gain of
shareholders for the decade ending 1924 being
300 million sterling or 90 per cent per annum

The average wage of 300,000 workers is at
present 124 sterling per annum. The report
describes their housing conditions and says that
the death-rate among children under ten years
is 50 per cent. It speaks of the absence of even
primary education among child-workers.
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lakh population in by China from all Amazon in its latest casualties in Russia’s for Delhi-Shimla-
T.N’s major cities sources in 2025 round of layoffs war on Ukraine Dharamshala flights

Tamil Nadu's major cities
lS operate with just 18 buses per

lakh population, far below the
benchmark of 60 set by the Ministry of
Housing and Urban Affairs, as per the
“Tamil Nadu Urban Mobility Charter 2031".
It attributes the gap to the misallocation of
infrastructure spending. en

gigawatts. China added
43 record amounts of wind

and solar power
capacity in 2025, while coal and gas power
also surged, according to data released by
its National Energy Administration. That
included 315 gigawatts of solar power and
119 gigawatts of wind power. ase

16,000

slashing
about 16,000 jobs in the second round of
mass layoffs for the e-commerce company
in three months. The tech giant has said it
plans to use generative Al to replace
corporate workers. et

In million. A report from the Centre
2 for Strategic and International

Studies warned that the number of
soldiers killed, injured or missing on both
sides of Russia's war on Ukraine could hit 2
million, with Russia suffering the largest
number of troop deaths by any major
power in any war since World War Il.

In crore. The Himachal Pradesh
31 government has decided to

operationalise regular flight
services on the Delhi-Shimla and
Shimla-Dharamshala routes and provide
financial assistance of 31 crore per annum
to ensure their sustained operation.
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Can the ED file writ petitions before Courts?

What high-profile case is at the centre of the challenge against the Enforcement Directorate’s jurisdiction? What has been the Kerala

government’s defence? Why is the outcome of this case significant for the balance of power between Central and State authorities in India?

EXPLAINER

Aaratrika Bhaumik

The story so far:
n January 20, the Supreme
Court agreed to examine
whether the Enforcement
Directorate (ED) is entitled to
invoke the writ jurisdiction of
constitutional courts to seek relief. A
Bench comprising Justices Dipankar Datta
and Satish Chandra Sharma admitted
separate petitions filed by the Kerala and
‘Tamil Nadu governments challenging a
Kerala High Court ruling that upheld the
agency’s right to do so. Taking note of the
substantial question of law raised by the
Opposition-ruled States, the Bench
directed that the matter be listed for
hearing after four weeks.

When can courts issue writs?

In India, the Supreme Court is vested with
the power to issue prerogative writs
under Article 32 of the Constitution, while
High Courts exercise a similar jurisdiction
under Article 226. These writs trace their
origins to English common law, where
they evolved as extraordinary remedies
issued by the sovereign in situations
where ordinary legal remedies were
unavailable or ineffective.

The Constitution recognises five such
writs — habeas corpus (to secure the
release of a person from unlawful
detention), mandamus (to compel a
public authority to perform a statutory or
public duty), prohibition (to restrain a
lower court or tribunal from acting
beyond its authority), certiorari (to quash
an order of a lower court or tribunal for
lack of jurisdiction or illegality), and quo
warranto (to question the legality of a
person’s claim to a public office).

While Article 32 enables the Supreme
Court to issue writs primarily for the
enforcement of fundamental rights,
Article 226 vests High Courts with broader
authority, allowing them to issue writs not
only for enforcing fundamental rights but
also “for any other purpose”, including
the enforcement of legal rights and the
review of administrative action. However,
the grant of such writs is discretionary,
and courts may decline relief where an
effective alternative remedy is already
available.

Further, under Article 361 of the
Constitution, a writ of mandamus cannot
be issued against the President or the
Governor of a State with respect to the
exercise and performance of the powers
and duties of their office. A writ also does
not ordinarily lie against private
individuals or bodies, except in cases
where the state is alleged to have acted in
collusion with a private party in violation
of constitutional or statutory provisions.

Why did Kerala approach the SC?

The dispute traces its origin to a
September 26, 2025 ruling of a Division
Bench of the Kerala High Court, which
held that the ED, established by the Union
government under Section 36 of the
Foreign Exchange Management Act, 1999
(1999 Act) pursuant to a June 2000
notification, is a statutory body entitled to
invoke the writ jurisdiction of High Courts
under Article 226 of the Constitution.

The ruling arose from a writ petition
filed by the ED challenging the Kerala
government’s decision to constitute a
Commission of Inquiry (Col) in
connection with the diplomatic gold
smuggling case. The case relates to the
seizure of 30 kg of gold, valued at ¥14.82
crore, from diplomatic baggage arriving
from the United Arab Emirates at the

»

In rage: A United Democratic Front protest march demanding Kerala CM Pinarayi Vijayan's resignation over the gold smuggling case in 2022. FILE PHOTO

Thiruvananthapuram International
Airport on july 5, 2020. The National
igation Agency sut ly
registered a case under the Unlawful
Activities (Prevention) Act, 1967, alongside
parallel proceedings initiated by the ED
under the Prevention of Money
Laundering Act, 2002 (PMLA).

The case later emerged as a flashpoint
between the Centre and the State after
Swapna Prabha Suresh, the prime
accused, released an audio clip alleging
that ED officials had coerced her into
implicating persons holding high office in
the State. Similar allegations were
subsequently made in a letter by a
co-accused. Acting on these allegations,
the Pinarayi Vijayan government had
tasked the inquiry commission to probe if
there was a conspiracy afoot against the
State’s leaders and, if so, to unearth the
identity of those behind the plot.

The ED, thereafter, through its Deputy
Director, approached the High Court
challenging the May 7, 2021, notification
constituting the Col. It sought a writ of
mandamus to call for the relevant records
and a writ of certiorari to quash the
notification on the ground that it was
wholly without jurisdiction and contrary
to law.

However, the Kerala government
questioned the ED’s locus to maintain a
writ petition, contending that it is merely
a department of the Union government
and not a juristic person or body
corporate capable of suing or being sued.
It further argued that the agency’s only
available remedy lay under Article 131 of
the Constitution, which vests the
Supreme Court with exclusive jurisdiction
to adjudicate disputes between the Centre
and the States. To buttress its contention,
the State also relied on the Supreme
Court’s 2003 ruling in Chief Conservator
of Forests, Government of Andhra Pradesh
versus Collector, which had deprecated
the practice of Centre and State
governments filing writ petitions against

each other before High Courts.

What did the High Court rule?

In August 2021, a single judge of the High
Court rejected the State government’s
objection to the maintainability of the
ED’s writ petition, observing that ED
officers exercise statutory powers and
that the agency cannot be treated as
merely a department of the Union
government. The State’s appeal against
this decision was dismissed by a Division
Bench in its September 2025 ruling.

The Bench, comprising Justices
Sushrut Arvind Dharmadhikari and Syam
Kumar V.M., reiterated that the ED is a
statutory body and that its officers are
designated statutory authorities under
Sections 48 and 49 of the PMLA. Rejecting
the State’s contention that the agency
lacked juristic personality and the
capacity to sue, the Bench observed that
such an objection amounted to a “trivial
defect” and was “a matter of form and not
substance”, which could not defeat the
ED's statutory right to seek recourse
under Article 226 of the Constitution.

‘What have Kerala and Tamil Nadu
argued before the Supreme Court?

In its appeal before the top court, the
Kerala government objected to the High
Court’s characterisation of its challenge to
the maintainability of the ED’s writ
petition as a “trivial defect”. It pointed
out that the Supreme Court, in Chief
Conservator of Forests, had held that the
capacity of a legal entity — natural or
artificial — to sue or be sued is a matter of
considerable importance and that
proceedings would fail if the necessary
party lacked such capacity.

The State further contended that the
Deputy Director of the ED, being only an
officer and not a juristic person, lacked
the locus to file a writ petition. “Hence, he
also could not have filed a writ petition.
Therefore, the finding of the High Court
that the Deputy Director of Enforcement

has locus standi to institute the writ
petition is erroneous... Neither the
provisions of the 1999 Act nor the PMLA
confer any legal personality on the ED so
as to entitle it to be treated as a juristic
person competent to sue,” the petition
stated. Tamil Nadu, supporting Kerala's
challenge, submitted that it had been
placed in nearly identical circumstances.
It alleged that the ED had indulged in a
“gross and blatant abuse of the process of
law” by filing a writ petition before the
Madras High Court in connection with
proceedings relating to alleged illegal
mining in the State. In a separate appeal
before the Supreme Court, Tamil Nadu
argued that the Kerala High Court’s ruling
had “emboldened the ED to venture a
similar line of action” before the Madras
High Court in its case.

What are the possible implications?
“It is contested whether the ED can be
placed on the same footing as statutory
bodies such as the Securities and
Exchange Board of India or the Reserve
Bank of India, which are juristic entities
with perpetual succession and an express
statutory capacity to sue and be sued”,
Alok Prasanna Kumar, co-founder of the
Vidhi Centre for Legal Policy, told The
Hindu. He noted that the ED is widely
regarded as an instrumentality of the
Union government, prosecuting cases on
its behalf rather than functioning as an
autonomous legal entity. Mr. Kumar
further pointed out that the ED does not
have any independent legal rights vis-a-vis
State governments. “State governments
do not owe any ‘public duty’ to the ED
that could justify the issuance of a writ of
mandamus or certiorari against them. At
best, the allegation may be that a State
has encroached upon the powers of the
ED as an arm of the Union government.
Such a claim would have to be pursued as
a Centre-State dispute under Article 131 of
the Constitution, over which the Supreme
Court has exclusive jurisdiction”, he said.

THE GIST

v

In India, the Supreme Court is
vested with the power to issue
prerogative writs under Article
32 of the Constitution, while
High Courts exercise a similar
jurisdiction under Article 226.

v

The Kerala government has
questioned the ED's locus to
maintain a writ petition,
contending that it is merely a
department of the Union
government and not a juristic
person or body corporate

capable of suing or being sued.

v

In August 2021, a single judge
of the High Court rejected the
State government’s objection
to the maintainability of the
ED's writ petition, observing
that ED officers exercise
statutory powers and that the
agency cannot be treated as
merely a department of the
Union government.
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Burning ember: Former BBC journalist Mark Tully chats with a truck-driver at a highway teashop in Dankuni, 20 kilometres northwest of Kolkata, on February 18, 2002. AP
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Mark Tully
Satish Jacob

AMRITSAR

Finding his mark: Tully’s books
chronicled India on the move

As readers mourn the passing of “Two-lee Sahib, we read his books, ‘No Full Stops in India’ and others. The veteran journalist reported for the BBC

between 1965 to 1994 on momentous events including the liberation of Bangladesh and the assassination of Indira Gandhi

or decades, Mark Tully, the BBC
correspondent in India, who
made his home here, was the
man who brought news of India,
+ not only to his listeners in the U.K. and
Isewt but to Indians th \
This was not because there was any
dearth of journalists, daily newspapers
and periodicals in India that could
chronicle the times, but because the state
controlled the airwaves, both television
and radio.

The BBC, available on shortwave radio,
was one of the only alternatives to a
nation obsessed with the news. Tully, who
passed away on January 25, had lived in
India as a child, and benefitted from the
times he reported for the BBC (1965-1994),
for a number of reasons. To begin with,
those were times of momentous,
nation-altering stories in the region he
covered: Bangladesh’s liberation, Pakistan
Prime Minister Zulfikar Ali Bhutto’s
hanging, the Soviet invasion of
Afghanistan and the U.S.-Pakistan funding
of the Mujahideen to defeat them.

Emergency, and after

In India, he covered the Emergency (he
was expelled by PM Indira Gandhi for his
reportage for more than a year before he
returned); Mrs. Gandhi's assassination
and the anti-Sikh riots; the assassination
of former PM Rajiv Gandhi; the Babri
Masjid demolition; and the liberalisation
of the economy. It was a time when a
foreign correspondent in the

subcontinent led a charmed existence —
access everywhere, big stories to cover,
an ease of conversation with the
leadership at the top, and budgets that
allowed, in fact, encouraged
correspondents to “go to the ground”.

Those were also times when India was
emerging out of a post-independence
shell and slowly moving towards its
economic potential, which made every
colourful story, from a local wedding to
the Kumbh mela, one of great curiosity to
his viewers and listeners abroad.

Tully’s work at the BBC ended when he
resigned in 1994, but he never stopped
chronicling India through his books, with
areporter’s eye that was inquisitive,
perceptive, and replete with dry humour.
A telling quote appears at the beginning
of his most celebrated work, No Full Stops
in India (1991). “How do you cope with
the poverty?” Tully said he was asked
most frequently by visitors to India. “I
don’t have to. The poor do,” he replied,
dismissing with his pithy response, the
patronising attitude of many foreigners
that Indians bristle at. While he never
romanticised India’s poor, Tully didn’t
make them an object of scorn or pity
either.

Amritsar: Mrs. Gandhi’s Last Battle
(1985), that he co-authored with his BBC
colleague Satish Jacob, is a granular
account of the Punjab insurgency and the
Indira Gandhi government’s decision to
storm the Golden Temple in Operation
Bluestar. The authors began working on
the book before Mrs. Gandhi was
assassinated on October 31, 1984, and it

came out as violence, including the riots
in Delhi, and the crackdown by security
forces in Punjab still roiled the situation.
However, the authors were able to
capture a long-term perspective for
readers, not just the anger of the
moment. Most of Tully’s other books are
collections of essays, reflecting on the
issues he covered, like caste struggles,
Naxalism, corruption and ‘Babus’,
Hindu-Muslim tensions, the political rise
of Hindutva, insurgencies in Punjab and
the Northeast, and Sati and dowry deaths.
‘While many of the themes are clichéd, his
treatment was descriptive, not
prescriptive, and hence less likely to
offend.

India, in his heart

Above all, Tully focused on an India on
the move — as is evident from the titles of
his works. No Full Stops in India
(originally called ‘The Defeat of a
Congressman and Other Stories’) was
followed by India in Slow Motion (2002),
written with his partner and
fellow-journalist Gillian Wright. His other
books include India’s Unending Journey,
India: The Road Ahead and Non-Stop
India. The Heart of India and the
quasi-fictional Upcountry Tales: Once
Upon a Time in The Heart of India both
focus on Uttar Pradesh, where he spent
much of his time reporting. Criticism of
Tully, including extreme versions of it,
when he was chased by a mob outside the
Babri Masjid calling for his death, centre
on his reporting of only “negative” stories
about India, but then that is the nature of

the news business. When asked in an
interview for a 1992 LA Times profile
entitled “The BBC’s Battered Sahib”, he
said, when you work as a journalist, you
get “shot from all sides”.

Fly on the wall
Through all of his work Tully remains, in
his words, “only a bloody journalist” —
intrigued by the subjects of his reporting,
but removed and dispassionate, as a fly
on the wall. Where he deviates is in his
obvious affection for the land he adopted,
and in his preference for an India that is
less-polarised, that celebrates the values
of secularism and inclusivity. While he
hardly wrote any books about India
post-2014, he was known to express his
disappointment over government
constraints on journalists, including raids
on the BBC some years ago, as well as on
the “spread of religious hatred”, but said
that he remained optimistic that Indian
traditions of pluralism would endure.
Fitting then, that at his funeral at a
Delhi crematorium this week, Vedic
chants mingled with ease to strains of the
hymn “Abide with Me”. Recounting his
childhood in the 1930s growing up in a
British home in Kolkata, Tully has written
about his English nanny, who scolded him
when she found he was learning to count
in Hindi, as she saw it as her
responsibility to ensure her charge didn’t
‘go native’. Nearly a century later, it is
clear that the nanny failed brilliantly, to
the immense benefit of his readers, who
are today mourning the passing of
“Two-lee Sahib”.
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Anton Chekov, Russian playwright and master of the modern short story, was born on
this day in 1860. Work your brain cells with this quiz on the celebrated author

Vighnesh P. Venkitesh

b
QUESTION 1

While Chekhov is celebrated for his literary work, what was his

original profession?

N
QUESTION 2

The opening of Chekhov’s first major play in 1896 was a failure, but
later productions became extremely successful, What was the name

of this play?

A
QUESTION 3

In Chekov’s short story The Bet, what does a banker and a lawyer

place a wager on?

[N
‘QUESTION 4

Which work by Chekhov won him the prestigious Pushkin prize in

1888?

A
QUESTION 5

Name the tool that is associated with Chekov as a metaphor for

foreshadowing in screenplays.
CcM
K

b

Visual Question:
Chekov's short story The Lady with the Lapdog was set in this
building.

CT0 NET C(] IHA POMOEHN

Questions and Answers to the previous day’s
daily quiz: 1. The working title Austen gave to Pride
and Prejudice. Ans: First Impressions.

2. This 19th-century novelist's work influenced
Austen’s ironic treatment of social manners. Ans:
Fanny Burney’s 1782 novel Cecilia

3. This person bore the financial risk for the
publication of the first edition of Pride and Prejudice?
Ans: Jane Austen, who published it under a

ar ining the

pyright and iving profits after
4. The credit on Austen’s first book Sense and
Sensibility. Ans: It was credited anonymously as
“By a Lady”
5. The now-acclaimed opening line of the book. Ans:
“It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a
single man in possession of a good fortune, must
be in want of a wife.”
Visual: Identify this 1985 television adaptation of
Pride and Prejudice that aired on Doordarshan. Ans:
Trishna.
Early Birds: Dilbar Poonia| M. Suresh Kumar| Abhay

Krishan
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Know your
English

S. Upendran

What is the meaning of “to burn the
midnight 0il”? (P. Jaya Ramaiah)
When someone “burns the midnight oil”,
he/she stays awake late into the night. The
person does this in order to study or do
some work. If you are in the habit of
watching television late into the night,
you cannot say that you have been
burning the midnight oil!

Many students start burning the
midnight oil a week before the exams. My
boss has given me a new assignment. |
expect to be burning the midnight oil for
the next week or so.

This expression came into existence
much before electricity was discovered.
In the old days when scholars wished to
read or study late into the night, they
made use of lamps. And what did they
need in order to keep the lamps burning?
0il, of course! So when a person said he
was burning the midnight oil, he meant
he was working by the light of an oil lamp.
Even today, in many States in our country,
thanks to the erratic power supply,
students literally burn the midnight oil!

Are the words “rational” and
“rationale” pronounced the same
way? (M. Charles, Pondicherry)
No, they are not. The “a” in the first
syllable of “rational” is pronounced like
the “a” in “rat”, “bat” and “cat”. The
“tion” is like the “tion” in “election”,
“selection”, and “vacation”. The final “a”
is like the “a” in “China”. Some people
reduce the word to two syllables by
dropping the vowel in the second syllable. +
The main stress always remains on the
first syllable.

Let’s talk about this in a rational way.

“Rationale”, which means the reason
on which a system is based, consists of
three syllables. The first two syllables
sound like the first two syllables of
“rational”. As for the “a” in the final
syllable “ale”, the English tend to
pronounce it like the “a” in “palm”,
“balm”, and “calm”. The Americans, on
the other hand, pronounce it like the “a”
in “cat”, “bat”, and “hat”. The main stress
in this word is on the final syllable “nale”.

Seema didn’t understand the rationale.

What is the difference in meaning
between “regret” and “repent”? (N.
Ramana Kumari, Adilabad, A.P.)
When you regret something that you have
done, you feel sad and disappointed that
you have done it. I regret I wasn'’t there to
help you. Hema regretted losing her
temper. He regretted not studying.

“Repent”, unlike “regret”, is usually
used in formal contexts, especially in
religious ones. When you repent
something, you usually feel sorry for
something bad that you did in the past;
and you wish to make amends for it.

When do we use the word “sic”?

The word “sic” which is pronounced like
“sick” is used quite often in comic books.
The word is always placed within brackets
after someone’s quote. The use of the
word “sic” indicates that although the
quote looks odd in that it contains a
mistake, the fault is not yours, but that of
the person whom you are quoting.
Published in The Hindu on June 15, 1999.

Word of the day

Metonym:
aword that denotes one thing but refers to a
related thing

Usage: washington is a metonym for the U.S.
government.

Pronunciation:
newsth.live/metonympro

International Phonetic
Alphabet: /meta.nm/

Ny
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India-EU trade accord:
What to watch out for

While the FTA holds promise, three aspects will determine its performance: manufacturing,

mobility and non-tariff barriers. But before that, the deal must leap through multiple hoops

ndia’s recently concluded free trade agree-
ment (FTA) with the EU, almost two dec-
ades in the making, has injected fresh
energy into the country’s geo-economics.
Tt offers strategists on both sides greater
latitude to pursue higher economic and
perhaps even geopolitical ambitions. In a best-
case scenario, it could act asa bulwark against
global hegemony sought to be exercised by a
third party. While the FTA is more symbolic
than an economic reality at this point, it has
three critical aspects that will determine its per-
formance: manufacturing, mobility and non-
tariff barriers. The first is ano-brainer: the deal
isvisibly designed to boost the factory sectorin
both economies. India’s enduring concern has
been to safeguard its sprawling base of labour-
intensive manufacturing, any threat to which
could have a wider fallout; lower EU import
duties on Indian apparel, textiles, footwear, etc,
could well give this segment a leg-up. Broadly,
though, making the most of easier EU-market
access would need our manufacturers to
sharpen their competitive edge and get past a
maze of restrictive entry rules. India’s tariff
relief has nicely been calibrated in highly
guarded sectors for gradual exposure of local
players to European competition (with a low-
duty quota for high-end vehicle imports, for
example). By and large, a wider opening of our
market to EU machinery, electrical equipment,
aircraftand other items isanod to Brussels
need to keep factories humming. In case either
side has second thoughts, the FTA allows a gen-
eral review five years after it goes into force.
Aninteresting part of thisagreement is its
mobility pact, which promises freer EU entry
for Indian workers and students. The latter
stand to gain the most, given the US’s harsh

turn on immigration; the enrolment of Indian
students in US universities over the peak season
of August-September 2025 dropped by nearly
75%. Since state-run UK institutions charge
foreign students higher fees to subsidize locals,
the allure of EU universities would rise. Worker
mobility, however, might be held back some-
what by local political sentiment. The missing
link in mobility seems to be tourism. Indian
tourists contribute significantly to the EU econ-
omy. Yet, Europe remains tightfisted with visas.
Perhaps our negotiators should bring this up
during the next stage of FTA talks.

Forall the euphoria over the accord, three
elephants still loom in the room. The first is the
EU’s carbon border adjustment mechanism
(CBAM), a protectionist measure on which
India only secured a promise of equal treatment
asatrade partner on any leeway given. As for
the levy, the CBAM can has been kicked down
the road, with talks to be held later. The second
isa more familiar non-tariff barrier: the EU's
sanitary and phytosanitary rules that often keep
our farm exports out. An EU fact-sheet states
that all Indian agri-products must comply with
these “very stringent, science-based"” standards.
The third and most daunting challenge lies in
the ‘last-mile’ path of the deal. Within the EU,
the FTA must now jump through four hoops.
First, a stage of legal vetting, with text-revision
proposals requiring India’s approval. After this,
the document moves to the European Council
forits nod, before which it cannot be signed by
the two parties. In the next stage, the European
Parliament must ratify what’s signed. This
political body can pose its own hurdles, as
seen in the recent EU-Mercosur deal. Till the
India-EU FTA crosses this Rubicon, let’s hold
offall celebrations.
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Does the budget have room for
greater spending and tax relief?

Tax collections lag estimates even as vital sectors call for bigger. fiscal allocations and concessions

DEVINA

is founder of First Global and author of
‘Money, Myths and Mantras: The Ultimate
Investment Guide'. Her X handle is
@devinamehra

nthe surface, Indiaappearsto
have the ultimate Goldilocks
economy: oneof the highest

GDP growth rates in the world with his-
torically low inflation—exactly what any
government would want. In theory, this

should give the government tremen-

dous flexibility and room in the upcom-

ingbudget. However, drill downalitte
deeperand gaps begin to appear that
will result in some furrowed brows.

As per the statistics ministry’s first
advance estimates for 2025-26, [ng
real GDP is estimated to grow at 7.4%,

s

which makes India arguably the world’s

fastest growing major economy. How-
ever, nominal GDP, or GDP in current
rupee terms, is projected to grow only
8%, This is again
ofapproximately 12%.

While the headline GDP number
talked about isalways the real growth

rate (GDPat constant prices), most con-

crete and measurable numbers in the
economy, from corporate profits to tax
collections, are tied to nominal GDP
growth. Asmentioned above, this has
been anaemic at 8%.

When the budget was presented last
vear, the nominal GDP growth rate was
estimated at 10% plus. Based on this,
corporate tax collections were bud-
geted to growat 10.7%and GST at
10.9%. Surprisingly, and thisis some-

thing I pointed outin this column at the

time, in spite of hefty personal tax cuts,

two-decade average

the mop-up from these taxes (or ‘non-
corporate tax’ as per budget documents)
was budgeted to growat 14.4%. The only
explanation I could come up with was
that the finance ministry was expecting
hefty inflows from
related taxes. The
tax (STT) was \
As!had said thm “While the regulator
may be talking against excess specula-
tion, many including the government
seem to be banking onit.”

Now with a slowdown in nominal
GDPaswellasa weaker-than-expected
performance of the stock market, tax
collections have been running way
below the budgeted numbers. In spite
of giving substantially lower refunds,
even total net tax collections have
grown only 8% from April 2025 to 11
January 2026, versus the 1% budgeted.
Ifthistrend continues for the rest of the
months of this fiscal year, there will be a
shortfall of over 313 trillion in tax col-
lections against the budgeted number.

Meanwhile every participant in the
Indian economy has given a wish listto
the government, which typically
includes either some tax concession or
increased government spendingin
theirarea. Inreality, the government
hasvery little leeway for tax cuts or

expenditure, but it will nevertheless
have asobering impact on GDP growth.

Andsince itis budget season, there
arealways questions about my wish list.
Unlike most others in my business, my
list typically does not centre around the
corporate world or capital markets. To
my mind, the priorities the government
should focus onare education, health,
employment and research. These are
not glamorous and the results don't
show upinasingle year. But spending
on these heads compounds over time.
These are the building blocks fora great
country and economy.

Forinstance, India spendsonly 3% to
4% of its GDP on education. The target
of 6% isstilla long way offand rareis the
budget whose education spend is even
inline with nominal GDP growth. For
perspective, China spends 6% plus and
giventhatits GDP isroughly five times
ours, theamount is seven-and-a-half
times ours.

Now forhealth. As per survey data
and research studies, India has the high-
est number of undernourished and
anaemic children in the world, with
about one-third being underweight and
more than two-thirds being anaemic.

Evenifourfocusissolely on eco-
nomic grmuh rather than society,

increased ling. Given the sluggish
tax collections, there is simply no room
available for concessions, unlessit lets
the fiscal deficit balloon. The latter may
not be a palatable option.

The other thing to remember is that
for the last few years, Indian GDP
growth has been mainly dependent on
government spending. Capital expendi-
ture by the government has gone up
nearly five timesin the past decade. Of
course, as this newspaper pointed out a
few daysago, notall of it has been pro-
ductive. For instance, while anairport
hasbeen built every 50 days for the last
few years, many of these are unutilized
orunder-utilized; 15 new airports are
unutilized and nearly 50 have less than
five flightsa day. Hence, Lam sure there
is scope for some cutting in government

10 B¢a8s5 3
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lucation and health are the

building blocks needed for us to have
people who are employable. Our demo-
graphic dividend can give us returnsif
and only ifwe find jobs for our young
people, ‘which in turn means that they
must have education and skills. Not to
forget that this bulge of working-age
Indians is available only for a limited
period of time before India’s population
plateaus and then beginsto decline.

Research is where we went above and
beyond in the early years of the Repub-
lic, but have now fallen far behind with
only 0.6% of GDP being spent on R&D.
China spends 25 times the amount we
do onresearch. In a fast-changing
world, we need more emphasis and
spending on this. The finance minister
sure faces a tough ask this time.

| JusT A TmOVEMT |

The scope of America’s
global hegemony is
admittedly great, but its
depth is shallow, limited by
both domestic and external

estraints.

ZBIGNIEW BRZEZINSKI

_l

Is the world trapped between two big rival hegemons?

RAHUL JACOB

legendary

ore than three decades ago, the
Warren

returned a call to a fact-checker,
explaining what he meant when he used the
term “elephant-bumping affairs
was gently deriding talkathons
Worl kl Economic Forum (WE]

was plenty of news, ranging from US Pres
dent Donald Trump'sdisavowal of the use of
force to take over Greenland to Canadian
Prime Minister Mark Carney’s overpraised
speech callingout lrSlwg{nmm There has
beenachange, of course, in leadership at the
WEF itselfwith the resignation last April of
founder Klaus Schwab after whistleblowers
reportedly accused him of research manipu-
lation and financial impropriety. Schwab
and his wife were cleared of the charges, hu[
BlackRock founder and WEF
chair, now seems in control. Fink mused
about moving it from Davos to Dublin or
Detroit. Surely Delhi, at least in the interest

Buffett

Buffett
uch.islh(‘

is a former Financial Times
foreign correspondent

New Yorkand was the fact-checker Buffett
called. 1 couldn’t help smiling as he
remarked that these summits were where

large egos went to bumpi fiheir

\l‘l‘)(‘ That early lesson from aman who was
arole model of self-deprecating humility
forme made me sceptical of Davos, where
the WEF holdsitsannual huddle. Thiswas
only heightened when I attended the
WEF'ssatellite summits in Indiaand China.
These reinforced what Buffett said, bu
withacorollary: Such events make it possi
ble for busy people to take a brief holiday
while: seemmgbu .
But, this year’s W EF

"

Hiffe There

ofalliteration, deserves to be on that list, but
he only mentioned Jakarta in Asia.

Atthe centreof thiscircus, inevitably, was
Trump. Hewalked back his threat to invade
Greenland and impose higher tariffson Nato
allies opposed to that idea. Davos and its
aftermath are allabout predictions, solet me
make one. January 2026 be remem-
bered asthe point when Trump’sauthority
started tounravel. The term TACO ( Trump
Chickens Out’) has never seemed
apt. Hetends to change tack when the
USstock market tumbles, whichappeared to
be the pr(mu ate cause for hl; rollback of

landist 1on Liberation

swellas his decision to sound
more atory on Greenland. Machia-
velli'smuch qumed line thataruleris better
feared than loved might have to be reworked
for the Age of Trump.

Like the MGM lion that roars at the start
of a film from this studio, Trump often
comesacross like a parody
US president. adapted for
the small screens of smart -

phones. While the hypoc- H H even more potent. Ahead
risy of the US invasion of Is hurtlng of lecturing Davos about
Iraq in 2003 was at least i middle powers needing to
once dressed up with developlng stand up to the US hege-
highfalutin talk about countries even mon Canada’s Carney had
installing democracy, US reached an agreement with
attacks on Nigeria and as Trump’s Beijing thatinvolvesslash-
Venezuela in January ing tariffs for the first
came without much bluster hogs the 49,000 Chinese electric

attempt at justification.
Subsequent meetings in
the White House with oil
majors to coax them to
invest in Venezuela only underlined that
thiswasa resource grab, The chiefof Exxon,
however, termed the country “uninvesta-
ble.” January does not just mark the first
anniversary of the most tumultuous US
presidency ever, but also a rise in TACO
readings, with many arguing that the words

China-US rivalry

global limelight

ofaleaderwho made hisnameasa TV show
host are mostly bluster.

Overshadowed at Davos by Trump and
Carney was Chinese Vice Premier He
Lifeng. He referred to US-China trade talks
as a prime example of cooperation and
called for fair treatment of Lhm(‘w compa-
nies overseas. This is rhe-
toric more muted than the
bluster from the US, but

vehicles (EVs) sold in
Canada from 100% to 6%.
This week, UK Prime Min-
ister Keir Starmerisslated
tovisit Beijing to put UR-Chinarelationson
adifferent path.

Perhaps major middle powers such as
Canada, the URand even India should read
closely the details of China's current five-
year plan; Beijing seeks to dominate the
wmmandmg heights of green technology

uchasbatteries and EVs, while ceding lit-
tle space to developing countries to build
market share in low-end electronics, toys
and garments. China'sshare of global con-
tainer shipments reached 37% for the first
three quarters of last year, while its trade
surplus for the full year hit $1.2 trillion. Its
response to US tariffs has been to decimate
manufacturing in developing countri
The head of an industry body in Jakarta
estimated that the textile sector alone in
Indonesia had lost 300,000 jobsto cheap
Chinese imports.

The trouble is that Trump’s most
cessful attempt to control the news
pushes China’s hegemonic behaviour to the
sidelines. Robin Harding, Asia cdlluruﬁhe
Financial hm \ spent time in Beij

nbera istsand by
I(’:ldvm what lhe world could sell China. T he
and imn nrv, sm'd une. J§ Ligheredum onsaid
another, but only because Peking University
and Tsinghua are hard to get admission to.
Unableto think of much else, they suggested
that Europeallow Chinese companies toset
up more factories there. This attitude of
‘What's mine is mine and what's yours will
be mine’ should be condemned, but don’t
expect to hear that at Davos.
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How India can sustainits growth
amid dramatic structural breaks

The Economic Survey delves into key challenges facing our economy as we confront unprecedented and shifting conditions

V. ANANTHA NAGESWARAN
is chief economic advisor to the Government of
India

he Economic Survey for 2025-26, being

released on 29 January, comes at an

extraordinary time for the world.

Global politicsis in flux. Most agree

that the world order they were com-

fortable with is no longer relevant.
Beyond that, agreement ends. There islittle clarity
onwhat might replace it, or whether such clarity
will emerge gradually or through a catalytic—or
even cathartic—event.

Meanwhile, India has been patient, absorbing
the pressure and quietly going about its goal of
economic transformation, lifting aspirations and
delivering on them, Thisis the backdrop in brief
for the Economic Survey.

This fiscal year has beenanother good one for
economic growth and macroeconomic stability.
Asofnow, estimated growth in real terms is 7.4%.
India has sustained growth since the pandemic and
has roughly halved the Union government's fiscal
deficitasa proportion to gross domestic product—
based on the projected 2025-26 budget deficit
announced in February 2025—even while signifi-
cantly ramping up public infrastructure invest-
ment. Inotherwords, deficit reduction has been
accompanied by an improvement in the quality
fiscal expenditure.

Fiscal prudence, conservatism and economic
growth earned the country three credit-rating
upgrades last year. India looks set to build on this
record and enjoy a longer period of non-inflationary
growth that has eluded it in previous cycles. That
the banking sector is healthy and capital markets
remain enthusiastic about funding startups are
additional support factors. The geopolitical envi-
ronment, however, guaranteesa rough ride.

Since the beginning of 2025, the price of one
dollar in Indian rupees has gone up by more than

3%. Over this shorter horizon, several other
emerging-market currencies have performed
better. However, when the frame is widened toa
six-year window beginning February 2020, most
major emerging-market currencies, including the
Indian rupee, have weakened against the dollar by
asimilar magnitude. Countries that run current
account deficitsare inherently vulnerable during
periods of geopolitical discontinuity, as cross-
border capital flows become sensitive to political
signals. Money is no longer neutral.

Countries that have built a strong manufacturing
hase, export mzmufu( tured goods and run external
surp 1j 1strong and stable curren-
ciesin the post-] “Bretton Woods era. But they did so
atatime when the climate was not a pressing con-
cernand energy-transition considerations were
distant. They were also not required to reckon with
a hyper-competitive manufacturing powerhouse
like China, which posted a trade surplus exceeding
Sl trillion in 2025.

of

At the same time, manufactured goods and
primary as well as intermediate inputs have
become part of the strategic balancing that coun-
tries in. Asaresult, indigenization has
acquired an urgency that did not exist even half-a-
decade ago. Further, rapid advanc: ifici
intelligence over the last year have raise
questions nation that needsto generate at
least 8 million jobs annually.

These themes fr: sues that the Eco-
nomic Survey for 2025-26 wrestles with. In addi-
tion, the questions that it attempts to answer
include: Has India done enough to lift its growth
rate and sustain it? How should India go about
pursuing the twin lmpcrauves af indigenization

siderations, Can, and will, India’s private sector
leadership rise to the occasion?

While it is generally true that leaders inspis
people, the converse is equally true and possible.
Citizens have an important role in the nation’s
progress. Each take e from the other. The
trade-offbetween instant and delayed gratification
matters in individual and public affairs.

The choices people make about the food they
eat, the data they consume, the respect they accord
publicgoodsand the fiscal support they expect
from the gover: nmem dictate the policy choices the
government makes. These expectations and their
fulfilment, or lack thereof, influence not only the
nation’s short-term growth trajectory, but also its

and enhancing export comy ? How
does one achieve a structural reduction in the cost
of capital, which is an importantinput cost?

The state has to organize and equip itself differ-
ently than before to respond to these questions
and deliver on development in the backdrop of an
unprecedented global environment.

Generally. analysesin the public domain focus
ontherole of public policy in addressing national
priorities. Democratic governments indeed have a
large share of responsibility in shaping the vision
;uld guitlingils realization. But nation- hm](lmg isa
collecti - Wealthier id not
reach their present position on th strengthof the

; corporate leadership also played arole
that extended beyond narrow balance-sheet con-

prospects.

The Economic Survey aims to inform the public

about the state of the economy and stimulate

i ion on the issues confronting both the
governed and the governing, the paths that lie
ahead and the ones they must decide to tread.
Given the depthand breadth of topics to be
covered, the Economic Swrvey this time is longer
than usual. Itisalso organized differently from
previous editions.

India offers unparalleled scope for policymakers,
students, teachersand practitioners to contribute
toand learn from its exciting growth prospects.
We hupc thatthe latest edition of the Economic
Sur serve as both amilestone and signpost
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South Korea has sprung to the
cutting edge of Al regulation

Seoul’s new law aims to make Al deployment sustainable and safe

CATHERINE THORBE
is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering
Asiatech.

early a decade ago, long before
ChatGPT wowed the world withits
| humanlike conversational abilities,
Google DeepMind'sartificial intelligence
(A system stunned South Korea when it
beat legendary Go player Lee Sedol during
atelevised tournament in Seoul.
‘The Go masterand 18-time world cham-
pion of the centuries-old strategy game
laterretired, calling Alan “entity that can-
not be defeated.” The spectacle was a
warning, with then-president Park Geun-
hye (I(danng Korean society was “ironi-
“to havelearned about the nas-
simportance “beforeit is

That early shock has since morphed into
oneof the fastest surges in Al use anywhere
inthe post-ChatGPT era. And Seoul wants
to turn that momentum into something
rarer:durable public trust. It has become
the first country to enacta comprehensive
national law withits so-called Al Basic Act
taking effect last week.

Asthe USand Chinacompetetobuild the
best models, South Koreaisstress-testinga
more immediate question: how an
advanced, hyper-connected economy can
roll out Al rapidly without letting scams,
deepfakes and slop wallop public trust.
Seoul is betting that rules don’t have to kill
adoption, but legitimize it.

The rest of the world will be watching
closely. The nation hasalso becomea live
demo of how quickly the technology can
spread throughout the real economy when
conditionsare right. Microso!
omy Institute called South Kore
clearest end-of-year success story™ in its
Diffusion Report this month, citing the
sharpest spike in adoption in the second
halfoflast year.

Since October 2024, Generative Al
usage grew by 25% in the US and 35% glo-
bally. In South Korea, it jumped more than
HO‘!«'.. Microsoft attributed this surge to

s in the Korean-l;
mpdbxhnu of large language models. It
also pointed to the viral Studio Ghibli
moment in April 2025, when global users
were mesmerized by ChatGPT's i

South Korea is the first country toenact a
comprehensive national Al law. istockeHoTO

US. And at just 16%, South Korea had the
lowest percentage of respondents who said
theywere “more concerned than excited™
about the rise of Al in daily life—less than
halfthe global average of 34% and far below
the US's50%, according to Pew Research
Center data.

But these superlatives come with outsize
exposureto the downsides. By some meas-
ures, the country also consumes the most
amount of ‘Al slop.” And well before Elon
Musk’s Grok triggered global backlash
over non-consensual Al nudes, South
Korea was already grappling with adeep-
fake porn crisi

Many governments, spooked by a hype
super-cycle and fears of falling behind geo-
political competition, are hesi gloreg-
ulate. The stated aim of Seoul istolay
“afoundation of trustworthiness” for AI's
role in society, not after the damage is
done, but before it scales.

Inspired by asimilar law enacted by the
EU, but taking effect earlier, South Korea’s
rules wquue stronger human oversight
and d hen Alisused i
domains, from loan screening to nuclear
facility management. They also require
labelling tools such as watermarks for
machine-generated material that can be
hard to distinguish from realit;

Criticsargue that the lawsare vague, risk
chillinginnovation and could hit startups
harder than Big Tech, which can absorb
compliance costs. Some of that concernis
and so far, the government has
appeared sympathetic to local industry
feedback. But Seoul deserves credit foract-
ingbefore abacklash becomes irreversible.
With98% of the population online and the
world's highest density of industrial robots,
the country is unusually well positioned to
turn widespread a([nplmn into tangible
economic gains.

That also makes it a useful test case for

The time trend

ing .Jdnpunn ofthe technology.

And Microsoft argued that government
i including the passage of the Al
helped speed integration across

sdmol\ workplacesand publicservices.
The result is a society leaning into the
I with unusual enthusi: The
nation has the second-highest number of
paying ChatGPT subseribers, behind the

li kers elsewhere, who are stuck
ln‘m een falling behind and confrontinga
mounting list of societal concerns.

The point of Al guardrailsis not to slow
deployment, it is to make it sustainable,
When it comes to such a transformative
technology, the bigger constraint may not
be regulation but trust. If Seoul can scale Al
while holding the line on deception and
abuse, it will show otherjurisdictions how

todoboth. ©BLOOMBERG

After the applause: Now for the EU pact's real challenge

SHISHIR PRIYADARSHI

large but regulatory tk

For the EU, the deal opens wider opportu-

cting. lators. Bridging these

tems will take
more than just parliamentary approval.

nities forautomobile and auto-component ForIndian exporters, the biggest hurdles
makers, renewable-ener; g\ deve elnpem will often lie not in tariffs, but in conformity
wines and spirits 1 ification timelines, trac

'///’

.
i
is president, Chintan Research
Foundation, and former
director, World Trade
Organization.

Y
firms, luxury brands and mfmsn‘ucnlrc

usually judged on
thevery day they are announced, even
though theirlegal finalization and rat-
ification can stretch on for months. Markets
react, officials celebrate and headlines pro-
claim new eras of part ner ship long before

eking scale in a fast-growing
market. Lmkmg two blocs that together
account for roughly a quarter of global out-
put, it is among the most consequential

bilateral trade initiatives of recent year
Yet, attention will soon shift from celet
2 G )

the hard work begins. The forthe
free trade agreement (FTA),

India-El
labelled the “mother of all deals,” now that
leaders have announced the successful con-

LlllSIl)l] of um,mml ons. The m\lhusmsm is
. The pact is ece ically

tory

ered| f.u less than prom ed hemuse lmple»
mentation lagged ambition. If Indiaand the
LU\\mllI.uipadln‘ fdurabl

bility requirements and documentation

tion evolve continuou
groups that keep pacew

. Joint working
hthese shifts will

deals. Ifnot, scepticism will return quickly.
Wi helher Indian pharmaand textile firms

determine whether firmsadapts

confront disruptions. Finally, there wi 1lI be
trade frictions. But these must be resolved
through technical consultations between

EU ies ing or
investing in India face a

weighty. Itrep 1l tar-
iffreductions acrossa large share of bilateral
goods tradc‘. lram(-\mrks for rc-gula(nn
C lines on

they will have to treat
asastrategic project in its own right.
1 ‘ew agreements will be more technically

and supply-chain resilience and slundj.ug
institutional mechanisms to manage stan-
dards and technical barriers. For India, it
promisesimproved access to a high-income
market for pharmaceuticals, engineering
good

apparel, processed foods and specialty
chemicals—sectors where EU demand is

<()nh1:uuled re,zu]dmr\ [mmew m‘k \mh
denserules cov ering chel

related to :testing labs, accredita-

datay  cart su mm-

tion bodi d certification agencies. Rules

y reporting, labour processes and pmd
uctliability. India, onits part, isa conti

of origin will beanother critical area. If com-
i firmswillnot use

™y
pliang

scale market with multipl g vlayers

acrosscentral

i es.

itk

port ities,

rules,

ures, data governance and chemicals regula-

meas-

T sand not via arbitration panels.
Industry, too, has home-
work to do. Indian firms

holds in Europe, whether
ngexporters pluginto continental
supply chains and whether European clean-
energy companies, machinery producers
and automakers translate market opening
intolong-term investment in India will not

engine

mirrorimage: land acquisi- H bedecided by the FTA. It will be determined
tion rule: of subdmtilmml Attention must must upgrade compliance | incertification laboratories, port terminals,
regulations, environmen- systems, investintraceabil- | regulatory oﬂl tate secretariatsand cor-
tal clearances, tax adminis- now turn to »adopt digital documen- | porate lepartments
tration, etc. If such fric- the economic tationand treat regulatory Th kes for Europe are equdl]\ high.
tions persist, preferential excellenceasacompetitive | Brussels increasingly views trade agree-
tariffs will only partially govern ance angd assetratherthananimpo- | mentsasaway todiversify partners, secure
offset them. sition. Large businesses | clean-energysupply chainsand embed sus-
W I|.|lscparn(>ssucms$» implementation may manage this readily, | tainability normsabroad. Thatagenda can-
ful trade pa s} . but smaller exportersmay | not be realized through legal texts alone; it
medic of the India-EU  struggle unless supported | demandsyearsoftechnocratic engagement.
tutional machinery tha export- promnuon ‘The India-EU I-’I‘Annwcn(cmhharde
followssi freetrade deal counci Ffeam- | phase
The EU has the world's most | priorities stand out. We merm.mtlpuhh( scl huncs volumes, clearance times, investment deci-
will need infrastructure Howthep ions and factory i Ifboth sides

will shape perceptions of India’s wider trade
strategy. After years of caution, New Delhi
hasshown an inclination to open its market,
albeit in phases. If this deal delivers visible

treatimplementation assecondary todiplo-
macy, thedeal will underperform. But ifthey
treat it as a flagship economic-governance
project, it muld become one of the most

export growth, i inflows and sup-
chain integration, 1[\\«:Il\|renglhen the

case for furtherlil

| trade par ps of this
decade. The applause will soon subside.
That is when the real work must begin.
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Major breakthrough
India-EU FTA holds out promise

fter two decades of tedious negotiations, it

is truly an achievement for India and the

European Union (EU) to have finally
concluded their free trade agreement negotiations;
the deal is expected to come alive by early 2027.
‘What remains to be sorted out is ‘legal scrubbing’ —
which implies not just honing the language of the
agreement for precision, but also securing more
clarity on the ‘standards’ or non-tariff barriers set by
EU for goods imports.

The fact sheetissued by the Indian side
on Tuesday suggests major market access
gains for India. But the EU’s factsheet
refers to certain concessions it has secured
with respect to ‘standards’ and services,
which are not clear at this stage. Indeed, the
goods market gains for India should be
weighed against the costs imposed under
the Carbon Border Adjustment
Mechanism. The EU has not budged an
inch. Under this, hard to abate sectors such
asironand steel, aluminium, cement and
fertilizer will have to abide by EU emission
laws by reducing emissions and
convincingly documenting the same. This
move is expected to raise costs by 15-20 per
cent, which could offset gains from the
tariff cuts.

Meanwhile, the deal (where EU will
eliminate tariffs on 90.7 per cent of India’s
exports with immediate effect) betters
market access for India’s labour intensive
sectors, which could account for 40 per
cent of exports to EU. In the case of textiles
and garments, India ($7.2 billion exports to
EUin FY25) will now be better placed to
compete with Bangladesh, Pakistan and
Turkiye, which have trade pacts with the
EU. India has opened up its tariffs with
immediate effect on 49.6 per cent of tariff
lines (much lower than EU’s offer), while
on another 39.6 per cent of EU imports
there isa 5-10 year transition to move to
zero tariff. This transition period is fair, as
India is cutting its tariffs from steeper
levels than the EU. Notably, agriculture and
dairy have been kept out. So, this looks like
agood deal for India on goods market
access, even after accounting for what has
been conceded on cars, some
agri-processed goods, machinery and
electrical equipment, aircraft, medical
equipment, plastics and pharma.

In services, however, the EU claims that
India has gone further in giving
concessions than to “any other trading
partner”, including UK and Australia, It has
asserted strict enforcement of sanitary and
phytosanitary rules and IP rights.
Disconcertingly, technical barriers to trade
include environment, workers’ rights,
labour rights and women’s empowerment.
Itis not clear whether these inclusions have
been agreed upon, or are a work in progress.
India needs to negotiate this clutter. There
isabroader economics of FTAs that needs
to be factored in. Indian businesses must be
able to produce at scale and competitive
costs to take worthwhile advantage of any
FTA. While there have been improvements
in logistics, it is important that industries

AMOL BAXI

ndia’s social sector has

significant fund requirements.

Per recent data, India’s social

sector expenditure (across

education, healthcare, water and
sanitation, and others for Centre and
States: Economic Survey FY25) is
estimated at approximately 326 lakh
crore.

Ashighlighted in Bain & Company’s
India Philanthropy Report 2025, there is
an estimated funding gap of ¥14 lakh
crore annually (almost the entire
current bank credit outstanding to the
infrastructure sector), expected to reach
16 lakh crore by 2029,

Further, it has been estimated that to
achieve the Sustainable Development
Goals by 2030, developing countries
would have to increase spending in key
verticals such as healthcare and
education alone by 75 per cent (G20
Independent Experts Group).

Recognised as an indirect engine of
growth, the social sector is vital for
inclusive and human development.
Considering the importance, the
Central and State governments have
increased their social spending
expenditure (SSE) in recentyears.

Per the last Economic Survey, SSEas a
percentage of total expenditure (Centre
+States) increased from 23.3 per cent in
FY21 (pandemic year) to around 26.2
per cent in FY25 (with education and
health constituting approximately 58
per cent).

During the period, the SSE grewata
CAGRof 15 per cent. The trend is
expected to continue, considering its
\mportance The social sector remains a

focus in Budget d

LOW SPENDING

Notwithstanding growing emphasis,
India’s spending on the social sector
remains at relatively low levels (7.8 per
cent of GDP as against 13 per cent
requirement). Financing of social
infrastructure (capex) remains a
problem due to various reasons (such as
low user charges).

This has resulted in the government
taking several measures over time.
These include the inclusion of social
infrastructure in the MoF harmonized
list of Infrastructure; mandating it in
bank priority sector lending (PSL),
introducing Viability Gap Funding
(VGF), establishing the Social Stock
Exchange (for equity and bond
solutions), encouraging Public Private
Partnerships (PPPs) through the New
Infrastructure Pipeline (NIP), and
introducing Partial Credit
Enhancements (PCEs) to facilitate
infrastructure projects access bond
markets.

Despite various initiatives, external
funding in social infrastructure remains
constrained, and the sector remains

THE HINDU.

F1nanc1al institution for
social infrastructure?

SOCIAL THRUST. Financial institutions focus entirely on physical infrastructure verticals,
even as the funding needs of social sector need to be met through new financial innovations

largely publicly funded out of budgetary
allocations and budgetary support.
Further, data from lending institutions
point to continued overemphasis on
more established infrastructure
verticals (such as power, telecom, and
roads). Bank credit (outstanding) to the
infrastructure sector presently stands at
around ¥14 lakh crore (RBI) and
remains heavily skewed towards
traditional verticals, This has been a
noted issue (Economic Survey 2023-24).
The problem becomes more acute
considering the limited resources of the
government and efforts to reduce the
fiscal deficit.

Even in Development Finance
Institutions (DFIs), the trend remains
the same. This is despite the emergence
of new domestic and multilateral DFIs
inrecentyears.

To take the example of the recently
established National Bank for
Infrastructure and Development
(NaBFID). As of September 2025, over
70 per cent of its lending portfolio
comprises roads, renewables, power and
‘T&D sectors. Social infrastructure
(including water and sanitation) made
up onlyapproximately4 per cent.

Even inthe New Development Bank

Despite various initiatives,
external funding in social
infrastructure remains
constrained, and the
sector remains largely
publicly funded out of
budgetary allocations

(the BRICS multilateral DFI established
in 2015), in its annual portfolio review,
acknowledges that while it has financed
over $10 billion in India (across 28
projects), there remains tremendous
scope for improvement in lending in the
‘high impact’ social and digital
infrastructure sectors in India, which
currently remains underfinanced.

‘While the government has initiated
other measures to boost social
infrastructure financing, such as the
SSE, itis currently atan early stage and
primarily tries to solve the equity puzzle
(including zero-coupon zero-principal
bonds, much akin to donations) of
development financing,

Other measures, such as the RBI's
PSL, also seek to redirect the flow of
credit to sectors crucial for ‘social
economic development. However, these
are not enough.

Furthermore, DFIs (excluding
sectoral ones) have holistic mandates to
improve development financing across
broad-based infrastructure sectors.
Therefore, the need to chase more
established sectors for lending may be
driven by the incentive to pursue safer
and time-tested havens, resultingina
relative neglect of social sector verticals.

‘The Union government can look to
set up a dedicated DFI for the social
infrastructure sector (while also
in-parallel harmonising definitions of
‘social infrastructure’ across different
forums) for specialised focus. This will
help in channelising the huge fund
requirements through a focused entity
to deal with social infrastructure
projects.

Sectoral DFIs are not new, and there

already exist sector-specific institutions,
such as the Nabard (for agriculture),
NHB (for housing) and PFC (for the
power sector). If the government can
have dedicated institutions for lending
toagriculture or power, then why not
the social sector? Scholars have also
recently pointed out the need for evena
manufacturing DFL

A dedicated DF1 for social
infrastructure to address the unique
complexities of the social sector may
thus prClVldE the much-needed focus

the
of innovative finance mechanisms,
which is the need of the hour.

While no doubt much has been
discussed about DFIs, which have been
around since the early
post-independence period and often
described as institutions set up to
address ‘market failures’, a specialised
sectoral institution that can leverage
upon the government’s equity to meet
the funding requirements of the social
sector can prove beneficial.

However, as India moves towards
becominga developed country by 2047,
the government’s role must also
gradually shift from being the primary
provider of capital to a facilitator
focusing on further improving the
‘bankability of social sector projects
(through the resolution of
socio-economic bottlenecks), leaving
capital markets and specialised
institutions to deal with funding
complexities.

The writer is a Visiting Fellowat the Research and

New Delhi. Views are personal

India-EU FTA: Farm, ‘Make in India’ need guardrails

Keeping the dairy sector out is good news; domestic reforms are vital for manufacturing and MSMEs to leverage the deal

—
Anson CJ

heconclusion of the

India-European Union Free

Trade Agreement (FTA) marks
one of India’s most consequential trade
decisionsinrecent decades, linking the
world’s fourth-largest economywith the
second-largest economicbloc.

Yet, beneath the headline gains —99
per cent preferential access for Indian
exports,ambitious services
commitments, and labour-intensive
sectoral boosts— lie critical questions,

among the most heavily subsidised
globallyunder the Common Agricultural
Policy (CAP). Evenwith tariff
liberalisation, Indian farmers face
formidable non-tariff barriers —
stringent sanitaryand phytosanitary
(SPS) standards, residue limits, carbon
footprint compliance, and sustainability
certifications, which may impact small
and marginal farmers more.

NON-TARIFF BARRIERS
Theagreement’s promise toaddress
non-tariff barriers through regulatory
cooperationiswelcome, but experience

operatein a hassle-free plugand play s:]mcularlyfor Indianagriculture, the suggests that regulatoryasymmetry
. y ry sector,and the long-term trajectory  often persists despite formal
environment. The Centre’s job starts now. ofthe Make in India’p The Indirsdecisionto
FTAisbest dnotasan xclude dairy, which supports over 80
lified triumph, butasa calit d million households, from market access
hatde igilant commit is perhaps the most
lmplementamm politicallyand economically prudent
OTHER VOICES. Indian agriculture standsto gain aspectof the FTA.
selectively froml Yet, this safeguard should not be
Enhanced access to tea , coffee, s plces, mistaken for permanent insulation.
The . fruits, veg andp ifood Trad ingly exert
Guardian i ot e et troughragiry
competitiveness, norms,

A catastrophic Tory legacy has cut millions adrift
The Joseph Rowntree Foundation's latest report on poverty in the UK, published
this week, should be read firstand foremost asan indictment of all Conservative
between 2010and 2024. Duri adecade anda half of Tory
ru!e the JRF estimates that no progress at all was made in reducing overall levels of
relative hardship. No: surprlse perhaps Thmugh wide-ranging, ideologically driven
welfare cuts, minist [ , not easier, for many of
the least well-off, The grim legacy of that approachis thatin 2023-24 - the last
datasetavailable - about onein five people were in relative poverty, defined as less
than 60% of median income. But it also turns out that 6.8 million people were
struggling to survive on far, farless than that, having effectively been economically
cut adrift. Some 3.8 million people experienced destitution in 2022. owoon, suer2>
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UK should discard dual-track approach

United Kingdom Prime Minister Keir Starmer’s visit to China this week comesata
key juncture in the evolving relationship between the two nations. As the first
British prime minister to visit China since 2018, his trip underscores a growing
recognition in London of the importance of improving ties with Beijing. The UK
government’s recent approval for the construction of a new Chinese embassy in
London, a project that had been delayed foryears, suggests an intent to reset
bilateral relations that had suffered a deterioration under previous UK
governments. The timing is particularly noteworthy as it coincides with increasing

high-valueand mche products TheEU’s

large pricing,

and future rev-lew clauses. Over time,
India may face demands to align animal

and, prcfercncc fortraccahlhty ~driven welfare, carbon, and food safety
supplyct offerI standards with EU benchmarks —
an opportunity tomove up thevalue smndards Lhat could l'ﬂlSC costs for small
ladder rather than ked by public
exporter, investment.

However, tt ructurall The real chall therefore, isnot

uneven. The EU's ngncultural sectoris

protection alone, but domestic reform:

———

e

EU-INDIA. Landmark deal srocx

improving pmdumvnry, co[d{ham
infrastructure,

component ecosystems, MSME
suppliers,and R&D capabilities, thereisa
risk that Indiabecomesa high-value
import market rather thana
manufacturinghub.

Moreover, the emphasis on services
and skilled mobility— whilea clear
strength for India—could madvertently

dual-track
competitive servicesalongside a
manufacturing sector still struggling
with scale, logistics, and compliance
costs. The India-EU FTAreflects India’s
evolving trade philosophy: selective
ithst i ds. By

exports,and branding of mchgenous
products. Strategic insulation must be
paired with long-term competitiveness,
lestdairybecomea future bargaining
chipin suhsequent negouauons

protecting dairy, limiting sensitive
agriculture, and sequencing
liberalisation, India has avoided the
pitfalls of premature exposure. At the
s nme the agreement locks India

‘The FTA s explicitly fr
supportive of the Make in India initiative,
andin several respects, itis. Preferential
access for Indian manufacturing—
textiles, leather, engineering goods, and

dard trade disciplines on
sustau:abxhtv digital trade,and carbon
regulation, particularlythrough
CBAM-related provisions.
Whether this proves transformative

gemsand jewellery — can incentivise orconstraining will depend less onthe
domestic production for EU marke(s textof the FTA andmore onlIndia’s
Integrationinto domesticp institutional
mayalso facilitate technologyuansfer capacity, farmer support systems, MSME
and quahtyupgmdmg upgrading, and regulatory agility.
However, theagr s calit Foragri d dairy, the FTA
autoll i Isastructural tunit; by caution.

tension. While EU automobileaccessis
quota-based and limited to higher-end
vehicles, it could reshape

For Make inIndia, it pn;vldes scale—but
onlyifmatched by domestic reform.

India’s market dynamics. Without
parallel strengthening of domestic

‘Thewriters Assistant Professor, Boyd Tandon MCC
Business School, Madras Christian College, Chennai

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

For free trade

The conclusion of negotiations on
the Free Trade Agreement (FTA)
between India and the European
Union is a historic milestone.
Creatingatrade bloc of nearly two
billion people and accounting for
about 25 per cent of global GDP, the
pact signals India's renewed
commitment to a predictable,
rules-based global trading system at
atime when protectionismis

export markets. India will gain
preferential access to European
markets across 97 per cent of tariff
lines, while the EU will receive tariff
rationalisation on over 92 per cent of
India’s tariff lines. The agreement is
likely to benefit India’s
labour-intensive sectorsand ease
movement of professionals.

Overall, the India-EU FTA reflects 2
decisive shift away from
protectionistimpulses towards freer

the economy.
The cost

Freebies folly

Taking the cue from your Editorial
(January 28),it is imperative to
highlight the dangerous trajectory of
State finances driven by the polmcs

governments borrow more, and the
mounting interest payments further
erode public resources. f restraint is
not exercised, the macroeconomic
fallout will be disastrous. Rising

water’ (January 28). Soil healthis the
major parameter for crop yield and
quality, apart from irrigation and
manuring practices, which are part
of GAP.

of freebies. What is bei
short-term relief or populist largesse
is, in reality,a long-term burden on

deficit

fiscal Roy Markose

deficits and shrinking capital outlay.
When debt outpaces revenue —

Thirwananthapuram

spiralling inflation will not remain
confined to individual States — they
will engulf the entire nation.

and In addition to crop diversification,
crop rotation also playsacrucial role
and s found to bea successin
Telangana. Agri universities and KVKs
must get down to the field and
provide real-time guidance to
farmers on crop rotation based on

transatlantic frictions over many key issues. In this context, it g trade. whether at the state or national level  Crop rotation matters too market demands.
that allies of the increasingly unpredictable United States are conducting a The pact, after itis signed, is M Jeyaram — theinevitable consequenceis Apropos ‘Beyond paddy: Experts call iv M:
pragmatic policy reassessment based on real-world conditions. seuns, swussy 22 expected to help India diversify its Shalavandan (TN) inflation. To service this debt, for Crop diversification tosave soil &  Halekere Village (Karnataks)
2nd Floor 31, Dr i Kolkata, West Bengal - 789, , West Bengal - LTD. the PRP Act). ISSN 0971 - 7528
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Governance unplugged

Infrastructure delivery systems have improved

—
Arihant Kumar

ince Independence,
S infrastructure has shaped

India’s idea of progress. The

vision was clear: railways would
bind distant regions, highways
would carry commerce across

States, dams would anchor energy

and irrigation, and power lines
would bring light to the farthest
villages. As projects grew larger,
they also grew more entangled.

Land waited for clearance,
clearances waited for designs,
designs waited for utilities to
shift, and utilities waited for
approvals buried in another
office, another jurisdiction,
another file. Each delay hada
reason, each reason had an owner,
and yet no one truly owned the
outcome. For years, many
projects lived fragmented lives
which were reviewed inisolation,
explained in hindsight, and
delayed in perpetuity.

FOCUS ON DELIVERY

What was missing was not intent
or investment, but a forum where
interlinked constraints could be
seen together, resolved together,
and driven to closure. It was this
quiet but consequential gap in
project governance that the
PRAGATI-led ecosystem set out
tofill. PRAGATI arrived notasa
new layer of review, butasa
junction where parallel tracks
finally met. Conceived in 2015, it
carried a deceptively simple idea:
that monitoring must lead to
decisions, and decisions must end
in delivery. Chaired by Prime
Minister Narendra Modi, it
brought together Union
Secretaries and State Chief
Secretaries, aligning those who
held the levers of actionaround a
single, shared view of nationally
significant projects and their
bottlenecks. In that room, delay
could no longer hide behind
language. Milestones were
examined, issues made visible,
and questions asked directly.
Most importantly, responsibility
carried a name, a timeline,anda
date for return.

Still the real story of PRAGATI
does not unfold only during these
high-level reviews. It lives in the
quiet, persistent work that
precedes and follows them. This
preparatory discipline,
institutional memory, and
follow-through is provided by the
Project Monitoring Group

PRAGATI. Plugging the gaps in
project governance cerrymaces

time-stamped, and assigned clear
ownership to the concerned
stakeholder with defined
timelines for resolution.
Transparency is embedded by
design. Central ministries, State
governments, district
administrations, and project
proponents see the same
information simultaneously, can
provide comments, upload
updates, and track progress to
closure.

This shared visibility
fundamentally alters
accountability. Role-based
dashboards provide personalised
views, allowing officials, from
senior leadership to district
administrations, to see precisely
what requires attention within
their mandate. Automated alerts,
reminders, and compliance
tracking ensure tharissues do not
fade with time but return to the
table again and again, until
resolved. Meeting agendas,
minutes, and review documents
are generated directly from the
data, reducing routine reporting
effort and sharpening the focus on
decision-making. As a result, most
issues are resolved quietly
through this technology enabled
coordination, while more
complex, inter-ministerial
bottlenecks are escalated through
a calibrated framework up to the
apex platform.

Today, more than 3,000
projects, worth over X85 lakh
crore, move through this
ecosystem. For citizens, the
impact is not abstract. Itis felt in
the bridge that finally opens, the
train that runs on time, the
airport that no longer exists only
inannouncements. Each
completion quietly restores faith
that the State can keep time, that
public money can become public
value. As India looks ahead,
capital will matter, ambition will
matter but delivery will matter
the most. And delivery cannot

(PMG), the operational t
of the ecosystem.

Implementation bottlenecks
are nolonger buried in
correspondence or annexures;
they are formally logged,

heroicindivi or
episodic interventions. It must be
embedded, routine, and resilient.

Tomend Fra—
P

The writer is Lead and Senior Assistant Vice

President, Project Monitoring Group (PMG)

thehindubusinessline.
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PSU insurers to overhaul Mediclaim as losses mount

The popular health insurance cover — the Mediclaim Policy — offered by the
four public sector non-life insurance companies is set for a major overhaul.
Stung by the massive losses on the health portfolio that exceed premium
collected, the Government-owned insurers are working out major changes in
the cover including fixing minimum and maximum amount of sum insured that

would be available.

Dell C:

£

s looking at

ing unit in India

Global IT major Dell Computers is looking to further its engagement with India
and even thinking in terms of a manufacturing unit that would be based ina
location that has both seaport and airport close by. According to the sources,
the company was scouting for place around South India.

Cummins pact with Tatas to expand venture

Diesel engine maker Cummins Inc said it has signed an agreement allowing its
joint venture with Tata Motors to expand engine praduction in India. The joint
venture, Tata Cummins Ltd, will fund the $60-million expansion from ongoing
cash flow and joint venture debt, Cummins of Columbus, said in a statement. .

Perils of gender rules in FTAs

UK, EU AND BEYOND. Taking on gender commitments with little domestic implementing capacity can be a disaster

SANGEETA GODBOLE

he fine print with respect to

regulations is not known in

the recently ‘concluded”

free trade pact between

Indiaand the EU. In this
respect, India’s experience with respect
toits FTA (free trade agreement) with
the UK is instructive.

The India-UK FTA has been lauded
for its broad commitments on gender.
CETA Chapter 23 on Trade and Gender
Equality in the India-UK CETA
(Comprehensive Economic and Trade
Agreement) is a novelty. For India, this is
afirst. Itis to be viewed as a cautionary
tale. Itis disturbing that gender related
clauses find a mention in the ‘trade and
sustainable development’ chapter in the
India-EU pact, according to the EU
documentation on the same. It remains
to be seen what this really entails.

At the outset, it must be remembered
that the single most important motive
behind any FTA is improving market
access. An FTA while signed by
governments, is implemented on the
ground only be private sector
businesses. Setting them up for
standards and regulation theyare hardly
capable or willing to use can only reverse
whatever gains they may make out of
preferential market access they obtain.

A chapter, like Chapter 23, is included
inafew recent FTAs signed by the UK.
The UK’s trade agreements include
standalone gender chapters in its EFTA
(European Free Trade i

WAY TO GO. Gender empowerment can best be served outside FTAs and their business-regulatory pressures

Forinstance, Art 7.5 (8) of the TBT
chapter includes a clause with a very
specific commitment on incorporating
the UNECE Declaration on Gender
Responsive Standards in the working of
national standard-making bodies. This
commitment includes balanced gender
representation and leadershipin
standards-making bodies and mandates
collection and analysis of gender-based
datawith speczallsed tools. Gender

dardsare to be framed

),
Australia, Japan and NZ FTAs. However,
except perhaps for New Zealand, gender
related provisions outside this chapter
are nowhere as broad and
comprehensive as with India.

The language of the Trade and Gender
Equality chapter seems positive and
quite harmless at first reading. Mostly
cooperation based, best effort, hortatory
language with dispute settlement (DS)
chapter expressly non-applicable.
However, commitments on gender
move into eight other chapters, four of
‘which — Digital Trade, Financial
Services, Technical Barriers to Trade
(TBT) and Government procurement —
are themselves subject to dispute
settlement. These render the relevant
gender provisions squarely into the DS
Jurisdiction.

and lmplememed based on such
gender-based data.

Including a gender lens in the process
of standards is undoubtedly desirabl

imports or stymie Indian industry to
enhance exports.

THE BARRIERS WOMEN FACE
The Digital Trade chapter includes
articles toaddress barriers faced by
‘women to participate in digital trade.
Why does India require UK’s
cooperation to identify and address
barriers faced by women in accessing
digital trade? Why an FTA commitment
to this effect? What if India is unable, by
UK’sideas, to address certain barriers?
Taking commitments in FTAs with
Imle domestic regulatory and

Including such commitments in akey
chapter like TBT is invitation to trouble.
These TBT- gender provisions could
provide an effective tool to either stymie
The women empowerment
agenda is essentially
domestic. Any cooperation
with any other trading
partner in the gender arena
is best kept out of
contentious and legally
binding waters of an FTA

ing capacityis nothing short
ofarecipe for disaster. Conversely, if
India has made consistent efforts for
‘women’s empowerment in consonance
with their requirements, which
provision of the FTA text would that
relate to? In India gender

i i d d

participation in municipal councils,
State governing bodies. In effect,
multi-directional efforts taken by

government of India for women's
empowerment may hardly be recognised
byany FTA, and its effects unaccounted

in terms of women’s welfare, since it
does not directlyimply an equal access

to international markets.
The women empowerment agenda is

essentially domestic. Any cooperation

with any other trading partner in the
genderarena is best kept out of

contentious and legally binding waters
ofan FTA, where disputes will be
decided by international panels.

The EU has now established the office

ofa Chief Trade Enforcement office,
whose sole business is to ensure that
commitments taken by partner
countries are met. EU companies,
industryassociations and even NGOs

can mean adequate and
clean toilets for girls in schools, and
clean cooking fuel and toilets in homes
in the rural areas.

Government schemes relating to post
and anti-natal care, safe motherhood,
children’s nutrition, Anganwadis —
which part of the FTA text could that
speak to? The same holds true for strong
affirmative action for women’s

Energy, critical minerals to drive India-Canada trade

Lou Del Bello
Preeti Soni

nergyand critical minerals will

be the cornerstone of new

trade ties between India and
Canada, a top Canadian minister said,
as the two countries rekindle their
relationship aftera prolonged
diplomaticrift.

India’s expected growth in energy
demand isa “great opportunity” for
the North American nation, which
holds large supplies of oil, gas and
critical minerals, Energy and Natural
Resources Minister Tim Hodgson told
Bloomberg Television at the India
Energy Week in Goa on Wednesday.

“We produce 6 per centof the
world’s oil today and India gets less
than 1 per cent of its oil from Canada,”
hesaid. Increasing that share toa
more reasonable level would make
both countries stronger, more
resilient and secure, he added.

India and Canada first clashed in
2023 when former Prime Minister
Justin Trudeau accused India of
orchestrating the assassination of
Canadian citizen and Sikh activist

WIN-WIN. Canada’s Energy Minister
Tim Hodgson gung-ho about trade ties
with India swoonaeas

Hardeep Singh Nijjar. After years of
strained relations, the two sides are
now open to cooperating again as US
President Donald Trump ramps up
economic pressure on them.

“We used to be inaworld where we
sought to integrate with our closest
trading partners, and we now find that
thatintegration is used for coercion”
or tariffs are used to gain leverage,
Hodgson said.

Canada now needs to “rewire its
economy” and build relationships

beyond those with its neighbours, he
said. Canadian officials are liaising
with international partners to create
new frameworks for critical minerals
trade, including to facilitate cff take
and strategic
That could include providingi its
“highest quality” uranium to help
India achieve its goal of building 100
gigawatts of nuclear capacity by 2047.

AMPLE LNG SUPPLIES

India could also benefit from the
ample LNG supplies that Canada can
now provide through its 12
million-tonne-a-year plant that
started production in June, and which
is expected to grow to a capacity of 50
million tonnes.

Companies like Shell PLC,
Petronas, Korea Gas Corp. and
China’s CNOOC Ltd “find our LNG to
be competitively priced.”

“Today, bilateral trade between
Canadaand India is only $30 billion,”
Hodgson said separately ina panel
discussion at the event, adding that
Canada’s Prime Minister Mark
Carney expects that to double by the
end of the decade. s.ooueers

plainand the CTEO takes
action. Gender empowerment can best
be served outside FTAs and their
business-regulatory pressures. Broad,

nice sounding texts on social issues can

only create unpleasant surprises for
India and its business community.

Thewriter isaformer trade negotiator and ex-Indian
Revenue Service (IRS)

On businessline.in

EU-India FTA: A mixed
blessing for MSMEs

Tariff reductions apart,

greater access to

European markets will

increasingly depend
on the ability of
MSMESs to meet
environmental and
technical standards,

Subash S

hnps /llmyurl compasskudse

say Sarthak Basu and

India imposing import
duty on pulsesisn’t a
protectionist move

It represents a

calibrated intervention

that recognises food

security is inseparable

from farmer viability,
and that open trade
must be balanced
against domestic

g
“? Anwesha Dey and
&a’ﬁ 7 Jaiprakash Bisen
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market stability, argue

© BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2607

EASY NOT SO EASY
ACROSS DOWN ACROSS

1. Member of Ancient 1.Soft, hanging loose as

Order (8) flesh (6)

4. Practise boxing (4)
8. Forelimb (3)

9. Inthe style of (5)

10. Pot-cover (3)

11. Attack against a person (7)
12. Come off in scales (5)
13.Indentured to a master (11)
17. Explode (5)

18, Astonishing (7)

20, Possess (3)

21. Native pigment (5)

22.To freeze (3)

23. Mend holes in socks etc (4)
24, Sets alone and apart (8)

life (10)
intellect (10)

dance (7)

19. Afool (5)

2. Transfer money (5)

3. Thing written in record (5)
5. Act of plundering (7)

6. Steering-apparatus (6)
7.0ne leading wasteful

9. Awandering of the
14, Accompany one in
15. Out of the country (6)

16. Departure (6)
18. Remains from burning (5)

like this (7)

20. Admit it's one’s personal property (3)

21. Pigment may be used for money (5)

22. There's too much formality in rocks (3)

23. Repair holes with a mild expletive (4)

24, Sets one apart from site also prepared for it (8)

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2606

ACROSS 1. Qualified 5. Bar 7. Amid 8. Overdraw 10, Tenacity 11. Mild 13. Ritual 15. Scorch 18. Foxy 19. Makeover 22. Emigrate 23, Flue 24. Dye 25, Pertinent
DOWN 1. Quarter 2. Alien 3. Invite 4. Dart 5. Barrier 6. Rowed 9. Scrap 12. Scree 14. Textile 16. Harvest 17. Falter 18. Field 20. Valve 21. Crop

1. One has the care of growing trees and a large kangaroo (8)
4. Mast, yard or boom of lustrous mineral (4)

8.In particular, Marines have to get guns (3)

9. Is following fate turning right (5)

10. Virginia makes such a hat legally adequate (3)

11. Electric cell for an artillery unit (7)

12.A bit of snow starts freezing on Windermere (5)

13. Having indentures showing price pedant demanded (11)
17. Body starts to rust like thisand will break in pieces (5)

18. Incredible to find New Zealand adopting the agami

DOWN

raised (7)

1. With too much flesh, flog haif and put the baby out (6)

2. Terms of reference may merit sortingout (5)

3. 0ne’s appearance on the stage may be written up (5)

5. Plunder the pile lag assembles (7)

6.1t may change one’s course, taking fish with hesitation (6)
7. Recklessly wasteful profit to be made with a

broken leg (10)

9. Mental lapse made rating go wrong at taking one on (10)
14. Husband or wife to leave last three of children to be

15. Do a bar tour overseas (6)

himself (5)

16. The way out is material : it's up to the South (6)
18. Mortal remains fought over by England and
Australia (5)

19. This board prompts the speaker to make a fool of

ACACAE
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Put assets to work

Capital recycling should anchor the Budget's growth
strategy; the stop-start approach must end

IVEN INDIA'S AMBITIOUS growth targets, vast infrastructure
needs,and thelimits of debt-financed expansion, the forthcom-
ing Union Budgetshould lean more decisively on disinvestment
andasset monetisation. The case fordoingso hasbeen reinforced
by recent experience, The strategic disinvestment policy announced by the
government in 2021-22 was a clear shift as it distinguished between stra-
tegicand non-strategic sectors,and promised minimal state presencein the
formerand exit from thelatter. Fouryears on, progress hasall but stalledwith
the disinvestment programme delivering a weak showing year after year.
This underperformance has prompted policy think tanks to push forareset,
including proposals toaccelerate privatisationand deploy the proceeds more
strategically. Among theideas doing the rounds is the creation of a dedicated
“wealthfund”tochannel disinvestment receiptsintonewinfrastructureand
productive assets, rather than treating them as routine budgetary fillers.
Disinvestment and asset monetisation are not merely tools to plug rev-
enue gaps. Properly deployed, they signal a shift in how the state manages
its balance sheet. Instead of locking scarce capital into underperforming or
non-core publicenterprises,the government can unlockvalue and redeploy
resources towards delivering public goods more efficiently. When executed
with clarityand discipline, these -an fund infrastructure creation
without adding to the debt burden, strengthening fiscal sustainability at a
timeof global uncertainty.India’srecord on privatisation, however, hasbeen
uneven. Beyond marquee successes such as the strategic sale of Air India,
broaderefforts have struggled to gathermomentum. Plans tomonetise gov-
ernment-owned hotels such as Ashok or divest stakes in several public sec-
tor undertakings (PSUs) have repeatedly stalled, reflecting hesitation, exe-
cution challenges, and political caution. The result has been a stop-start
approach that hasdiluted credibilityand investor confidence.Amoreambi-
tiousand structured pushin the Budget could alter this trajectory. Such sig-
nalling would reassure investors that privatisation is not episodic or oppor-
tunistic, but part of a coherent long-term strategy.
Asset monetisation under the National Monetisation Pipeline offers a
complemenbarymute By leasing operational mfrastructure assets—hj,,h-

ways, powert lines, ports,and rail p o1s,the
govemment can raise capital while retaining o hip. Thisapproach not
only generates upfront resources but also brings pnvate sector efficiency
and ial discipline toassets that ften underutilised. Cruciaily, it

expands the investable pool for building new infrastructure, creating a vir-
tuouscycleof capital recycling. Asharper focus on disinvestment and mon-
etisation delivers multiple dividends. Proceeds from asset sales and leases
are non-debt capital receipts, offering fiscal headroom without burdening
futuregenerations. Divesting non-core PSUs frees up capital for priorityareas
such as energy transition, digital infrastructure, and climate resilience. A
credible privatisation pipeline canalso boost investor sentiment,attract fong-
term foreign capital,and deepen domestic financial markets.

Concernsaround joblosses orloss of national control cannot be dismissed
lightly. But they can beaddressed through transparent valuation, robust reg-
ulation, and well-designed social safeguards for affected workers. Disin-
vestment need not be an ideological sell-off; it can be a pragmatic instru-
ment for more efficient and inclusive growth. The upcoming Budget offers
achancetoreframe India’sfiscal playbook. By prioritising disinvestment and
assetmonetisation, the government can unlockdormantvalue, fund public
investment withoutstretching the balance sheet,and lay firmerfoundations
forsustained growth. In an era of constrained public finances, capital recy-
cling is nolongeroptional—it is essential.

Mrs Watanabe gets a
makeover in FX anime

FOR DECADES, THE enduring image of the Japanese FX trader has been Mrs Watan-
abe: the well-heeled housewife who controls the family finances,and uses them to
dabblein currency trading while her husband is at work.

» Opinion

MID MOUNTING CON-

CERNS that thewealthiest

insocietyare buying polit-

ical influence, nearly 400

millionaires and billion-

airesfrom 24 countriesurged worldlead-

ers to raise taxes on the super-rich. In an

openletterpublished inconjunctionwith

the recent World Economic Forum meet-

ing in Davos, global leaders are urged to

close the growing gap between the ultra-
richand everyone else.

i i Brian

» TAXING THE RICH
PROGRESSIVE TAXATION IS A STRATEGY THAT HAS POWERED ERAS OF NOTABLE SOCIAL & ECONOMIC ADVANCES

An annual Davos call

ATANU BISWAS

Professor of Statistics, Indian Statistical
Institute, Kolkata

3

Us sveAl
dna Ocasio-Cortez wore a floor-length

Eno, film producer and philanthropist
Abigail Disney, and actor and director
MarkRuffalosigned the petition. It claims
that extreme wealth is causing social
exclusion, contaminating politics, and
escalating the ecological catastrophe.
Interestingly, despite the gruwmg num-

hite gown with the words “tax the rich”
printedinlargeredletters on the backdur-
ingthe 2021 Met Gala.And Zohran Mam-
dani, the recently elected mayor of New
York City, has reignited the di: i

while the working class is becoming
poorer as a result of this disparity. They
debunk the fallacies that shield the ultra-
wealthy from paying their fair part and
make a strong for

® MODERN WARFARE
Prime Minister Narendra Modi
War not just limited to borders or use of tanks or

guns; today, battles being fought on many
fronts, in codes and clouds too

uality is high orgrowing.
AnewOxfamreport titled Resistingthe
Rule of the Rich: Defending Freedom
Against Billionaire Power, released in
Davos, links inequality to political power
asymmetry. Note that Donald Trump
assembled the richest cabinet in US his-
torylastyearafterbei
ident,withan eshmated joint worth of
$7.5billion. The Oxfam report stated,“Bil-
lionaire fortunes have grown at a rate

rate in the previous five years since the
election of Donald Trump in Novernber
2024 Also, ding to the World In-

tax reform usinga combination of astute
ding supported by

about wealth and taxes with his plan to
increase income taxes by 2% for citizens

berofssi htime, it’s

Boolkelength di

aroutineannual call in Davos.

Of course, some politicians hold simi-
lar opinions. Take Bernie Sanders, for
instance. Sanders took a radical stance in
22023 interview,saying that the govern-
ment should confiscate the remaining
funds once you reach $999 million. His
opinion that the ultra-rich shouldn’t exist
inasociety with such severe economic
inequality is reflected in this. Earlier, to
cover all of Americans’ out-of-pocket
medical expenses, three US senators—
Bernie Sanders, Ed Markey, and Kirsten
Gillibrand—introduced a 60% tax on the
windfall income rises of billionaires dur-
ing the pandemicin 2020.

Kamala Harris as well. During her
2024 presidential campaign, Harris sup-
ported President Joe Biden’s proposed tax
increases in his fiscal year 2025 budget.A

taxonallincome,includ-
ing“unrealised gains”orasset growthsur-
passing $100 million,was one of the pro-

statistics and d ardent cam-

equalityReport 2026,whichwasreleased
by the Paris-| based World Inequality Lab

led by Tl ,therich-

paigning. Examined is the US Gilded Age.
Social and economic tensions resulted

theto- | fromthe highest level of wealth concen-
picarealsoavailable. Morris tration during this time.In
Pearl and Erica Payne’s Tay  o— o dertolessen these differ-
the Rich!: How Lies, Loopho-  Critics worry that  ences, progressive tax laws
les, and Lobbyists Make the these policies and policies were eventu-

Rich Even Richer (2021) is
themostwell-knownrecent

would eventually
stifle the kind of

ally implemented, estab-
lishing a standard for

book. It's an insider’s guide upcoming generations.

to how the US tax system risk-taking that In asimilarvein, com-
favours the wealthy, outlin- 1 . paratir i

ingloopholes and promo-  © 2 wealthy were a feature of
tingreform.Kenneth Scheve Sxpansion the post-World War IT eco-
and David 52016 nomicboom. This provided
book, Tuxing the Rich: A His- funding fora wideprange of

tory of Fiscal Fairness in the United States
and L‘uruye, is anomer lmportant work
that

and decline of progressive taxation.

As Pearl and Payne noted, one of the
main issues is that the public is unaware
of the loopholes. Additionally, since the
government taxes wealthy and working
people differently, they are unable to
utilise them even if they are aware of

posals. This is known as the b

them. i wealthy

publicservices and investments in infra-
structure, heaithcare,and education.This
historical background reminds us that
progressive taxation is a tried-and-true
strategytf that has powe[ed eras of notable

rather

than being an unproven notion.
Scheve and Stasavage, however, con-
tend that governments tax the wealthy

est 10% of global earners make more
money than the rest 90% put together.

However, there are opposing view-
points. Critics claim that Sanders’
wealth taxidea, or“Tax the Rich” could
backfire, particularly when it comes to
encouraging entrepreneurship and
innovation. This may eventually deter
the development of revolutionary com-
panies like Apple or Tesla. Critics worry
thatthese policies would eventually sti-
fle the kind of risk-taking that propels
economic expansion,

1In 2019,Abigail Disney gladlyaccept-
ed atitle such as“Class Traitor” from the
economic rights group United for a Fair
Economy. However, understandably, not
all extr wealthy p
this perspective. For ulstance, Elon Musk
isan outspoken opponent of highertaxes
on the wealthy. The richest person on the
globe believes that such a “billionaire’s
tax”doesn’t reallybenefit the populace.In
aninterviewwith TIMEafewyearsago,he
stated,“T t.hmk the government is inher-

becau that:
favours the wealthy, not because ineq-

entlynot dof capital”

Theargumentwouldgoon.

Will reforms unlock insurance potential?

ASHVIN PAREKH

Managing Partner, Ashvin Parekh Advisory
Services LLP

The amended Act has paved way for foreign entities.
Much needs to be done in promoting the reform, and
for the regulator to design conducive regulations

THE SABKA BIMA Sabki Raksha(Amend-
mentofInsurance Laws)Act, 2025, passed
byho!h housesof Parliamentin Decemb-

case of all existing JVs.The fresh FDI from
new strategic investments flowing from
foreigninsurance firms,who could possi-

whohavealargecustomerbaseacross the
country.Thisisonereasonwhich hascon-
tributed to the success of the exlsungIVs

tor may notifya composite class of insur-
ance companies. However, the govern-
ment has chosen not toimplement com-

selecti bly look at entering the Indlan marke( is Bank 3 inancialc posite licensing i The other
of the 2024 draft propotals The amend- yone® Th inf orbusiness house-owned fmancml con-  proposal of making agency channel from
ofindustry d who toopen:

menttothelaw
an ambitious government ab]ectlvc of
msu.rance forall by 2047. Ccnsldenngﬂm

avast proportion, thy

this ordzrof FDIwill actua]ly flowin.
In order to take the new reforms to

o work had 1

firms jointlywith their respective foreign
partners have performed well. In these

mentwas aimed at provldmg the necess-
arysupplyofinsurancecoverand produc-

two years ago. The regulatorand the poli-
cymm\er alongthhthc industryleaders,

The stereotype has been out of date for years.In Japan,as
are a near-extinct breed with most households dual-income. Po.rhaps it’s time fora
newfaceof FXi Kurumi, the pink-h; pro-
tagomst ofanewanime based onretail- -currency tﬁdmg

the giant p: d by Sony Group,
said last weck it was adapting FX Senshi Kurumi- chan (PX Fighter Kurumi- chan),
mangafirst in 2021 afterstarting off b comicsite.Tt
mentcouldn’t timed,cominginoneofther moste citil
yenmarket in recent memory,as: UITenc
dinated intervention by the USand Japan.

Theanimewon'tairuntil later this year. Once I tracked down the manga, I found
itmade currency tradinglookanything but cool. Mild spoilers: In the first few pages,
Kurumi’s mothertakes herown lifeafter: ing $125,000in! ting.
in FX during the 2008 fi ial crisis. Our p thenateen,vows towin back
theamountand becomesaself-taught: currenqtmdemnce she’sold enoughtoopen
aaccount.But battling flat markets, margin calls,and her own obsessive personality,
she’s sucked into aworld of trade can make orbreak her.

It does an admirable job explammg the tenmnology of long and short positions
and currency pairs.1 wondered if Kurumi-chan might bea reflection of a surge in FX

trading among young people. Certainly, there is interest.
Adver dthegov-
ernment’s NISA tax-free account has significantly raised
interest in investing overall in a country where the value of
cash deposits are now being inflated away.

With online gambling and prediction markets illegal in

the
ulation of coor-

aw

capacityof providers
through the FDI route W|th limit expans-
ion Etum 74%tn 100%.The rcformsasso

inseveral
counmes inlate 2024 andearly2025.The
existing foreign partners in their JVs in

in the last 25 years, the for-
eign partnersdonothaveasignificant role
and many of the original promoters have
exited the market. The indian partnerin
case of the top life, general, and health
quurers now manage the companies or

hasalso been omitted, This will dissuade
some foreign entities from entering the
market but protects the interest of exist-
ing ones. Then again, the proposal of
broader financial product distribution by
insurers has been significantly diluted.
The 2024 draft proposed permitting
insurers to distribute financial products

d creati India were also hed,and aspects in theirworking.Itis suchas mutual funds, loans, and credit
blhtynf yet! ked of proposed lationand very unlikely that the for- cards creating integrated financial ser-
While the amended law delivers criti- ease of entry were pre-  e—  cign partner will contem- vices propositions. The Act restricts the
cal reformson foreign investment liberal- sented. The potential flow plateacquiring equity from expansion.‘l'he new Section 6D defines
isation, andto  seemed to be very encour- The proposal their Indian partnerwhois  “insurance business”as the “business of
acertain extent operauonal efficiency, it aging.Afterthe ofb d contributing substantially effectmg insurance contracts and
hasdeferredor transfor- hawevar Id xpecta £ ol di to the business value. Even asmay
mative p d by the of dist: 'butr' b the new entrants will come benotified by central government”.
stakeholders, and in many cases deter- and dislike from interested ', S to the market after they Based on the public announcements
mined by the policymakers’ understand- parties as what was insurers has identify their Indian distri- ~ made by the leadership at the regulator’s
ing of the industry. One such reformwas ~ promised in the drafthas  been significantly  bution partner. Unfortu- office,in thc span of last threeyears there
the composite insurance licensing envis- not beendelivered. diluted nately, there are very few plusapplicationsfor
agedby| pcI-cymaLers Then therewasthe Let us now examine the ilable. Quitea fewof

Themajor
reform assocmed w1Lh opemng the
agencydistri
architecture approach and makmg it
attractive for
alsodropped from the original draft. This
article discusses the reforms and their
likelyimpact onindustry.

The central reform increases the FDI

ground reality. When the

FDI limit was raised from 26% to 49%,
theactual FDI inflow was at best about
129 of the potential. Several limitations
such as Indian ownership and manage-
ment control were deterrents to the

Let us now look at the
critical omissions m the Act compared

them had elements of FDI in it. As we
understand, only a hand.ful have been

withthedraft Bill,2024.The

first major strategic retreat is composite
insurance licensing. The ability fora sin-
gle insurer to operate across life, general

1o da.nty on the fit and proper aspect of
the proposed promoters. This has created
uncertainty in the minds of foreign

inflow.Then the FDIIi ed
to 74%. Once again, the gap between the
actual ﬂow and the potentlal was very

andhealth unified regu-
latory il b fanypre-

who are looking at the sector,

amble or background to the reform was
5 i intiusts, g

Japan, foreign exchange isoneway tohavea ﬂuner Toften cap to 100%, formalised in the new Sec- large. yum- playthat
seeyoungi ontheirlaptop fe king tion 3AAofthe Act.The provi: 'The most criticalis the fun- ity of creating a platform for the public
pace: ften reflectsuch i i i ital [ truism that i istobe sector life company to acquire the four

Are the Dumbbells You Lift?,a series about girls who take up
weight training, became a hit in the 2010s, as fitness fads
began to focus less on just losing weight and more on gain-
ing muscle. Yet when it comes to FX, the data don’t seem to
back up my suspicions. The Nikkei reported that i in the past
15years,tt 30 rom making up 50%of retail tr just 17%
in 2024.1n contrast to both Kurumi and Mrs Watanahe, in reahty most FX market
partici lder men.An SMBC ConsumerFi -third
of men in their 20s were investing at all, and less than 20% of ‘women. Mostly that
was in stocks and index funds, with currencies a distant seventh place, only slightly
above sneakersand trading cards.

Kurumi-chan mightjust flection of ‘manga
and anime. Jap: creators have loped the ability t any subject
material: bread-making, knitting, poker,camping, fishing,cooking,and even male-on-
male romance tales written primarily for women. One of the first manga eveuead
was Hikaruno Go,abest
Kurumi-chanc d of candlestickchartsasthe pm
tagonist doubles down on ever-more risky bets. But it’s not too late. Kurumi- chan
might make FX: i ing,butitcaninspi
Hikaru no Go created a surge in popularity for the board game, the volleyball series
Haileyuul!is credited with a flood of kids taking up the sport.

Let’s hope so.Not onlywould it be good for more young Japanese to get a taste of
trading. The Mrs Watanabe moniker is well past its sell-by date.

GEAROID
REIDY

Bloomberg

£,

through

raints and operational flexibility for
foreign partners in joint ventures (Vs). At
a hypothetical estimation, the potential
flow of FDI in the life, general, and health
insurance sectors could be around ¥2.5
lakhcrore ($30billion),at marketvaluein

sold; it is a push product. Distribution is
more critical in the working of an insur-
ance company than manufacturing. For
distribution, the foreign entities need
good Indian partners, the financial con-
glomerates in India or those corporates

[ THE EDITOR

India-EU trade

Apropos of "Trade without walls" (FE,
January 28), the conclusion of the
India-EU free trade agreement is a
timely signal of confidence in open,
rules-based commerce. Yet the real
test will lie in how effectively its gains
are translated on the ground. Lower
tariffs and wider market access will
help exporters, but small firms may
struggle to meet stringent standards

and compliance costs. The
government must therefore focus on
trade facilitation, faster customs
processes, and support for those units
to upgrade technology and skills.
Clear guidance on rules of origin and
carbon-related norms is equally
important to avoid disputes. On
services and mobility, transparent and
predictable visa frameworks will
determine credibility.

—SM Jeeva, Chennai

public sector general insurance entities.
Little is known about the purpose of Lhe

partict the FDIreform. Both pol-
icymakers and the regulator could per-
hapsclarify thekind of promoterentities
whocould enter the market.

The amended Act has paved the way
forforeignentitiesto placetheirbetonthe
insurancemarket inIndia. Much needsto

provisionin thed: ft Billand it
intheAct. Under Secnon 2(5A) of the Act,

bedonein g the reform and on
the part of the regulator to design con-

byway i thlvamp
ernmentin Itati ith th

Al and retirement

Apropos of "Musk is wrong about Al
and retirement" (FE, January 28),
Elon Musk’s vision of an Al-abundant
future negating the need to save is
econamically naive. Even if Al drives
unprecedented productivity, basic
economic principles, like funding
fonger lifespans and human-centric
care, remain, Saving is not justa
hedge against scarcity, but against

Views are personal

uncertainty itself. True optimism lies in
preparing for multiple futures, not
banking on a singular utopian
outcome. Whether Al elevates growth
modestly or spectacularly, personal
responsibility for retirement endures.
The most prudent innovation is the
wisdom to plan for both promise and
unpredictability.

—K Chidanand Kumar, Bengaluru
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{ OUR TAKE }
Leader with strong
grassroots connect

Ajit Pawar’s untimely demise leaves
avacuum in Maharashtra politics

he death of Ajit Anantrao Pawar, 66,

Maharashtra’s deputy chief minister, in an

aircrash on Wednesday is likely to have an

impact on his Nationalist Congress Party
(NCP) and the NCP (SP) controlled by his uncle
Sharad Pawar, and Maharashtra, perhaps even
national, politics.

A deputy CM in six governments, Pawar was a
politician from the old school — much like his uncle
—and for close to five decades, bestrode local
politics in Maharashtra like a colossus, marrying
mass-connect with a strong dose of realpolitik to
not just always stay relevant, but to also, almost
always, be on the winning side. Like many local
politicians, he was embroiled in many corruption
cases (making him a lightning rod for targetted
attacks by rivals, including the Bharatiya Janata
Party at one time), and his earthy sense of humour
meant that he was no stranger to controversy, but
he also acquired the reputation of being an able
administrator. He understood Maharashtra’s
finances, and had a strong hold over it than most
others, presenting 13 state budgets as the finance
minister. And he rarely lost an election; for years,
he was happy to be his uncle’s protege, but while
the senior Pawar (and later his daughter Supriya
Sule) worked and walked the corridors of power in
Delhi, Ajit Pawar quitely built a strong base in
Maharashtra. That made him a power to reckon
with in state elections, and a partner worth wooing.

It was pragmatism (and a desire, once again, to be on
the right side), that prompted him to split the NCP, a
party he nurtured along with his uncle after their exit
from the Indian National Congress in 1999; fittingly,
given his reach in the state, he kept the name and
symbol. But both factions fared poorly in two of the
three elections that followed — the NCP in the 2024
Lok Sabha and recent local polls; and the NCP (SP) in
the 2024 assembly and recent local polls.

His death poses an existential problem for the
NCP. The recent local poll results were not kind to
both it and the NCP (SP), and there was talk that the
two could merge, and be part of the BJP-led
Mahayuti in the state, a move that would have
made the party and Ajit Pawar more powerful
within the alliance. His passing disrupts that plan,
and leaves the NCP bruised at a time when its base
is under threat from an ever-expanding BJP. Even if
amerger were to go through, the party will need a
new leader in the state: Sharad Pawar is 85 and has
hinted at retirement; Sule’s focus has been Delhi
and national politics; and none of the leaders who
stayed with Ajit Pawar has the connect he had with
the electorate.

UGCregulations against
caste bigotry need tweaks

The Promotion of Equity
in Higher Educational
Institutions Regulations
2026 have multiple
shortcomings that can
fail the efforts to end
discrimination on
educational campuses

ecognising the sad evi-

dence on caste discrimi-

nation that had led to

suicide by SC/ST stu-

dents—at AIIMS in 2008

and, later, at other
higher education institutions — the
ministry of education had asked the
UGC to frame regulations against dis-
crimination. This led to the UGC
(Promotion of Equity in Higher Edu-
cation Institutions) Regulations 2012.
Meanwhile, the mothers of Rohit
Vemula, and Payal Tadvi who lost
their children, filed petitions in the
Supreme Court for strictimplemen-
tation of the 2012 regulations. The
Supreme Court asked the UGC to
share the status of implementation.
In response, the UGC informed the
apex court that, among other thmgs,
it was revising the 2012

discrimi ion cam-

discrimination. The 2012

puses, butit a]so left behind signifi-
cant shortcomings that needed cor-
rection,

First, its definition of higher edu-
cation institutions (HEIS) is confus-
ing. Atone place, it refers to all HEIs.
But when it comes to the definition. it
says “higher i

imitating the Untouchability Offence
Act 1955, and Atrocity Act 1989, list
about 28 forms of discrimination
related to admission, evaluation,
teaching, sports, social life, hostel,
and dining halls, among others.
Given the deep-rooted nature of

are those universities and colleges
which are covered under section 3 of
the UGC Act 1956" — that is, about
1168 universities and 45,473 colleges.
By implication, it excludes the 23
IITs, the 21 1IMs and around 12,002
standalone institutions. Both ITsand
1IMs are Institutions of
National Importance; the
former have been estab-
lished under the Institute of
Technology Act 1961, and
the latter are governed by

, the T

Offence Act 1955 identified about 17
and the Atrocity Act 1989 about 40
forms of discrimination. Going
against the spiritof the 2012 regula-
tions, for reasons best known to it,
UGC leaves this task to the equity
committee, saying mat it has “to pre-

are and

It i i Equity Cs

i il HT ARCHIVE

illustrative list of acts Lhat
shall be construed as dis-
crimination”. It is difficult to
imagine that the equity com-
mittee possesses adequate

or from a brothel?)". Because of its
wretched nature, the forms of dis-
crimination are specified by the gov-
ernment in the two Acts. The equity

both sides of the table —as one who
participates in making recommenda-
tions, and as the person who makes
the decision based on these recom-
i This will cause a con-

in the ion institu-

the 2017 TIM Act. Sukhadeo understanding of the deep-
Similarly, the standalone Thorat rooted discr
institutes, namely polytech-

nics, teacher training, and

nursing institutes, are independent
bodies recognised by AICTE, NCTE,
and INC. The IITs, [IMs and standal-

The Su, preme Court, while

tion is not to specify the
many forms of discrimination.
Besldes if ldenulymg mese is left to

flict of interest. The head of the insti-
tute, who takes the final decision,
should not be part of the recommen-

referring to this at the
time of the fmmmg of the Atrocity
Act 1989, observed, “The offences of

one institutes need not be

under section 3 of the UGC Act. They
are directly funded by the ministry.
"This means that the revised 2026 reg-
ulations plesumahly exc]ude avast
section of

improve its provisions. It mvued
feedback on the revised regulations
in January 2025, which were then
notified this month. Unfortunately,
the revised regulations, instead of
making improvements, diluted the
2012 regulations. The regulator did
make some improvements in the
‘mechanism for sensitisation against

Since all these are under the ministry
of education, it would be better ifall
educational institutions in the coun-
try were brought under the minis-
try’s regulations.

The second-most serious limita-
tion of the proposed regulations is
that, unlike the 2012 regulations,
these omit specifying the forms of

atrocities humiliate
and subjugate the SCs and STs with a
view to keep them in a state of servi-
tude. Hence, they constitute a sepa-
rate class of offences and cannot be
compared with offences under the
Indian Penal Code.” It involves deep
contempt, hatred, most sickening,
pernicious, and meanest behaviour.
One example from a survey at [IT
Mumbai gives an idea of the sick
minds of the caste discriminators. To
Dalit girls, a high caste student
asked, "Quota se ayee ho ya kothe se
ayee ho? (Are you here through quota

the
forms of discrimination will differ
and create legal confusion. There-
fore, the UGC should follow the pro-
cedure adopted in the 2012 regula-
tions and specify the forms of dis-
crimination, which will be uniformly

dation

Lastly, about the SC/ST/OBC repre-
sentation in the committee, it men-
tioned only about their “representa-
tion”, which is unfair. It should be at
least 50% of the committee to enable
them to have an effective say in deci-

i ki

toall i institu-
tions in the country.
Another limitation of the 2026 reg-

ulations relates to the composition of
the equity committee, whose task
will be to enquire into the complaint
and recommend action to the head of
the institute. Strangely enough, the
head of the institute has been made
ex officio chair of this committee. The
head of the institute will, thus, sit on

The UGC must remove these
anomalies in the new regulations for
true promotion of equity in educa-
tional institutions and to deliver jus-
tice to the parents who lost their chil-
dren to the evil of caste discrimina-
tion.

Sukhadeo Thorat is former chairman,

UGC. The views expressed are personal

Making music, the
Arijit Singh way

rijit Singh’s rise as a singer has many twistsand
Atums that can make for a Bollywood blockbuster.

Growing up in Murshidabad, West Bengal, Singh
was trained in classical music —and his guru barred
him from listening to popular music— before he
attracted national fame as a singer in areality show in
2005, and later, as a Bollywood singer. In 2025, he was
billed as the most popular star on Spotify with 151
million followers, more than what global stars
including Taylor Swift and Ed Sheeran had. This had
more to do with the desi music lovers, of course, but the
numbers reveal the billing he had among lovers of a
certain kind of music. Now, at 38, he has taken the
music world by surprise, announcing thathe was
“calling it off™: He clarified that he “won’t stop making
music”, though he would not be singing in films.

This is rare in India, where film music has long been
the barometer for popularity as a singer —which is
perhaps why none of the major singers have ever quit
films at their peak, or even after. And singing and
composing in India have been silos breached rarely,
unlike in the West. Technology has transformed the
entertainment industry, and the emergence of new
platforms has radically altered the rules of the game.
Singh's decision —he hopes to explore a career as an
independent composer—may also be provoked by the
changes in Bollywood, where songs are now on the
periphery. As an established voice— he is popularon
streaming platforms as well as on the concert stage —
Singh has a captive audience, and his international
collaborations suggest that he should be able to
transcend his core desi fan base and find new listeners.
Thatsaid, Singh deserves applause for leaving the
comfort zone and leaping into the unknown.

Xi purges to conquer
in party vs PLA clash

itary Commission (CMC), and Gen-
eral Liu Zhenli, chief of the CMC Joint

Staff Department and member of the CMC—
China’s senior-most military officials — Chi-
nese President Xi Jinping has definitively set
to rest rumours circulating for over a year
that his position has been undermined and is
threatened. The rumours pointed to opposi-
tion from the upper echelons of the People's
Liberation Army (PLA). The dismissals also
confirmed more recent rumours that gener-
als Zhang and Liu were being investigated.
The official confirmation on January 24,
nevertheless, surprised observers. The
announcement by the spokesman of China’s
ministry of national defence was categorical
and crisp. It stated that generals Zhang and

y removing General Zhang Youxia,
B vice-chairman of China’s Central Mil-

General He Weidong and now, generals
Zhang and Liu, are significantly different. In
addition to being the senior-most military
officers, each was a handpicked personal
appointee of Xi.

Zhang is a military princeling and a sec-
ond-generation friend of Xi. Their fathers
were friends and served as commanders in
the Red Army, and both families traced their
roots to Shaanxi province. Because of their
friendship, Xi ignored the CPC's age eligibil-
ity criteria and retained Zhang in the polit-
buro and the CMC. He Weidong and Xi were
also friends and drinking companions since
Xi was posted in the Zhejiang and Fujian
provinces, and He was posted at nearby mili-
tary stations. After Xi was appointed presi-
dent, he brought He to Beijing and helicop-
tered him into the CMC as vice-chairman and

Liu “are of serious violations of him a member of the CPC polit-
discipline and law” and that the Communist  buro.

Party of China Central Committee More importantly, Xi whittled
(CPC CC) had decided to place them down the PLA’s influence by drasti-
under investigation. There was no cally reducing the PLA's representa-
mention of corruption, implying tion in the CPC CC, With the removal
that the charges could be consider- of Heand Zhang, the PLA currently
ably more serious. The PLA Daily has no representation in the polit-
editorial of January 24 clearlysug-  Jayadeva buro. Though Zhang Shengmin was
gested this. There was no mention Ranade elevated as vice chairman of the

of Zhang in the polit-

CMC in place of He Weidong, he was

buro. The gravity of their “crimes”

will be known only after the results of the
investigation are released, possibly before
the major political plenary sessions in early
March 2026.

With the removal of Zhang and Liu, the
CMC is left with two members instead of
seven. XiJinping continues as chairman. The
other is Zhang Shengmin, who was
appointed a vice chairman in November
2025 to replace General He Weidong after he
was dismissed from the PLA and expelled
from the CPC in October 2025, It is the first
time since the CMC was reconstituted in 1982
that it has been decimated like this.

After Xi brought the military under the
purview of the CPC’s anti-corruption watch-
dog body, the central discipline inspection
commission (CDIC) in March 2013, nearly
200 officers up to and above the rank of
major general have either been punished or
dismissed. At least 80 senior PLA officials at
the vice admiral or lieutenant general level
and above have been removed. An additional
12 PLA Navy (PLAN) officers at the rear
admiral level or above have been, or are
rumoured to have been, dismissed. But the
removal in October of CMC vice chairman

‘With the removal of He and Zhang, the PLA
has no representation in the politburo.
REUTERS

not appointed a member of the pol-
itburo. Furthermore, the PLA representation
in the CPC CC that totalled 42 is now well
under half! Tt is not clear whether Xi intends
to fill these vacancies at the next party con-
gress in 2027 or induct individuals in the
interim. In any case, Xi has clearly signalled
that the party is superior and the PLA must
be “absolutely loyal” and obedient to the
Chairman of the CMC and the party.

Also on January 24, the PLA Daily pub-
lished a very strongly worded editorial that
indicated Zhang and Liu faced serious char-
ges. It declared they had “seriously betrayed
the trust and expectations of the Party Cen-
tral Committee and the Central Military
Commission, severely trampled on and
undermined the Chairman of the Central
Military Commission’s responsibility system
... undermined the Party's absolute leader-
ship over the military and threatened the
Party's ruling foundation™ and “seriously
damaged the image and prestige of the Cen-
tral Military Commission”. They were
accused of having “an extremely negative
impact on the Party, the country, and the mil-
itary”. The editorial added that investigating
and punishing generals Zhang and Liu will
“further rectify the political situation, elimi-
nate ideological poison and malpractices”
and promote “the rebirth of the People's Lib-
eration Army, and inject strong impetus into
the development of a strong. mllltary

The removal in quick

DROUPADI MURMU
<+

Uncertainties arising from ongoing conflicts
have also strained global stability and

economy. Even amid these Lh.llln.ngmg

circumstances, India continues to move

ahead rapidly on the path of
developmen

==

Why industry loves the
India-EU free trade deal

he India-European Union Free Trade
Agreement (FTA) is more than the cul-
‘mination of a long and complex negoti-
ation. Itsignals a conscious shiftin how
India is positioning itself in a changmg global
economy. Ata time when trade i

becoming an indispensable node in global
value chains.

quietly
‘much of this shift. The agreement creates the
conditions for deeper co]labomtlnn in areas
such as clean ital infrastruc-

shaped by geopolitical uncenamty supplv—

ture, artificial intelligence, semiconductors,
% dnd del

chain stress and strategic
partnership stands out not just because of |I5
scale, but because of its purpose. It brings
togethertwol el v
economies that together account for one-fourth

agr tron-

ics. Here, Europe’s strength in innovation and

India's ability to scale form a natural comple-

‘ment, For the Indian industry, the opportunity

isnotjustto adopradmnmd technologies, but
their

of global GDP and lays the gi k for localisa-
building a sustainable, future-ready economic.  tion and deployment. Such collaboration can
relationship. accelerate India’s movement into higher-value
What i the “mother of ingand intensive sec-
all partnerships” is that it is not built around  tors, while giving Indian firms a stake in shap-
narrow transactional gains. It is com- ing future industrial ecosystems.
prehensive in design and long-term in Equally important is the impact on

ambition. By covering trade in goods
and services alongside investment,
digital trade, sustainability, mobility,
and technology cooperation, it creates

services and human capital, where
India’s demographic advantage
becomes a strategic asset. As one of
the youngest large economies in the

an economic framework rather than Chandrajit world, India brings a deep pool of
asimple tariff exchange. This matters B o skilled professionals across technol-
for me lndlan mdumy because com- anerjee ogy, engineering, research, health

defined =————= care, and business services. The
only by access to markets. Itis defined agreement \mprws the abllltv of this
by theability to operate within stable, trusted, ke with but
and resilient networks that span driven i greater

innovation, and skills.

Atits core, the agreement offers Indian busi-
nesses something increasingly scarce in the
global system — predictability. Preferential
access 10 a large and rules-based market allows
firms to move from shun -term gains and take

certainty around services access and mobility.

Another defining feature of this partnership

is the growing convergence on security and

defence. For the Indian industry, this opens

opportunities for collaboration in advanced
dual

long-term decisions on i exports,  andi ion into try ly chains for
capacity, and This i ly i id d
important for i tic industrial while reducing vul-
ing textiles, gems and jewellery, leather, foot- bilities in an i i

wear, electrical machinery, chemicals, auto
Th form the back-

China's top military leadership raises numer'
ous questions, not least about political stabil-
ity in China. The removal of Zhang and He
Weidong, who shared a close relationship
with Xi and had nothing to gain from his
ouster, raises doubts about whether Xi has
become less trusting with just a year to go
before the 2Ist Party Congress and potential
opposition to his continuing for a fourth
term.

Jayadeva Ranade is president, Centre for China
Analysis and Strategy, and a former member
of the National Security Advisory Board.

The views expressed are personal

bone of employment and would substantially
gain from improved access to European mar-
kets, creating many more quality jobs. But the
deeper opportunity lies in helping Indian firms,
including the MSMES, to move beyond compet-
ing solely on cost: and into more durable, va]ue-
driven

global environment.

Further, this FTA is especially significant as
itstrongly feeds into India’s own goal of becom-
ing a developed economy with inclusivity. It
goes to the heart of industrial transformation,
bringing together scale and strategy, technol-
ogy and talent, access, and resilience. Ifimple-
mented with focus and supported by domestic
capaclty b\.uldmg ithasthe potential to sh.lpe

Thisi: e global chain i
becomes central. Both Indian and European
companies are actively diversifying supply
chains to reduce concentration risksand build
resilience. India, with its scale, aggressive
reform agenda and improved industrial infra-
structure, is well placed to emerge asa trusted
production and innovation partner of Europe,

ial trajectory for
tioning Indian industry not on the margins nf
global trade, but firmlyat the centre of resilient,
high-value and future-ready economic net-
works.

Lhnndm/uBnnﬂjzexsdlrecmrgtmeml CILThe
iews expressed are personal
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Market signals

Global factors will continue to drive markets

January this year saw a ratchetingup of geopolitical tensions by United States Presi-
dent Donald Trump with demands on Greenland. The uncertainty on global trade
also increased as a result. The threats and the uncertainty have had a textbook
impactonglobal assets. Gold and silver have seen big rallies. The yellow metal isup
20percentandsilveran incredible 59 per cent in the first four weeks of 2026. Mean-
while, bond markets in Japan and the US have experienced sharply bearish moves
and stock markets have range-traded, while investors crossed their fingers and
hoped for an easing of tensions.

Wall Streetis bracing tself for the possibility that investors in Europe and Japan
will start selling a chunk of the US government debt they hold. Ifinvestorsdodecide
todivest UStreasuries, this would further push up US bond yields and make it more
expensive for America toservice its enormous debt of over $30 trillion. It would also
make it more expensive for corporations to raise dollar-denominated debt, or for
individuals to service American mortgages. Traditionally, gold and other precious
metals are seen as havens for capital in uncertain times, and the last year or so cer-
tainly fits that description. Bullion has been in a dizzying bull run after the Trump
administration took charge in January last year. Since then, gold is up 65 per cent
and silver a whopping 150 per cent (silver is an essential commodity for the elec-
tronics industry).

Indian investors arein adifficult spot, given the uncertainty. In January todate,
the benchmark Nifty saw a small correction of around 3.3 per cent after gaining 9.8
per cent in 2025. The rupee has also been under continuous pressure and foreign
portfolio investors (FPIs) have steadily reduced exposure to Indian equity. Since
January 2025, FPIs sold equity assets of over X2 trillion. Dalal Street has remained
afloatonly duetonetinflows of over 3.5 trillion into domestic-equity mutual funds.
Mostof that money has come from retail investors. The inconsistent and unreason-
able policies of the Trump administration have also led to adecline in the dollar,
which is down by 13.7 per cent against the euro since January 2025. Combined with
the rising yields on US debt, this puts more pressure on the US, a net importer. The
rupee hasalsolostsignificant ground since January last year and is down 8.5 per cent
against thedollarand about 20 per cent versus the euro. In the given global economic
environment, and particularly the trade position with the US, the Reserve Bank of
India has done well to let the rupee depreciate. It will not compensate for the tariff
disadvantage but will give the best possible chance to Indian exporters to compete.

In terms of stock markets, the data indicates India’s equity bourses have been
buoyed up purely by domestic funding, mainly by household savings. However,
their investment tends to dry up and reverse if there is a sustained period of equity
underperformance, orasharp decline in stock-market values. A bear market could
‘well be on the cards, given the tense geopolitical situation and investors should be
prepared to deal with that contingency. Thus, what happensin the Indian stock mar-
ketsinthe coming weeks will largely depend on global factors. It would also be inter-
estingtosee ifthe upcoming Union Budget can lift the mood in the stock markets.

.
Creating employment
India-EU FTA can increase labour-intensive exports
The India-European Union (EU) free-trade agreement (FTA) opens up a large
opportunity for India’s labour-intensive sectors. Industries such as textiles, cloth-
ing, footwear, leather, marine products, and plantation goods stand to benefit the
most because they face relatively high tariffs in the EU. Unlike capital-intensive
manufacturing, these sectorsare deeply emp oriented and domi by
micro, small, and medium enterprises (MSMEs) clustered across the country. From
Tiruppur’s knitwear units to leather hubs in Kanpur and Agra, and from seafood
exporters along the eastern coast to plantation products in the south, the employ-
ment linkages are extensive and could help in recovering the losses incurred by
higher US tariffs. In FY25, India’s exports to the EU stood at around $76 billion, a
figure comparable to shipments to the US, which were about $87 billion. The EU is
the largest export destination for textiles and apparel after the United States (US),

with shipments from India valued at $7.2 billion.

Market access to the EU, therefore, will benefit exports and job creation. The
textile and apparel sector alone directly employs an estimated 45 million people,
and improved access to the EU market could raise capacity utilisation across key
MSME clusters, translati: growthin 3 1t gains. Priortothe FTA,
the EU imposed tariffs of up to 12 per cent on textiles and apparel, up to 17 per cent
onleatherand footwear, high as26 per cent on marine ; these duties
will now be eliminated. The higher tariff structure has historically eroded India’s
competitivenessin Europe, particularly in the face of Asian rivals with preferential
access. Inthis context, tariff liberalisation under the FTA could narrow a longstand-
ing disadvantage and allow Indian producers to compete on more equal terms,

JLLUSTRATION: BINAY SINHA

Taking the FTA agenda
forward in 2026

Moving ahead with participation in next-generation
FTAs, supplemcn[cd by substantive domestic trade
policy reforms, must be India’s focus

Th ion of negotiations on the Indi:
‘Union (EU) free trade agreement (FTA) is very credi-
table, given that bilateral talks were ongomg. though

task ahead to realise fully the benefits of preferential
market access offered by the FTAs signed in recent

omies like the UK and Australia and having navigated
thediverse interestsof the 27-member EU, India would
now bebetter prepared tonegotiate entry intothe Com-
prehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-
Pacific Partnership (CPTPP).

With the formalisation of a dialogue partnership
with the Association of Southeast Asian Nations
(Asean) and the EU in its November 2025 Melbourne
summit, the CPTPP has emerged as the new axis for
rules-based trade. There is now a coalition of the two
most! olocsintheworld with the CPTPP.
Inaddition, its member economies from the other two
blocs — North America and Mercosur — such as
Canada, Mexico, Chile, Peru and soon-to-be-member
Uruguay, make CPTPP potentially the most capable of
garnering collective action and cooperation against
challenges to global trade and institutions.

A mega-regional trade agreement has the added
advantage of cumulation of value addition (VA), facili-
tated by flexible rules of origin (RoOs). This is an
enablmu factor for participation in GVCs for member

RoOsinCPTPP, for regional
cumulation of value addition. Raw materials/ compo-
in countri qual-

ify for “originating” status and hence preferential
treatment by the exporter member economy. While yet
at Lhe ideation stage, poteuual extension of VA cumu-
het d EU)
couldleadto Lheemergenceofthe CPTPPasadynamic,
global hubfor rules-based economic integration. India
should, therefore, not delay any further an announce-
mentofitsintent to participate in the CPTPP.
Ttisalso in(erestingto notethatthe CPTPPisaliving
agreement. A review of its terms and provisions has to

d hi; 1'|vd 1 theagree-
ment: i d whileitwasstillaUs-
led TPP. These were modified only to a limited extent
afterthe USwithdrawal togiveit the contours of CPTPP
in2018. Thefirstreview, initiated in 2023 and concluded
in 2025, has recommended updating and revising a
majority of the provisions of the agreement. This is not
surprising, given the dramaticshifts in the global trade
environment in the interim period. CPTPP members
have committed to completing the revision process in
2026. India should closely track these evolutionary

years. IE is necessary to ise that

participationinthisever-enlarg-

intermittently, since 2007. Notwit the fact
that the FTA negotiations were accelerated over the
last year owing to geopolitical pressures, it must be
lged that India idened ofits
FI‘A partnersto include both developed and develop-
ing countries. Evidence of increased breadth — and,
to some extent, depth — of provisions is
also apparent in recent FTAs, The FTA
with the United Kingdom, in particular,
withalmost9o percenttariff-lineliberal-
isation, the inclusion of environmental
and labour s(andards’ and the opening
upofselect albeitunder
tariff rate quota provisions, is indicative
of a positive change in India's FTA
engagement. Reportedly, the just-con-
cluded India-EU trade deal shares these

STRAIGHT

de ies like Vietnam havea fi

ga-regional trade

advantage in many of these markets. For example,
Vietnam’s lead over India in the two countries’
respective shares in Australia’s total apparel imports
has widened since 2022, the year when India signed
the ic Cooperation and Trad with
Australia. Continued sector-specific
efforts and broader trade policy
measures, therefore, remain critical for
enhancing manutacmrmg and hence

ing

Also, it is important that India’s decision to partici-
pate in the CPTPP should be independent of China’s
absence in the mega-regional trade agreement. China
was among the early applicants for CPTPP member-
ship, followed soon — in the same month in 2021 — by
Taiwan. China’s membership in the CPTPP has, so far,
been delayed owing to the “Auckland principles” that
necessitate an established record of the applicant
country’s compliance with trade commitments, the

agenda. This should be of particular
importance for sectors with export and
employment potential. It is hoped that

export Ensuringregula-  ability to meet the agreement’s high standards, and
tory ease, facilitative Customs among CPTPP. bers for i

and lowerimport duti iticalinputs  of its icati o far, the process has not
needtobeontt radepolicy followed a order for the i ion of

applications. Later applicantssuch as Uruguay and the
'UAE are now under consideration for initiation of the
accession process in 2026. However, circumstances

desirable characteristics and high ambi- TALK ard, maynot long, glven hnw theworld
tion. It is now imperative that India take in acomprehensive manner, the process i
thistrade strategy forward. AMITA BATRA of tariff reduction as initiated in the last mentswith China.

, the ining formalities twoBudgets. These policies together with Overall, taking forward participation in bilateral,

for signing the FTA with the EU should be completed
inthe next few months. This will ensure that its ratifi-
cation by the EU parliament, which is usually a year-
long process, gets u)mpleled wuhm the commg

a long-overdue review of the 2016 model bilateral
investment treaty will also assist in attracting export-
oriented foreign direct investment as targeted in some
of our recent FTAs such as with the European Free
Trad iation and New Zealand.

financial year. Speed.i
market diversification away from the increasingly
uncertain US market remain pemstem and stmng

hould beaclear ofthe

Thirdly, India also needsto participate in next-gen-
eration mega regional trade agreements. Having
d bilateral FTAs with developed econ-

regional, as well as mega- reglonal mde agreements,
trade policy
reforms, shou!dbelndlas FTA agendain2026.

The aulhor is professor, School of International
Studies, JNU. Her book India’s Trade Policy in the 21st
Centurywas published by Routledge, London, in2022.
The views are personal

Now, for an investment protection guarantee

Prime Minister Narendra Modx may nave correctly
Donald

played the FTA and the defence and security partner-

declined to ack

to halfthe work that’s needed to be done

Trump’s claims of endmg war between India and
Pakistan during Operation Sindoor. He may, how-
ever, have the maverick leader to thank for conclud-
ingthe“mother of all free trade agreements” between
India and the European Union (EU). This free trade
agreement (FTA) opens European markets to Indian
exports and Indian professionals and students in
such a capacious manner that you
wonder why it took two decades of

especially in price-sensitive segments. The scale of the opportunity i:

However, tariffs are only one part of the story. Non-tariff barriers in the EU
includingstringent product standards, traceability requi: and inabil-
ity norms, could pose challenges for Indian exporters, particularty MSMEs. Com-
pliance with environmental, labour, and quality standards requires investment in
technology, certification, and process upgrades, which many small firms are cur-
rentlyill-equipped to make. Thus, the forIndiaisto thisaccess
into actual employment-intensive growth. It will be im| ponant to push domestic
reforms. Investmentin infrastructure for product cc labs, cer-

g for the deal — it has a
way to go before becoming a formal
agreement —to be inked.

MrTrump undoubtedly concentrated
minds among vacillators on both sides of
the Suez, Had he not virtually repudiated
his nation’s commitment to Europe and
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(Nato) with his ambitions for Greenland
atDavos, Brussels may not have suddenly SWOT
the merits of aligning wnh a

tification facilities, and quality control systems, will be critical. Lowering logistics
costs through better management at ports, faster Customs procedures, and
improved connectivity will also be key to making Indian exports competitive in a
demanding market like the EU. Equally important is aligning skilling and training
pre with export rec Labour-i i tors cannot scale up
sustainably unless workers are trained to meet global standards in quality, safety,
and environmental practices. Without such alignment, the FTA may benefit a
limited set of large exporters while leaving smaller firms behind.

KANIKA DATTA

for bolh countries to denve opnmum benefit. Middle
thi:

Global are unlikely to allay investor apprehensions
about the stability of investing in India. In fact, there
has been no more effective demonstration of the lack

of’ in India’s “doing business” ecosystem

may
be looking forward to cheaper wine, whisky, chocolate
and high-end cars. But the deeper question is how far
thisFTA can gotowardsgalvanising theeconomy and
generating the jobs India’s youth so desperately need.
Provided that the red tape enabling access to
preferential tariffs is kept to a mini-
mum, makers inemployment-intensive
sectors such as leather, chemicals, tex-
tiles and garments, toys, and gems and
jewellery could well enjoy expanded
markets in Europe.
For a meaningful momentum shift it
is well recognised that India needs an
mn E
ing. But the absence of a robust invest-
ment protection agreement that will
encourage European firms to set up base
inIndiatoserve both domestic and global

middle power thar also faces
from the American market for mostly

spurious reasons. Though, as commentators have
pointed out, the deal can hardly be considered ahandy
substitute for an India-US FTA, it does, together with
the defence and s[abll.\ty pact, offer good news in

market: pointof concern. This
agreement has been in the works since
2022, five years after India unilaterally terminated
almost allits bilateral investment treaties.

itical tofor-
eign direct investment because of the demonstrably
caprici fIndian policy and judicial

termsof; 1arket access, The

bloc remains India’s largest trading partner for goods

and one in which the country enjoys a trade surplus.
Inreality, however, the optics are somewhat over-

pronouncements. Amongothers, arbitrarily imposed
quality control orders, Vodafone's travails inIndia, and
most recently the Supreme Court’s ruling on Tiger

than the Indian business community itself.

Incontrast tothe privatesector'sinvestmentennui
in India — in spite of repeated appeals by the Prime
Minister and the finance minister — overseas merger
and acquisition (M&A) activity by Indian firms has
been steadily increasing. India’s outbound invest-
ments grew 68 per cent in FY25 over FY24 and mer-
chant bankers see this trend sustaining into the
coming financial year. Notably, notall of this money is
headed for tax havens. Several of India’s blue chip
names are either raising stakes in overseas subsidi-
aries or buying companies. Whether it is Tata Steel’s
acquisition of the commercial vehicle business of
Italy’sIveco Group, Zydus Lifesciences’ majority stake
in France-based Amplitude Surgical, Bharti Enter-
prises’ strategic investment in UK’s BT Group, or
Aditya Birla Group's plans to establish a manufactur-
ing and research centre in Texas, these deals, though
relatively modest, reflect Indian businesses’ aspir-
ations to connect with global supply chains from
which India has largely remained excluded.

An investment protection agreement would help
alter this dynamic and complement the FTA and
defence partnership by encouraging European cor-
porations to consider the country as a viable geog-
raphy to set base. More than anything, it would also
signal to the world that India was serious about being
open for business.

Great power begins athome

BOOK

the more powerful. This per- Maritza’s advocacy for both India’s military hardware is not indigen-
spectiveisin sync with countries to undertake ous; economically it is vlnerable to global
Mohammed Ayoab'’s concep- common economic projects supply chain disruptions in the absence of
tualisation of subaltern real- EAWALAN and institutionalise a bilat- astrong manufacturing base. As a grow-

L IED TR

REVIEW

DAMMU RAVI

Thereisnod thepro-

the Congress Party from the 1970s
onwards led to the emergence of several
political parties, both: at the Centreand

guage, religion and casteison therise,
resulting in coalition-driven political

ismin South Asia, drawing
attenuon tohowthe neglec( of
ic variablesin the

It that

litical

regionallevels. Hi these divi-
sions primarily to the lack of i inter-party
and the break in hol
ul.[:meous electionsat the Centreand
states. In contrast, theauthor observes,
the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) hasa
tructure from

jection of India’s mmnnem riseinthe 21st
century. Beyond the familiar fair, Eswaran
Sridharan,amuch acdmmed political

thevillageand district level, while at the
stateand national level inter-party elec-

these
diverse groups, including minorities,
Dalits, tribals and so on. The growing
polarisation of society as a consequence of
communal politicsis, however, a serious
concern. Theauthor’s suggestion of intro-

nation-building process affect

conflictand order. Itisimpor-

tantto understand, according

toEswaran, that the domestic

processes have a strong bear-

ingon bilateral relations in the
& 5

ducing“proporti
does notappeartobeafeasible alter-
native, even with state guarantees, given

tions

menn L, lysisof the isusually d consen-
inder lored shades of India’s rise. His susand is
current assignment as director and chief The data used toanalyse various

executive officer, University of Pennsylva-
niaInstitute for the Advanced Study of

trendsinthe country is somewhat dated

theinternal itiesof Tndian

society. Therefore, we should reconcileto

the fact that coalition politics will remain

central toIndian politics for much of the

21st century. The book draws attention to
h riticism that the interna-

butdoes helpto hij afewinsightful

Tdiveh

Indian Politics &
International Relations:
Underexplored Issues

eral dialogue, not necessarily
involving Kashmir, but ulti-

- = i .
TR mately leading to resolving

it, is forward-looking. This
view is in sync with Dale C

ingeconomy, India would need totake
he vast it

the big powers offer, which is that its

diplomatic positions on international

issuies mostly remain nuanced. Eswaran

points out that India’s rise is taking place

against the backdrop ofamuch fasterrise

Copeland’s theory of trade

interdependence inducing

peace and stability. of China. India’sstrategy should beto
ines that Indias narrow thi

igh faster economic

rise to Great Power statusisa

Theauthoralsodraws and Approaches long way ahead, even though it
attention totheIndia-Pakistan by Eswaran Sridharan  commandssignificant clouton
conflict by analysing scholarly Published by the global stage. In the Global
viewpoints. E Southitsextensive develop-

the two nuclear powers engag-
inginconflict actually detracts
from theirstature. India get-

ting boxed in South Asia (minus China)

Black
388pages 1200

ment assistance hasearned it
goodwill. Although

growth tha.n Lhal uFChma intheinterven-
ingperiod.

Eswaran’s scholarly book concludes
thatinthe foreseeable future India will be
aleading power. However, amongthe sev-
eral variablestowhich healludesinthe
context of India’s i power

Indiaalmost fits John J Mear-
sheimer’s definition of a Great Power —i.e

status, one ishow it manages South Asia
—whetherit canbe conflict-free and

India, lends him a vantage of further trends. The economic reforms of 1991 are tional order for Third World countries is diminishes itsleverage in international enjoying relatively strong military, econ- economically integrated on the lines of

deeper ms‘ghls on’ The subject. said lapotent middie ised more by hi than fora, while Pakistan’seconomic potential ~ omy, industry, {lasgeo- the Union. Perhapst] iver-
classthat i ingin tunewith anarchy, while their m(ema] order is ;ust retards..John C Mathew IIT's relative graphical assize, sally i principlethat therise to

Lhe subject by analysing the: evoluuon of India’seconomicgrowth. Thegeneralout-  the opposite. Tt i ains itivity theory thatl and water bodies — the ck ly begins athome isalso

India’s polincal development which he look of this cohort seems to suggest cal realities of | powerdlllerennatlon are sisonthe importance of absol political shifts i imitati its true for nations.

impactoni greater lnc].\nanon towards theBJP with saidto constram freedom of action and more than relative gains could be a useful rise. Resi thees
pm]ecnon He presents, at the start, a fac- highexg At I 0 modify ‘hother’sgainsin hegemonic powers will be nanual. I.ndLa Thereviewerisa retued foreign service
ivethatthe ionof behaviourin d: withi f dsecurity spheres. Mircea officer. il.com

identity politics based on region, lan-

lacks status quo-alterin i
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‘- A thought for today
I hope that the people who use this bridge in years to
come will remember how it was built, and who built it

THE BRIDGE ON THE RIVER KWAL, film

Be On The Job

Post-EU FTA, here’s what India should do to become
world’s preferred exporter of skilled manpower
Two days after India and EU announced their ¥TA, how far

are we from cheaper European wine, chocolate and cars?
At least a year, as we said yesterday, but the wait could get
longer. That's because this ‘Mother of All Deals’, or MOAD, will
be implemented only after it's greenlit by European Council and
European Parliament. Which is easier said than done. Consider
what happened with EU’s other recent FTA with South America’s
Mercosur bloc. Signed on Jan 17, it ended in limbo just four days
later, when European Parliament sought legal opinion on its
parts—a process that can take up to two years.
Since MOAD is a comprehensive agreement, covering not only
goods and services but also the movement of workers, it might

encounter resistance in some countries. It's a fact that Europe’s
mood on immigrants has soured over the past decade, and while
illegal Indian emigrants mostly aim for US, there’s a steady flow
into EU too. This is a point of action
workers that Europe needs in large
numbers. As European Central
Bank President Christine Lagarde
said last year, without foreign
workforce can give a $120bn boost to EU’s economy.

Job vacancy rates have grown by 70% across EU since 2020, and
75% of employers can't find workers with the right skills. This is not
only because Europe’s population is ageing but also due to workers’

Indiashould aim to become the biggest exporter of skilled manpower
to fill these gaps. Dedicated ministries at the Centre and in the
states could keep track of high-demand skills, arrange training
programmes, and oversee the outflow of workers from India. Of
atleast on paper. and it's time to begin the homework for it.

Cry Me A Bridge
Mumbaikars grapple with yet another ghastly designed
flyover. Engineering failures no longer explain these

for GOL By committing tostopillegal
emigration, it can make a strong
case for the inflow of authorised
workers Germany's GDP would have
been 6% less than its 2019 level. A McKinsey report also estimates
that inclusion of “ethnocultural minority employees” in the
reluctancetopick upnewskills. Asaresult, thereareacute shortages
of both white-and blue-collar workers—from heavy truck drivers to
doctors, and mechanics to nurses and software developers.
course, grand as this plan is, it could trip on EU's red tape and
Trump's tantrums across the pond. But paralysis brought on by
uncertainty can’t serve as policy for India. We've gota good EU deal,

s India’s richest city also its most corrupt? Less than two years
after the infamous Gokhale Bridge scandal, the metropolis has
served up yet another road construction that defies all explanations
except the shabbiest. A new flyover in Mira-Bhayander has four
lanes suddenly shrinking to two. No words can really express how

XTI IN CHINESE CHECKERS

Is China’s boss sacking generals because he’s in full control or because he’s an ageing leader with
no succession plan & therefore a target of challengers? Remember, even Mao was challenged

Vijay Gokhale

There is broad speculation about the
reasons behind President Xi Jinping's
actionslast week that sent shockwaves
through i i

In each instance, the underlying narrative is (hat a
r nior party leader unlawfully
top man in ways detrimental to the latter's lcgmma!e
hold on state power:

History tells us differently. CCP has never been a
political ith marching behind an unquestioned

—detention of People'sLiberation Army

Lq‘ (PLA) generals, Zhang Youxia and Liu

Zhenli. Zhang was not simply vice-chairman of the

Central Military Commission (CMC), theapex military

organisation headed by President Xi Jinping, but was
regarded as a closeally.

At the 20th communist party congress in 2022, Xi
appointed two vice-chairmen and four members to the
seven-member CMC. Both vice-chairmen and three of
four members, including the defence minister, have
sincefallen in what is being touted asan unprecedented
military purge. As of today, just one original member
remainsstanding.

Speculative reasons range from rumours that Zhang
attempted an abortive coup d'état, to his detention for
high corruption. Speculation sw1.r]s around whetherXi

leader. Mao Zedong, arguably its most powerful
leader, was repeatedly challenged, notably by defence
minister Peng Dehuai and others in 1959-1961 over
Mao'sdisastrous Great Leap Forward policy.

Deng Xiaoping's authority was also challenged by.
not one but two, putative successors over political
liberalisation. There is no reason to suppose
that Xi is not confronting similar threats
inhis15-yearreign. 2

CCP’sversionshould be setaside
unless there is corroborating
evidence from inde-
pendent  sources.
More li

leader is following

is acting from a posmon of d
The official version is couched in Chmese Commun ist
Party’s (CCP) turgid language. Zhang, apparently,
‘seriously fuelled political and corruption issues that
affect the party’s leadership over the military and
endanger the party's ruling foundation.” Official
mouthpiece Liberation Army Daily likened Zhang to a
‘toxin’ that had to be incised if the body politic were
not to ‘rot'. Western media is giving wide publicity
to CCP's version of events leaked through ‘sources’.
Butshould CCP’s version be takenat face value?

Propaganda to craft false narratives in pursuit of
domestic or international goals has been a hallmark
of CCP's operating style, as is their manipulation of
Western media eager to publish any news on China.
There are few, if any, sources of information in China
that can independently corroborate CCP’s version of
events. In consequence, the world thinks, because
China says so, that General Zhang was attempting to
undermine Xi's legitimate authority - in the same
way as CCP led the world to believe Marshal Lin
Biao died in a plane crash while fleeing China in
1969 after an abortive coup against Mao Zedong. That
the 1989 Tiananmen incident was an abortive attempt
by General Secretary Zhao Ziyang to undermine
CCP'srule under Deng Xiaoping, and that Bo Xilai, Xi's
political rival in the run-up to the 2012 leadership
contest, was unfit for high office having abetted the
murderof aBritishnational.

his in
crafting a narrative
that preserves his
authority and
shows his action
aslegitimate.

From the Indian
perspective, as
China’s neighbour,
these recent devel-
opmentsare important
and worth pondering on
two counts: first, does the
current military purge show
thatXi is in full political controlor is
he weak? Second, does the decimation
within CMC’s ranks imply, as some in
the West are speculating in the context of the

Taiwan strait, that PRC is not in a position to ey

undertake military conflict oraction.
Onthequestion of Xi'spolitical standing, conventional
wisdom is that the purge demonstrates his absolute
power. Like Stalin in the 1930s, so the argument goes,
Xi purges loyal subordinates from time to time, to
terrorise the rank-and-ile into total loyalty. But, is
the opposite case not equally possible? If Xi were in
absolute control and the 2022 party congress marked
his total capture of elite politics, as the Western media
reported, then what explanation might there be for

the purge of fiveof hissixappointees to CMC?

If these men are corrupt, how did so many of \hem
slipthroughthe ks in hisanti-corrupti
the longest and most ruthless since 19497 If these men
areundermining the party, then what does it say for the
resilienceof thestrictcageof political institutionsand
rules he has built to enforce discipline and loyalty? And,
if Zhangis sel]mﬂnudear ecrets, what does it say about
the frustwor Xil works?

On the contrary, the extent of the purge tends to
suggest that Xi's authority is likely being challenged
and that his internal surveillance systems are not
foolproof. He is weaker than he seems. As he
grows older, and with no clear succession
plan in sight, these challenges will,
likely, mount.

On whether the military
purge weakens Beijing’s
capaclly to launch
itary action,
again, ‘history
could be a guide.
Despite the massive
national disruption
caused by the Great
Leap Forward in
1960-1962, China still
attacked India. In
1969 it initiated the
border war with
Soviet Union despite
several top-ranking
PLA leaders being
imprisoned or in exile
during the Cultural Revolution.
In 1979, PRC initiated the Sino-
Vietnamese conflict despite a bitter
domestic power struggle, an untested
military and a collapsing economy.
Beijing launches conflict with political,
not military, objectives at the forefront. In each
case one of the underlying reasons was to divert
attentionaway from internal politics. Vigilance must,
therefore, be heightened, not relaxed, by China’s

neighboursat such times.
On both counts, a much closer watch on internal
is, , warranted. D on
‘western interpi hati: i

inside Chinamay not be the wisest course of action.
The writer served as India’s foreign secretary & India’s
envoyto China

Carney’s Truth To Power, India’s Vindication

Indians have grown up living with the falsehood of international rules-based order. New Delhi was the original
middle-power coalition builder. Reviving that project will be tough, but time for a new global architecture is now

Pankaj Saran

“A moment comes, which comes but
rarely in history, when we step out
from the old to the new, when an age
ends, and when the soul of a nation,
long suppressed, finds utterance.” These

- lines could aptly apply to Canadian PM
Mark Carney’s speech in Davos. Canada has woken, and

shocking the visuals are. But MMRDA says, don't be shocked. It

1 world Mr Carney. You have

assures that this jump-cut enables “smooth crossing” of a busy
junction. Mumbaikars have obviously disagreed. They cannot see
how thisdesign helps either traffic management or road safety. That
the authorities are defending it as a planned engineering decision
. suggests the problem runs deeper than it

appears, ghastly as the appearance is.

Rewind to the Gokhale Bridge scandal
| of 2024, where a 2-metre gap was revealed
at the sky-junction of two flyovers, as if
vehicles were expected to leap from one to
theother. And 2025saw PalavaBridge being
closed nosooner than it wasopened, because
theroad surface started crumbling. It would
not be any consolation to Mumbaikars, but
similar shockers are being reported from
other parts of the country as well. The 2024 monsoon saw 12 bridges
collapse in Bihar within 20 days. Last year, the state was back in
the headlines for a 60-foot-long, 10-foot-wide structure linking
the mainland along Kari Kosi river to floodplains that remain
underwater from May till winter: Last year also saw a Bhopal
marvel, with a 90-degree turn. No words for that, either.

What'sgoingon? Why does no onein govtstop suchabominations
before they are completed? Why does public outrage count for so
little? At the core, just like adulterated foods and fake drugs, this
is a political economy problem. Profiteers don't fear punishment —
because they are in it with those who are supposed to guard
public interest. Here's the thing, though. Not fixing quality control
problems ensures Indiaalways remains analso-ran.

SIR, what’s in a name?

Basu by any other would be as verBose
Bachi Karkaria

SIR is questioning folks from single-engine states with
singularly ‘illogical consistency’. Take West Bengal. Having
already summoned a Bharat Ratna Nobelman, a cricketer who
scalped 462 wickets for India and a diplomat who lied for his
country - last week’s targets were those whose surname
‘differed’ from that of their grandlather Reportedly SIR's AT
mdehadn 't been ‘taught’ that the original had be ‘masters;
their tongues twisted on such honorifics as ‘upadhyay’. So, Gangopadhyay
became Ganguly, while Bandopadhyay/Mukhopadhyay/Chatto-ditto became
Banerjee/Mukherjee/Chatterjee.

But it’s not as simple as that. The artistic, individualistic Bengalis
had toadd another layer. Or several. ‘Ganguly’ is as often spelt ‘Ganguli’. The
Bando/Mukho/Chatter-ati suffixed theirs with the North-Indian ji', joint

entrance exam ‘jee’ or even haw-haw ‘jea’. The confusion gets more
Y You have to r which Mukherji/jee/jea has
s , dropped the middle 'I’,and which Banner...has likewise dispensed
o with thesecond ‘n’. There even was WC Bonnerjee.
i Since this diversely eminent race has so many Who's Who,
o it's a nightmare recalling who's spelt how. Fortunately there
@IratiCa aren't too many like the purist who shudders noticeably at
— ‘Rabindranath Tagore'. With low disdain and high dudgeon,
he corrects the uninitiated with, “Eesh!/Oodibaba! it is Robindronath Thakur.”

Itshould be simple turningevery ‘a’ into ‘o', right? Wrong. Only dyed-in-the-ool
pronounce Kolkata correctly as ‘Coal-kaataa’; non-natives mangle it to
‘Call-kotta’. ‘Kamal’ is ‘Kaw-mole’. Btw, he's male. Like a ‘Jyoti’. Every ‘s’
becomes ‘sh’, and the ‘v’ a ‘bh’, though with inexplicable perversity, a legitimate
‘bh’ somersaults-as in ‘Velpuri’.

‘Enjoying the cool brijon the Howrah breeze’ isajoke. Not 0 'j' becoming 'y~
and vice versa! Pity Jug Suraiya. One day, he strode up to the doctor’s assistant,
Jabbedhlslmneon(heh t, “Why patients’
after me been sent in while you've kept me waiting?” The assistant retorted,
“Saar,somany times I called out your name, ‘Yug Shoorjjo, Yug Shoorjjo’!”

ek

Alec Smart said: “Did European Council Prez tell Indis after FTA,
‘Now our stuff will Costa you less'?”

risen from the ashes of Bandunglikea Phoenix.

The speech is music to Indian ears. Generations
of Indians have grown up living with the falsehood
of international rules-based order, hegemony and big
power rivalry, strategic autonomy, variable geometry
and Lssuebased coammns all listed in the speec.ll
They'r with what it countrie:

“in between" to come together to secure and fight
for their interests.

Carney's talk of global disruption and
breakdown and call to arms hits the same
geopo].\txcal sweet spot that India’s marshalling

id in theaftermath
of Ukraine war. There're moments in history
when someleadersand nations read the world
right and speak up. The voice of Global
South then received a spontaneous response —
because it was both a protest against the
resurgence of major-power confrontation
and an cry for thereal
of the majority to be heard. India’s move was seen by
many middle powers in the West as trade unionism
and met with deep suspicion. China did not waste time
and presented itself as its natural leader. We should
hope that it does not now identify itself as a middle
power in the churning waters.

Intheunipolar: ioneralndia’sad

South-South cooperation but theapproximation remains

powers. Inaparal.lel undertakmg India hassignificantly

~acompact foraworld minus the

The speech is a textbook case of the messenger
being the message. The fact that a Western nation, a
Nato member, and torchbearer of the “rules-based

like France,

Germany, Italy, Spain, the Noldlc&UKAustraha Japan,

Indonesia. T inIndia-EUrelations
isthelatest i of this.

international order” has stood up in revolt, invoking
the principle of sovereignty is the real story. If such
a speech was made by a middle power from the
developing world, such as India, it would first have
been criticised by Indian pundits themselves as being
unjustifiably anti-West, anti-US and revisionist. We

would have been at the receiving
endof afreshdose of American tariffs.

When it comes to strategic autonomy or building
coalitions, India has been ahead of the times. The original
middle-power coalition will always be remembered as
India, Indonesia, Egypt and Yugoslavia. Much later
Indla, Brazil and South Africa got together as powers

of South-South cooperation had received a qujét
burial. It was considered old-fashioned. Admittedly.
India and others in the South were trying

ved they could strike what Carney has called,
like the Buddha, the “third path”.

The formation of Bric in 2009, before China became
a isanother example. Its dramatic expansion

to make this a reality. Carney is not quite talking of

two years ago was nothing but a celebration of middle

The Canadian prescription is worthy of follow-up.
We have to see to what extent it’s an outpouring of a
nation humiliated or an enduring shift driven by cold
logic. We see Canada’s predicament being played out
in our neighbourhood. The likeness is particularly
striking inthedynamicbetween Indiaand Nepal that is
laced with overlapping geographies, culture,
an open border and not least, personality
traits of leaders. Nevertheless, it requires a
brave man to speak truth to power.

There’s of course a certain inconsistency
between Carney's actions and words. While
berating hegemony and big powers, he did
not hesitate to court one to spite another, as
seen in his visit to China a few days before
his Davos speech. It's far from settled that
China isa more benign hegemon than US.

The other challenge in making the middle-
power pri oyect a success in this day and age is
that man;
and integrated with big powers. Hegemomc
behaviour is typified by the willingness to
weaponise strengths and dependencies. A
project to liberate middle powers from such
shackles will be a generational one. In the transition
period. hegemons will act to divide and rule, for that
isthe way topreserve their dominance.

Middle powers have differences among them too.
Canada, for example, is a staunch opponent of permanent
membership of UNSC for four other middle powers.

All told, the point that the world order as we knew it
is over is true, as is the point that those who are not on
the table will be on the menu. The time for buildinga new
architecture could not be more opportune. India has
no choice but to par nclpate with full v igour.

Theuwriter puty ity

Calvin & Hobbes

Sacredepace

Nodeathi
death, because
every death
opensanew
door-itis
abeginning.
Thereisnoend
tolife, thereis
ays anew
beginning.a
resurrection.

Swadharm And Inner Voice Of Clarity

Ganesh Kolambakar

urspiritual journey begins with

thecall tolive in harmony with

dha] m. Although d.harm lsoften
tr pre

only afr: actmn of itsdeeper

quiet guidance within, a voice that
brings clarity, balance, and authenticity
amid noiseof modernlife.

Swadharm is not shaped by
convenience or preierence Itisthe
ion of one’s true nature, formed

clarity and deepl

Righteousness suggestsa moral code,
butdharm inIndian tradition, refers to
the sustaining order of life, principles
that uphold balance withinan individual
and the universe. ll isauniversal compass

held values. Dharmarises
from seriptural wisdom,

while swadharm emerges "L
from quiet centre of one's
being. Krishn's counsel to

that it harmony, Yet within
this cosmic framework lies another
essential dimension. Each person carries

Arjun:
unmistakable. It is better to
follow one's own swadhar

m,
ly, thanto

aninner calling that S most eveni
authentic way of living. This inner
truthis known

perform another’s dharm
This i

irms that

Much of ourstressand confusion
arises not because life is inherently
complex but because we try to live
by standards that do not reflect who
wetruly are. When we understand
swadharm, webegin tolisten to the

genuine meaning in life comes from
living inaccordance with one’s inner
truth rather than adopting ideals that
do not belong to one’s nature.

The essence of dharm is eternal, yet
its social expressions naturally evolve

d sattva be

withtime. Seriptures acknowledge that
theexternal forms of dharmadjust to
needs and capacities of each age. Customs
andnorms that once benefitted society
may not carry the same relevance
in the modern world. Swadharm,
grounded in personal conscience,
responds with immediacy to these
o8¢ fasg,  shifts. [tmaynotalwaysalign
X withrigid traditions, yet it
never violates timeless values
bea5 attheheartof dharm.
Truth, compassion, love,
andresponsibility continue to
express themselves uniquely
THE SPEAKING TREE withineach individual.
Swadharm emerges from
one’scorevalues,and itevolvesasa
person matures. Asunderstanding

Justaslife’s duties change withage
and experience, expression of swadharm
adapts to one's evolving awareness. Itis
not fixed but becomes more refined as
one becomes inwardly aligned. Because
swadharmreflects inner nature, it
differs from person to person.

Awarrior'sswadharm may call
for conrageand protection of justice,
while asage’sswadharm may express
itself through nonviolence and
spiritual insight. Both paths are sacred
because they arise from the integrity
of one’s being. The Mahabharat
reminds us that dharm is subtleand
cannot be defined uniformly forall.
What is dharm for one may be adharm
for another when viewed through
the lens of their unique nature and

of gunas shifts.

inner clarity grows. What felt true
in earlier stages of life may transform
asconsciousness expands and balance

tronger, T 2
Living by swadharm isnotabout
following rigid rules but discovering
away of being that resonates with
one’sinnermost truth.
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Warp & Woof of the
New Trade Design

Growth spur if key fixes in FTA are made

Textile exporters are at the forefront of beneficiaries
from the India-EU trade deal. The relief comes at a chal-
lenging pointforthe industry, which isfacing50% tariffs
inthe US, its biggest export market. Gol is offering labo-
ur-intensive industry financial relief. But the US tariff
action has brought home the need todiversify itsexports
in terms of export destinations. The obvious candidate,
the EU, previously had higher duties on textile imports
from India, which will now be brought to levels faced by
principal competitors Bangladesh and Vietnam. Tariff
equalisation in the EU was a tough but necessary condi-
tion—the trade deal was decades in themaking—butse-
veral other hurdles confront Indian exporters eyeing a
larger share of the EU textile market.

The main impediment is sustainability conditions im-
posed by the EU, which will involve fresh investment by
Indian exporters. Investments will ha-
ve to be made at all levels of textile va-
lue chain, which could affect competi-
tiveness of MSMEs. The industry fa-
ces a supply chain that is fragmented
across states and adds to logistics
costs, unlike China, which hasadopted
an integrated approach to textile ma-
nufacturing. India also needs to make a bigger push into
man-made fibres, where taxes have kept input costs eleva-
ted. The EU tradedealmay fall shortof transformingIndi-
a’stextile industry intolarge manufacturing units unless
supportive infrastructure and capital areeasier to access.

The deal, however, offers the Indian textile industry a
mechanism to transform technologically and climb the
value chain. Levelled tariffsare a starting point forasus-
tainable growth path. The industry is one of the biggest
employment generators and is primed for expansion
through foreign investment. With access to the EU im-
proving, the growth trajectory should shift upwards for
India’s textile sector. India must have an early harvest
plan for EU textile exports and build on its inherent
strengths. The sector’s linkages to agriculture contribu-
te to its need for self-sustaining expansion.

Funding Unspent is
Spending Denied

Gol is projected to save ¥70,000-75,000 cr in the current fiscal ye-
ar due to significant under-utilisation of budget allocations
across key ministries and flagship welfare schemes. These uns-
pent amounts — arising from slow execution under program-
mes, such as Jal Jeevan Mission, Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana
and Pradhan Mantri Gram Sadak Yojana— providefiscal space
toabsorb highersubsidy d modest tax shortfalls.

This, however, isarecurrent feature of the public finance sy-
stem. Earlier, central funds flowed via state treasuries or to

The salaried class is reshaping the economy and expects Gol to focus on its demands this budget

Let’s Be

ndia’s economic narrative is
usually framed inextremes. At
oneendliesthepersistentchal-
lenge of poverty and informal-
ity Attheotherendarecelebra-
tory headlines about its growing tri-
be of billionaires and high-end con-
sumption. The most consequential
shiftof the lastdecade, though, isun-
folding in the middle.

1T datareveals astructural trans-
formation among India's
salaried class: the num-
berof salaried taxpay- .
ers in the 10-15 lakh
and 15-20 lakh inco-
me slabs has grown
by roughly 600% over
the 9 yrs ended 2023-24.
What was once a narrow
upper-middle cohort in 2014, in abso-
lute terms, has become a mass. seg-
ment today. Asaresult,

Lakshmi'sin da house

aries within these rapidly expand-
ingslabs have remainedstable, or ha-
ve marginally declined. In the 21015
Iakhcategory, for instance, theavera-
ge salary edged down slightly from
F12.11lakhto12.051akh.

Clearly, growth is being driven by
new emrax\tsclusxel ingnear thelow-
erend of these bracketsand pulling

o QA
B

Given its growing risk appetite,
it's no coincidence that a
significant share of the new
entrepreneurial class comes
from this cohort

of India’s salaried taxpayer base i ls
gradually undergoing a change, tra-
nsforming from a pyramid to a bul-
gingdiamond.

Thisisnot merelyastoryof higher
‘wages. Instead, it marks theemevgen-

down the average even as the cohort
expands dramatically.
T i F this

nwith

tate — and conservative instrume-
ntslike FDs and insurance. The ran-
geof financial products waslimited,
and participation in capital markets
Was Narrow,

Not any longer. As salaried house-
holds scale income slabs, their sur-
plus grows, enabling diversification
intoequities, MFsand pension-linked
products. Demat accounts have mul-
tiplied more than five times in alittle
overthelast6yrs,and Qﬂ’shzwehec&
mea

the Middle

i " semi-urban India is likely to grow,

further amplifying the political voi-
ceof thiscohort.

Middle-class voters prioritise eco-
nomiestability job creation, inflation
control and credible public services.
They are less tolerant of policy vola-
tility and more aligned with growth-
oriented governance, providingaco-
unterweight to populists. They will
shape the contours of India’s policy
debateover thenext decade.

For political partiesstilloperating
witholder redistributive framework:

THE SPEAKING TREE

Don't Forget
To Laugh

NARAYANIGANESH

Welove tomake a dhobi list of

all the problems we face, whe-

ther the daily nigglingonesor
"ger, more d,aunung ones,

thewarningissharper
ischangingfasterthan their imagina-
tion. India’s most important econom-
icdevelopment inthelasttwodecades
has been the silent, but decisive, ex-
pansion of thesalaried middle. They
are transforming consumption, ac-
celerating financialisation and crea-
tinga new stakeholder polity.

For FMs, this expanding salaried
middle will be difficult to ignore in
the future. This is a constituency
that is formally employed, financial-
ly invested and increasingly asset-

wealthaccumulatxon.lueﬂect,md.ta S
middle class isnolonger merely con-
suming; itisincreasingly investing.
P Risk appetite This expanding co-
hortisalsostructurally distinct from
earliermiddle-class formations beca-

use it is firmly embedded in the for-

shiftaresignificant.

P Earn more, spend more As hou-

seholds move up the income ladder,
This

ceof aformal, g middle
class at scale —a developmem with
far-reaching i for India’s

discreti

sbor-
row through formal channels, pay
EMISs, invest through regulated ins-
truments, and depend on macro sta-
b]].lty to protect their assets. In turn,

is apparent in the pr
tr fr

consumption patterns, savings, inv-
estments and political economy.

‘The sharp rise in middle-I-T filers
isamongthe clearest indicatorsof in-
comemobility inrecent vears. Taxfil-
ings show substantial growth across
brackets between 5-50 lakh, but ac-
celeration in the middle slabs is par-
ticularly striking.

"Take the 210-15 lakh bracket: num-
ber of tax filers has risen more than

smartphones and appliances to br-
anded retail el. India’s con-
sumption engm s increasingly be-
ing powered not just by HNIs, but by
a large and growing middle cohort
with both purchasing power and
aspiration. It is not surprising, then,
that companies are reorienting to-
wards the so-called ‘mass premium’
consumer:

» Investment spike Per] haps the

class with

adirect interest in economic refor- A

ms that reduce friction: ease of do-

ing business, predictable taxation, "

infrastructure build-out and inflati-
oncontrol.
Given this growing risk appetite,
it's no coincidence that a significant
re of the new entrepreneurial
class —including many founders po-
wering the unicorn economy — co-
mes from this cohort.
» Political heft As the middle-inco-

6-fold, fr 3lakhtoover50
lakh. This upward migration signals
thatmillions of salaried workersare
crossing key income thresholds.
Whatisnotable isthat

most impactof this
expansion is its role in accelerating
household financialisation. Histori-
cally, Indian savings weredominated

by physical asset: Id and real es-

itselectoral weight
will grow, particularly in urban co-
nstituencies. With impending deli-
mitation, the proportion of parlia-
mentary seats linked to urban and

EMIstoservice, port-
folios to gmw and inflation to fear.
They have never had somuchskin in
the game. Hence, they have less tole-
rance for fiscal populism, and de-

This is not merely a story of
higher wages. Instead, it marks
the emergence of a formal,
asset-owning middle

class at scale

executi-

on, stabili-

ty and oppor-
ity.

tunity
Con- sequently, thenextrou-
ndof reformspromised by Narendra

Modi and Nirmala Sitharaman will
also be judged with new metrics by
thebulgingcentreof India’snew dia-
mond of salaried taxpayers — espe-
cially on what they do to improve ea-
seof living.

The writer is an independent journalist

Let's Not Stretch Those Taxes

Dhiraj Nlm

implementingsocieties, involvingapprovals, parked

and frequent delays. To address this, Gol reformed fund flows
through Single Nodal Agency (SNA) framework, integrated
with Public Financial

Asharpdecline inIndia’s tax buoy-
ancy in FY26 has tightened trade-off
for Gol between growth support and
fiscal discipline. But bi i

need to cut spending to meet the fis-
cal deficit target of 4.4% of GDP.
‘Two factors explain partof the slow-
down in tax buoyancy:
» Nominal GDP growth has weaken-
edduetolow inflation. Real GDP
grew at 8% in the first half of FY26,
but the GDP deflator rose only 0.7%
Lower inflation reduces the value of
thetax base and drags tax revenue
growth.
» Gol provided tax relief. The pezson
al T cutannounced in Fehruary

India’s financial cycle weakened in
2025, with all three major financial
variables softening, even asreal GDP
growth strengthened. This diverg-
?nce rais]es the question of whether

i itions have by to

make them goaway, or they do
not become less problematic.

First, youneed to know that
everything you calla problem
isnotreally one. 'If youbreak
yourneck, if you have nothing
toeat, if your house ison fire,
then you've gota problem. Eve-
rythingelse is an inconvenien-
ce. Lifeis inconvenient. Life is
lumpy A lump in the oatmeal.
alumpin the throat, and alump
in the breastare not the same
kind of lump. One needs to lea-
rnthedifference,’ said author
Robert Fulghum.

He couldn’t have' put itinbet-
terterms. Orasitissaid, you
think you have so many prob-
lems, but when faced with seri-
ousill-health, everythingelse
drops off and you focus only on
yourhealth thatis of paramou-
ntimportance.

Perhaps the thing isthat just

like everything else in life, prob-
lemsand their intensity areall
relative. It all depends on what
youaregoing throughatthe
moment, your resources, your
support system, relationships
with friends and family, and
your own mental and physical
health. Also, what seemslikea
terrible issue today; turns out
to befunny, years later when you
think back. Butat that time, it
hadreduced you to tears. That's
why sages say, life isan illusion.
ItisDivineplay

Don't take yourself orlife too
seriously. Else, youmay forget
tolaugh.

(fﬂ STEP UP TO
) THE PLATE
Nusara

Bangkok
Inacity where Bangkok'sfood

soene: ly from
good street food to boundary-
p_ushingﬁne dining, Nusara

influence fiscal revenues. Analysis
confirms this suspicion.

Inmodels that included financial
variables; alongsule nommal GDP

stem (PFMS) and RBI-managed SPARSH
platform. Funds are now released on a
just-in-time basis, digitally tracked end-
| to-end, withstatetreasurieslargely confi-
ned toaccounting oversight. The intent is
tominimise idle balances, enhance trans-
parency and enable real-time monito-
ring. Yet, transitional challenges — technical integration is-
suesacr ms, multi-layered ilimitedad-
ministrati ty at state and district level: inueto
delay utilisation. Capacity gaps, audit-related risk aversion
and coordination failures between Union ministries, states
andi i i di i

are why tax buoyancy has declined

sosharply, and whether this holds

lessons for FY27. The answers may
need for rvati-

islikely tor

$1 mannually. The impact of the GST
cut that took effect in September 2025
is harder to quantify, but given slug-
gishnominal GDP growth, itisun-

vetaxforecastsin the future.
India’slong-term tax buoyancy ty-
pically hovers around 1, meaning
usually grow in line

withnominal GDP A huoyancy tac—
torbelow lindicates th

growth isnot u'anslatmg intotax
revenues in proportion.

When tax buoyancy falls short of
thetarget in any year, it creates fiscal
stress, All e]se equal, Gol can. aellmel

The macroeconomic costs of such delays are substantial.
Unspent funds could finance infrastructure, water, housing
and rural connectivity —sectors with high multiplier effects.
Idle balances represent not fiscal savings but lost opportuniti-
es to raise productivity, improve living standards and streng-
then long-term growth prospects.

£ JUST IN JEST

J Ursulavonder Leyen's valuable lesson
for our netas when they go abroad

Lose the Suit, Go for
Couture Diplomacy

Daadi-mas and Gen Zs alike were impressed with Ursula
vonder Leyen turning upat theRepubhc Day jamboreeina
Rajesh Pratap Singh br A Withits
deep purple-maroon base and gold zari ﬂm‘al motifs, it was

reinin rela
cit. FY26 has become sucha year.
In February 2025, Gol assumed gr

lyin

with rapidly deepen-

ingormature financial systems.
InIndia, Covid synchronised resets

of financialand busmess cycles. Af-

tax
nommal GI)P fe]I by 20-40% compa~
red with models that excluded fin-
ancial variables. This indicates that
partof buoyancy usually linked to
nominal GDPr

nakajohnand his brother”
this intimate, 10-seat restaur-
antisbothaloveletter totheir
grandmom and a bold state-
mentof modern Thai cuisine.
Chef Ton draws on family re-
cipesandroyal Thai cookbo-

financial cycle. In olherwords tax
GDPis

\4 reworking them withprqci»

ter

buoyancy relative

lower than we tend toassume. This

equity
markets exerted a smaller influence
ed with property

1f financial conditions donot imp-

likely to be revenue-neutral. wth surged, with equities, pre openy

These twofactors, however, camml pricesand bank credit fo]lowmg pattern holds for both direct and
fully explain the sharpfall in suit. The post- indirect taxes

Realtax gmwthhas fallen dJsplaVed strong momentum in the

even faster than nominaltaxgrow-  property secto, rising on taxes
th, whichshows thatinflationalone  investmentsinequities,andhigher  pricesand bankcredit.
cannot account for weak collections. household debt as credit intensity in
The: dec]me intax buoyauc) is private consumpuon increased. rove in 2026, tax growth may conti-
broa d, Financial i

gories \\'here Gollowered tax rates.

Inaddition, a third, largely overlo-
oked reason in India’s context may
lie in the interaction hetween ﬁna.n~
cial and fiscal cycl

tax buoyaney of 1.1for FY25. Howcv»

implyingatax gap of around 0.6'
of GDP compared to the target. This
shortfall means that, even withalar-
gecentral bank dividend, Gol will

clecaptures comovemem of vari-

ables, including bank credit, equity

prices and property prices. Recent
identifies fin-

When financial and business cycles
rise together, they amplify each oth-
erDuring these joint upmrns, eco-

nominal GDP growth,
keeping buoyancy below its long-
termaverage. Withsucharisk, the
planned shift toa medium-term debt

sentimentand wealth eﬁ'eds dx xv-

cmdﬂnllty tosignal dlsmplme amid

bond market

ingthem toriskieri
higher consumption. Thereverse
alsu huld; —weakening financial

k f econo-

ancial cycles as major contributors
tovolatility in fiscal cycles, especial-

micactivity even if overall real gro-
wth stays satisfactory.

Afterasignificant miss inFY26,
conservative tax forecasts will be
essential toreinforce that intent.

flair
The result feels deeply rooted
yetforward-looking, muchlike
k itself. Signature di-
shessuchasthe vibrant biue

swimming crab curry with
crispyricenoodles deliver
punchy, unmistakable Thai
ﬂavuum Whﬂemamsamsex

The write AN

ow to Get Intercontinental

Sumant Sinha

Exportsaccount for about 22% of In-
dia’s GDP. Anything thatenhances
it, presents significant potential to
boost domestic incomes and create
Sofar. India hasbeen

thekind of garment that themost bu-
reaucrat from Brussels look like she’s wandered out of a
‘Mughal miniature. It was less ‘European Commission pre-
sident’ and more ‘Empress of aneo-Baroque’. Thisisthefu-
ture of diplomacy: leaders dressed not in drab suits like
they do in Davos, or in Armani-flip-flops like the Tech Bros
still do in the Valley, but in the full regalia of silk armoury.
Imagine the G7summit asa global costume ball.

Our leaders, too, should return Von der Leyen’s gesture. In-
stead of wearing the same old black waistcoat-safed lmrta or

led gr u\th in these sectors supports
larg particular-

ve]-ucles inthe EU.If managed well,

ly for women, artisans and semi-
skilled workers, and strengthens
regional

‘more togain than tolose.

ring
locald.l.mngu'admuns
Theexperience is elem!ed
further by the setting: ol
green interiors, gold accents
andmesmerising views of
‘Wat Pho, bestenjoyed witha
of Krugon the terrace.
Service, led by Tam as maitre
d’and sommelier, is polished

Mal\e in Indxa More importantly, the ndia-EU yet war m. Nusaramanages
h par ipbri comp- inBangkok's
courage tech transfer provided do- lementary strengths. E d " re-

across India.

For SMEs, scale and predictability
of EUmarketaccess canbetrans-
formative. MSMEs often struggle
notwi ﬂh lack of competitiveness but
with tolarge, stable

itive-
ness continues to improve,

tech, innovationand cli-
matefinance. Indiaoffersscale,

anda

Perhaps the most:
dimensionof the India-EUFTA lies
beyond traditional trade metrics. The

fast-growing clean-energy market.
Largermarkets incentivised invest-

EU’s Carbon Border'

markets. Preferential access. combi-
ned with stronger regulatory cooper-
ation and streamlined customs pro-
cedures under the FTA, can help
thesefir ris, invest

individual wunmes —the UAE,
Britain and New Zealand. With the
India-EUFTA, itnow

with confidence and integrate more
deeply into GVCs.
Th

CBAM) embeds clima-
teconsiderations directly into rade
by i n cost i

‘mentand par
Astepchange in EU- J.ndxa business
partnerships inareas such as solar
cturing, batteries, electric

intensive: lmpuns such as stecL aln
minium

mobzhty clean lechnnlogles and
d. Thiswill

forward-looking ( (‘BAM provisions
te

‘Thelp build resilient d](e! nativesto
G

inthe FTA cover
nical coope: -ation, mcogmuou ol

ingIndia’'senergy U'ansmon and. Job
£

largerstage.
The EU

carbon pricing

rated trade-offs. Indm hasagreed fo

geted support marksan Jmportant

oneof the world's most sophisticated
‘markets. It isalready India’s largest
trading partner in goods. In 2024-25,
bilateral trade in goods reached
$136.5bn, while services trade cross-
edwbn ’['he]ateslmdeepensuns

luur.s. they should: wear

of ytheyarevisiting. Lederhosen, comple-

tewithsuspenders and alpine hats, when in Germany: A bow-

lerhat when in Britain, and a beret in France. A Spanish visit

should have our netas in Flamenco ruffles. InJa.pan they co-
uld don samuraiarmour; ensuri

relati ranti ial
marketaccess to over 93% of Indian
exparts by value, across a combined
economic space accounting for rou-
ghly aquarter of global GDP.
Official estimates suggest exports
worth nearly $75 bn are now poised

ducted with the gravitas ufa KurosawnepmlnScoﬂania
Kkilt, of course. ili-
tyufagusto[wmdxevealmgmorethanﬁsmhransparmcy

for growth, with labour-
intensivesectorsset to gainsignifi-
cantly from immediate tariff elimi-
nation onnearly $33 bn of exports.
Thy abstract gains. Export-

aphased , qu ‘» ion

shiftfrom regulationto

port:
J.ngrec\procal acce:sfm India- made

FD! Indm Ing, this creates both ch-
opportuni-

creationin fi industries.
The FTA isa central pillar of India’s
broader strategy to diversify trade

fined luxury that still feels per-
sonal, heartfelt and unmista-
kably Thai.

’
The Prezzure's
OnYou, Don
Apropos ‘Re-Globalisation 2026
Mix’ by Shishir Privadarshi (Jan
28), it may be premature to com-
menton the impact of the India-
Ufi

eement (FTA)

a:t only the smnmgpoml
Ly be judged by outcom-

~ | tvCarbon-linked trade
measures canraise
near-term compliance
costs. But they alsore-
ward early movers in
clean energy adoption
and low-carbon manu-
facturing. India has
some 0{ the world’s low-
estclean energy costs
and highest availabili-
ty. These position us
well tocompete in the
emerging trade envi-
ronment. We have

es: more jobs, stronger small busi-
nesses, higher farm incomes, clean-
erindustriesand greaterresilience
inavolatile global economy:

This agreement binds India more
closely with a major economic part-
ner that values stability, rules and
long-term cooperation. If implement-
ed with focus and follow-through, it

onthecom-
plex global economic policy pu-
shesand pulls. Butone thing that
is certain is, this could not have
happened at a better time for In-
dia’sown domestic interestor for
the EU, which could give outa

message loud and clear that one
individual, even if he is the pre-
sident of thestrongest nation in
termsof thestrength of curren-

can help India secure growth that's cy orthe numberof nuclear war-

not just faster but also more diver- heads owned, cannot hold the

sified, more i iviti bally i

inclusive. chaos for long periods of time.
MG Warrier

Theuwriter is chairman-CEO, ReNew

Mumbai




® WEB EXCLUSIVE

‘Secular TMC vs communal BJP — the
Bengali voter is trapped in a political
binary. — By Abhik Bhattacharya

Log on to www.indianexpress.com

8

THEINDIAN EXPRESS

THURSDAY, JANUARY 29,2026

The Editorial Page

© WORDLY WISE

The oppressed will always believe
the worst about themselves.
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BECAUSE THE TRUTH
INVOLVES USALL

Baramati tragedy,
churninits wake

HE TRAGIC death of Ajit Pawar, Deputy Chief Min-
ister of Maharashtra, inan air crash Wednesday leaves
anempty space, bringingto an abrupt end the career
of a politician of his [lme As part of different parties
—from G founded NCPtothe NCP

splinterhe. steexed into the BJP-led NDA — and as six-time Dep-
uty CM and ej; MLA, Ajit Pawar ied the domi-
nanlslrandofa ic politics that criss-c i i theirwell-

Opposition within: Ajit Pawar-shaped
hole in Maharashtra politics

TRAGIC death by accident

should not determine how

politics shifts. But over the

past three decades — more

so over the past few years —

Ajit Pawar occupied a location so critical
that his untimely death forces even his
grieving followers, in this moment of loss,
to grapple with this question: What next?
Ajit dada, as he was popularly called,
had no reason to be travelling early in the
morning to Baramati to campaign for the
ongoing zilla parishad elections, but such
are the demands made by the enterprise
called modern competitive politics that
leaders have tonecessarily risk not merely

privacy butalso their

red lines, while keeping alive a direct connect to the ground.
His death also forecloses the possibilities that still lay ahead,
perhaps, for the man who wanted to be chief minister. The
churnin that began with the splitting of the NCP
and Shiv Sena into two parties each, and that rearranged the
two main coalitions, MVA and Mahayuti, is not yet done. Mu-
nicipal polls nearly a fortnight ago saw the two NCPs join hands
for the civic elections in Pune and Pimpri-Chinchwad, amid
talk of tensions within the Mahayuti.

Fromthetimel d politics, 1tothe Lok
Sabhain 1991 from Baramati, aseat he later vacated for Sharad
Pawar to settle down in state politics, Ajit Pawar earned a rep-
utation, amid allegations of corruption, as an administrator

lives — often literally — to meet them. In
asense, hisdeath isasad comment on the
manner in which not just his party butail
parties depend on top leaders even for a
local election.

Ajit Pawar’s sudden exit pushes both
factions of the NCPintoaturmoil and also
changes many equations in state politics.
Afterthe Assembly elections last year, the
Ajit Pawar faction of the NCP had
emerged as the more popular one — fore-
ing an existential crisis on the faction led
by founder Sharad Pawar. During the re-

‘whogot things done, and asa finance minister lined

cent ion e]ecuons the

fiscal discipline. He was also the politician whose unvamnhed

two factions had initiated the process of

bluntnessand i streak courted ithis
swearing-in as Devendra Fadnavls 'sdeputy, after the ’019 as-
sembly polls, inahurried i inRajBha-
van to form a government Lhat las[ed 80 hours, or his com-
‘ments during a period of acute water shortage that were seen
tobe c!f key. Power came to himasa family beques: butatthe
Pawarstar moretime
in national politics in Delhi, he moulded it in hisown image in
western Maharashtra’s sugar belt. “Ajit dada” kept the organ-
isation intact, engaged with milk unions and sugar cooper-
atives and coordinated with other players and parties. When
theNCPsplitin2023, Lbe majority of NCPworkerssawtheir fu-
ture with him. His fa for inthe2024
election seemed to cement his claim toleading the real NCP.
With his premature exit from the political field, Ajit Pawar
joins leaders like cindia, YS Reddy,
Pramod Mahajan, and more recently, Vijay Rupani, all gonein
theirpolitical prime. Ina party and polity dominated by family
and personality, he leaves behind the question of the future of
the NCP. His going will sharpen the tumult in the fluid politics
of his state, his party — and his family.

UGCregulations force a
needed reckoning

HE UNIVERSITY Grants Commission’s new regula-
tionsagainst discrimination in higher education— the
UGC (Promotion of Equity in Higher Education Insti-
tutions) Regulations, 2026 — are significant and wel-
come. They have sparked protests on the grounds of overreach
and there are accusations that it ignores upper-caste concerns.
Yet, the context that produces them shows why they are much
needed. UGCdata provided tothe Parliamentary Standing Com-
mittee on Education in 2025 shows that over the last five years,
tl ofreported i iscriminati
oneducatic upexpe from173
in2019-20 to 378 in 2023-24. It makes the regulations, which re-

placet] 2012, bothurgentand Ifthe2012regu-
Tati i i ial di the new ones
callout move
the needleby insti redress.

Certainly, the framework Lhey put in place is not beyond
critique. Despite Union Minister D Prad-
han’s assurance that misuse will “ uo[ be allowed agam.st any
body", therewill b i of Other
Classes(OBC), wln]eweloome; w111 need tobeaddressed withrig-

our. Concer been the possibility of false

and ibility of timelines

presmbed for inquiries, which may strain under~resourced in-

i The[hreatol it tion for non- ,in-
cludi d anxieties, For thy i

tosucceed, ibal misuse,

and acommitment to due process, will be critical.

The backlash against the regulations, however, cannot mask
the reality that had forced ition in the Mandal
moment. The fact is Lhat pnvﬂege reproduces ltself Lhrou.,h ac-

ce ital, that i
historical excl Eversincetheti i T ri e
acmm di But

i and TheUGCs

new regulations are not perfect, but Lhey torce areckoning with
that reality. always provokes
discomfort. But pretending they no longer exist would mean
shirking the constitutional obligation of equality forall.

In age of hurry, the
o] o .

Wikipedia pause
ROMDECEMBER 1, 2012 to January 31, 2013, there was
awar of words over a tiny preposition on a Wikipedia
“talk” page. Two editors battled over whether the “into™
in the Wikipedia page for the 2013 film Star Trek Into

Darkness should be lower or upper case. It got nasty — over
40,000 words were exchanged before the Upper-casers won.

Duringits. inthe public hashad
:ever\l transformations, from the blog posts era to the social

he Alrevolution. newnemnon mlurma
tion iable -5
ing. Amidst this, Wikip which turned 25 seem
lik net: Not offeri
ing f ever-evolving v, but s!ohdlybunldmga

database of knowledge. What began asa websne distrusted by
whoviewedit:

with sloppy, I ,aspera.
gation, Of Enc

Inotherways, too, itissomething of an outlier in today’s digital
landscape, with its volunteer-based, not-for-profit structure.
‘Today, it hasover 66 million articles in 342 languages. Astudy by
SEO firm Graphite found last year that over S0 per cent of the in-
ternet hasbeentaken over by Alslop. Amidst this, perhaps Wiki-
pedia’s model — ponderous and u.nl'up intheage of flashierand
fastercl toreflect on the vaiue of
slowness (as far as anything can be slow on the internet), even if
that means engaging in a fight overa preposition.

work, n

a
for the state BJP and bringing sleepless
nights for the Opposition.
In his absence now, Ajit Pawar’s own

faction will be in disarray. While many of
hisfollowers, as well as prominent leaders.
of his faction, are also emotionally at-
tached to Pawar Senior, a smooth reunion
was not guaranteed. Loyalty and personal
attachment are not exactly values cher-
ished by the new politics of Maharashtra.
The compulsions of ensuring a share in
power constitute the most important
defining feature of political choices
today. Ajit dada remained within this cal-
culus of politics. His followers will now
have to choose from three options: Run
the party independently and evolve a
space for it; go back to Sharad Pawar as
their leader; or take shelter under the
BJP'sumbrella.

Usually, when a dominant party is in
an ascendant position, the first possible
response to it comes through the forma-
tion of a regional player. In Maharashtra,
the four players that emerged from the
ravages of the NCP and the Shiv Sena have
been struggling to occupy that space.
Both Ajit Pawar and Eknath
Shinde sought to assert a separ-

-
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to carve out ideological autonomy by re-
peatedly indicating that he was not inter-
ested in minority-bashing like the senior
partner. Overall, after joining the Ma-
hayuti, Ajit Pawar was adopting the strat-
egy of running with the hare and hunting
with the hounds.

Under pressure from the BJP, he was
struggling to develop his party machinery
and his overtures to the other NCP faction
were a sign that all was not well between
the two allies. Like the Shiv Sena led by
Shinde, Ajit dada’s NCP was realising that
the BJP wouldn't easily cede the regional
space nor allow it to consolidate the tra-
ditional social space. The coming to-
gether of the two NCPs might have helped
but now things will hang in an uncertain
space of emotion and harsh calculation.
The irony and tragedy of the moment is
thateven the veteran leader Sharad Pawar
will find his party vacillating between
opening up to power-sharing and the
challenge of standing as a party.

‘When Ajit dada chose to join

Ajit Pawar’s followers willnow  the Mahayuti, the move was seen

sionally countered the dominant party.
With Ajit Pawar’s departure, it is uncer-
tain if that countervailing power within
the Mahayuti — an opposition within
the ruling coalition — will hold on or
wither away.

Ajit dada leaves behind a few pockets
of electoral strength, as was evidenced by
the last Assembly elections. There are
quite a few locally powerful players who
will now be at liberty to make their own
choices. Ajit dada also leaves behind a
large number of non-ideological but keen
youngsters eager to “make it” in public
life. His close association with many or-
ganisations, platforms and Maratha
votersin particular was another asset that
Ajitdada held over his rivals. This vast re-
pository of resources will now be competi-
tively wooed, persuaded and sought out.
In all likelihood, it will seamlessly move
closer to the BJP.

For the past 10 years, Maharashtra’s
politics has been on a cusp: As it pursued
its aim to emerge as the only dominant
pole, the BJP not only decimated its na-
tional competitor — the Congress party
— but also wiped out regmnal space. De-

ate identity even while subscrib- have tochoose fromthree ashelping the BJP. Yet, paradox-
ing to the political anthem of C— ically, the separate existence of
Modi-led development. So far, : optians:Riim the paity his party. its d. performance
though, they were unableto take independentlyandevolvea  jnthe Assembly electionand the

aregionalist stance upfront. Both
were also seeking to win the Ma-
ratha votes that matter in state
politics. But with a dominant
state BJP, they made limited
headway. Ajit Pawar also sought

shelterunder the
BJPsumbrella

space forit; go back to Sharad
Pawar as theirleader; or take

bitter spat between Ajit dada and
the BJP during the recent urban
local elections ensured thatina
state where the Opposition has
disappeared; there remained
some power centre that occa-

have d
this turn of politics. Ajit Pawar 's tragic
death has ensured that politicsin the state
will become more contingent and unpre-
dictable, at least for the time being.

The writer, based in Pune,
taught Political Science

Urban is the new political,
better cities need good politics — workers, let'slistentothem

AST MONTH marked 20 years
since the launch of the Jawa-
harlal Nehru National Urban
Renewal Mission (JNNURM).

The anniversary of one of the
earliest in a slew of 21st-century Indian
urban regeneration programmes passed
by unnoticed, in contrast to the extensive
coverage of the recent municipal corpor-
ation elections in Mumbai. While Indians
have always been fascinated by elections,
the predictable hoopla around them has
turned Indian politics intoaroll call of ad-
versarial encounters.

This article is an attempt to break out
of thestranglehold of current politicsand
the news cycle to stretch the framework
of what we understand as political. T am
referring to the important phenomenon
of urbanisation.

Since 1980, the world has been on an
unprecedented drive towards urbanisa-
tion with 55 per cent of the world's popu-
lation now inhabiting urban spaces.
Prodded by the International Monetary

6,
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numbers and election outcomes but
about the power of the conceptual.

To understand this better, one needs
to first understand how the city has
evolved. Once perceived as simulta-
neously a site of economic opportunity
and a space of progressive possibilities,
working-class empowerment and bour-
geois refinement, the city has acquired a
more singular purpose today. The pri-
mary impulse shaping the contemporary
city according to urban scholars is the
goal of attracting global capital, either as
investment or as circulating capital from
mobile populations. This has given rise to
a model adopted by cities, regardless of
size, featuring gentrified colonies, privi-
leged business enclaves, extravagant
urban beautification projects, new high-
ways for cars, elite cultural festivals and
soon. The purchase of rural land by non-
residents has further spread the reach of
the urbanite.

This top-down approach, favouring
the wealthy, the cosmopolitan and

Fund and the World Bank, post-liberali:

tion India, too, initiated a series of urban
upgradation policies. The 1993 Mega-
cities scheme, JNNURM (2005), the 2015

the entrep ial at the cost of other
parts of the citizenry is accompanied by
abrutal urgency and normalised as an
essential feature of the prevailing

Atal Mission for Rej ionand Urban
Transformation (AMRUT) and the Smart
Cities Mission (SCM) were landmarks in
the process.

From 1990 when it comprised 25 per
cent of India’s population, the urban
population has risen to a third and is ex-
pected to rise to40 per cent by the end of
the decade.

This is a dramatic reorientation for a
primarily agrarian society and a country
famously said by Gandhi to live “in her
villages”. How has this shift affected the
national consciousness? What has been
the impact on our social mores, on
our youth? On our aspirations? On
phenomena such as, for instance, com-
munal violence which is associated with
urban spaces?

These are just a few of the many
significant questions thrown up by
the urban shift that need attention.
But the shift has even more significant
political implications.

Over500 million Indianslive in towns
and cities today. But it is not only its sub-
stantial size that gives the urban popula-
tion an increasing influence in the na-
tional scenario. It is the adoption of the
urban as anideal that gives the city its sur-
ging power. I am not talking about

Itisnotonlyits
substantial size
thatgivesthe
urban
populationan
increasing
influencein the
national
scenario. Itis
the adoption of
theurbanasan
ideal that gives
thecity its
surging power

ic model.

The Nehruvian vision of dams
and heavy industry, which displaced
communities of tribals and farmers, has
been succeeded by the glass tower-and-
highway, corporate-friendly path taken
by post-liberalisation India. The latter has
agreater reach and amore sweeping man-
date that is opening up new fault lines
closer to home.

In the last few weeks alone, we have
seen agitations against the commercial
exploitation of the Aravalli hills, concern
over the Great Nicobar Island Develop-
ment Project and complaints of poor pay
and endangerment by gig workers against
service aggregators.

‘The project of urbanising India is not
about amaterial transformation alone but
about a new political consensus privileg-
ing market-led development that in turn
reshuffles existing priorities and rede-
fines the relationship of the citizen tothe
state, perpetuating a new understanding
of democracy. The urban s the new politi-
cal and needs to be reckoned with.

The writer researched global urbanisation at
the Institute for Public Knowledge, New York
University. Sheis also the author of
Ahmedabad: A City in the World

Birds, ants, trees are nature’s

INGOOD

faith

SLONELY as a tree, someone recently remarked
during a conversation. But is a tree — rooted.
breathing, hosting entire worlds —lonely, Iwon-
dered. And if it is not lonely, then are we? Or, is
loneliness a modern myth?

Therear ingscientil iesand phi ical ex-
plorations on shared consciousness. The concept has existed
in religions and indigenous cultures for centuries — the non-
dualism of Advaita Vedanta, the interbeing and Sunyata of Bud-
dhism, the Wahdat al-Wujud (Unity of Being) that is one of the
coreideas of Sufism. Idistrustanything that sounds too cosmic,
tooNew Age, tooeager to comfort. Shared consciousness? Uni-
versal fields binding all beings? T am tempted to roll my eyes
and ask for peer-reviewed journals. But once in a while it does
make sense. The recent debate on the Aravallis — on whether
low hills are dispensable — made me question my scepticism.

The Aravallis around Udaipur have been an extension of
who Iam: The weekly family outing to their streams, the
summers spent in their forests. The Aravallis are old. Old
enough to know better than to expect gratitude. Older than the

olderthanour Thelow hillswithnoin-
[eresi ingrandeur. That, perhaps, is their biggest mistake. Exist-
ence in the new world order must justify itself constantly. The
bigger abuildingorstatue, the greater the declaration of pride.
The Aravallis stand apart from this attitude. They have been
ecological shock absorbers for a civilisation riding without
brakes. What makes the Aravallis especially tragic is that they
were never asking for every peak. No
pilgrimage circuits. Just the courtesy of being left alone.

We are told that development and ecology can coexist. To
understand why this is such a fragile lie, take onesingle tree. It
isa full-fledged repubhc On its trunk, creepers climb with

y y uguLcu their grip, whispeting
sweet nothings about “mutual support™. In time, the tree can
barely hreaxhe Thls is stra!eﬂlc partnership”. Then there are

borers, They don'teven pretend
affection. They hollow the tree from inside until it collapses
during an unremarkable storm. Sometimes, like institutions.

The Aravallis Sometimes, like you and me. A tree also shelters buds These
areold. Old areyouropinion-makers, They conduct day i
enoughto and occasionally forget why they started shouting. Lower
down, ants march in disciplined lines, carrying crumbs 10
know better q i J .
times their size. Nobody interviews them. These are your
[han toexpect  yorkers. Delivery executivescyclingthrough heat waves while
gratitude. Older  we argue about nationalism in air-conditioned rooms.
thanthe Sohow many worlds existin the Aravallis? Thousands? Mil-
. hons"bachhxllockuosnngnvs-rlm ypin, e ,,,,
Himalayas, lyarrived. Leopard corrid:
olderthanour  pyma es. Aquifers rain from decades
arguments. ago. Countless trees, rocks, streams, animals.
The low hills L Ithink now, isa ofth
ith we ourselves, What if we feel i y isolated
wino beca ively slinkswithland, with non-hunx
interestin life, with V2 Th Andlikeall
grandeur. That,  todians, they are noticed only when something breaks. The tree
perhaps is was never lonely. We were. And in treating parts of our living
theit bi y t worldasdispensable, we are notasserting power, only announc-
eu: t‘gfes ing how profoundly alone we have chosen to be.
mistake

Tehsinis a Colombo-based auth

40YEARSAGO

US space shuttle explodes

sassinate a senior diplomat at the Indian

announced by the two governments in the

January 29,1986

US spuce ~hul|lc
explodes on tukeofl

Sevon wboard feared dand

teb it e 3
eer Tompie Drsie =
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THE US space shuttle, Challenger, carrying
sever astronauts. includinga woman
schoolteacher, exploded shortly after take-
off, space agency officials said. The offi-
cials said it was feared that all on board the
shuttle vehicle had been killed. Mission
control said the space vehicle exploded
and piecescame down inthe water about
14 km d helaunchsite. Res-

high commission in London. At the same
time, it was disclosed that a hired assassin
who allegedly shot dead a leading Sikh
moderate last week had tried to strike
again. General security measures for
about 60 Indian diplomats in London have
been stepped up following information
that extremists may try “something spec-
tacular” against the high commissionand
£ fits staff.

cue ships wentto the scene The explosion
occurred four minutes |ntothef||ghtafler
what dtobeaflawl

Threattokill diplomat
SIKH EXTREMISTS have threatened toas-

epaper.indianexpress:com .- .

Gorbachevtovisit India

THE SOVIET leader, Mikhail Gorbachev, is
paying an official visit to Indna mwards the
end of March, |

course of the next few days, indications
are that Gorbachev's visit will last four or
five days during which he will have exten-
sive talks with the Prime Minister, Rajiv
Gandhi, ona range of issues. The Prime
Minister has already met Gorbachev on
two previous occasions.

Surprise shower inDelhi

AN UNEXPECTED shower towards late
evening sent Delhiites rushing for their
raincoats and heavy woollens. According
to the weather office, the rain was a result
of low pressure formations all over south-

sources. Whilethe exact da!es areto be

Patna

west More rain has been pre-
dicted inthe days to come.



© WHAT THE OTHERS SAY
Some senior Republicans have
begun to sense which way the
wind is blowing.

— The Guardian
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Ruling party’s historic opportunity: Frame
future without grievance, with pride

/

P Lo
THAROORTHINK
BY SHASHI THAROOR

NDIA HAS long prided itself on being
acivilisation rather than merely ana-
tion-state. Ouridentityisnotconfined
tothelinesdrawn onamapin 1947 but
stretches back millennia, en-
compassing the wisdom of the Vedas, the
compassion othe Buddha the syncrerism

of
of Ashoka, Harsha and Akbar, and the plu-
ralismofourmodem republic. Toinvoke this
civilisational heritage is not only legitimate
— itisessential. But the manner in which it
isinvoked matters profoundly.

Pratap Bhanu Mehta has recently ob-

served (IE, January 2) that the
lishment's recasting of contemporary
politics asan epic struggle between Hindus
and Muslims represents both a moral and
political failure. In this imagination, he ar-
gues, polmcs becomes myth, victimhood
ubstitutes for
the futu:e Civilisational self-assertion re-
duces complex social and political failures
into a battle of imagined good and evil,
“w ictintodestiny.” Thi
‘metoask: Why can’twe, instead, reclaim ci-
vilisational self-assertionasaforce forinclu-

without losing its soul.

‘When politicsis recastasmyth, it ceases
to be about solving problems. Roads,
schools, hospitals, jobs, and justice —all are
de-prioritised in favour of symbolic battles.
Victimhood becomes a badge of honour,
and the pastisendlessly rehearsed asgriev-
ance rather than inspiration. Thisisadan-
gerous diversion. A nation cannot be gov-
erned by evoking historical wrongs.
Civilisational self-assertion must not be-
come an excuse to bypass the hard labour
of governance. Tt must mspn-e usto bulld

ivity, andthe good?

better facethe

beenmono-
lithic. It is a tapestry woven from countless
threads — Hindu, Muslim, Christian, Sikh,
Buddhist, Jain, tribal, secular, Western and
Indic. To reduce this vast mosaictoa binary
struggle between Hindus and Mushms isto

not todivert the public by scape-
goating minorities.

Civilisational self-assertion can be con-
structive if it is rooted in the right under-
standing of our civilisation. Let us assert
thecivilisation (hatgzwe theworld thecon-

Ll
i L
a0
i

ILLUSTRATION: C R SASIKUMAR
sivity into democratic diversity.

The ru]mgparty hasa hlslorxcoppomm
ity. It i pride
as exclusionary, or it can choose to define it
asinclusive. The formerleads todivision, re-
sentment, and unrest; the latter to unity,
progress, and greatness.

hatch: 1

that civilisational pride is matched by ma-
terial progress. It also means cultivatinga
political culture that prizes dialogue over
demonisation. Civilisational self-assertion
should encourage us to debate ideas, not
identities. It should remind us that our
greatest achievements —whether in
science, art, or philosophy — were born of
openness, not insularity. Inclusivity is not
“appeasement”; it is a civilisational im-
perative. India’s strength lies in its ability
to turn diversity into harmony.
Ultimately, civilisational pride must
serve the common good. It must inspire us
to build a society where every citizen can
flourish. It must motivate us to tackle pov-
erty, inequality, and injustice. It must drive
us to strengthen democracy, protect free-
doms, and uphold the rule of law. Civilisa-
tional self-assertion that neglects the com-
mon good is hollow. True pride lies not in

myl
Schools that educate, hospitals that heal,
courts that deliver justice, and institutions
that protect rights.

India’scivilisation is vast, complex, and
inclusive. To reduce it to a binary struggle
between Hmdus and Musllms is to betray

New UGC
regulations make
the invisible
visible

=

SATISH DESHPANDE

HE EXPRESSION "theelephaut intheroom”hasan
yin thatlinksit

others) the writers Fyodor Dostoevsky and Mark
Twain. It is used to refer to “an obvious problem or
dl.ﬁﬁcult situation that people do not want to talk
about”. idespread it,
the University Grants Commission’s “Promotion of Equity in
Higher Education Regulations, 2026” seem to have ended the

long agvaatvas of the social discrimination “elephant”.
Until the 2010s, no national policy document on education
ever menuaned dlscnmmanon inthe senserhal the 2026 regu-
yedu-

catmn("‘“' 49) it, buti ould be called “reverse

ionmust
be reclalmed as a force for inclusivity, ac-
ceptance, and the common good. Our gov-

discri "today, to object toa reservation policy involving
“the rationing of seats among members of different commu-

nities” meﬂecnnthe(then) Madmssrate ‘The Kothari Commis-

tolead

thi

T
vilisational self-assertion into building in-~
stitutions that reflect our pluralism. That
articulates a wsmn that celebrates Hindu

Civilisational self-assertion should
therefore ise pridein i

iononly uses th tospeakabout unfairtreat-
ment of d.ttferen( levels of reachers, orin the older sense of
concern forso-

cialjusti inamostly

rather than exclusion. It should celebrate

heritag ontribu-
tions of Muslims, Christians, Sikhs, Parslsy

the factthat Indiai world’slar-
gest Hmdu populatlon, butalso to vibrant

Jewsand others. That

ies of multiple other faiths. It

mvnkmg the past not to settle scores but [o
inspire the future. Such governance would
not only strengthen India’s democracy, it
would strengthen its own legitimacy. It
‘would prove that civilisational pride can
coexist with civic responsibility.

should remind us that the past can be a
source of inspiration, but it’s no substitute
for the future.

Civilisational pride should not allow
grievance to diminish greatness. India de-
serves a politics that reflects the true ,pnlus
of its civilisation: The ability to

Though itcame muchlater, the Yash Pal Committee (2009),
oo, uses “discrimination” only to speak of unfair distinctions
made between different kinds of universities. The 1986 Na-
tional Policy of Education does not use the word atall. It isonly
in 2012, in the UGC Regulations on equity in highereducation
(which thecurrent regu[auons replace) that social discrimina-

tion first finds official mention.

Th iscrimination fros docu-
ments is not surprising for two reasons, The first is that post-In-
depemlence policy fcx:us was on enablmg access to education.

1in isnotanis

date without letting conﬂlct

betray the very cept of h the What does it mean to build a shared
Clvﬂlsauonal pride should remind us of world isone family. Let us assert . e civie future?It ingin-
our capacity to absorb di notto  th ionthat Ak Indiascivilisationhasnever  stitutions and processes that ac-
TL f1: nrha bar’s sulh-i-kul, the principle of been monolithic. To reduce commodate differences of wor-

beenit ity: To i peace. Let us assert the & i abina ship, of cultural expression, of
allow muluple faiths to flourish, to letlan- civilisation that nurtured Kabir this vastmosaic t().d bmary political opinion. It means ensur-
rowelco and Nanak, who spoke of unity stri “ggle between Hindus and ing that every citizen, regardless

make them our own. This inclusivityisnot  beyond religious divides, Such ~ Muslimsistobetraythevery  of faith, feels equally valued. It
wezkness, itis erenglh Itis. whar enabled self-assertion doesnotdenydiffer- essence of our civilisation means investing in education,

and

ence; it it Iv

andi 0

cripple ourdestiny. Let us reclaim that civil-
isational genius. Let us build a shared civic
future worthy of our national pride.

The writer is MP, Thiruvananthapuram,
Lok Sabha,and author of The Battle of
Belonging: On Nationalism, Patriotism

and What it Meansto be Indian

LETTERS
To THE EDITOR

India-EU pact

ASTWO of the world’s largest
democracies, Indiaand the EUare
championinga multipolar world
order (‘Made inIndia & Made in
Europe’, IE, January 28). They are

Gov VALLABH

INDIA'S ECONOMIC story over the past
decade is often told through quarterly GDP
prints. That view, however, is incomplete.

the “third pole” that p
world from being caughtinabi-
nary US-Chinastruggle. Their

shared comrm[mem toarules-

Whatstandsoutisnotjust the pace of growth
butit usnamre Theeconomy hastransitioned
fromalfr incapital
digital rails, and i
natural ‘There has been a strong push to

alliesin international forums like
the G20 and the UN. Beyond the
boardroom, the Migration and
Mobility Partnership is makingit
easier forstudents, researchers,
and professionals to travel
between the two regions.
Samiksha Mishra, Jammu

expand state capacity, build public goods,
and makethem moreaccessible. Yet, thereal
test lies in leveraging these foundations for

p Y :

‘The most underappreciated shiftin the
labour market is the scale of formalisation.
Payroll datashow about 2 million net addi-
tions permonth inrecentyears, aclearsign
that digitisation and tax reforms are nudg-

Last decade was about the
plumbing. Now it’s pipeline

[bamngexcepuons) it was confined to atiny, socially homogen-
ous, privileged minority. The vast majority of India’s newly cre-
ated citizens — especially women, lower castes, tribals, the poor,
the disabled, and even most upper-caste men — were unable to
access higher education in any meaningful sense.

The second reason con-
cerns the ideological strat-
egiesofthe nationalist move-
ment. Led almost entirely by
affluent upper-caste Hindu
men, Indian nationalism
sought to downplay divisions
and inequalities in the effort
tounite the masses for nation
building. Divisions were re-
positioned as “diversity” —
® somethingtobe celebrated —

and inequalities were re-
named “backwardness” —
something that the “weaker
sections of society” unfortu-
nately suffered from.

ILLUSTRATION: MITHUN CHAKRABORTY
‘This nationalist ideology lost credibility from the late 1960s

themc ith polic head- onwards By the 1970s, 1ssues of caste, communal and gender
surged nearly elevenfold in 11 years, sup- Imes The goals of i y over dise andopr becor isible. More-
ported! byxecord publiccapitalexpenditure  novelty must isedt it over, inthe1990s and into the 2000s, highereduca-
inFY25.But ysesa hmumnnn mentation and careful momtunng tion experienced a truly expansion of

fGDP: India’s poverty reduction story over the which, together with the extension of reserva(xon tothe OBCs,
belowlﬁ percem andelectronicsalonecan-  past decade is l:ransformduondl wuh more 1its social ¢ But it was not

notcar gener-

than

ationat scale Labour-intensivesectorssuch

sional poverty. However, the uneven re-

until the 2010s that discrimination in higher education re-
ceived sustained attention.

as textiles and toys have not yet seenthe  coverybetween premiumand mass-market Intl lessthan two decades, Indian hij d ion
same breakthrough. Logistics costs remain  consumption cannot be ignored. Premium il i {omi-
higher than global peers and state-level i i k minority, socially diverse
execution varies widely. Ahumng statein-  demand has recovered more slowly. This is mass uf youn, aclults COl'lﬂ.lClS around discrimination are part
centives, snmphtymg C for often ising ity butisbetter uch rapid
MSMEs, ingfreightand portef- asa issue in devel- changesmewtzblybnng,

ficiency are essential if the electronics play-  opment. The next phase must focus on in- The new regulations must be welcomed not for what they
book is to be successfully copied. ility, notjust s Wel- door don ‘tdo but for the melal shm they marl( perhaps un-

Improvement in ease of doing business  fare systems should y acl as gly. What

micro-credit, local manufacturing clusters,

The last decade was about fixing the

physical

and fiscal capacity. The nexx

er
the new statute signals the end of the era of regtetxable “back-
wardness” and virtuous “diversity” as euphemisms for social dis-
cmmnauon of vanous kmds These euphemxsms either simply
ity) ormadeitintoanactofnature,
acrime without a perpetrator (backwardness). This allowed for

Ny A 2ol
ation) as

forms but also consistent execution, es-
pecially at lhe state and mumclml levels

fully

itmadeth t ion vam.hfmmvlew

Makingacomplex, ent.renched problem like social discrimi-
nauon visibleis anecessary step without which solutions, even
It is certain to make ourimmediate

exploit it. If they do. growth will be faster,

THEFUTURE of global ing firms int brmal net. Headline un- is one of the enablers of India’s recent in-~

now pointstoa hybrid order: employment stabilising near 5 per cent vestment cycle. Pruning of outdated laws,

Multilateral institutions acting adds to this sense of durability. However, rollout of digital clearances, and faceless ~ and urban employment corridors.
iptive rul K formaljobs als enoughif produc- compliance have reduced friction. The fact

and more asdirectional beacons, tivity remains uneven The rise in female that GST now covers 1.4 crore

mappin through labour iontonearly how

volatile trade currents (‘Made in 40 per cent is encouraging, but ) simplification has widened Lhe should be defined not just by

India & Made in Europe’, /E, Janu- much of this is still in low-paying WgHMe S{I.Stem,s should formal base. Yet, for many small

ary 28). In thislandscape, bilateral or unpaid work. The focus must mcreasmgly ,“Ct:“s and mid- SlZEd en terpnses the

agreements, suchastheemerging shift to job quality — to skill cer- launchpads, linking reality Thetestahead i

India-EU pact, could serveasa tification and apprenticeships. beneficiaries toskilling, overlap between the Centre and localgor

template that can be fine-tuned as Few policy successes are asap- micro-credit, local states, frequent rule- changes and

pershiftingeconomic realities. parent as electronics manufactur- legacy labourand s raints  broaderand

The age of one-size-fits-all
trade governanceislikely
yieldingtoaregime of trade-
centricdiplomacy.

RNarayanan, Navi Mumbai

Reforming healthcare

POOR QUALITY of care now
causes moredeathsthan lack of
access (In healthcare, it’stimeto
shift focus from numbersto
quality’, IE, January 28). Fromin-
adequatetraining of providers
and irrational use of medicinesto
weak adherenceto clinical proto-
cols, the system often fails
patientsat the pointwhere it
matters most. The consequences

ing. Inadecade, India moved from.
importing most of its mobile
phonesto producing nearly all of

manufacturing clusters, and
urban employment corridors

continueto raise the cost of expan-
sion. The next phase of reform
‘must ensure that businesses’ ex-

The writer is part-time member, EAC-PM, anda
professor of Finance. Views are personal

furure morecontentiousand fraught. The only thing worse than
takmgtl-us step forward is to not take it. Despite its vexations, a
hant is infinitely better than an invisibl %

The writer s based in Bengaluru

SUANSHU KHURANA

AT THE eastern edge of the Bhagirathi,
where it flows unhurried, sits Jiaganj — a
tiny: town mW&t Bengal with open drains

harsh for rural
munitiesand dlsadvanraged

and igration, well re-
moved from Mumbai’s glarnour This is
1

groups,. The Lancet C
call forashift from target-driven
expansion to accountability-
driven excellence deserves urgent
attention. Strengthening primary
care, reforming financingand
governanceand empowering local
institutions are essential steps to-
wards acitizen-centred system.
Sanjay Chopra, Mohali

where 38 T Arijit Singh
chooses to hve — away from studios and
labels, and their relentless executives —
inanold-fashioned home with walls dec-
orated with his children’s handprints. It
is where his mind and music breathe,
When the most popular playback
singer of our time, whose textured timbre
hasbeen intimately woven with love and
loss in contemporary Bollywood for over
a decade, retires from playback at the
peakof hiscareer, it feels like a hard deci-

A Bollywood exit, but not the end

sion to accept. But look beneath the sur-
face and this choice signifies, like his lo-
cation, not the abandonment of musie,
butaseizing of the reins. Itisan assertion
of creative control over how his song
sounds, rather than how it fits a "situ-
ation” in a film, soothes acomposer’sego
or meets a producer’s demand to make it
a streaming hit and go viral on social
media platforms such as Instagram.

Steppingaway from the system and its
complications does not interrupt Singh’s
music. It will, perhaps, result in some-
thingenhanced, away from the industry’s
demands. It may give us the kind of tunes
that are missing in film music today,
when technology and a new idiom of film-
making have transformed the Indian
playbacksinger — onceanicon of popular
culture — into someone whose numbers
matter more than the song itself.

Inamarketplace that is all about met-
rics and formula, where remixes rule the
roost, even Singh’s songs had begun to
sound monotonous. One felt the artistry,
but there was also a predictability. Just
listen, however, to “Barkha”, Singh’s com-
position under his record label Oriyon
Music by Arijit Singh, and you enter a
slower-moving world. A gentle rain song
written by Irshad Kamil, it easily out-
shines many film songs of today. Itshows

Stepping away from the system
and its complications does not
interrupt Singh’s music. It will,
perhaps, result in something more
enhanced, away from the
industry’s demands

epaper.indianexpress:com .- .

how something simple can move one’s
heart. It boasts talent and versatility and
a voice rooted in Hindustani classical
music — a combination that has allowed
Singh to find an emotional relationship
with a wide spectrum of audiences.

Born to a Sikh father and Bengali
mother, Singh trained in Hindustani clas-
sical music. He always wanted to be a
composer and music producer. He had
found some attention through a reality
show as a singer but becoming a
composer wasn’t going to be easy inacut-
throatindustry. He assisted composer Pri-
tam and sang scratches for other singers
before his debut, “Tum hi ho” (Aashiqui
2,2013) topped the charts, followed by
“Kabira”, “Phir le aaya dil”, “Channa me-
reya” and “Kesariya”,among others.

In popularity, he recently surpassed
even pop stars like Taylor Swift and Billie

Patna

Eilish to become the most followed artist
on music platform Spotify.

‘When Grammy-winning British pop-
star Ed Sheeran wanted to collaborate
with Singh (the two made “Sapphire” to-
gether), he visited Singh in Murshidabad,
willing to travel the distance. Seated on
hisscooty, the twozoomed around the by-
lanes of the town Singh grew up in, where
he learned music, where hesstill takes the
cycle rickshaw from the railway station
after a long concert tour, where his kids
go to school and where he protects him-
self. We will miss his voice in films, of
course. But Singh’s departure carries the
promise that something brilliant may just
be round the corner.

The writer is senior assistant

editor, The Indian Express.
suanshu.khurana@expressindia.com
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Discombobulator:
The system that
USlikely usedin
Venezuela attack

Amrita Nayak Dutta
New Delhi, January 28

PRESIDENT DONALD Trump said last week that Ameri-
can forces had used a weapon called “the discombobula-
tor” during the military strike on Venezuela on January
3,inwhich the country’s leader Nicolds Maduro and his
wife, Cilia Flores, were captured. Speaking to The New

* INDIA-EU TRADE DEAL

Most European luxury cars

Tariffs will come down from 110% to
10%. But this doesn’t apply to cars

assembled in India, which make up
over 90% of European cars sold here

won’tgetcheaperinIndia

SOUMYARENDRA BARIK

AS INDIA and the European Union an-
nounced the formal completlon uf negoti-
d

York Post, Trump stated that the weapon was designed to
disable enemy defensive infrastructure, and he was “not
allowed” totalkabout it. The President had earlier told
‘NewsNation, aUS news channel, thata “sonic weapon”
had been used in the operation. However, thereisstill no
clarity about what the discombobulator used by the USin
the latest operation comprises.

Thediscombobulator

Experts told The Indian Express that the discombobu-
lator may or may not be a single weapon and could com-
prise more than one capability. It could have jointly dis-
abled Venezuela ‘s military defensxve sys(ems inahighly

d area. The di could also havein-

cluded systems that produce high-pitched soundsand
blinding effects to temporarily deafen, blind, or disorient
people during an operation.

Allof the Vst ould have been dep! indi-
vidually or in combinations to achieve the desired effect
of disorienting people and disabling military defences.

Systems thatdisorient people
® Active denial system: Also called aheatray, itisa
directed energy weapon that can deeply penetrate skin to
createaburning
sensation. Thiscan force

ations forthelong-

ment (FTA) on Tuesday, one headline
figure caught everyone’s attention: that tar-
iffs on European-made cars imported into
India would progressively come down
from the current 110% to a mere 10%.

This has given way to anticipation that
European cars could Tnow be available in
Indiaatmuch How-
ever, industry insiders say that the actual
ground effects may not be as pronounced
asthe low tariff structure might suggest.

i 'k reacted
negatively to the news, with shares of Ma-
hindra crashing 4.3% on Tuesday, Hyun-
dai’s dropping by 3.6%, Maruti’s by 1.5%
and Tata’s by around 1%, amid concerns
that domestic car now

Brandssuch d

might face increased competition from
their European counterparts, albeit in the

more than 90% of the European cars cur-

ore segmentofth ket. In-
vestors believe cars from companies like
Mercedes, Audi and BMW could now be
priced more aggressively.
That may not entirely be the case.

SOPHISTICATED peopleto flee, and trigger Will European cars get cheaper
SYSTEM confusion and panic. bymuchinIndia?

. ® Vortex To thy tothisques-
;gﬁ%ﬂ:ﬁ?ﬂzﬁ:‘giﬁlgzﬁm ator: It typically uses tion, it isimportant to first contend with the

high-pressure pulses to
either hita person orde-
liver a payload of stink

tary defensive systems and dis-
oriented Venezuelan soldiers.

® Experts suggest thatadis- bombs. This causes dis-
combobulator may notbea

orientationand, in some

singleweaponandcouldcom-  cases, nausea.
prise more th; bili °A
devices (orlong-range
acousticdevice): Also
known as sonic cannons, these systems can emit a highly
directional, piercing sound, which isloud enough todis-
orient people by causing nausea, vertigo, and confusion.

Vi Theseare high-i ity, pulsing
laser weapons, which can cause ablinding impactona
person, rendering them disoriented on a battlefield. Re-
ports from Venezuela spoke of soldiers bleeding, vomit-
ing or being incapacitated, likely to be caused by the use
of high-intensity acoustic waves.

Systems that disable equipment
Adiscombobulator could also involve a range of elec-

tronic warfare systems that can jam air defences, includ-
ing radars and sensors. The US created the Counter-elec-
tronics High Power Microwave Advanced Missile Project,
which can render electronics ineffective by projecting
microwave pulses. In the past, the US has also carried out
sophisticated cyber operations. Cyber attacl\s are partof
the ion of enemy air

duty structure on cars sold in India.
Theheadline tariff reduction from 110%
t010% (over a period of time) only applies
to completely built units, or CBUs. These
carsare not made in India and are entirely
imported from elsewhere. The duty reduc-
tion does not, or rather cannot, apply to
cars assembled in India, which constitute

» AJIT PAWAR DEATH

isaround 16-17% currently.

inthe country. These cars, called Hotwheels
completely knocked down, or CKD, units The cars that
are assembled inIndialocally, and ouly kits might see some
Thedutyoni KDs .
price cuts are
So, brands such as Memedes, Audiand thfa_hngh-end
BMW may not get cheaper by much, or at offerings from
all. Their cars are anyway not paying the brands like
high 110% tariff but the 16-17% duty, since  Lamborghinior
they import cars in the CKD state and later Ferrari.
assemblethem in India. Some reportssug-
gest that the 16-17% tariff on CKDs could L4
alsobe slashed by half due tothe FTA,but  They aren’t made

official confirmation is awaited.
Santosh Iyer, MD & CEO, Mercedes-
Benz India said, “With more than 90% of
By India’s sale:
prising ‘Made in India’ locally manufac—

orassembled in
India, butare
imported.

Audi and BMW may not get cheaper by much, or atall. Gaienora vADAV/FILE

mass-market brands like Volkswagen Golf
GTI, or Skoda Octavia RS might also be im-
ported diaata price
point. Itisworth remembering that for the
high-end luxury end of the market, price
deductions don’t happen simply as a
matter of tariff reductions, as the sticker
price is often a way to signal the premium
positioning of the car.

Anindustry source also said thattheru-
pee’sdepreciation compared with the Euro
could play spoilsport in imported cars get-
ting cheaper in the near-term. “Rupee de-
preciated by 19% in 2025 compared with
Euro, and this is expected to erode any
benefit arising from lower duty import for
CBU'sinthe next couple of years," a senior
industry executive said.

Awin nonetheless

That India and EU have agreed to for-
maliseatrade deal, amid geopolitical head-
winds and as the US tiptoes around a FTA
‘with New Delhi, could in itself serve as a
strong signal. The FTA between India and
EU has reached its conclusion aﬁer dec-
adesof
breakdown of talks.

As The Indian Express explained ear-
lier, [he ﬁrst round of India-EU trade talks

tured models, and only ~5% of sal

via CBUimports from EU, we do not foresee
any price reduction for Mercedes-Benz ve-
hicles from the FTA, in the foreseeable fu-
ture”,

Balbir Singh Dhillon, brand director,
Audiindia, said, “Any implications for pric-
ing and market can only be assessed once
the final terms are available and carefu[ly

in2007. By October 2013, New
Delhi and Brussels had exchanged offers
on tariffs and services, and were focusing
on identifying the outlines of a possible
agreement for the tricky market-access
component of the FTA.
‘The most politically sensitive topic from
India’s perspective at that time was tariffs
on carand car parts. By the t.lme landmg

reviewed, i the of im-
plementation. Until then, it would be pre-
mature to draw conclusions on specific
commercial or product strategies”.

Th ice cut:

might
are the ultra high-end oﬁfermgs fmm
brands such as Porsche, L ior

tions
werelooming and Prime Minister Manmo-
han Singh’s government was facing politi-
cal headwinds.

So, in the case of the automotive seg-
ment, whichwas the dealbreaker last time,
there’sbe ite alotof play by bothsides

Ferrari, since they are not made or as-
sembled in India, butareimported into the
country. ific models from more

on the “complementary factors” — that
India is strong in small and cheaper cars
and European is strong in bigger vehicles.

House Panel flagged safety gaps in charter planes months ago

Deeptiman Tiwary
New Delhi, January 28

MONTHS BEFORE theair crash that killed
Maharashtra Deputy Chief Minister Ajit
Pawaron Wednesday in Baramati, a Parlia-
mentary Standing Committee had warned
of serious gaps in Indxa s civil avnauon
safety’

teams, which canaffect maintenance sche-
dulingand monitoring. The report stressed
the need forthe Directorate General of Civil
Aviation (DGCA) to intensify surveillance
in this segment through surprise inspec-
tions and stricter audit cycles.
1t i thatsmalier
not have access to layered operational oun-

ing risks linked to the fast-growing private
and charteraircraft segment. The commit-

pitdecisi inad
weather or du.rmg mversxons The Comnm—

Graphite munitions, non-lethal weapons to disable
power grids, can also be a part of a discombobulator.

The US uses a programme called Suter, which is inte-
grated into the country’s aircraft. It attacks enemy net-
works and communications, including air defence net-
works, Operators running Suter 1 can see what enemy
radar operators are looking at. Suter 2 seizes control of
enemy networks and can direct their sensors. Suter3
penetrates links to surface-to-air missile launchers.
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,chaired by JD(U). jay Jha
and tabled in Parliament in August last
year, cautioned that aviation

Safety Management Systems acmss all pri-

‘was outpacing oversight capacity and that
partsofthe non-scheduled sector required
tighter scrutiny.

The panel was set up in the wake of the
deadlyJune2025 crash of an AirIndia plane
headed to London from Ahmedabad.

The panel drewa clear distinction be-

chartersegmentmustbe “on par”with those
followed by scheduled carriers.

Flight
practicesin pri

around h i

RUL HORIZON

tween systems fol-

lowed by scheduled commercial airlines
and the uneven compliance environment
inprivate flying, Itobserved that while cor-
porate jets and charter services have ex-
panded rapidly, “safety oversight mechan-
isms have not expanded at the same pace
as traffic growth,” creating vulnerabilities
insupervision and enforcement.

Glareon private, charter planes
Focusing on non-

Regulator under strain

regulator Th ft's
The panel emphasised that risk evaluation
before departure, planning and real-time
i oversight must not be diluted  The report
simply becausethe flight isnon-scheduled. o
® The panel was set
upafter the deadly
The committee painted a broader pic-  June2025crashof
ture of systemic stress. Itsaid the DGCAre-  aNAIr Indiaplane
mains “overburdened” and often works in ?ea::ed toLondon
il

areactive mode due to manpower short-
ages and expanding responsibilities. The
panel recommended strengthening tech-
mcal staffing, improving training, and

driven risk tools for

the committee expressed concern over

discipline and operational control struc-

predictive oversight rather than post-inci-

ATC capacity and fatigue risks
AirTraffic Control (ATC) infrastructure
and manpower also came in for pointed
scrutiny. The committee described ATC as
the “backbone of aviation safety” and

Learning from past crashes

Referring to previous accidents, the
committee said investigation findings re-
peatedly point to human factors, training
quality and decision-making under press-
ure. It stressed that safety recommenda-
tions from probe reports must be tracked
to ensure implementation rather than re-
mainingon paper.

A centralised monitoring mechanism
for compliance with safety advisories was
suggested. The report noted that infra-
structure at smaller airports must keep
pacewith the surge in operations under re-
gional connectivity schemes. Runway
safety areas, navigational aids and emerg-
ency response capabilities, it said, require
upgrading alongside traffic growth.
Awarningon growth vs safety

Overall, the Sanjay Jha-led panel warned
that India’s status as one of the world’s fast-
est-growing aviation markets must be
malched thh equa.l ifnot, g.realer empha—

warned that controllers at busy ail
handling dense traffic loads without pro-
portionate increases in staffing. Fatigue

® |tsaid that growth
without parallel

and stress, esf
hoursor poorweather, were cited as factors
that can heighten the risk of human error.

of

Thy 1 called for recruit-

oversight, ATC sys-
tems and operator
discipli

ment of controllers, improved rostering to
preven[ fangue. and faster modemlsauon

fe JLMIU that;
allel ight, ATC sys-
temsandopemmrd:smphne—apecxaﬂym
pri risk.
Thereport

‘The panel was set up in the wake of the
deadly June 2025 crash of an Air India
plane headed to London from Ahmeda-
bad. 1t underscored that gmwth without

tures. It noted that
function with lean technical and safety

dentaction. The report said that rapid fleet navigati parallel of ATC

growth, new airports and higher aircraft  pecially in private lance systems. Italso highlighted the need systems and operator dlscnplme = geT
i iati i forsystem civil-  peciallyinps

of safety surveillance. systemic risk. defenceairspace coordination. temic risk.

o CULTURE

How Sufi poet Bulleh Shah blended rellglous beliefs and challenged orthodoxy

temple, break down everything that canbe
broken, but donotbreakahuman heart, for
that is where God resides).”

DrHS Bhatia, former Dean (Languages)

MANRAJ GREWAL SHARMA

LAST WEEK, a shrine of the 17th-century
Sufi poet Bulleh Shah was vandallsed in
andcalls: [orlheprolecuon of Sufi hemag&

The reactions underscored the cultural
relevance of Bulleh Shah, one of Punjab's
greatest Sufi poets, who is often likened to
Rumi. He preached the primacy of ishq
(universal love) aboveall religions, rejecting
caste, creed, religion and gender. As Punjabi
poet and writer Dr Gurbhajan Gill notes,
Bulleh Shah was a secular voice whose fa-
mous kafi (a type of Sufi poetry) captures
‘his philosophy: “Masjid dha de, mandir
dha de, dha dejo kujh dhainda. Par kisi da
dil na dhavin, Rabb dilan vich rehnda
(Break down the mosque, break down the

at Amrnsafs Guru Nanak Dev University,
compassion and concern for humanity.
Fluent in Persian and Arabic, he wrote in
simple Punjabi, laced with cultural nuance.

Roots in present-day Pakistan
Bornin1680 inKasurin present-day Pak-
istan, his real name was Abdullah Shah. His
ancestors hailed from Uch Gilaniyan in Ba-
hawalpur, but scholars trace his birth to the
Pandoke Bhatian village where his father,
Shah Dervish, n
upper-caste Syed man, the preacher was
well-versed in Arabic, Persian and the Quran.
d hi in
Kasur, a key learning centre, under Hazrat
Ghulam Murtaza, who also taught the re-
nowned Punjabi poet Waris Shah, his con-
temporary. Bulleh Shah later studied in Ba-
tala under the Qadriya Silsilah (school), a
branch of the Sunni Sufi order founded by

Bulleh Shah's

Abdul Qadlir Gilani in 12th-century Baghdad.
Caste, religion, patrlarchy

Afterstudying at Batala, he cameto La-
hore to seek the guidance of Shah Inayat

Shah asked Qadri about the path to en-
lightenment. Qadri replied: “Bulleya, rabda
ki pauna, itho putna uthe laana (Bulleya,
seeking God issimple, it’sjust ashift of con-
sciousness from worldly to spiritual).”

Bulleh Shah'’s second act of rebellion
targeted religion. He scorned rituals such
as the Haj, fasting during Ramzan, Sharia
laws and even the daily namaz, enraging
the clergy at a ime when Islam had taken
aconservativeturn under the Mughals.

One kafi declares, “Tainu kafir kafir
kehnde ne, tu aaho aaho aakh (They call
you infidel, you retort: ‘Yes, [am, Tam!’)”

His third act of rebellion challenged
patriarchy. He learned to sing and dance,
swapping traditional green Islamic attire
for pink (worn by Punjabi brides). Sirsa
notes his kafis use a feminine voice, urging
wormen to reject oppression.

Calcutta Uan(.‘lsllY prufesscr Amit Dey

sees God in Krishnaand Rama. Bulleh Shah
adores Muhammad not as a messenger of
God but asincarnation of God.”

Legacy in Punjab and beyond

Nowonderthat when Bulleh Shah died
in 1758, the clergy denied him space for
burial. Dr Bhatia says trans persons and
singers buried him outside Kasur. Today,
his tomb in Pakistan draws the devout
across the world, and the local elites seek
burial sites close to him. Filmmakers and
singers across borders have been inspired
by his kafis. Artistes have composed songs
such as Bulla Ki Jana Main Kaun, Dama
Dum Mast Kalandar, Mera Piya Ghar
Aaya, and Chhaiyya Chhaiyya. A biopic is
currently under production in Pakistan.
‘There are awards in his name.

Bulleh Shah would
by both the fandom and the vandalism. As

Qadri, a liberal phﬂosopher Bulleh Shah’s rgued in L Shahin  he wrote: itti da tu mitti hona, kﬂ!llldl
Professor formerly  family, owing lineage, op- Traditi Asia)that Bul- youwi
of Panjab University’s Punjabi Department,  posed his decision to take Qadn as his  lehShahsawGodi ites: fri ‘why this I
d&scnbaBullehShahasa “seeker” whore- teacher, si iled from Hindu/Muslim, men/women, even blend-

belled 1

caste, reli 1

of LorehasitthatBulleh

epaper.indianexpress:com .- .

ing together distinct religious beliefs. “He

Patna

The writer is Resident Editor, Chandigarh
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Ajit Pawar demise is a
sombre turning point

he tragic demise of Maharashtra’s deputy chief minister, Ajit
Pawar, in a plane crash at Baramati marks a sombre turning point
in the state and national politics. As the dust settles over the
charred remains of the Learjet 45 involved in the tragedy, the state
mourns a leader who was often described as the “perpetual Deputy CM” —
a man of -ative grit whose i over the cooperanve sector
and the state’s treasury was unparalleled. His detractors saw in him an
autocratic style, while his admirers praised him as a decisive leader who
cut through red tape to deliver results.

For decades, the Pawar name has been synonymous with power in
Maharashtra. Known affectionately as “Dada”, Ajit Pawar’s sudden exit
leaves a massive vacuum that complicates the already fractured legacy of
the clan.

Within the Ajit Pawar-led NCP, the question of leadership now looms
large While his sons, Parth and Jay, have been active, they lack the

“Dada” persona — that blend of accessibility, blunt honesty and iron-fist-
ed control over local cadres that their father possessed.

The split between Ajit and his uncle, Sharad Pawar, was a deep-seated
wound in the family. With Ajit gone, the “rebel” faction faces an existen-

- tial crisis. e MLAs who defected with him
The involvement of a drift back to the senior Pawar’s fold, or will they L] , [ ) [ ] I_ETT
Learjet 45, mid-size seek a new identity under the Mahayuti
business jet aircraft, alliance?
& A Sharad Pawar, the patriarch who has weath- MERIT coMES HRST
in this tragedy adds ered every political storm, now faces a personal
alayer of and political challenge. While the rivalry was ey
bafflement. fierce, the blood ties remain. The recently con- ° [ o New UGC Rules, 2026, provide
Produced by cluded civic elections in Pune and Pimpri- 191 Q
Bombardier, the Chinchwad in January 2026 served as a pilot l b N
= 2y project for reconciliation. The sight of Ajit [ ] tory treat-
Leaﬂe‘_seﬂes iS Pawar and Supriya Sule sharing a stage to C. ST and OBC,
known for its safety release a Jcm‘} NCP manifesto was more than US treasury nh?ltaogekls regs}obr:ld The tar- However the draft bill fais to
d: just a “seat- ing” arr was a gef keep global warming ¥ 2, the drait £
public signal that the family had resolved its secretary Scott below 15 degrees Celsius  specify under which law the
mtemall1 1 1§tlwns Before the crash, there gv}\;as a ;i]eafenmg buzz about a fo;l K C Slngh thBessalliftilt h"f'teﬁd at ﬂbQV‘é prelll‘]e%.“sgt]:]sk 1?"515 gvo\/o,r'\manr will protect the
political reunion. tragedy might either trigger a sentiment: = \tle e ing of per is underscor force 3y
reunification of the NCP or lead to a final, messy disintegration of the cent tariffs on India 3‘!,1 %méen Hydxggen and a of more mh\ulefl intelli-
influence of the clan. i N ind Business Summit are
The involvement of a Learjet 45, mid-size business jet aircraft, in this ﬁ.’r buymg RI!SSIBn envisaged. A vast range of
tragedy adds a layer of bafflement. Produced by Bombardier, the Learjet oil, Wh"_e noting subjects are listed for coop-
series is known for its safety records. The details emerging from Baramati that their European  eration. These, inter alia,

Airport suggest a harrowing final few minutes. Prima facie reports indi-
ding

allies were signing

are: supply chains for agri-

cate that the pilot encountered a technical snag during the ini he European Un- Davos ftrip, President 5 ‘big trade deal’ foods and critical minerals;
phase. The aircraft reportedly abandoned its first approach, circled the ion's top leaders, Trump absolutely insisted ith Indé energy security; smart and  this attempt to introduce and
au‘port and crashed during a second attempt. In private aviation, the pres- for the first time, on the US annexing with la sustainable urbanisation;

sure to meet tight political schedules can sometimes lead to operanonal

were the chief

Greenland, using military

industrial decarbonisation;

isting regulations

risks that the aircraft, despite its engineering brilliance, cannot overcome. guests at India's force if necessary. The space; and high-perfor- IS aimed at gaining political
As Maharashtra enters a period of mourning, the investigation must go Republic Day celebrations churn  amongst  the “EU and India are commit-  mance computing. advantage in the upcoming
beyond the cockpit. We need to know if the pressures of a hectic political on January 26. Ms Ursula European Nato members ted to acting together as The Free Trade Agree- S =

schedule compromised safety stand:

The tragedy has left the “Pawar Brand” at a crossroads. The family and
political factions may unite, but the administrative vacuum left by Ajit
Pawar — the man who knew every file and every worker by name — is a
gap that no political merger can easily bridge.

India-EU FTA sets a template

von der Leyen is the presi-
dent of the European Com-
mission. Her organisation
functions as the EU's execu-
tive branch, proposing laws,

was almost instantaneous.
They debated that use of
military force against a
Nato member would shatter
the crucial alliance. With

anchors of stability in an
increasingly Lragmented
and multipolar world”.

also descril three core
outcomes. One, the Free

ment stands approved but
can only be signed after the
EU completes legislative
procedures. t may not
happen before the end of

managing policies and the US markets plunging, Trade Agreement, which 2026 Work is also tostart on perpetuat

enforcing the European the message was unmiss- Mr Costa describes as an Investment Protection e

Union's law. able. Consequently  “offering partnerships  Agreement (IPA). environment, di
Accompanying her was President Trump, in his instead of tariffs". Ms Leyen The joint statement also  deserving candidates and

Antonio Costa, the Indian-
origin president of the

Davos speech, ruled out
employing military force.

calls it the “mother of all
deals”. It certainly creates a

notes the two sides dis-
cussing ongoing conflicts

courage meritorious students,

European Council, which ~ However, the Europeans, —new tradingbloc, coveringa  and international stand-offs. Yugal Kishore Sharma
he free trade agreement between India and the European Union, defines the EU’'s overall so far keeping their con- combined populationoftwo In Ukraine, “comprehen- Faridabad
‘which was billed as the mother of all agreements, signals the begin- political directionand prior-  cerns hidden, now began to  billion people. sive, just and lasting peace”
ning of a new era — as suggested by Prime Minister Narendra Modi ities, bringing together the seriously deal with the “rup- The second outcome is a  is endorsed, using dialogue

— at least for the Indian economy. For this was the agreement that got heads of state but without ~ture” in the global order. new “Security and Defence and diplomacy. ’l’hesancnty TAIWAN WAR NExT
bogged down for over a decade owing to insecurities and impracticalities enjoying any legislative China had already demon- Partnership”. Against the ofthe UN Charter and inter-
exhibited by both the parties — India was hesitant over that threat the power. It handles highJlevel ~ strated that only a firm backdrop of President natio general after

European car makers pose to the nascent Indian

decision-making, including

stance gets  President

Trump's constant deriding

Regarding Gam it shrewdly

CHINA'S
President Xi Jinping one of the few PLA com-

automobile sector while Europe was reluctant It may be just a the appointment of the pres-  Trump to climb down from  of Europeans for their low refers to the UN Security — manders with real combat experience and
to compromise on its climate concerns. matter of time that ident, Ursulavonder Leyen. — aggressive and pumme defence spending and over-  Council Resolution 2803 of  longstanding personal ties to Mr Xi has

Nevertheless, both India and EU shed obdura- the United States, That explains why they positions. Canadaalsosimi-  dependence on America, the November 17, 2025, which reportedly fallen in the latest and most sweep-
cy to bring out a fairly balanced trade deal that = 3 were jointly invited, astheir  larly began realigning its EU is at last moving suggested the Board of  ingpurgeofthe Chinesemilitary leadership in
protects their core interests, It is a “win-win” ‘°_°1 c'“‘Fh‘s a deal coordination is necessary to  trade and foreign policies, It~ towards  self-sustaining Peace and Stabilisation  decades. The investigation of Gen. Zhang,
deal that safeguards the interest of Indian farm- with India. But take forward any important ~ concluded that unless its  defences. It creates an ideal ~ Force. However, the state-  alongside fellow Central Military Commission
ers and small businesses, while opening up a having signed free new proposals. dependence on the US mar-  basis for defence technology ~ ment seeks its implementa-  member Liu Zhenli, for “serious violations of
huge market for European wines, spirits, beer, trade deals with The timing of the visit is ket was diminished, Mr sharing and co-develop- tion “initsentirety”. This is mscxphne and law” completes Mr Xi's three-
olive oil, processed foods and some fruits. The 2 i crucial, considering the pre-  Trump was unlikely tostop  ment. Cooperation also cov-  intended ~ to  contain dismantling of the PLA’s top command
India-EU deal could serve as a template for New Various countries, vailing global environment, ~ claiming Canada as the 5ist  ers maritime ~security, ~President Trump's more unde1 the banner of anti-corruption, a cam-
Delhi's trade negotiations with other countries, Indian businesses which was succinetly cap-  province of America. defence industry, cyberand  expansive interpretation, to  paign unmatched since Mao’s era. If both are
including the United States. must shed their tured recently by Canadian President Trump has a hybrid threats, space and use the board for global  removed, the seven-member CMC that com-

The India-EU free trade deal reaffirms global Jjugaad mentality. Prime Minister Mark Car- March summitahead sched- counter-terrorism. peacekeeping, which only  mands the two-million-strong PLA will shrink
faith in the free trade regime, especially when ney in his Davos speech. He  uled with Chinese President ~ The third outcome encom-  the UNSC is authorised to  to just Mr Xiand the internal watchdog Zhang

the United States, long considered the vanguard of laissez-faire economy,

said the global order faces a

Xi Jinping. The implicit US-

passes a Joint Compre-

undertake.

Shengmin concentratmg military authority in

shuts itself in a cocoon. It creates a free trade market consisting of two bil- “rupture”, caust China bipolarity globally hensive Strategic Agenda ,0" the Iran @ssue, agam unprecedented fashion. While corruption is
lion people — representing a fourth of global population and nearly a President 'Donald Trump’s leaves the middle powers in  towards 2030. It covers ener- ~ dialogue and diplomacy is  the official charge, observers suggest deeper
fourth of the world economy. The deal also has a great synergy, with disruptive approach to glnb Europe, Africa, Latin gy, connectivity (via sea, advised without recom- strategic fault lines, particularly over assess-
Europe offering technology and India bringing to table its vast talent pool. al trade, diplomacy and the ~ America, etc., exploring d and air) and mobility. mending any specific  ments of the PLA's readiness for a Taiwan
It may be just a matter of time that the United States, too, clinches a deal rules-based international other options. An obvious The last relates to migration —courseofactionforavoiding  operation, which US intelligence believes Mr

with India. But having signed free trade deals with various countries, system. India has borne the ~ solution is the crafting of a  and the movement of skilled mllmary confrontation. Xi wants to keep viable by 2027,
Indian businesses must shed their jugaad mentality and focus on manu- burden of 50 per cent tariffs  “Third Pillar”. Indiaand the  labour. With the anti-immi- -India summit may Amarjeet Kumar
facturing products that compete with the best of the best in the world in on most Indian exports to  European Union ave the grant Make America Great alreadv be impacting Hazaribagh
quality. For centuries, India was known for its fine products. Now it's time the US. The threat of further ~ ideal core of such a coali- Again (MAGA) targeting of America’s policy towards
that we revive our past legacy. escalation lingers due to the ~ tion, if the endangered glob-  mostly non-white individu- India. US treasury secretary

US alleging Indialran com.  al order is fo be protected.  als, including H-B visa Scott Bessant hinted at the  H/ALWA FOR MASSES

mercial ties, especially oil Otherwise, the strategic holders, Europe may wellbe  lifting of 25 per cent tariffs

imports. The India-US trade  independence of even mem-  a more welcoming destina-  on India for buying Russian  THE FINANCE MINISTER always hosts the

Kavsing MiTtex

deal has continued to get

bers of the G-7 bloc of devel-

tion. The sm]phﬁcamn of

oil, while noting that their

halwa ceremony before presenting the Union

delayed, as the United oped nations, exceptthe US, the Schengen visa regime is Eumpeau allies were sign-  Budget. While the halwa is distributed among

THE ASIAN AGE States keeps introducing may get compromised. This  to be examined. ing a “big trade deal” with  finance ministry officials, the Indian public
= new irritants. is so because President Pilot European Legal India. If this happens it wil expects to geta portion of it in the form of con-

The EU also has entereda  Trump uses tariffs not just Gateway Office isnamed as ~ corroborate the Chineseles-  cessions and tax rebates. The expectation is

K. Supsaka
Printer & Publishr

new uncertain phase after
initially humouring Presi-

for obtaining trade-related
concessions but also for

an institution to facilitate
migration enquiries.

son that standing upright
and politely pushing back

different from each section of the society, but
10 one wants higher taxes. Price stability and

THE AN AGE O B dent Donald Trump into —strategic dominance. Interestingly, many may be the only way to  reduction of unemployment is another area
New Delhi: Jawaharlal Neh Nosonal Youth Cerure, 219 Deen Dayal Upadhyay Marg. New Delfi- 110062, Phone: approvinganew tradedeal.  The joint statement after ~themes that the Trump trump today’s America. where everyone wants improvement. Health-
w2521 The discord arose over Tuesday 16th EU-Indiasum- administration has con- care is costly and needs more funds. Seniors
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President Trump’s claim on
the  Denmark-controlled
massive landmass called
Greenland. Prior to his

mit has 22 pages. European
Council president Antonio
Costa posted on X his read-
ing of the summit. He wrote:

temptuously sidelined are
listed for action. The imp-
ortance of the Paris

ment to handle climate

The writer is a former
secretary in the external
affairs ministry. He tweets
at @ambkesingh.

‘citizens expect more care from the goverment.
Can the FM give a taste of halwa to the masses?
D.B. Madan

New Delhi
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Newspapers as part

of education: Will
Rajasthan move set
off a trend in India?

recent decision by the Rajasthan government
to make reading of newspapers mandatory in
government schools rnay seem ordinary at

t. Ten minutes in the morning assembly.
Two newspapers — one Hindi, one A few new
words and a brief discussion on current events.
However, behil form lies a powerful idea
— education must prepare students not only for exams
and jobs, but for ina
‘The practice itself is not new. For decades, many
schools had encouraged newspaper reading informally.
Students often read headlines during assembhes.
:req%cnng an mstmctlve behef that current affairs mat-
at
its formal mandate. By institutionalising the pracnce
the stateaffirms that civic awareness is not optional, but
central to schooling.

In recent years, edumlion policy in India has focused
heavily on employability, skills and rankings. While
important, these cannot be the sole aim of education. A
technically skilled vet socially indifferent youth is poor-
Iy equipped to serve society. This is where regular news-
paper reading matters.

Newspapers expose students to real evems parlia-
tary debﬂ!m. social movements, court
ydaystrug

rights, but they also have duties, Voting, questmnmg
authority. engaging in public debate, and holding insti
tutions accountable require basic polifical knowledge
For first-time voters especially, political awareness is
erueial. Without if, choices are often driven by emotion,
identity or misinformation. rather than informed judg-
ment. Reading newspapers from a young age will help
students understand how policies affect lives and how
decisions taken today shape fomorrow.

One of the worrying trends on many campuses loda
is political indifference. Many st\n:lems feel po]im:s is
dirty, irrelevant or not worth with. This cys
cism does not emerge naturally; it grows from a ]ack of
exposure and engagement. When political discussions
are discouraged in schools and colleges in the name of
neutrality or discipline, students graduate without the
ability or the confidence to form independent opinions.

ocracy weakens as a result. Educational institu-
tions must therefore encourage informed debate and
dissent. Avoiding so-called “controversial” topics may
seem safe, but it comes at a cost. Students need spaces
where they can discuss current events, debate ideas and
even disagree, of course, peacefully and respectfully.
Newspapers offer a safe entry point. An editorial discus-
sion or a debate on a policy issue teaches students that
need not lead to hostility, and that democ-

gles. They help students see society not as @ textbook
‘idea, but as a living reality which is unfolding each day.
In a democracy, awareness is essential. Cifizens have

— o ©

racy thrives on dialogue.
At the heart of social and political awareness lies crit-
ical thinking. Reading news regularly trains students to

ipare perspectives, question narratives, and identify
b\as It encourages them to ask: Why is this happening?
Who benefits? Who is left out? Such skills are vital in an
age of social media, where misinformation spreads
fxsvz.r than facts. Without critical thmkmg students

targets for
Undemandmg social realities also Tequires historical
and contextual knowledge. For instance, issues like
caste inequalify, gender discrimination and regional
disparities cannot be understood in isolation.
Newspapers uﬂen lmk present events to historical
injustices and co

Without this undmmndmg, public debates become

shallow, unfair and divis

Classroom learning must cannect with what students

see in real-world dewalopments As current affairs enter
learning becor

on elections, budgets, soclal movements or court ver-
dicts could build empathy and tolerance, helping stu-
dents see how theory meets practice and how their lives
are linked to Targer social processes. Experiential learn-
ing, research shows, deepens this awareness, Volun-
feering, community engagement and service-learning
social realiti Paired with

rinciples.
about leaders hke Dr B R. Amhedkar and the struggles
that shaped In

informed reading, these experiences turn knowledge

and concern into
atewhy li ist. [gnorance instil 'y amoral i
of this context breeds pnejumce and slmpl:stlc opinions.  Schools and colleges do not just train workers; they
‘This becomes particularly important in debates around ~ shape citizens. When social and political awareness is
reservaﬁon and social justice, Many students oppose neglected, it often results in the misuse of rights, intol-
i tion without really ing fts his-  erance, and social fmgmemaum The Rajasthan initia-
mncal necessity or contemporary relevance. Regular ing a prac-
engagement with news exposes them to data on under- tice that once depended on mdmdua! schools or com-

representation in education, bureaucracy and the judi-
ciary. Informed opinions emerge only when students
both privile The idea of

“merit” itself cannot be understood without social
awareness, Merit is often shaped by access to good
i i i ol ic stabili
ty, not just by individual effort. Newspapers help stu-
dents see how systemic barriers affect opportunities.

+

mitted teachers, reviving an older educational wisdom
suited to today’s democratic needs. Ten minutes with a
newspaper may be among the most valuable lessons a
school can provide.

The writer is retired professor and former dean of

the School of Arts and Humanities at Christ
University in Bengaluru
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IAN SURVEY ON LEADERS' FATAL PLANE CRASHES

59% expect gold and silver prices to rise further;
29% foresee a fall after conflicts end.

An India News Survey on leaders’ fatal plane crashes
shows public caution. Most respondents prefer opinions

limited political impact in Maharashtra. While Supriya
Sule leads succession choices, many expect new leader-

investing, citing high risk, afford-
ability concerns, and ongoing global

The record surge in gold and silver  India News survey of 164 respondents
prices is reshaping public expecta-  shows 59% expect prices to rise fur-

after investigations, reject conspiracy theories, and see  ship. tions and investment behaviour. An  ther, while 77% still advise against  uncertainty.
58%
u 1 ’ - G 01 » [l Gold and silver prices
- e - M i
Thedeath of senior .. 12% 5% X will rise further
leadersinplane .. ald and sitver I Prices will fall after
hosalnays railses i prices are hitting ;
CrAmnAsT e faish o n g new highs every global conflicts end
suspicion. What is ™ day. How long will - R
your opinion? Yes, questioning such  No, linking every Opinion should be Can't say this continue “%‘wm | Can't say
incidents is natural accident to formed after prices rise further?
conspiracy Is wrong investigation
- 35% 32% 26%
After Ajit Pawar’s o
1 ™% death, who will Gold and silver have
1 lead the NCP in become unaffordable
" - Maharashtra? for the common
man. Why isn't the
Supriya Sule Parth Pawar Anew face will Can'tsay Pricncontrals  Rising prices are part.  Government s trying Can'tay 9°".°"?,"‘e"‘ taking
emerge beyond the of a conspiracy action?
......................................................... ovemihentamach
03 } I Government stability will be
- affected 03 ’ : 9%
What impact will o . .
AjftPawar s death M| Limited political setback withgotdand () 7%
have on the Fadnavis No significanti ¢ silver at record
government in B Nosignificant impac highs, s this - N
Maharashtra? I Can'tsay _agoodtime to
invest or should ’ . ~ o o . = »y wn
.................................................................................................... investors wa“?
B Yes B No Can't say
;: 3172 0SSPSO
o 21% 4 04. - a1% il
30N s
= 7% Is Supriya Sule now B Yes, absolutely ‘ 0‘
5% the sole successor oy
., of the NCP, or will I Notatall Will gold and silver
o ' someone else . 1% prices fall sharply
o emerge? I Can'tsay once global wars and
Yes, she is the No, anew leader  Sharad Pawar factor  The party may head 1 conflicts end?
party's strongest may emerge Is still decisive towards a split .
face o~
. - . .o . . -
AAIB to investigate Baramati ~ Ajit Pawar killed in Baramati plane crash
plane cI'aSh CONTINUED FROM P1 Governor Acharya Devvrat,  at the time of landing. Ac-  of the aircraft operator. Shah, Akhilesh Yadav and
Sharad Pawar and several  cording to the minister, air ~ Political leaders across  several Union ministers
CONTINUED FROM P1 indicate that the jet en- Minister. He said the deci-  described Pawarasahard-  senior leaders visited Bara-  traffic control had sought  party li Xp) d shock icl tril Ajit Pawar was
countered difficulties sion on Ajit Pawar’s last workingand resilient leader  mati to pay homage. Family  confirmation from the pilot  and sorrow. Shiv Sena(UBT)  the longest-serving Deputy
Aviation (DGCA) relating ~ while attempting to land,  rites would be taken after whose loss had lefta voidin -~ members, including Pawar’'s  about runway visibility, fol- ~ chief Uddhav Thackeray  ChiefMinister of Maharash-
to the aircraft and the crew.  though i s have Itations with the fam-  Maharashtra's leadership, wife Sunetra Pawar and  lowingwhichtheaircraftat-  remembered Pawar as a  trainnon-consecutive terms,
As part of the investigation,  cautioned that the exact ily. Pawar’s last rites will be  cousin Supnya Sule. were  tempted a second approach  steadfast leader and anex-  having held the post six times
radar data, CCTV footage, sequence of events is still Ajit Pawar was the lon-  conducted with full state  seen gri hefore t il rred.  cellent sayinghis  under vari
Air Traffic Control (ATC)  under verification. Airport gest servh\g Deputy Chlef honours on Thursdny atll  pouredin. The Di Generalof  depar dalead- Known larly as“Dada”,
recordings and hotline staff and emergency re- of Mal am. Hi: ins have Union Civil Aviation Minis-  Civil Aviation and the Air-  ership vacuum. Congress  he was recognised for his
ications will be ders reached the crash  in non-consecutive ten-  been keptat Vidya Pratish-  ter Ram Mohan NaiduKinja-  eraft Accident Investigation  leaders Digvijaya Singh,  straightforward style and
amlyscd. while statements  site shortly after impact  ures, having held the post  than ground in Baramati  rapusaida transparentand  Bureau have di hed  Ramesh Cl ithala and  firm grip on administration
from eyewitnesses and rel-  and found the aircraft com-  six times under govern-  for the public to pay their  accountable investigation  probe teams, which are ex-  others called fora thorough  and finance. He is survived
evant personnel will be re-  pletely destroyed, with no  ments led by Prithviraj last respects. Chief Minis-  would beconducted intothe  amining flight data, crewre-  investigation, while leaders by his wife Sunetra Pawar
survivors. Chavan, Devendra Fadna-  ter Fadnavis, Deputy Chief  crash. Preliminary informa- mrds.AWmmnumcamns including Rahul Gandhi, and sons Jay and Parth
Ajit Pawar was travel- Aviation authorities have  vis, Uddhav Thackerayand  Minister Eknath Shinde, i d visibility —and Mallikarjun Kharge, Amit  Pawar.

ling from Mumbai to Bara-
mati when the chartered jet
crashed during the landing
phase earlier in the day.
The aircraft involved was
a 16-year-old Bombardier
Learjet 45, bearing tail
number VT-SSK and se-
rial number 45-417. The
twin-engine light business
jet. commonly used for cor-
porate and VIP travel, was
part of a 17-aireraft fleet op-
erated by VSR.
Preliminary inputs

secured the area and initi-
ated a preliminary assess-
ment. The investigation
will focus on crew commu-
nications, aircraft systems
and prevailing weather
conditions at the time of
landing to determine the
cause of the crash.
Meanwhile, Maharashtra
Chief Minister Devendra
Fadnavis announced a state
holiday and three days of
mourning following the
demise of the Deputy Chief

Eknath Shinde.

He is survived by his wife
Sunetra Pawar, a Rajya
Sabha MP, and his sons,
Parth and Jay. With a po-
litical career spanning over
three decades, Pawar re-
mained a central figure in
Maharashtra politics, in-
cluding his role in the split
of the Nationalist Congress
Party in July 2023 and the
subsequent formation of
the state government in al-
liance with the BJP.

Row in Parl as Opp’n opposes new rural
jobs law during President’s speech

CONTINUED FROM P1 tions over the past year,in-  was accorded a Guard of
cluding tributes to Bankim  Honour on her arrival at
150th anniversary of Vande C}mnd?'aChauerjee. Sardar Parliament. Prime Minister PM Narendra Modiattends the Annual National Cadet Corps (NCC)
Mataram, the 350th Shahee-  Vallabhbhai Patel, Guru  Narendra Modi, Vice Presi- PM Rally at Cariappa Ground, in New Delhi on Wednesday. am
di Diwasof Guru Tegh Baha- Bresident Mirma, dent C P Radhakrishnan,
dur. the birth anniversaries g Leader of the Opposition
ofbRAnbedbarandbina addressing — Raht canai and con-~ At the time of destruction, wisdom turns
Munda, and the centenary members Of both gress president Mallikar- 4 b
celebrations of Bharat Ratna Houses assembled jun Kharge were present  CONTINUED FROM P ciesin every such tragedy? Shame  Purnia and former SP MP HT
Bhupen Hazarika. during the address. Both onsuch thinking. Hasan in the context of this tragedy.
Presldcm Murmu, ad- m the Lok Sabha Houses also paid obituary  and “return home”, he was there- lnlhcpumcntemc theDG(‘Ahm Such accidents are not unprec-
bers of both ¢ ber, outlinedthe  tributes,including toformer ~ fore killed. With in Ben- d aninquiry edented in India. Yet, even before
Houses assembled in the Lok govemmemsvlswn Bangladesh Prime Minister  gal just two monthsaway, youare  Atthe veryleast, wait foritsreport.  the inquiry report is released and
Sabha chamber. outlined the o it s Khaleda Zia. attempting—true to your mind-  Otherwise, your statement may  before the family has spoken, Ma-
government's vision for so- . f 0"5{)0![11] ustice, The Budget Session will ~ set—to exploit this divine calam-  well prove to be the final nail i mata Banerjee’s vulture-like attack
cial justice, inclusive growth mclusxwgrowlb and  have30sitti dover ity todefamethe BJP. Thecountry  the coffin of your political decline.  on a dead body is utterly condem-
and a developed India. She a dmlopgd India 65 days and will conclude  looks upon such petty thinking  This episode has also exposed the  nable.
said nearly 25 crore people on April 2. Parliament will  with contempt. immaturity of Akhilesh Yadav, In my view, after this grave al-
had been lifted out of pov-  Tegh Bahadur, BirsaMunda  adjourn forarecessonFeb-  Inplane crashes, leaderssuchas ~ who only yesterday claimed that  legation by Mamata Banerjee, the
erty in the pastdecade and  and Bhupen Hazarika, say-  ruary 13 and reconvene on  Sanjay Gandhi, Madhaviao Scind-  only Mamata Banerjee could take  inquiry committee should sum-
highlighted the expansion  ing these events strength-  March 9. The Economic  ia, GMC Balayogi, YS Rajasekhara nnlthanndthal the lNDlA :dh- mnn her and probe the matter
of social security schemes em'd the spirit of unity nnd Survey is scheduled to be  Reddy and Bipin Rawat have lost h herl in the truth—
toabout 95 crore citizens. inspired a don January 29, fol-  their lives. Just last year, 175 passen- Sm'ularly lrrespons:ble remarks  whether such a statement stems
The Presidentalsorecalled  developed India. lowed by the Union Budget  gersdied inan Air Indi: h.Will  haveal: :! ! froma iracy or is merely an
key national commemora- Earlier, President Murmu  for 2026-27 on February 1. you search for political conspira- anvsslmderlhppu Yadavfrom  outrageous coincidence.

Trump signals
military pressure,
keeps door open...

CONTINUED FRON P1

said Washington remained open totalks
if Iran reached out under clearly defined
conditions. Earlier this month, US spe-
cial envoy Steve Witkoff outlined those
terms, including a ban on uranium en-
richment, the removal of enriched ura-
nium, limits on Iran’s long-range mis-
sile stockpile and an end to support for
regional proxy forces, Iran has rejected
these conditions, despite expressing
readiness to negotiate.

Trump also referred to US strikes
carried out in June, claiming they had
“obliterated” Iran's nuclear capacity by
hitting three facilities, though the full
impact on Tehran's enrichment pro-
gramme remains unclear. He linked his
stance to his first-term decision to with-
draw from the 2015 nuclear deal and
pursuea policy of “maxinum pressure”
through sanctions.

Despite the rhetoric, Trump has not
vetdecided whether to authorise further
military action, Axios reported, even af-
terp Iy warning of
if Iran continued its crackdown on pro-
testers. He is expected to hold further
consultations with his national security
team this week, with military options
set to expand following the arrival of the
USS Abraham Lincoln aircraft carrier in
the region.

Trump also said he had authorised Is-
rael tostrike first duringa 12-day conflict
last June to prevent an Iranian mlsdr at-
tack, und: ing his admi
strategy of coupling military pressure
with the possibility of diplomacy.
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BEYOND THE BALANCE SHEET: WHY THE GLOBAL
FUTURE BELONGS TO THE HAPPINESS INDEX, NOT GDP

OPINION

SUDHIR S. RAVAL

For nearly a century, the
world has been under the
spell of a single, cold met-
ric: Gross Domestic Prod-
uct. While GDP has meticu-
lously tracked the exchange
of coins and the churning
of industry, it has remained
tragically blind to the pulse
of the people—ignoring
the stress of our cities, the
health of our environment,
and the depth of our social
bonds. As we navigate the
complexities of the 21st cen-
tury, a profound paradigm
shift is emerging. We are
finally realizing that true
national success cannot be
found on a halance sheet; it
is found in the lived experi-
enceof the citizen. Theeraof
economic output atany cost
isending, making way fora
future where theHappiness
Index—ameasure of human
flourishing and ecological
harmony—becomes the ul-
timate compass for global
progress.

For decades, the Gross Do-
mestic Product (GDP) has
stood as the unchallenged ti-

tan of national success. Gov-
ernments, economists, and
international bodies have
religiously tracked its fluc-
tuations, treating its growth
as the ultimate barometer
of human progress. Yet, as
the 21st century unfolds, a
profound paradigm shift is
underway. A growing cho-
rus of scholars, policymak-
ers, and citizens worldwide
is questioning GDP>s reign,
advocating fora more holis-
tic, human-centric measure:
the Index. This
isn't merely a philosophical
aspiration; it's an evidence-
hacked imperative, signal-
ing a fundamental re-eval-
uation of what constitutes
a truly prosperous and sus-
tainable society.

THE GDP DILEMMA:
MEASURING EV-
ERYTHING, UNDER-
STANDING NOTHING
GDP, atits core, isa measure
of economic activity - the
total monetary value of all
finished goods and services
produced within a coun-
try's borders in a specific
time period. It was never
designed to be a measure of
well-being. As Nobel laure-
ate Simon Kuznets, one of its
principal architects, warned
as early as the 1930s, “The
welfare of a nation can
scarcely be inferred from

wars, natural disasters,
and even environmental
destruction, as reconstruc-
tion and clean-up efforts
add to economic activity.
It ignores income inequal-
ity, the depletion of natural
resources, the value of un-
paid labor, and, crucial
the mental and physical
health of a population. A
society could have soaring
GDP figures yet be riddled
with stress, pollution, and
social fragmentation - a
hollow prosperity. The pur-
suit of GDP growth, often
at any cost, has contributed
to climate change, resource
scarcity, and a growing
global mental health cris
making it increasingly clear
that a singular focus on this
metric is unsustainable and
potentially detrimental to
long-term human flourish-
ing.

BHUTAN’S AUDA-
CIOUS VISION: GROSS
NATIONAL HAPPI-
NESS

Decades before the con-
cept gained global trac-
tion, the small Himalayan
kingdom of Bhutan dared
to challenge the economic
orthodoxy. In the 1970s, its
visionary Fourth King, Jig-
me Singye Wangchuck,
mously declared that Gross
National Happiness (GNH)
was more important than
Gross National Product.
Bhutan's GNH framework
is not merely a slogan; it'sa
meticulously developed pol-
icy tool based on four main
pillars and nine domains.
The four pillars of GNH are:
1. Good Governance:
Ensuring fair and effective
public administration.

a measure of national in- 2. ble Socio-

come. ic Devel hall
His caution proved pre-  Balancingeconomic growth

scient. GDP grows with  withe | and so-

ua.l well-being.

and Pro-
mot-onof(,\nlmm Protect-
ing and nurturing Bhuta-
nese identity.

4. Environmental Con-
servation: Safeguarding the
country’s natural heritage.

These pillars translate into
nine domains: psychological
well-being, health, educa-
tion, time use, cultural di-
versity and resilience, good
governance, community
vitality, ecological diversity
and resilience, and living
standards. Bhutan has inte-
grated GNH into its national
planning, budgeting, and
policy-making processes,
Every proposed policy or
project is screened through
a GNH lens to assess its po-
tential impact on people’s
well-being. This proactive
approach has allowed Bhu-
tan to maintain its pristine
environment, preserve its
unique culture, and foster
a society where collective
happiness is a tangible pol-
icy goal, not just an abstract
ideal. While not without its
Bhutan serves

as a living laboratory dem-

that a nation can

consciously prioritize hu-
man well-being over purely
material accumulation.

THE GLOBAL MOVE-
MENT: FROM SCAN-
DINAVIA TO LATIN
AMERICA

Bhutan’s pioneering spirit
has inspired a global move-
ment. The annual World
Happiness Report, first
published in 2012 by the
United Nations Sustainable
Development Solutions Net-
work, now systematically
ranks countries based on
subjective well-being data.
It uses the Cantril Ladder
survey, asking individuals
to evaluate their life on a
scale from O to 10. This sub-
jective self-assessment is
then statistically explained
by six key variables:

1. GDP per Capita: Ac-
knowledging the role of ba-
sic economic security.

2. Social Support: The
availability of someone to
counton in times of trouble.

3. Healthy Life Expec-
tancy: Measuring physical
well-being.

4. Freedom to Make Life
Choices: The autonomy

individuals have over their
lives.

5. Generosity: The incli-
nation to donate to charity,

tion of its army, reflect a de-
liberate choice to prioritize
human development and
ecological balance over mili-
taristic or purely industrial
pursuits. These examples
underscore that while a
certain baseline of economic
security is necessary, it is the
quality of social structures,
environmental health, and
personal freedoms that ul-
timately dictate a nation’s
happiness quotient.

THE PRAGMATIC CASE
FOR PRIORITIZING
HAPPINESS
Shifting focus from GDP
to a Happiness Index is not
merely an ethical choice; itis
a pragmatic necessity for the
21st century.

+ Sustainability: Hap-
piness metrics inherently

happiness index provides
a more nuanced feedback
loop for policymakers. It
helps identify critical areas
where people are truly suf-
fering, allowing for targeted
interventions that genuinely
improve lives, rather than
blindly chasing abstract
economic growth that may
not trickle down to the indi-
vidual.

THE ROAD AHEAD:
AGLOBAL CALLTO
ACTION

The journey towards a
world that prioritizes happi-
ness over purely economic
output is complex but es-
sential. It requires a fun-
damental re-calibration of
our values, moving beyond
the materialist obsession
that has dominated global

reflecting social trust. encourage policies that  policy fortoo long. Interna-

6. of are sustainable. A focus  tional organizations must
tion: The level of trust in  on healthy life expectancy  amplify the importance of
government and busi and envir Iquality the Happi Index in their

The consistent highrank-  necessitates investmentsin  development goals. National
ings of Nordic countries public health, greenenergy,  governments must integrate
like Finland, Denmark,and  and conservation, which  well-being indicators into

Iceland are not coincidental.
These nations exemplify
societies where robust so-
cial support systems, high
levels of trust, good gover-
nance, and astrong sense of
autonomy converge to cre-
ate environments condu-
cive to high subjective well-
being. Their success shows
that prioritizing collective
well-being through secu-
lar, democratic frameworks
leads to happier popula-
tions. Beyond the Nordics,
countries like Costa Rica
in Latin America have also
garnered attention for their
high happiness scores de-
spite relatively lower GDP
per capita. Costa Rica’s stra-
tegic investments in public
education, healthcare, and
environmental conserva-
tion, coupled with its aboli-

GDPoften overlooks or even
counts as “costs.”

« Social Cohesion: Vari-
ables like social support,
generosity, and low corrup-
tion are direct indicators of
social capital. Governments
that prioritize these foster
stronger, more resilient
communities, reducing in-
ternal conflict and increas-
ing collective problem-solv-
ing capacity.

+ Mental Health Divi-
dend: The global rise in
mental health issues has

their national budgets and
policy assessments, emu-
lating Bhutan's courageous
leadership.

The message is clear; the
future belongs not to the
nations with the largest
balance sheets, but to those
with the happiest, healthi-
est, and most engaged
citizens, By embracing the
Happiness Index as a pri-
mary parameter, the world
can collectively embark on
apath towards a more equi-
table, sustainable, and genu-

significant icand so-
cial costs, Policies aimed at
improving subjective well-
being directly address these
challenges, leading to more
productive workforces and
healthier societies.

« Informed Policy-Mak-
ing: A comprehensive

inely prosp: future—a
future where human well-
being is not just an after-
thought, but the very pur-
pose of governance. The
time for this paradigm shift
is not tomorrow, but now.
Sudbir S. Raval is Consulting
Editor at the ITV Network

Bangladesh’s February Po
nation in transition

OPINION

DR. ANCHITA BORTHAKUR

s Bangladesh
moves toward its
iamentary

election on 12 February
2026, the country finds
itself at a defining political
juncture. This Fatiyo
Shangsad election will be
the first national election
since the dramatic mass
uprising of mid-2024 that
brought an abrupt end to
the long rule of former PM
Sheikh Hasina. More thana
routine democratic exercise,
the February pollis widely
viewed as a roadmap for
the future direction of the
Bangladeshi state—its
institutions, constitutional
framework. and its capacity
to reconcile justice with
inclusion after a turbulent
transition.

The election is being or-
ganised under an interim
caretaker administration
led by the Nobel laureate
Dr. Muhammad Yunus,
who assumed office after
the collapse of the previ-
ous government. Tasked

with restoring order and
steering the country back
to democratic rule, Yunus
has promised a fundamen-
tal political “reset.” Central
to this effort is the decision
to pair the general election
with a nationwide constitu-
tional referendum based on
the July Charter, asweeping
reform blueprint negotiated
among more than 30 politi-
cal parties and alliances.

A TRANSITION BORN
OUT OF UPHEAVAL
The background to the Feb-
ruary vote is inseparable
from the events of 2024,
when protests initially trig-
gered by the reinstatement
ofa controversial quota sys-
tem for public sector jobs—
escalated into a nationwide
mass uprising. Students,
opposition parties, and civil
society groups converged
in unprecedented num-
bers, and the state’s violent
response proved politically
fatal for the Hasina govern-
ment. The subsequent dis-

solution of parliament and
installation of a caretaker
regime marked one of the
most dramatic ruptures

of sidelining a party with
a substantial support base.
This absence has funda-
mentally reshaped the elec-

in st-i
pendence polm::al history.
Throughout 2025, the in-
terim government struggled
to stabilise a deeply polar-
ised polity while laying the
groundwork for elections
and reforms. In addition,
political competition inten-
sified, new actors entered
the arena, and unresolved
questions about account-
ability for past abuses
loomed large. It is against
this backdrop of uncer-
tainty, expectation, and
unresolved grievances that
Bangladesh approaches
the forthcoming February
polls.

The February 2026 elec-
tion is unlike any election
held by Bangladesh in re-
cent decades. Most notably,
it will take place without the
participation of the Awami
League, which has been
barred from contesting the
upcoming election due to
its alleged role in the 2024
violence. For supporters
of the ban, this exclusion
represents long-overdue
accountability for years of
authoritarian governance;
while for the critics, it raises
troubling questions about
political inclusivity and the
long-term consequences

taral landscape of the coun-
tryat present. The principal
beneficiary has been the
surgent Bangladesh Nation-
alist Party (BNP), which has
regained momentum fol-
lowing the return of Tarique
Rahman after seventeen
years in exile and the death
of BNP President and for-
mer PM Khaleda Zia in De-
cember last year. The BNP
has framed the February
election as an opportunity
to “reclaim democracy,” po-
ioning itself as the main
national alternative capable
of leading a post-Hasina
order,

At the same time, Jamaat-
e-Islami, banned from
elections since 2013, is pre-
paring a strong political
comeback, Its re-entry has
altered electoral calcula-
tions, particularly in alli-
ance politics. Adding to the
volatility is the emergence of
the National Citizen Party,
formed by leaders of the
student protest movement.
Despite symbolising gener-
ational change, the NCP re-
mains confined to an urban
activist base and has been
weakened by internal rifts
over its proposed alliance
with Jamaat. Beyond party
competition, the February

election is also significant
for its logistical and sym-
bolic innovations. For the
first time in Bangladesh’s
history, overseas citizens—
estimated at nearly 15 mil-
lion people—will be able
to vote through a postal
ballot system. Importantly,
diaspora voting has the po-
tential to reshape electoral
outcomes while reinforcing
the idea that migrant work-
ers, whose remittances
underpin the economy, are
stakeholders in the coun-
try’s democratic future.

THE REFERENDUM
FACTOR

However, what truly sets
the February vote apart is
the simultaneous constitu-

ing constitutional changes
amid a highly polarised
environment carries risks.
Some analysts fear that the
process could entrench new
forms of exclusion if major
constituencies feel margin-
alised, while others warrv
that complex insti

1I: A high-stakes test

law and orderand the state's
capacity to protect vulner-
able communities. Accord-
ing to the MEA, over 2900
incidents of violence against
minorities have been docu-
mented during the tenure
of the current interim gov-
ernment. ladesh also

reforms are being rushed
without sufficient public
deliberation. Whether the
referendum strengthens
democratic legitimacy or
deepens divisions will de-
pend heavily on the cred-
ihility of the electoral pro-
cess itself.

HIGH EXPECTATIONS
ON FRAGILE GROUND
The stakes surrounding
the February election are

experienced a series of at-
tacks on its cultural sphere,
with music concerts can-
celled amid mob vandal-
ism, including during Pabela
Baisbakh celebrations, while
prominent cultural institu-
tions, such as Chhayanaut
and Bangladesh Udichi
Shilpigosthi, were also tar-
geted. In another develop-
ment following the death of
Sharif Osman Hadi, a senior
leader of Ingilab M'mchn.

tional referendum proy heightened by de 5
by the current interim ad-  broader socio-economic  the ()fﬂ(us uf prominent
ministration. Voters willbe  context. Infl remains

asked todecide on proposals
that include the creation of
a bicameral parliament, re-
forms to the Election Com-
mission and ¢ ional

elevated, placing pressure
on household budgets,
while labour unrest and
factory closures have ex-
posed vull bilities in the

bodies, and binding com-
mitments on governance,
representation, and checks
and balances. Supporters
argue that these measures
could finally dismantle the
winner-takes-all politics
that have repeatedly fuelled
authoritarianism and insta-
bility in Bangladesh. Critics,
however, warn that asking
voters toendorse far-reach-

export-driven economy. Yet
there are also signs of cau-
tious optimism. Interna-
tional financial institutions
have noted that Bangla-
desh’s economy has shown
resilience despite political
turmoil. At the same time,
attacks on ethnic and re-
ligious minorities have
surged during the transi-
tion, raising concerns about

The Daily Star 1nd Pmllmm
Alo— a rare occasion in
Bangladesh's history. These
recurring episodes of politi-
cal violence and targeted at-
tacks have exposed the fra-
gility of the transition.

A DEFINING MOMENT
FOR BANGLADESH
Ultimately, the February
2026 election will deter-
mine whether the upheaval
of 2024 leads to a more
accountable, plural, and
institutionally resilient po-
litical order—or whether

fora

it ushers in a new cycle of
instability and exclusion in
the country. Many citizens
view the February election
as a rare opportunity to re-
set the rules of the political
game and prevent a return
to one-party dominance.
A credible, peaceful, and
broadly accepted vote could
undoubtedly consolidate
the interim government’s
reform agenda. legitimise
constitutional changes,
and restore public faith in
democratic institutions. A
disputed electoral process,
by contrast, would threaten
to reverse the tentative gains
achieved during the transi-
tion and weaken trust in
democratic institutions.

For Bangladesh, February
is not merely about choos-
ing a new parliament. It is
about deciding whether the
promise of people-powered
change can be translated
into durable democratic
renewal, or whether the
country remains trapped in
its familiar pattern of polari-
sation and political rupture.
The outcome will shape not
only the next government,
but the trajectory of Bangla-
deshi democracy for years
tocome.

® Dr. Anchita Borthakur is a
Researcher at the Chintan Re-
scarch Foundation (CRF), New
Delbi.
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Curbing acid attacks

Supreme Court pushes for stronger deterrence

HE Supreme Court’s suggestion that acid
attacks should be treated on the lines of
dowry deaths —inwhich the onus of proving
innocence lies on the accused — deserves
serious consideration by the Centre and oth-
erstakeholders. Such attacks have fewparallels in terms
of brutality: they are meant to disfigure, silence and
socially alienate the victims — most often women. Yet,
despite their heinous nature, these crimes rarely pro-
voke sustained public outrage or swift legal action. Sur-
vivors areleft to endure years, sometimes decades, of tri-
als and appeals, as illustrated in acid-attack survivor
Shaheen Malik's case, which has been dragging on
since 2009. Here, justice delayed is far worse than justice
denied; it's justice held to ransom as perpetrators roam
freely while victims relive their trauma endlessly:

The SC has called for “extraordinary” punitive
measures, including retributive (instead of reformative)
punishment, thus sending a clear message that the
existing legal and institutional response to acid violence
is failing survivors. Deterrence matters in crimes driv-
en by vengeance and entitlement. Proposals such as
attaching the assets of convicts to compensate victims
reflect a pragmatic approach, acknowledging that reha-
bilitation is as critical as punishment.

Equally significant are the backlog figures. Hun-
dreds of cases are pending in high courts, making a
mockery of constitutional guarantees of speedy justice.
The SC’s directive for time-bound, out-of-turn trials is
welcome, but its implementation is the real challenge.
Beyond punishment, the apex court’s push to recognise
acid-attack survivors as persons with disabilities under
the law is both humane and sensible. Survivors often
suffer permanent physical impairment, psychological
trauma andloss of livelihood. Access to disability welfare
schemes and medical care is not charity — it is a means
of picking up the pieces with dignity.

Eminence on hold

Flagship schools expose execution gaps

U'NJAB’S Sikhiya Kranti was projected as a
point for government education. It was
acampaign thatwould combine upgraded infra-
structure with improved learning outcomes.
But the non-funetioning of two Schools of Emi-
nence in Ludhi o diction: reform driven
more by visibility than by preparedness. These schools,
envisioned as flagship institutions for meritorious stu-
dents from modest backgrounds, have buildings in place
but lack teachers, laboratories and basic academic infra-

OPINION
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Litmus test for India-EU bonhomie

Sustaining deeper ties will entail Compromlses on both sides in the long run

SUSHMA RAMACHANDRAN
SENIOR FINANCIAL JOURNALIST

NDIA and Europe seem

poised to bridge a gap that

has yawned for decades.

There has been greater

confluence with the UK,
given the colonial history and
ease of communication in the
English language. A shared lan-
guage has equally helped in
promoting a close relationship
with the US, along with a high-
ly educated diaspora.

As for Europe, there have been
sizeable investments from multi-
nationals, but the inflows have
been far lower than to China.
Economic ties have also faced
the hurdles of the European
Commission's complex bureau-
cracy and rigid regulations. Even
so, trade between India and the
European Union (EU) has grown
rapidly over the years.

Latest official data shows that
the annual India-EU merchan-
dise trade was $136 billion in
2024-25. This is even higher
than the $132-billion trade
recorded with the US. The EU is
India’s biggest trading partner,
yet there has been far more
media hype over the much-
awaited pact with the US than
over the one with the EU. This is
primarily due to the tariff drama
of US President Donald Trump,
who has been using a trade

instrument as a blunt weapon of

foreign policy.

At the World Economic Forum
summit in Davos last week, the
buzz was over Trump's summa-
ry dismissal of Europe over a
wide range of issues, from
Greenland to the role of NATO.
Equally, there was buzz over
Canadian Prime Minister Mark
Carney’s call to middle powers
to create a new world order. It is
at this juncture when the post-
WWII rules-based international

ALLIES: The unveiling of the India-EU free trade agreement could not have been more timely as Europe
is looking to reduce its economic dependence on the US. REUTERS

system seems to be overturning
that EU leaders descended on
New Delhi for a high-profile
summit along with being hon-
oured guests on Republic Day,
The unveiling of a free trade
agreement (FTA) at this stage
could not have been more timely
as Europe is clearly looking to
reduce its economic dependence
on the US. New ties are being
forged rapidly as the India trade
pact comes on the heels of the
EU tying up a deal with Latin
America’s biggest trade bloc,
Mercosur.

It is not just Brussels that is
investing heavily in new rela-
tionships. New Delhi is also
looking to diversify markets in
the wake of the punitive tariffs
imposed by the US. There is a
mutual recognition of the value
of a close partnership. This is
being expressed in the conclu-
sion of not just a trade agree-
ment but also a security and
defence partnership. It would
be only the third such pact
signed by the EU, the other two
being with Japan and South
Korea. As such, it sends a pow-
erful message in an era of fast-
changing global alliances.

At the same time, sustaining

Both Brussels and
New Delhi must go
all outtoreduce
thered tape.

deeper India-EU ties will entail
compromises on both sides in
the long run. The newfound
warmth has emerged after
many years of frostiness. It
must be recalled that the cur-
rent FTA has been under dis-
cussion for as long as 18 years.
Talks were even suspended in
2014 and then resumed in 2022.
The reason has been rigidity on
both sides, with red lines being
drawn firmly without any

effort at flexibility.

Going forward, the first area of
conflict could be the European
Commission’s bureaucracy., leg-
endary for its tangled web of
rules. In fact, some Brexit sup-
porters had cited the EU's regu-
latory complexity as a reason to
exit the economic bloc. There is
no doubt that in contrast, the
FTA with the UK moved much
more quickly despite several
changes at the top during the
negotiations. Boris Johnson was
the Prime Minister when the
talks commenced, while it was
Keir Starmer who ultimately
signed the pact.

Thus there are potential irri-
tants, especially over a wide
range of non-tariff barriers. The
most contentious is the carbon
border adjustment mechanism
(CBAM) that could affect the
ultimate cost of myriad Indian
exports, particularly steel, alu-
minium and cement. This runs
counter to studies showing that
the environmental impact of
such emissions is minimal.
According to an UNCTAD
report, the value of the CBAM in
mitigating climate change is lim-
ited as it would cut only 0.1 per
cent of global CO, emissions.

Anotherissue that s critical for
India is greater ease of move-
ment for skilled professionals.
While the US has benefited
greatly from relaxed entry poli-
cies for highly educated person-
nel, Europe has fallen behind in
this respect. This is despite the
fact that countries like Germany
are now keen to lure high-tech
professionals, especially in the
wake of the curbs on H-1B visas.
The new mobility agreement
that is being put in place may
ultimately correct this lacuna,
though the focus is largely on
students and research.

The need to appreciate
India’s red lines in terms of
market access will also be an
important factor in expanding
economic ties. Dairy and agricul-
ture have always been con-
tentious issues between the two
sides. The EU has often taken a
sharply divergent position at the
World Trade Organisation on
agriculture, including the need to
protect livelihoods of farmers sur-
viving at subsistence levels, even
though huge subsidies are given
to rich farmers in developed
economies. A greater under-
standing of these issues is need-
ed on multilateral platforms.

It is thus worthwhile to recog-
nise that the present bonhomie
in India-Europe relations will be
tested on the ground in the
coming days. Among the posi-
tives, the free trade pact has
been finalised due to a deter-
mined effort to be more flexible,
considering the external head-
winds on the trade front. Even
India has had to recognise that
providing  greater market
access can yield rich dividends
in terms of enabling matching
access to a huge market of
developed economies.

Yet both sides must reduce the
red tape for which Brussels and
New Delhi have a well-deserved
reputation. In the backdrop of a
changing world order, one hopes
efforts will be made to do every-
thing needed to upgrade the eco-
nomic and strategic relation-
ship. It is only this firm resolve
that will ensure a brighter out-
look for India-Europe ties.

structure. Years after construction, classrooms remain
empty. This is not an isolated lapse. Across Punjab, chron-
ic teacher and principal shortages have been reported.

Hurried inaugurations that often precede readiness on
the ground seem to have taken precedence. The empha-
sis on ceremonies and plaques has drawn political criti-
cism, with opposition parties calling Sikhiya Kranti a pub-
licity exercise. Even within the education system, teachers
have flagged how routine academic work and enrolment
drives were disrupted during the 54-day campaign. Such
concerns underline a deeper issue: education reform can-
not be reduced to infrastructure rellouts or festival-style
launches. There are also signs of policy inconsistency.
Admissions policies and alleged discrimination within
Schools of Eminence reveal unease among teachers and
parents. When elite tracks are created within government
schools without adequate staffing or clarity, the promise of
equity —central to public education —risks being diluted.

Governance transitions cannot be an excuse. Projects
initiated under previous governments must be complet-
ed with urgency, not allowed to drift in administrative
limbo. Children cannot afford political pauses. Each aca-
demic year lost weakens trust in the government school
system and pushes families towards private alterna-
tives. If Sikhiya Kranti is to live up to its name, the state
mustrecalibrate its priorities — from optics to outcomes.
Filling vacancies, ensuring operational readiness and
instituting accountability are less visible than inaugura-
tions, but far more transformative.

ON THIS DAY...100 YEARS AGO

The Tribune.

LAHORE, FRIDAY, JANUARY 29,1926

Political prisoners and exiles

ON Tuesday, the Legislative Assembly once again passed a resolu-
tion demanding the unconditional release of political prisoners who
have not been convicted of any offence; the trial under the ordinary
law of the land of those of such prisoners against whom the Govern-
ment thinks it has sufficient evidence to justify their going to court;
and the removal of all difficulties in the way of the return to India of
all Indian exiles who may be or may have been suspected of being
concerned in revolutionary activities or other activities regarded by
the Government as prejudicial to the interest of India. While we con-
gratulate the Assembly on its passing this resolution, which, as faras
it goes, represents the i opinion and senti-
mentof political India, we must be permitted to express our regret at
one very glaring omission in the resolution. We refer, of course, to the
case of those political prisoners who may have been convicted by a
court of law, but who in all other respects stand on the same footing
as some of the exiles, whose restoration to the country was rightly
demanded by the. ly. The case of these pri was covered
by the original resolution moved by Mr Shafee, but was excluded
from the amendment of Mr Goswami, which the House aocepted in
preference to the former. The exclusion is all th y
because Mr Goswami in hi thath fullywith
the original resolution. His only difficulty, it appears, was that Mr
Shafee had brought within the scope of one resolution two different
issues, affecting two distinct classes of prisoners.

India, European Union can help heal a fractured world. — ursulavon der Leyen

The magic of
Beating Retreat

Komir Tyacr

YHE flypast, hing con-
1 tingents, daredevil motorcyclists, energetic bands
and swiftly swaying theme-based tableaux — I was
talking about Republic Day in one of my classes. Then I
made a mention of the Beating Retreat ceremony.

“Beating Retreat, eh what?” Appallingly, the question
was posed by an 18-year-old. When prodded, the entire
class was equally clueless! I thought it was just a lapse on
their part. I posted messages only to discover that many
people were oblivious of its existence or importance.

To a young nation that lives off the Internet and
social media, the Beating Retreat is conducted on the
evening of January 29 every year; it officially denotes
the end of Republic Day festivities. The panoramic
view — the Raisina Hill, the towering North and South
Blocks of the Central Secretariat and the Rashtrapati
Bhavan — is just picture-perfect!

Conceived in the 1950s, the Beating Retreat has con-
tinued to charm audiences. Queen Elizabeth IT attend-
ed the ceremony during her first visit (1961) to India
after Independence.

The chief guest (President of India) arrives escorted
by bodyguards. The trumpeters of the Brigade of the
Guards present the national salute, followed by the
playing of the National Anthem by the bands, and the
Tricolour is unfurled at Vijay Chowk.

As the sun’s rays disperse, the combined bands of
the Navy and the Air Force make an entry. The Drum-
mer’s Call (a solo performance) is a visual treat. A
sense of gratification overpowers the audience as the
National Flag is lowered.

The collective heartbeat drops as all flags are slowly
brought down, and the President declares the ceremo-
ny closed. The bands march back to the musical ren-
dition of “Saare jahan se achcha...” and the horse-
mounted troops of the President’s Bodyguard arrive
to give the final salute of the day. The retreating bands
and troops, the fading music, the failing light — all
leave an indelible mark.

It's been years since Iheard a commentator's
words, “Ye ashwamedha ki taap hai, ye gantantra ki
chhaap hai”, but they continue to resound in my
mind. The event also delivers the message that we
must not forget to complete what we begin. Endings
are as important as beginnings. And what's better
than a ceremonial goodbye? So dear readers, especial-
ly the young ones, grab that seat and do not miss the
Beating Retreat this time.

epaper.tribuneindia.com
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Need rules-based global order
Apropos of ‘NDS confirms the Trumpian play-
book’; the recently released US National
Defense Strategy highlights a disturbing uncer-
tainty in global geopolitics. The strategy appears
overly transactional, weakening long-standing
alliances, leaving Europe insecure while Asia
faces ambiguity. The emergence of loosely
defined initiatives like the Board of Peace rais-
es concerns about clarity, commitment and
inclusiveness. Global peace cannot be shaped
by impulsive or personality-centric policies. For
nations like India, the situation underlines the
importance of strategic autonomy and coopera-
tion among middle powers to preserve stability.
A rules-based international order, mutual trust
and collective responsibility are essential to
address security challenges.

CHARU SHARMA, HOSHIARPUR

Autocrats will get a free hand

Referto ‘NDS confirms the Trumpian playbook’;
the National Security Strategy (NSS)is a signpost
to guide US diplomats towards a united vision for
Washington-defined foreign policy goals. Its latest
version has set the cat among pigeons as far as
anxieties around NATO and other global associa-

Europe wary of Indian standards
Tt refers to ‘India-EU pact’; the agreement has
brought the two continents closer and will serve
as a broader strategic partnership encompass-
ing trade, investment, defence cooperation and
supply chain resilience. A binding constraint
for Indian exporters remains the standard of
the products that Indian exporters often strug-
gle to meet as the EU market is governed by
stringent sanitary and phytosanitary measures.
The signing of a security and defence partner-
ship will further strengthen greater collabora-
tion in maritime security.

HARBINDER S DHILLON, UNA

Govt hospitals without facilities

Refer to ‘No ICU at Malerkotla hospital, HC
seeks affidavit on facility in all dists”; lack of
essential medical facilities and diagnostic infra-
structure at government hospitals in Punjabisa
matter of serious concern. MRI machines are
available in only six districts out of 23 as per the
affidavit filed in the high court. District hospitals
handle referral and emergency cases; without
machines and equipment, it is impossible to
treat the patient. Ironically, the Punjab govern-
ment has come out with a full front page newspa-

tionslike Quadand AUCKUS ned.If, as
the NSS says, the US intends to push a “burden-
sharing network” to force all its allies to assume
responsibility for stability in their regions, it might.
end up bolstering the sense of impunity with
which autocrats worldwide flout territorial and
human rights norms in their quest for power.

SS PAUL, NADIA

Globalisation getting diversified
Apropos of ‘India-EU pact’; the Free Trade Agree-
ment entails not only commercial interest, but
also a strategic intervention in a fractured global
Ttal ol amessage to the world:

per adverti of ‘free for Rs 10
lakh for every family in Punjab in the best pri-
vate hospitals’. Whom does this benefit — the
private players; the government coffers and the
public continue to lose, as always.

ASHOK KUMAR, BY MAIL

Bearing pain in silence

Apropos of ‘Evidence presented to suggest noth-
ing happened, HC told’; 10 years after the
Murthal rape case during the Jat reservation agi-
tation, the High Court now professes good inten-
tion, but it is a lost cause already. Incidents of
ion at Murthal were no less despicable

Globalisation is not disappearing, it is diversify-
ing. The deal sends a signal to Trump that India
would not jeopardise its economicinterests to suc-
cumb to his tariff tantrums and threats. With nec-
essary caution, India has opened its markets only
toabout 30%of European goods initially. There are
tangible gains with imports of European goods
made cheaper and smooth access to Indian
exports in European markets.

GURPREET SINGH, MOHALI

than the vandalism at Rohtak. Whispers of grue-
some assault on women commuters on highway
were rife but no complainant came forward due
to the fear of facing indignity. As a result, no
investigating agency could report truth for lack of
evidence. Families and the women who had to go
through the horrifying moments were compelled
tosuffer in silence. The best that the State can do
now is toensure no such ravages take place again.

'YOGINDER SINGHAL, LADWA

Letters to the Editor, typed in double space, should not exceed the 200-ward limit.
These should be cogently written and can be sent by e-mail to: Letters@tribunemail.com
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HE conferment of
the prestigious
Padma Shri
award on Sant
Niranjan Dass of
Dera Sachkhand, popularly
called Dera Ballan, of Jaland-
har by the Central govern-
ment has understandably
brought the dera into nation-
al limelight. Punjab has
deras, big and small, in thou-
sands, but this dera in partic-
ular has wielded great promi-
nence and influence in the
region for many decades.
The last time it hogged the
headlines was when one of its
sants, who was visiting Vien-
na in Austria in 2009, was
shot dead, leading to massive
protests and uproar back
home. One of the sants who
escaped the murderous
attack was Sant Niranjan
Dass, the current gaddi-
nashin or chief of the dera.
The dera of Ballan, also
known as Dera Sachkhand,
was founded by Baba Pipal
Dasaround the early 20th cen-
tury. In its more than a centu-
1y of existence, the dera first
emerged as a centre of the
propagation of the teachings

and Bani of the 15th century
Bhakti saint-poet Ravidas,
and later and more recently as
the Ravidassia movement.
The credit, however, for
converting this nondescript
village-based place of wor-
ship to the epicentre of iden-
tity assertion around the fig-
ure of Guru Ravidas goes to
Sant Sarwan Das, who
became the chief of the dera
after Baba Pipal Das. Sant
Sarwan Das was revolution-
ary in his zeal and commit-
ment to spread education
among his people, who large-
ly belonged to the communi-
ty of chamar caste, which
worked on leather and was
considered untouchable in
the traditional caste hierar-
chy. Ravidas too bel d to

OPED
Train to Begumpura — culture of Dera Ballan

that community and, hence,
this association.

Much of the philanthropic
initiative in the area of educa-
tion and health, in particular,
for which the dera is known
today is because of Sant Sar-
wan Das and his visionary
spiritual and political philoso-
phy that "aligned itself with
and drew inspiration from BR

Ambedkar's politics and
Babu Mangoo Ram's Ad-
Dharmi movement.

Since its inception, the dera
largely worked within the
Sikh rahit maryada and, at
the same time, propagated
the Banis of Guru Ravidas.
Given the egalitarian and
inclusive epistemic cosmos
of Sikhism and the holy
book, Guru Granth Sahib,

POLITICAL CAPITAL : Dera Ballan chief Sant Niranjan Dass meets PM Narendra Modi. TRIBUNE PHOTO.

that included verses from
many bhakti sants coming
from lower castes, the syn-
cretic and co-existential reli-
gious landscape of Punjab
looked in harmony with its
diversity and pluralist ethos.

But things changed with
time. Practices defied theory.
Despite the unambiguous
anti-caste and egalitarian
temperament, caste-like for-
mations emerged within
Sikhism. Separate gurd-
waras emerged in villages.
The rise and mushrooming
of deras followed. For, they
experimented and nurtured
counter-perspectives to the
mainstream. The dera of Bal-
lan too progressively took

At33%, Punjab has
the highest SC
population. But this
number hidesa
reality —the
fragmented status
of Dalit politics
inthe state.

that route, leading to strained
relationships. More impor-
tantly, it also drifted from the
Ad-Dharmi template that
emphasised larger Dalit for-
mation rather than the exclu-
sive Ravidassia framework.

The Vienna incident of 2009
was the culmination of these
strains that had been build-
ing for many years. Post Vien-
na, in the aftermath of the
killing of Sant Ramanand,
the dera took some hard deci-
sions. In 2010, it declared a
separate religion called Ravi-
dassia Dharma. It compiled a
book of the Banis of Ravidas
in the following year.

The book was announced to
the world not from Jalandhar

but from Varanasi, where the
dera has built a huge Guru
Ravidas Janam  Asthan
Mandir at a place called Seer-
govardhanpur, close to the
BHU campus.

It is believed that the place
is the birthplace of Guru
Ravidas. This project was ini-
tiated by Sant Sarwan Das in
the 1970s and it has gained
momentum since, with the
assistance of the generous
support from the Ravidassia
diaspora in the decades that
followed.

Each year, on the birth
anniversary celebrations or
Ravidas Jayanti, dera Ballan
organises a special train jour-
ney by what it calls the
Begumpura Express which
takes the pilgrims from
Jalandhar to Varanasi amidst
the thunderous sloganeering
of “Jo bole so nirbahi, guru
Ravidas Maharaj ki jai"
(those followers are the fear-
less who hail Guru Ravidas).

The aggressive political
positioning and posturing
of the post-Vienna days
gradually settled and the
dera has become quieter
and much mellowed now
insofar as the movement for
a separate Ravidassia reli-
glon is concerned.

But the influence and polit-
ical capital that it commands
from its followers, both local-
ly and globally, have only
grown. Understandably,
political parties of all stripes
have been making attempts
to warm up to these deras.

The status of Punjab as a
state with the highest SC pop-
ulation — roughly 33 per cent
— makes the electoral worth
of these deras all the more in
demand.  This number,
though, hides a reality — the
fragmented status of Dalit pol-
itics in Punjab. Dera Ballan
may be a prominent Ravidas-
sia Dera, but there are many
other Ravidassia groups that
disagree with the politics of
Dera Ballan, with many stick-
ing to the Ad-Dharmi tem-
plate of Dalit mobilisation
(which proposes an inclusive
umbrella organisation for the
Dalits) rather than a separate
Ravidassia identity.

Moreover, other Dalit
groups, such as that of
Valmikis, too have been
alienated. The Congress's
Channi  experiment had
backfired precisely because
of over-dependence on Dera
Ballan. The Congress clearly
underestimated the frag-
mented reality of the Dalits
in the state and misread the
situation on the ground.

This year, Ravidas Jayanti
falls on February 1. Dera Bal-
lan and Sant Niranjan Dass
will undertake the Begumpu-
ra Express again. The train
will reach Varanasi. But when
it will reach Be-gum-pura —
the utopia that Guru Ravidas
imagined of a city without
sorrow and discrimination —
only time will tell.

Santosh K Singh is the
author of The Deras: Culture,
Diversity and Politics

Chinas anti-corruption machine tightens its grip

JACoB

CENTRE OF EXCELLENCE FOR HIMALAYAN
‘STUDIES, SHIV NADAR UNIVERSITY

EN Zhang Youx-

ia, firstranked

Vice-Chairman

of China's Cen-

tal  Military
Commission and its senior-
most general, has been
placed under investigation
for"serious violations of disci-
pline and law”, along with
another member, Gen Liu
Zhenli. This leaves the com-
mission with just two mem-
bers — its civilian Chairman
Xi Jinping and the second-
ranked Vice-Chairman, Gen
Zhang Shengmin, who s also
in charge of anti-corruption in
the People's Liberation Army
(PLA). The senior Zhang was
seen as a close family friend
and ally of Xi and was
retained in his position at the
20th Party Congress in 2022
despite having reached the
retirement age. As specula-
tion swirls about the reasons
for his removal and about the
implications for the PLASs
operational abilities, it is
important to understand the
evolving nature of Xi's long-
running anti-corruption cam-
paign in order to make sense
of the latest developments.

China's (CPC) anti-corrup-
tion watchdog, the Central
Commission for Discipline
Inspection (CCDI), held its
fifth plenary meeting from
January 12 to 14, 2026. The
meeting was attended by the
senior leadership of the CPC,
including its military leader-
ship, comprising both Gen
Zhang Youxia and Gen Liu.

The main message from
the meeting was that the anti-
corruption campaign would
be carried out even more
intensely. Xi  Jinping's
speech at the plenum con-
veyed the message through
the new political slogan of
"three mores": to more res-
olutely and forcefully imple-
ment decisions of the central
committee, to more scientifi-
cally and effectively cage
power and to more firmly
fight against corruption.

A decade-old campaign has
evolved into a mechanism to
tackle the persistent problems
arising from the lack of politi-
calreforms of the CPC's Lenin-
ist organisational structure
and, thus, its scope and utility
have grown beyond merely
targeting Xi's opponents.

Shifting forms

Few campaigns have persist-
ed for so long in the CPC's
100-plus years of existence.
The anti-corruption cam-
paign launched in 2012 was
expected to gradually lose
steam. Instead, it has been
institutionalised with suffi-
cient flexibility to tackle new,
emergent forms of corrup-
tion and its persistence is

ZERO TOLERANCE: Central Military Commission's senior-most general, Gen Zhang Youxia (centre), is
being investigated for ‘serious violations of discipline and law’. ReuTERs

higher numbers of senior
cadres and lower-level offi-
cials coming under the
CCDI's radar. The number of
cases, in fact, rises in the run-
up to the CPC's Party Con-
gress held every five years.
However, the campaign is
no longer dominated by Xi
Jinping's efforts to consoli-
date and centralise power. It
isevolving in its mechanisms
and tactics to respond to the
shifting forms and nature of
corruption and becoming a
part of the governance mech-
anism of the CPC. As a gover-
nance tool, anti-corruption
campaigns help enforce the
central leadership's vision
and key decisions, polish the
CPC's image among the pop-
ulation and the party leader-

While the CPC has
innovated in terms
ofitstoolsand
tactics, officials have
beennoless
innovative in
changing their
methods and
channels for
corruption.

members and cadre. With the
next Party Congress due in
late 2027, the next two years
are likely to see an intensifi-
cation of the campaign.

One, the selection of leader-
ship at local levels (county-
level upwards) will begin this
yean, starting the process for
selecting the delegates to the
Congress. This process,
aimed at "promoting truly loy-
al, reliable, consistent, and
responsible good cadres' is
likely to be accompanied by
an intense anti-corruption
campaign, as was the case in
the lead-up to the 19th Party
Congress in 2017 and the 20th
one in 2022.

the CPC. At the same time,
even as financial corruption
and violations of the party's
regulations and conduct
remain a focus, one of the
major concerns is the imple-
mentation of central deci-
sions at the local level.

As avast and diverse coun-
try, the central leadership
faces the problems of imple-
menting its policies on the
ground. As economic trou-
bles persist and Xi approach-
es the end of his third term,
the CCDI has expanded the
scope of ‘corruption’ to
encompass disobedience or
failing to implement central
policies. For a Leninist party
such as the CPC, the discipli-
nary machinery is key, even
for regular policy implemen-
tation and unifying the
thinking across the hierar-
chy.

hree, while the CPC has
innovated in terms of its tools
and tactics, officials have been
no less innovative in changing
their methods and channels
forcorruption. While the "eight
regulations” aimed at rooting
out extravagance and correct-
ing official conduct imple-
mented since 2012 remain at
the core of the campaign and
these have been backed up by
regulations targeting different
avenues facilitating corrupt
behaviour, newer forms of cor-
ruption keep emerging.

One such mect under

ruption takes a heavy toll on
the CPC'simage and function-
ing, especially at local levels,

Xi's ‘continuous revolution’
Twelve years on and with
thousands of cadres having
fallen, the anti-corruption
campaign has become Xi
Jinping's version of the
Maoist idea of "continuous
revolution”.

For Mao Zedong, the idea
was to root out problems
arising from what he per-
ceived was the bureaucrati-
sation of the CPC as a gov-
erning party. Xi, by contrast,
sees bureaucratisation as a
key remedy with anti-corrup-
tion as a tool to cure the prob-
lems arising out of the CPC's
Leninist top-down organisa-
tional structure. Inits second
decade, the campaign is thus
aimed at curing organisation-
al issues rather than simply
targeting deviations by indi-
vidual officials.

In the absence of political
reforms, the objective of "put-
ting power in the cage of
rules"’ demands a continuous-
ly innovating anti-corruption
campaign to handle ever-
changing forms of corruption
and innovation by cadres to
evade the powerful CCDIL Xi's
own version of "continuous
revolution" will continue even
amidst rising economic trou-
bles at home and external

increasing scrutiny is "family-
style corruption” or, simply,

Two, given the i Iy
high number of corruption
cases, it is evident that cor-

using family bers as cov-
ertoseek illicit gains—a form
quite familiar in India. Diffi-

Gen Zhang Youxia's fall sug-
gests that no sector of the par-
ty-state apparatus — whether
civilian or military — and no
official, however high or close
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The Communist Party of reflected in consistently ship's relationship with its ruption remains endemic to  cult to detect, this form of cor-  to Xi, will be spared.
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India and the European
Union reached a free
trade agreement after
18 years

n Tuesday, January 27, 2026, India and the
European Union reached an agreement that
had been under discussion for the past 18
years. The European Union comprises 27
countries. On the other side is India, which
boasts a huge demand market with a population of 1.45
billion. Every prosperous country engaged in foreign trade
is attracted to India's demand market. Therefore, India
does not hesitate to strike trade agreements with various
countries. Many countries around the world are troubled
by US President Donald Trump's authoritarian policies
regarding tariff wars.
This year, total Indian exports between India and the US
have declined. Although it was said that the US tariff hike
would have no impact on India's exports, it has. Given
India's demand market, Donald Trump has occasionally
expressed his closeness to Prime Minister Narendra
Maodi and India, continuing trade talks with India and
talking about an agreement, but so far, this agreement
has not been reached. The US wants to freely sell its
agricultural and dairy pmducte to India. Since India is
an agricultural and farming nation, it cannot cnmpmml%e
the interests of its farmers and dzm'y producers. This is
why a trade agreement has not yet been reached; only
talks of continuing trade negotiations are being discussed.
Prime Minister Narendra Modi has signed several trade
agreements, highlighting India's diversified trade policy,
but reaching a multilateral trade agreement with 27
European Union countries would be considered a major
success. On the oceasion of India's 77th Republie Day,
India invited European Council President Antonio Costa
and European Union President Ursula von der Leyen
to India as chief guests to finalize the agreement. The
agreement has heen reached. Due to its widespread
significance, this agreement is being called the "Mother
of All Deals." The significance of the agreement lies in the
fact that a trade agreement has been reached between
approximately 2 billion people worldwide. 1.45 billion
are from our country, while 45 to 55 million belong to
Buropean countries.
Our country's trade agreement with the European
Union will come into effect in 2027. This agreement
will undoubtedly boost the country's exporters. The
European Union's member countries have entered into
this agreement with an open mind. The Western world is
experiencing an economic recession. The trade agreement
with India has opened up a large market for their products.
The beauty of this agreement is that it excludes grain
products and dairy products. Thus, Modi's commitment
to protecting farmers' interests is also fulfilled.
The agreement has been called the "Mother of All
Deals" because it marks India's agreement with 27
European countries in one go. This fulfills India's policy
of diversifying its foreign trade. Clearly, Indian businesses
will now receive demand from these countries, leading to
greater profits. Furthermore, this agreement will provide
us with another opportunity to increase exports, all under
the framework of free trade. This is why this agreement
is being widely praised. If this agreement reduces our
dependence on the US, then the US and its President
Donald Trump should consider reducing the impact of
their tariff policies on India.

-Abhishel: Vij

Protests against new
UGC rules intensify

rom New Delhi to several cities in Uttar
Pradesh, including Lucknow and Bareilly, there
is widespread uproar over the new UGC policy.
This unrest is being fueled by upper-caste
groups. They claim that the UGC has recently
framed new rules in favor of Scheduled Caste students,
and these rules are completely against the interests of
upper-caste communities. While the Supreme Court and
Chief Justice Surya Kant had suggested creating such a
protective policy for Dalit students, the form it has taken
is provoking anger among upper-caste groups.
Upper-caste groups argue that this policy will promote
caste discrimination and increase animosity between
upper-caste and Dalit students. Let's look at some
details of the policy. The policy states that if a Dalit
student complains about any verbal or written abuse,
or even indirect abuse, by an upper-caste student, a
committee appointed by the UGC will take cognizance of
the complaint and take punitive action against the upper-
caste student. However, if the Dalit student's complaint is
found to be false, they will not be penalized. The second
point of contention is that the committee formed by the
UGC to decide on the complaints does not include any
upper-caste Hindu members; all members will be from
Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, and other backward
classes.
Therefore, while there is widespread unrest against this
policy, it has also become a political issue. The District
Magistrate of Bareilly has resigned over this matter,
a.lthough he initially clted preventing Shankaracharya
d'sp in from proceeding to the
Magh Mela as the reason for his mslg,nauan Repm ts also
suggest that a high-level UGC committee is reviewing the
entire matter, particularly the composition of the decision-
making committee. The ruling BJP is now in a difficult
position, as withdrawing the policy could anger the Dalit
and backward classes, while allowing it to continue in its
current form has already led to widespread protests from
upper-caste Hindus. Our view is that a middle ground will
be found soon through discussions, and this issue will not
be allowed to become a matter of political appeasement.
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How sports shape character

ports are often viewed
through the lens of
competition, medals,
and records. Wins
are celebrated, losses
analyzed, and champions
idolized. Yet, the most enduring
impact of sports lies far beyond
the scoreboard. Across cultures
and generations, sports have
played a powerful role in shaping
character, discipline, and social
values.
From an early age, participation
in sports teaches lessons
that classrooms alone cannot

provide. Discipline is one of

the first. Training schedules,
practice routines, and physical
conditioning require consistency
and commitment. Athletes learn
that improvement is gradual and
effort must be sustained, a lesson
that translates directly into
academic and professional life.
Sports also cultivate resilience.
Losses are inevitable, regardless
of talent or preparation. Learning
to accept defeat, analyze mistakes,
and return stronger is a core
aspect of athletic development.
This resilience builds emotional
strength, helping individuals
cope with setbacks in life beyond
sports.

Team sports, in particular, instill
cooperation and empathy. Players
must understand their roles,
communicate effectively, and trust
one another. Success depends
not on individual brilliance alone
but on collective effort. This
understanding fosters respect
for diversity and collaboration,
skills that are essential in modern
workplaces and communities.
Leadership often emerges
organically in sports
environments. Captains and
senior players learn to motivate
teammates, make decisions under
pressure, and take responsibility
for outcomes. These leadership
qualities are shaped through

Athletes have
historically used their
platforms to challenge

discrimination, promote
inclusion, and advocate
for justice.

experience rather than theory,
making them deeply ingrained
and practical.

Sports also promote fairness and
integrity. Rules apply equally to
all participants, and violations
carry consequences. Athletes
internalize the importance of
playing by the rules, respecting

officials, and accepting decisions
even when they disagree.
These experiences reinforce
ethical behavior and respect
for institutions. Physical health
benefits are obvious, but sports
also contribute significantly
to mental well-being. Regular
physical activity reduces stress,
improves mood, and builds
self-confidence. For many
young people, sports provide a
constructive outlet for energy and
emotion, 1educmg the hkc].\hood

beyond the scoreboard

to challenge discrimination,
promote inclusion, and advocate
for justice. When sports figures
speak, they often reach audiences
beyond traditional political or
academic spaces, amplifying
important conversations,

Importantly, the value of sports
does not depend on reaching elite
levels. Recreational and amateur
sports offer the same character-
building benefits without
the pressure of professional
competition. Participation

of negative coping 1

At a societal level, sports act as
unifying forces. Sporting events
bring together people across
social, economie, and cultural
divides. Shared support for teams
or athletes creates moments of
collective identity that transcend
everyday differences. This
unifying power is particularly
visible during international
competitions, where sports foster
mutual respect among nations.
Sports can also be vehicles for
social change. Athletes have
historically used their platforms

itself—showing up, trying, and
improving—is what matters
most. In a world increasingly
shaped by screens and sedentary
lifestyles, sports offer balance.
They reconnect people with lhen
bodies, communities, and
values. While trophies ma
gather dust, the character for; ged
through sports endures.
Ultimately, sports prepare
individuals not just to compete,
but to live well—teaching lessons
of effort, respect, resilience, and
teamwork that remain relevant
long after the final whistle.
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THOUGHT OF THE DAY

’ Do not wait for the perfect moment; take the moment and make it perfect.

How small habits
create long-term
change

eople often associate change with
dramatic decisions—new careers,
major moves, or sudden lifestyle
overhauls. While these moments can be
transformative, lasting change is more
often built quietly through small, consistent habits.
Over time, these modest actions accumulate,
shaping lives in profound ways.
Habits function as the invisible architecture of
daily life. They determine how time is spent,
how energy is managed, and how challenges are
approached. Because habits operate automatically,
they require less mental effort than constant
decision-making. This efficiency makes them
powerful drivers of behavior.
Small habits are particularly effective because
they lower resistance. A five-minute walk feels
manageable, while an hour-long workout may feel
overwhelming. Reading one page a day seems
trivial, yet it often leads to longer reading sessions.
By reducing the psychological barrier to action,
small habits encourage consistency.
Consistency matters more than intensity. Research
in behavioral science shows that repeated actions,
even minimal ones, strengthen neural pathways.
Over time, these pathways shape identity. A
person who writes a few lines daily begins to see
themselves as a writer. Identity-based change
is more sustainable than goal-based motivation
alone.
Small habits also build momentum. Bach
completed action reinforces a sense of progress
and competence. This positive feedback loop
inereases motivation, making it easier to expand
habits gradually. What begins as a minor
adjustment can evolve into a significant lifestyle
shift. Importantly, small habits are resilient during
difficult periods. Life disruptions often derail
ambitious plans, but modest routines are easier
to maintain under stress. This resilience ensures
continuity even when circumstances are less than
ideal.
Habit formation also highlights the importance
of environment, Simple changes—placing a book
on a bedside table, keeping healthy food visible,
or s )tt:iug rv.minders—iuppm‘t desired behaviors.
By designing environments that make good habits
easier; individuals reduce reliance on willpower.
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-George Bernard Shaw

Why slow living is becoming a
modern necessity

odern life celebrates speed.
Faster communication,
faster transportation,
faster results. Productivity
is often measured by how
much can be accomplished in the shortest
possible time. Yet, amid this obsession with
eration, a growing number of people are
ciously choosing a different path—slow
living.
Slow living is not about laziness or
withdrawal from ambition. Rather, it is a
deliberate approach to life that prioritizes
quality over quantity, presence over
pressure, and meaning over constant
motion. As burnout, anxiety, and lifestyle-
related illnesses increase globally, slow living
is emerging as a practical response rather
than a philosophical luxury.
At its core, slow living encourages
individuals to be intentional with their time.
Instead of filling every moment with tasks
and notifications, people practicing slow
living create space for reflection, rest, and
connection. This shift often begins with small
changes—unplugging from devices fora few
hours, eating meals without distractions, or

Consumer culture also comes under scrutiny
through the lens of slow living. Instead of
frequent impulse purchases, the philosophy
encourages mindful consumption. People
are choosing fewer but higher-quality
items, repairing rather than replacing,
and supporting local producers. This not
only reduces financial pressure but also
contributes to environmental sustainability.
Relationships, too, benefit from a slower
pace. Meaningful connections require
time and attention—two things often
sacrificed in busy schedules. Slow living
encourages deeper conversations, shared
experiences, and emotional availability.
Fhes&, relanunah:ps, m tul'n, provide a sense

choosing walking over rushing wher
possible.

The workplace has become one of the
main arenas where slow living is gaining
relevance. Long hours, unrealistic deadlines,
and constant availability have blurred
the boundary between professional and

of I ing that no metric can
replace.

Importantly, slow living is not about
rejecting modern life or technology. It is
about redefining their role. Technology
becomes a tool rather than a master. Social
media is used intentionally rather than

personal life. Studies incr ly show
that overworked employees are not more
productive; they are more exhausted.
Slow living challenges the assumption that
constant urgency leads to better outcomes,
emphasizing sustainable productivity
instead.

Mental health is another major driver behind
this movement. Fast-paced lifestyles leave
little room for emotional processing. Stress
accumulates silently until it manifests as
anxiety or physical illness. Slow living
promotes mindfulness—being fully present
in daily activities—which has been shown to
reduce stress and improve overall well-being.

Isively. Work is structured to support
life, not consume it entirely.
Critics sometimes argue that slow living is a
privilege unavailable to those struggling to
meet hasic needs. This concern is valid, but
the principles of slow living—rest, balance,
and intention—ecan still be adapted in
modest ways. Even brief moments of pause
and self-care can create meaningful change.
As societies confront climate change, mental
health crises, and economic uncertainty, slow
living offers a counter-narrative to relentless
acceleration. It reminds us that progress
does not always mean moving faster.
Sometimes, it means moving thoughtfully.

published in this issue under the PRB Act and all disputes
arising out of them will be subject to the Jalandhar Court

Savera News and Media Netwok, S-9 Industrial Area, I Responsible for the selection and editing of all the news

e o



The Savera Times

Thursday | 29 January 2026

OPED

07

The quiet power of libraries in the digital age

n an era dominated by
smartphones, social
media, and artificial
intelligence, libraries

may appear like relics of

a slower time. Yet, quietly and
consistently, libraries continue
to play a transformative role
in societies across the world.
Far from becoming obsolete,
they are evolving into dynamic
spaces that nurture knowledge,
inclusion, and democratic
access to information.

Libraries have always been
more than buildings filled
with books. They are public
institutions rooted in the idea
that knowledge should be
accessible to all, regardless
of income, background, or
social status. In many parts
of the world, libraries remain
one of the few spaces where
people can walk in without
the obligation to spend
money. This simple openness
carries immense social
value, particularly in unequal

societies.

With the rise of digital
technology, libraries
have adapted rather than
retreated. Modern libraries
offer free internet access,
digital archives, e-books, and
online learning platforms. For
students from low-income
households, libraries often
serve as the primary gateway
to digital resources. In rural
and underserved urban areas,
they bridge the digital divide by
providing computers, training,
and technical support.
Beyond access to information,
libraries foster critical
thinking, Unlike algorithm-
driven platforms that often
reinforce existing beliefs,
libraries encourage exploration
across disciplines and
viewpoints. Readers encounter
unfamiliar ideas not because
an algorithm pushed them,
but because curiosity led
them there. This exposure is
crueial in cultivating informed

citizens capable of independent
thought.

Libraries also function as
community anchors. They
host reading clubs, cultural
events, language classes, and
workshops on everything from
financial literacy to creative
writing. For children, libraries
provide a safe and stimulating
environment that nurtures
imagination and learning

outside formal classrooms.
For the elderly, they offer
companionship, routine, and
mental engagement, reducing
social isolation. One of the

most understated roles of

their contribution to

v. Access to reliable
information is fundamental
to informed decision-making.
Libraries curate verified
sources, historical records,

and public documents,
countering misinformation
and disinformation that
spread rapidly online. In
times of political polarization,
libraries remain neutral spaces
committed to factual integrity
rather than ideological
agendas.
Libraries are also increasingly
supporting lifelong learning.
As job markets change due to
automation and technological
advancement, people are
required to reskill multiple
times during their lives.
Libraries respond by offering
courses, certifications, and
self-learning materials that
empower individuals to adapt
o new economic realities.

Environmental sustainability
is another emerging dimension
of libraries. By promoting
shared resources instead of
individual ownership, libraries
reduce consumption and
waste. A single book or digital
subseription accessed by

hundreds of people represents
a powerful model of sustainable
knowledge sharing.

Despite these contributions,
libraries often struggle with
funding constraints and
declining public attention.
Their quiet efficiency
sometimes works against
them, making their impact
less visible in headline-driven
policy debates. Yet, wherever
libraries are strengthened,
communities tend to be more
informed, cohesive, and
resilient.

In the digital age, the value of
libraries lies not in competing
with technology, but in
humanizing it. They offer
curated knowledge, ethical
guidance, and inclusive
spaces that algorithms cannot
replicate. As societies grapple
with rapid change, libraries
stand as reminders that
progress is most meaningful
when it remains accessible,
thoughtful, and shared.

Why public spaces matter

more than ever

ublic spaces—parks, streets,
markets, libraries, and community
squares—are often taken for
granted. Yet, they play a critical
role in shaping how societies
function and how people relate to one another.
In an age marked by increasing isolation,
privatization, and digital interaction, public
spaces are becoming more important than
ever.
At their simplest level, public spaces provide
areas where people can exist without
obligation. Unlike shﬁpping malls or private
venues, they do not require spending money
to participate. This accessibility make:
spaces deeply democratic. People of di
ages, incomes, and backgrounds share the
same environment, reinforcing the idea of
collective belonging.
Urban parks offer a clear example of this
value. They provide physical and mental
relief from dense, crowded living conditions.
Access to green spaces has been linked to
improved mental health, reduced stress, and
better physical well-being. Children benefit
from unstructured play, while older residents
find places for walking, social interaction, and
rest.
Public spaces also encourage social
cohehmn Casual enc(mntersfshm t
and everyday
arity among
reﬂdents These small interactions create
trust over time, strengthening communities
and reducing feelings of alienation. In
neighborhoods with active public spaces,
people are more likely to look out for one
another:
Civic engagement is another important
outcome. Historically, public squares have
served as venues for discussion, debate, and
collective expression. While political activity
today often shifts online, physical spaces still
provide visibility, accountability, and shared
experience. Peaceful gatherings and cultural
events help communities express identity and
address concerns collectively.
Economic benefits also flow from well-
designed public spaces. Local vendors,
artists, and performers thrive where foot
traffic is high. Markets and pedestrian streets
support small businesses and informal

economies, offering livelihoods without high
entry barriers. These spaces create economic
activity while preserving social interaction.
Design and maintenance significantly
influence the success of public spaces. Safe
lighting, seating, cleanliness, and accessibility
determine who feels welcome. Inclusive
design ensures that children, the elderly,
and people with disabilities can use the
space comfortably. When public spaces are
neglected, they often become exclusionary or
unsafe, undermining their purpose.
Technology, rather than replacing public
spaces, can enhance them. Free public
Wi-Fi, smart lighting, and community
information boards can improve usability
while preserving human interaction. The key
lies in integrating technology without turning
public areas into commercial or surveillance-
driven zones.

Public spaces also contribute to resilience
during crises. During natural disasters,
pandemics, or heatwaves, parks and open
areas become eritical gathering points and
relief zones. Communities with accessible
publie spaces are often better equipped to
respond collectively to emergencies.
Despite their importance, public spaces face
threats from commercialization, shrinking
budgets, and urban congestion. Protecting
them requires policy commitment and
community involvement. When people
actively use and care for these spaces, they
signal their value to decision-makers.
Ultimately, public spaces reflect the health
of a society. They reveal how much value is
placed on inclusion, interaction, and shared
life. As cities grow and lifestyles become more
fragmented, investing in public spaces isnot a
luxury—it is a necessity for social well-being.

Why local food systems are
gaining global importance

ood travels long
distances before
reaching modern
consumers. While

this globalized

system has increased variety
and convenience, it has also
exposed vulnerabilities related
to susLamabl]lty nutrition, and
silience. Asaresult local food

producing, processing, and
consuming food within a
defined region. This approach
shortens supply chains,
reduces dependency on distant
markets, and strengthens
connections between producers

and consumers. Farmers’
markets, community-supported
agriculture, and urban gardens
are all examples of this growing
movement,

One of the most significant
benefits of local food systems
is freshness. Locally grown
produce often reaches
consumers faster, retaining
more nutrients and flavor.
Reduced storage and
transportation time also mean
fewer preservatives and lower
energy use, contributing
to healthier diets and
environmental sustainability.
Economic resilience is another
key advantage. When people
buy local food, money circulates
within the community. Small
farmers and food producers
gain stable income, supporting
rural livelihoods and local
employment. This localized
economic activity can be
especially valuable during global
disruptions such as pandemics
or trade interruptions.

Local food systems also
promote transparency.
Consumers are more likely to

know where their food comes
from, how it is grown, and under
what conditions. This visibility
builds trust and encourages
sustainable farming practices.
Producers, in turn, receive
direct feedback, allowing them
to adapt to consumer needs.
Environmental impact is a
major consideration. Long-
distance transportation
contributes significantly to
greenhouse gas emissions.
Local systems reduce food
miles and encourage seasonal
eating, aligning consumption
with natural cyecles. Many
local produce adopt
sustainable practices such
as organic farming, soil
conservation, and reduced
chemical use.

Urban agriculture has become
an important component of local
food systems. Rooftop gardens,
community plots, and vertical
farming initiatives allow cities
to produce a portion of their
own food. Beyond nutrition,
these projects create green
spaces, improve air quality, and
foster community engagement.
Cultural preservation is another
often-overlooked benefit. Local
food systems help sustain

tmdm(mal crops, recipes, and

agricultural knowledge that
might otherwise disappear.
Food becomes not just a
commodity, but a reflection of
regional identity and heritage.

Challenges remain, including
scalability, affordability, and
infrastructure limitations.
Local food cannot replace global
trade entirely. However, it can
complemont larger
by increasing diversity &
resilience. Hybrid models
that combine local pre ()du(_tmn
with broader networks off
promising pathways forward.
As climate change, economic
uncertainty, and public health
concerns reshape global
priorities, food security is
becoming central to policy
discussions. Local food systems
offer practical solutions
that align environmental
responsibility with community
well-being. Ultimately,
strengthening local food
systems is not ahout rejecting
global connections. It is about
restoring balance—ensuring
that food systems remain
resilient, transparent, and
rooted in the communities they
serve,

Why reading still matters in a world of short attention spans

he way people consume
information has changed
dramatically over the past
decade. Short videos, rapid
serolling, and constant
notifications now dominate daily
life. In this environment, reading—
especially long-form reading—often
feels like a fading habit. Yet, its
importance has not diminished. In
fact, reading may matter more now
than ever before.
Reading is one of the few activities that
demands sustained attention. Unlike
visual content that passes quickly,
written text requires readers to slow
down, process ideas, and imagine
contexts. This mental engagement
strengthens concentration and
trains the brain to follow complex
arguments, a skill increasingly rare
in fast-paced digital environments.
Beyond attention, reading builds
depth of understanding. Headlines
and short posts often simplify or
sensationalize issues. Books and
long-form articles provide nuance,
historical background, and multiple

L

perspectives. Readers gain the abi

to connect ideas across time and
disciplines, fostering informed and
thoughtful thinking.

Language development is another
significant benefit. Regular reading
expands vocabulary, improves
grammar, and enhances writing
skills. Exposure to well-struetured
sentences and diverse styles naturally
sharpens communication abilities.
This advantage is not limited to

students; professionals in every field
benefit from clearer expression and
comprehension.

Reading also strengthens empathy.
Fiction, in particular, allows readers
to inhabit lives and experiences
different from their own. By engaging
with characters from varied cultures,
social backgrounds, and emotional
landscapes, readers develop a deeper
understanding of human complexity.
This emotional intelligence

o® o
epaper.thesaveratimes.in

translates into better interpersonal
relationships.

In terms of mental health, reading
offers a unique form of calm.
Immersing oneself in a book reduces
stress by shifting focus away from
immediate worries. Unlike passive
entertainment, reading actively
engages the mind while allowing
emotional relaxation. Many people
describe reading as a grounding
practice in uncertain times.
Educational research consistently
links reading habits with academic
success. Children who grow up with
access to books tend to perform better
across subjects, not just language-
based ones. Barly exposure fosters
curiosity, imagination, and problem-
solving skills. However, it is never
too late to develop a reading habit;
adults who return to reading often
rediscover these benefits.

Digital technology has not eliminated
reading; it has changed its form.
E-books, audiobooks, and online
publications have made reading more
accessible. However, the challenge

lies in intentionality. Without
conscious effort, digital distractions
can interrupt deep reading. Creating
dedicated time for reading remains
essential.

Reading also supports democratic
engagement. Informed citizens
rely on credible sources, historical
context, and critical analysis. Long-
form journalism and non-fiction
books provide the tools necessary to
evaluate information critically, resist
misinformation, and participate
meaningfully in public life.

Despite its quiet nature, reading is a
powerful act. It resists the pressure
of constant immediacy and rewards
patience. In a world that encourages
skimming rather than understanding,
choosing to read deeply is a form of
intellectual independence.
Ultimately, reading is not just about
acquiring information. It is about
cultivating attention, empathy, and
perspective. As attention spans
shrink, the act of reading stands as a
reminder that some things are worth
slowing down for.

+
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Chinese
military purge

nscrutable are the ways of the communist dic-

tatorships. The actions of such regimes appear

particularly intriguing if they are driven by ter-

ritorial ambitions and a desire to reshape the
global order. A series of shocking military purges in
China makes one wonder if there is anything more to
it than meets the eye. While the outside world has no
means to get a full picture of what is happening in-
side the tightly controlled regime, the information
that has been trickling in speaks of a swift operation
of summary dismissals of some top-ranking military
officials on charges of corruption, political activity,
and insubordination to President Xi Jinping. A brief
official announcement recently said that two top
army generals were being investigated for suspected
serious violations of discipline and law, without giv-
ing details. The sudden ouster of Zhang Youxia,
vice-chairman of the Central Military Commission
(CMC) and widely seen as a close lieutenant of the
all-powerful president, has raised many eyebrows in
diplomatic circles. Facing the axe along with him
was Liu Zhenli, the head of the joint operations of
the People’s Liberation Army (PLA). Following the
latest purge, the CMC is now effectively down to
two members - Xi himself,
who is the chairman, and
Zhang Shengmin, PLA’s anti-
corruption head. The latest
military shake-up is the
biggest in recent history, remi-
niscent of the infamous clean-
ups of the Mao Zedong era.
These purges are apparently
designed to reform the mili-
tary and ensure loyalty to Xi.

They are part of a broader

anti-corruption drive that has resulted in punish-
ment for more than two lakh officials since the Chi-
nese leader came to power in 2012. At least 17 Gener-
als from the PLA have been removed so far. The
latest purge can have repercussions on Taiwan,
which China considers its own territory and has
threatened to take control of the island by force.
China also has increased military pressure and, last
month, launched large-scale military drills around
Taiwan for two days after the United States an-
nounced major arms sales to Taiwan. General
Zhang, a celebrated war veteran, was made the vice-
chairman of the CMC, an institution seen as Xi’s
eyes and ears in running the PLA’s forces day to day.
It is possible that Zhang’s assessment of the PLA’s
operational readiness for a Taiwan invasion may not
have aligned with Xi’s deadline. Xi had doubled
down on his Taiwan pledge, reiterating that China's
‘reunification’ is ‘unstoppable’. Differences between
Zhang and Xi over how to achieve this objective may
have sealed the former’s fate. His unceremonious re-
moval means that no one is safe within the Chinese
system. Zhang may now face a secret trial in the mil-
itary justice system and is likely to be imprisoned.
His downfall will ultimately have a big effect on the
power elite in Beijing because it removes one of
their safety boundaries.

The latest

purge can
have
repercussions

on Taiwan,
which China
considers its
own territory

Soverei

US intervention in
Venezuela raises
urgent questions
about sovereignty,
law, and the risks of
unilateral power

DR RAJU CHAKETI

he US military operation in
Venezuela culminating in the
capture of President Nicolds
Maduro constitutes a deeply

rupture in p y in-
ternational politics. Revived through
the rhetoric of the Monroe Doctrine,
the intervention reveals not a defensive
impulse but a calculated assertion of
dominance — one that has unsettled
opinion even within the United States.

Regardless of its official description,

the episode represents a direct use of
force against a sovereign state, com-
pelling a reassessment of sovereignty,
non-intervention, and the shifting con-
tours of legitimacy in an increasingly
unilateral world.

=

Regional Security Lens
Viewed through a regional security
Ta's sustained :

tional repercussions requires collec-
tive, institutional, and rights-based en-

lens, V
collapse and democratic decay have
undeniably spilled beyond its borders.
Large-scale migration flows, the deep-
ening of illicit markets, and the en-
trenchment of transnational criminal
networks have generated material, so-
cial, and political pressures across
Latin America, rendering international
attention both predictable and, to a de-
gree, warranted. These cross-border
effects have strained state capacities,
complicated regional governance, and
intensified securitised responses to mi-
gration and crime, particularly in al-
ready fragile institutional contexts.

Yet concern, however justified, can-
not be mistaken for authorisation. The
presence of instability does not exempt
external actors from the constraints of
international law, nor does it absolve
them of their obligation to respect sov-
ereignty and non-intervention. To con-
flate regional disruption with a man-
date for unilateral force is to erode the
very norms that structure international
order. Addressing Venezuela’s transna-

rather than coercive meas-
ures that risk perpetuating instability
‘while claiming to resolve it.

The United States decision to deploy
military force and to prosecute a sitting
head of state in the absence of an ex-
plicit multilateral mandate constitutes
adirect and troubling challenge to the
post-1945 legal and normative architec-
ture of international order. The United
Nations Charter deliberately circum-
scribes the use of force, permitting it
only in narrowly defined circum-
stances of self-defence or through col-
lective authorisation, precisely to pre-
vent the arbitrariness of power from
supplanting law.

Selective Adherence

By circumventing these constraints, the
intervention risks hollowing out the
very rules that are routinely invoked to
regulate and discipline the conduct of
weaker states. Such selective adherence
corrodes normative consistency and
undermines the credibility of interna-
tional law itself. Sovereignty, in this

context, cannot be treated as a condi-
tional concession extended by domi-
nant powers; it remains the founda-
tional organising principle that sustains
predictability, restraint, and a modicum
of equality within an otherwise asym-
metrical international system.

Equally troubling is the way criminal
justice has been fused with regime-
change logic. The framing of Maduro as
a transnational criminal — particularly
through the language of “narco-terror-
ism”—has facilitated a dangerous con-
ceptual slippage between domestic law
enforcement and interstate coercion.
Such securitisation obscures deeper
structural drivers of Venezuela's crisis,

A durable response to
Venezuela's crisis lies not in
theatrical coercion but in
multilateralism — where
dialogue restrains power
and order prevails over
domination

ty under strain

including economic mismanagement,
sanctions-induced distortions, and
long-standing social inequalities.

More importantly, it normalises the
idea that legal indictment can serve as
a pretext for military intervention. If
accepted as precedent, this logic could
furnish powerful states with a flexible
instrument to delegitimise and depose
adversarial governments under the ve-
neer of legality.

Historical memory in Latin America
renders these developments especially
resonant. The region’s experience with
external intervention — often justified
in the language of stability, order, or
moral responsibility — has repeatedly
produced outcomes antithetical to
democratic consolidation and social
peace. Contemporary invocations of
hemispheric security and resource sta-
bilisation echo earlier doctrines that
conflated regional order with external
tutelage. Unsurprisingly, the US opera-
tion has been met with widespread
condemnation across the Global South,
reinforcing perceptions of a selective
and hierarchical international order.

Power-centred Politics

The aftermath of the intervention fur-
ther underscores the fragility of coer-
cive solutions. The sudden removal of
an incumbent regime, absent a care-
fully negotiated and internationally su-
pervised transition framework, risks
deepening political fragmentation and
social volatility. Power vacuums sel-
dom yield democratic renewal by de-
fault; more often, they generate com-
peting centres of authority, civilian
insecurity, and long-term instability.
The humanitarian costs of such disor-
der — borne disproportionately by or-
dinary citizens — rarely figure promi-
nently in interventionist calculus.

‘What is at stake extends far beyond
Venezuela. The episode erodes the
normative barrier separating concern
from coercion and diplomacy from en-
forcement, accelerating a drift toward
power-centred politics in an already fa-
tigued global order. Once sovereignty
becomes negotiable, rule-governed re-
straint yields to discretionary force. A
durable response to Venezuela’s crisis
lies not in theatrical coercion but in the
slower labour of multilateralism —
where dialogue, humanitarian respon-
sibility, and institutional recovery re-
strain power and privilege order over
domination.

The Venezuelan intervention poses
an unsettling test for the international
community: whether norms sacrificed
to expediency can coexist with claims
to a stable and just global order. Sover-
eignty and non-intervention retain
meaning only when upheld under pres-
sure, for international legitimacy ulti-
mately rests on such restraint.

(The author is Assistant Professor in
Political Science, Department of Politics,
Policy and Diplomacy Studies, School

of Liberal Arts and Humanities,

Woxsen University, Hyderabad)

Bank strike

The United Forum of Bank Unions (UFBU) successfully con-
ducted its nationwide strike on January 27, pressing for the im-
il ion of a five-day which the government
had agreed to during the 12th Bipartite Meeting with the Indian
Banks’ Association (IBA) in March 2024. This disruption of
services has continued into the fourth day, following a three-
day holiday period. The strike pattern adopted by these unions
has remained unchanged for years, taking the public for a ride
to create the desired impact . At some point, they should re-
frain from such pressurising tactics in the interest of cus-
tomers, who are often described as the true stakeholders in
any trade. However, on this occasion, the government must
also accept ibility for procrastinating on the impl
tation of the agreed five-day workweek schedule, which entails
an additional 40 minutes of work on each business day.
VAITHIANATHAN SUBRAMANIAN,
Madural

India-UAE ties

Although President Sheikh Mo-
hamed bin Zayed Al Nahyan’s India
visit was limited to three hours, it
underscored the warmth in bilateral
ties. India and the United Arab Emi-
rates (UAE) have a robust bilateral
relation that is based on proximity,
history, friendship and vision. In the
past, New Delhi and Doha came up
with a compact trade agreement
that took them only three months to
ink the deal. The Comprehensive
ic Agi Partnership
(CEAP) signed on February 18, 2022,
was a watershed moment in bilat-
eral ties. During the 10th Vibrant
Global Gujarat Summit in January
2024, the mutual warmth stood out.
Trade hinges on trust and confi-
dence; it's not merely the money
that talks. The game of economics is
all about recipraocity. India is an oil
deficit nation and but an agriculture
surplus one, and the reverse holds
true for the UAE.

GANAPATHI BHAT, akdla

|_Indiainthe |
" hotspot

m The New York Times

In Trump’s shadow, India and EU expand trade ties

The leaders of the European Union and India announced a trade agreement on
Tuesday after nearly two decades of negotiations, striking a deal that has be-
come more urgent for both sides as President Trump continues to upend the
global order and test longstanding alliances.

Board of Peace

The Donald Trump administration has invited
India, along with around 50 other countries, to
join the Board of Peace, intended to facilitate
Gaza's transition to normalcy. While the initia-
tive may appear constructive on the surface, it
warrants careful evaluation, especially in light of
the Board's proposed structure and the prevail-
ing global context. The framework assigns a de-
cisive role to the US president, raising concerns
about excessive centralisation of authority. Ad-
ditionally, the Board's mandate remains ambigu-
ous at a time when the US itseif seems to be re-
assessing the post-World War |l global order it
once helped shape. Any attempt to expand the
Board's role without a wider international con-
sensus risks weakening established multilateral
instituti In these cir India must
remain firmly anchored to its principles of
strategic autonomy and the pursuit of its na-
tional interest.

NAGARAJAMANI MV, secunderabad

| BBC
Grief after Indian politician killed in plane crash

India’s Prime Minister has led tributes to Ajit Pawar, deputy chief minister of Ma-
harashtra, who has been killed in a plane crash in the west of the country. Pawar
and four others died after the chartered plane they were travelling in crashed at
the airport in Baramati - Pawar's constituency - on Wednesday morning.

Imperative precautions

The deadly and highly infectious Nipah virus has gripped West
Bengal and Kerala. The government should start medical
screening at airports to prevent it from spreading its tentacles.
An advisory to put on masks and keep a tab on its symptoms
should be issued as precautionary measures.

ABHILASHA GUPTA, wohal

B AllJazeera

Grocery in 10 min: ...Riders must still fatally race

Just moments before, they were both navigating the busiest traffic hours atan
intersection in Noida, a satellite city of Delhi, delivering groceries at the
doorstep. The next thing he knew, Himanshu Pal, 21, stood there, helpless, look-
ing over the body of his colleague, rammed by a car.
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We love life, not because we are used to living but
because we are used to loving.
Friedrich Nietzsche

*

Flight of tragedy:
Zero margin for
error in aviation

he Learjet aircraft crash near the Baramati airport in Ma-

harashtra’s Pune district that killed Deputy Chief Minister

Ajit Pawar along with four others has stunned the nation,

with questions being raised over safety and security of air-

craft operating on India’s skyline. Pawar was travelling
from Mumbai to the Pune district, where he was scheduled to address
four rallies in connection with the February 5 zilla parishad elections.
CCTV footage captured a massive fireball as the plane crashed near
the threshold of the runway on its second attempt to land.

While preliminary reports from the Directorate General of Civil Avi-
ation (DGCA) indicate that poor visibility and technical difficulties
during the final approach contributed to the crash, the exact cause
remains to be ascertained. Dense fog covered the Pune-Barama-
ti region in the morning, reducing visibility to extremely low levels,
prompting a second attempt at landing. In the absence of an Instru-
ment Landing System at the airport, the pilot had to rely entirely on
manual and visual landing. Add to this the disadvantage of Baramati
having a tabletop runway, which left almost no margin for error.

The Learjet aircraft that crashed was led by veteran Captain Sumit
Kapur, who had over 16,000 flying hours to his credit, having previ-
ously worked with Sahara and Jet Airways. He had Captain Shamb-
havi Pathak as a co-pilot with nearly 1,500 hours of flying experience.

While questions are being asked, it becomes imperative to ponder
over the underlying problems that aircraft have been facing and the
frequency of air disasters. On June 12 last year, a Dreamliner bound
for Gatwick-London, crashed after taking off from Ahmedabad, kill-
ing 260 people. Subsequent investigations revealed that the fuel
control switches were moved to the “Cutoff” position. On August 7,
2020, 21 people died after an Air India Express flight overshot the “ta-
ble-top” runway and fell into a gorge at Kozhikode in Kerala. Accord-
ing to data, there have been over 53 crashes between 2021 and 2025,
involving training jets, small aircraft and chartered helicopters.

The question that baffles is, what’s going wrong? This crash is an-
other grim reminder of the inherent risk associated with air travel.
Despite technological advancements and rigorous safety protocols,
aircraft accidents still occur, often with devastating consequences.
Aircraft safety is a multifaceted issue — from infrastructural challeng-
es to outdated carriers. Some of the airports, especially in remote ar-
eas, are still grappling with runway limitations, outdated navigation
systems, and insufficient air traffic control facilities.

Secondly, older models of aircrafts continue to be operational. For
example, the Indian Air Force retired the iconic MiG-21 jet only in
2025, after 62 years of service. Due to the high rate of crashes, it was
labelled as the “flying coffin”. The Russians discontinued it in 1985.
The ageing Jaguar fleet has been red-flagged, and the Learjet crash
sparked debates over the safety of smaller jets. Safety audits of DGCA
has pointed out several violations across major carriers.

Regardless of the specifics, such incidents underscore the importance
of continually enhancing aircraft safety standards. Recurring air disas-
ters reflect poorly on our aviation systems and protocols and call for
continuous attention and upgrades. There is no denying that the gov-
ernment has taken giant steps in the aviation sector, including bringing
about tighter regulations. However, air traffic volume and frequencies
have shot up drastically in the past few years, posing newer challenges.

Such accidents shatter public confidence in the sector, and hence,
there is a need to get to the bottom of this incident and carry out a rigor-
ous and transparent investigation. There is no room for error in aviation.
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Ban social media usage
for children under 16

The recent proposal by the Goa government to ban social media use for chil-
dren under 16 years is a commendable step. Many children misuse mobile
phones under the pretext of assignments, spending excessive time on plat-
forms like Facebook, Wh and or visiting i iate sites
that are not suitable for their age. Instead of focusing on their studies, children
are spending hours chatting, playing games, and wasting precious time on so-
cial media. This addiction to mobile phones affects their sleep patterns and dis-
tracts their minds from academic responsibilities. Many children are developing
eyesight problems due to prolonged screen time. Teachers often face difficulties
managing students who are more interested in chatting with friends and engag-
ing in distractions than studying and preparing themselves to become responsi-
ble adults. Additionally, children today tend to avoid meaningful conversations
with each other, preferring to laugh and chat superﬁclally This uend negauvely
impacts their social skills and overall
such measures to protect the well-being and future of our chl]dren

RONNIE DSOUZA, Chandor

PlnailTThulsday]anuary i9, 2026

Social media ban at 16: Rule sans system

Before deciding what children should be kept away from, it may
be worth asking what protections we have failed to sustain

>Th writer is an
Assistant Professor
of Social Work,
Goa University and
Founder, Human
Touch Foundation
and Former Chair-
person of the Goa

| State Commission
for Protection of
Child Rights

PETER F. BORGES

t last, a solution. Concerned about
Achildren online? Ban social me-

dia. Worried about cyberbullying,
grooming, sextortion, exposure to harm-
ful content, or the general sense that
screens have taken over childhood?

Ban social media. It sounds decisive.
Comforting. Almost efficient. One policy
switch flipped in response to a very real
anxiety. But child protection has never
worked that way.

The appeal of decisive gestures. Bans
have a certain appeal. They reassure anx-
ious parents. They suggest control. They
create the impression that something
complex has been brought under check.

The concern driving the proposal to
restrict social media use for children un-
der 16 is not imaginary. Digital harm is
real. Parents are struggling. Teachers are
exhausted. Adults are often navigating
technologies they never grew up with.

But reassurance is not protection. Pro-
tection is not defined by what we restrict.

It is defined by what stands ready
when restriction fails — because it always
does. Goa once led this conversation.

It is important to remember that Goa
was once seen as a pioneer in child pro-
tection. In the aftermath of the Freddy
Peats case, the state enacted the Goa
Children’s Act, one of the earliest and
most progressive attempts in the country
to recognise child abuse, exploitation,
and neglect in a comprehensive manner.
At the time, it positioned Goa as a state
willing to confront uncomfortable reali-
ties and build legal safeguards for chil-
dren. That history matters. It shows that
the intent to protect children is not new.

Over the years, while the Goa Chil-
dren’s Act remained on paper, the sys-
tems required to give it life were allowed
to weaken. Institutions became under-
staffed. Preventive mechanisms lost mo-
mentum. Coordination between depart-
ments thinned.

Child protection does not collapse
overnight. It erodes slowly — through
delays, vacancies, and the normalisa-
tion of “managing somehow.” The result
is what we see today: a renewed focus on
control measures, while foundational
systems remain fragile.

Before banning, a basic systems ques-
tion. Ifa child in Goa experiences online
harassment, grooming, coercion, or ex-
ploitation today, where does that child
go? Not in theory. In practice. As of now,
Goa has been without a functioning
Goa State Commission for Protection of

Child Rights (GSCPCR) since May 2024.
For over a year and a half, the statutory
body meant to independently monitor

work in isolation. It shows that ecosys-
tems matter. Trying to replicate regula
uon without replicating readiness is not
ip — it is imitation.

child rights violati hearc lai
and intervene in the best interests of
children has not existed in operational
terms. This is not an administrative gap.
Itis a structural absence.

For more than five years in the
past, District Child Protection Units
(DCPUs) — the backbone of imple-
mentation under the Juvenile Justice
framework — were either non-existent
or non-functional. Even now, their ca-
pacity remains weak, uneven, and in-
sufficient for the scale of need.

DCPUs are meant to coordinate care,
rehabilitation, psychosocial support,
family interventions, and follow-up.
When they are fragile, child protection
becomes reactive rather than preventive.

Alongside this, Special Juvenile Po-
lice Units (SJPUs) — mandated to deal
sensitively and exclusively with chil-
dren — remain overstretched, inconsist-
ently trained, and often absorbed into
routine policing structures. Expecting
such units to suddenly manage digital
enforcement or online harm response
is unrealistic. This is not a question of
intent. It is a question of capacity.

There is another uncomfortable
truth: children do not disengage from
digital spaces simply because adults
instruct them to. They adapt. They
borrow phones. They create secondary

Australia accounts. They move to quieter, less
invested for regulated %a_tfor_ms. Wh]en guidance
. systems and institutional support are
yeals ina ded- vyeak, restrictions push heha\el!:)ur un-
icated esafew derground — into spaces that are hard-
Commissioner, er to monitor and less likely to trigger
i i timely intervention.
zm;mden Australia is often cited as a justifica-
181 eracy tion for restrictive approaches. What is
programmes, usually left out is the groundwork that
pamntzl guid- preceded those debates. Australia invest-
ance frame- ed for years in a dedicated eSafety Com-
rks: missioner, nationwide digital literacy
works, acces- programmes, parental guidance frame-
sible mental works, accessible mental health servic-
health servic- es, and trusted reporting mechanisms.
Even there, restrictions remain contested
& and trusted because of concerns about enforceability
mpom“g and unintended consequences. Austral-
. mechanisms ia's experience does not show that bans

What the timing reveals. What is
striking is not the concern reflected in
the current proposal — that concern
is valid. What is striking is the urgen-
cy now, after years of institutional ne-
glect. Vacant posts, delayed appoint-
ments, under-resourced protection
units, and weak preventive program-
ming did not provoke decisive action.

This suggests a response to exposure
rather than a correction of root caus-
es. Digital spaces often reveal failures
that offline systems have long ignored.
When those failures remain unre-
solved, regulation becomes a substi-
tute for reform. That is policy theatre,
not protection.

Children are not problems to be man-
aged. Restriction-based approaches risk
framing children as risks rather than
rights holders. Today's adolescents in-
habit blended worlds. Learning, friend-
ship, creativity, identity formation,
and even help-seeking occur online.
Removing access without equipping

postpunes
rather than preparing children for it.

Protection that lasts does not begin
with exclusion. It begins with capaci-
ty-building — of parents, schools, insti-
tutions, and communities. That work
is slow. Resource-heavy. Politically in-
convenient. And it works.

Beyond the headline, the ban sto-
ry will pass. The debate will move on.
But children will still need systems that
respond when harm occurs, Goa once
showed leadership in child protection
through the Goa Children’s Act. That
legacy deserves more than symbolic
gestures. Protection cannot be switched
on overnight. It cannot be horrowed
without context. And it cannot compen-
sate for systems that were allowed to
‘weaken over time. Before deciding what
children should be kept away from,
it may be worth asking — calmly and
honestly — what protections we have
failed to sustain. Because when institu-
tions are weak or missing, bans become
symbolic. And symbols, however reas-
suring, do not keep children safe.

THE INBOX »>>

Why target timings ¢ of only
Christian weddings in Goa?

Calangute MLA Michael Lobo while speak-
ing to some media persons on Tuesday
was heard giving his own justifications
with regards to Goa State Pollution Control
Board'’s recent decision of not allowing.
music after 10 pm for Goan weddings by
claiming that his government was not at
all trying to target Catholic weddings but
was only following the Supreme Court's
orderin Goa. Well, the Supreme Court has
passed many other orders in the past i.e.
ithas told to demolish all illegal religious
structures by the roadside, has asked

the state government to establish a tiger
reserve in Goa etc. But has the govern-
mentimplemented these orders so far?
Then why the BJP govemment is hell-bent
on selectively implementing only this par-
ticular order? The BJPis playing it's own
dirty communal politics. | think that if the
minority BJP MLAs cannot force their own
govermnment to give some relaxations for
our Christian weddings then they should
immediately resign.

JERRY FERNANDES, Saligao

MMC must act against
growing stray menace

| am writing this letter on behalf of the
residents of Hill Apartments and the
entire neighbourhood along our lane

to express our profound frustration and
growing fear regarding the escalating
stray dog menace in our locality. Despite
the Supreme Court's directives issued
lastyear providing a clearer framework
for animal birth control and manage-
ment, the Margao Municipal Council’s
response has been no response. While
the authorities remain idle, the quality of
life for tax-paying citizens continues to

Stricter oversight needed in p'yat functioning

| wish to draw attention to the alarming role being played by
panchayats in enabling rampant illegal construction across Goa.
What we are witnessing today is not accidental orisolated, it

is the direct result of unchecked and irresponsible issuance of
licences by panchayats, without due regard for legality, ecolog-
ical balance, or the concerns of local residents. There appears

to be little to no assessment of the long term ecological impact,
leading to deforestation, water scarcity, loss of biodiversity, and
ireversible damage to Goa’s fragile environment. Local villagers
and stakeholders are rarely taken into confidence before licences
are issued, despite overcrowding, strain on infrastructure, and
environmental degradation. Goa risks losing not only its natural
heritage but also the faith of its people in democratic institutions.
There is an urgent need for accountability, transparency and
stricter oversight of panchayat functioning.

EVARISTO FERNANDES, Merces

plummet. The situation has reached a

breaking point: Seniors and kids live in

fear of the pack of dogs that occupy our

building’s main entrance path. Thisisa

collective outcry from all residents living

along this stretch who feel abandoned

by the municipality. We understand the ‘
legalities surrounding animal welfare, \
but the MMC's mandate is to ensure the

safety of its residents. We urge the MMC

to initiate immediate and visible action,

specifically intensified sterilization drives

and the removal of aggressive dogs. Send your
BRIAN DESOUZA, Magao leﬂéars tous
. . ateditor@
Fire risk from carts using thegoan.net.
gas cylinders at Colva beach Letters must
I have noticed food carts on Colva beach be 150-200
selling hot food using gas stoves, to words and
which | have two questions as there can i
be fire accident risk to tourists/locals mn the
inthe vicinity. Have these carts using S "_ame
gas stoves got approvals from Tour- . and location

ism, FDA and Fire Department? Why are
there no fire extinguishers and other fire
safety equipment in these carts? With the
recent fire tragedy at Arpora where 25
people sadly lost their lives, one would
expect better/stricter conditions by the
Tourism Dept, Fire Dept and the respec-
tive ministers who are responsible for
the same; butit's unfortunate to say the
complacent attitude still persists from the
Goa Government. Also my friendly advice
to the Colva Panchayat to lear lessons
from Arpora Birch fire.

ARWIN MESQUITA, Colva

Brutal killing of 200 dogs in
Telangana mockery of law

Recent news reports that there has been
massive killings of stray dogs (amounting
to over 1,100 in total) reported in Telan-
gana, during January 2026. Is there law

or Animal Rights Commission to regulate
this brutal killing ofanimals? Animal rights
activists reported that around 200-300
dogs were killed via poisonous injections
in Hanamkonda and Kamareddy districts
of Telangana. These acts were allegedly
carried out by or under the direction of
local village heads (sarpanchas) to fulfill
election promises to control the stray dog
population. Following complaints from ac-
tivists, police have registered FIRs against
multiple village officials under the Bharati-
ya Nyaya Sanhita (BNS) and the Preven-
tion of Cruelty to Animals Act. Immediate
punishment is necessary by executing the
law strictly. A recent, separate incident

in MP involved over 200 birds (parrots,
pigeons, sparrows) dying in the Khargone
district in late December 2025 due to
suspected food poisoning. In a different
incidentin 2021, 5 dogs were killed in an
acid attack in Ujjain, MP.

RAJESH BANAULIKAR, Arpora
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LOKMAT TIMES

A man of his word

Jjit Pawar’s day used to begin very early. One could

never predict where he might suddenly appear at dawn,

or what inspection he might undertake. It was one such

morning, after taking oath at Raj Bhavan, he had jolted
Maharashtra. However, the shock that was delivered on
Wednesday morning is one from which Maharashtra will take a
long time to recover. The entire state is engulfed in grief. A
dynamic leader is lost. The aircraft crash that cost Maharashtra
such a capable leader must be thoroughly investigated. It takes
many years to create a leader of such stature,

Despite being in the political arena for nearly five decades,
Ajit Pawar always upheld the sanctity of his word. “Dada says
what he does, and does what he says” - this was his reputation.
If something was impossible, he would state it plainly. But once
he gave his word, there was complete assurance that the task
would be accomplished. That is why he was known as a “man of
his word"”. While working, he never cared about which party
someone belonged to. Even the most ordinary person felt a sense
of closeness with him. Dada’s was a different chemistry alto-
gether.

In one interview, he had said, “I have always listened to my
heart...” It was this very nature that changed the conventional
norms of politics. Many political leaders would try and ensure
that others don't read their mind. Dada, however, spoke directly;
without mincing words or showing deference. What was in his
heart was on his lips. He never worried about the price he might
have to pay for it. Whether in the Maha Vikas Aghadi or the
Mahayuti, he never hid his forthright stand. He never indulged
in politics of caste or religion. He understood the discipline of
parliamentary democracy and firmly believed that the common
citizen is the true master in a democracy. Like a capable states-
man, he worked in a clear, no nonsense manner. And that is pre-
cisely why he became the beloved “Dada” of party workers.

Keeping one's word, nurturing workers with affection, and
giving opportunities to those who could deliver - these traits
earned Ajit Pawar a strong mass base. The post of deputy chief
minister first came into existence in Maharashtra in 1978, with
Barrister Nashikrao Tirpude as the first incumbent. In recent
history, it often felt as though the post was created exclusively for
Ajit Pawar. so many times did he occupy it. Whether the chief
minister was Prithviraj Chavan or Devendra Fadnavis, Uddhav
Thackeray or Eknath Shinde, Ajit Pawar left a distinct imprint
as deputy chief minister.

Ajit Pawar’s politics took shape in Baramati taluka, making
him a leader rooted in rural Maharashtra. He never hid this
rural identity; rather, he wore it with pride. He had many
admirers of his oratory. Whether it was a speech or a press con-
ference, he spoke in his characteristic rugged yet playful style. In
the municipal corporation elections, he took the BJP head-on,
posing a strong challenge in the Pune and Pimpri Chinchwad
municipal corporation elections by centering the contest on
development. Though he did not achieve the success he expected,
he immediately began preparing for the Zilla Parishad elections.

A recent incident stands out. At the conclusion of the Pune
Grand Cycle Tour, where Ajit Pawar was the chief guest, he
remarked humorously, “The people of Pune gave an enthusiastic
response to this cycling event. Of course, they did not give us a
similar response in the municipal elections - that is a different
matter.” His sense of humour was exceptionally sharp. Ata time
when bitterness was increasing in politics and politics was
being seen purely as a game of one-upmanship, Ajit Pawar's
open-hearted candor was appreciated even by his opponents.

This distinctive personality of Ajit Pawar was shaped by his
Jjourney. He entered politics in 1982, starting from the grassroots,
which gave him a deep understanding of ground realities. That
era was different. He witnessed the politics of leaders like
Vasantdada Patil, Shankarrao Chavan, Sharad Pawar and
Barrister A R Antulay. There were formidable opponents such as
N D Patil, Ganpatrao Deshmukh, Bhai Vaidya and G P Pradhan.
Sharad Pawar himself, who had challenged Indira Gandhi, sat in
the Opposition after losing power. It was the final phase of
Yashwantrao Chavan's life, yet his influence on Maharashtra’s
politics remained indelible.

Politics then was like a sporting contest - strategies were
employed to win, but victory and defeat were both accepted with
grace, and everyone continued to work for the people. Ajit Pawar
witnessed politics inspired by the freedom struggle, and he also
endured in the professionalised politics of the 21st century. Even
while drawing inspiration from the past and facing a new era,
people always remained the central focus for him. He had
authority, yet there was also the reassurance that this was the
same Dada who would rush to help even in the middle of the
night. In 1991, Ajit Pawar was elected to Parliament for the first
time. However, as Sharad Pawar wished to move to the Centre,
Ajit Pawar vacated his Lok Sabha seat and entered the
Maharashtra Legislative Assembly. This was the period of glob-
alisation, when everything, i ding politics, was ckh
Maharashtra saw its first Shiv Sena-BJP government, and the
era of single-party dominance at the Centre came to an end.
With the Pune-Mumbai Expressway, Pune and Pimpri-
Chinchwad began developing rapidly. Ajit Pawar stood up to
guide these cities in the right direction. Even his critics would
agree that today’s Pimpri Chinchwad city stands as a testimony
to his vision and capability.

Ajit Pawar entered politics holding Sharad Pawar’s hand. At
that time, Sharad Pawar’s name resonated across the nation.
Becoming chief minister at the young age of 38, he had captured
the nation’s attention. Meanwhile, a young Ajit Pawar was learn-
ing the rudimentary basics of politics while still being in his
native soil. From the Pune District Cooperative Bank to dairy
unions, he steadily rose to the Lok Sabha, then to the State
Legislative Assembly, and soon became a minister. In 1999,
Sharad Pawar founded the Nationalist Congress Party. Among
the young leaders who stood with him then, his nephew Ajit
Pawar was particularly influential. In a short span, he consoli-
dated his position within the party, gained a firm grip over
administration, and emerged as a key leader in Maharashtra. In
2004, the NCP won more seats than the Congress, and Ajit Pawar
played a major role in that victory Despite having a towering
leader like Sharad Pawar around, Ajit Pawar did not merely
grow in his shadow, he carved out his own independent identity
and developed a distinct personality His understanding of
Maharashtra was exceptional. His grasp of how to untangle
complex files and get work done was astonishing. As a minister
handling departments such as water resources, rural develop-
ment, agriculture, water supply, energy, irrigation and finance,
he left a lasting mark, thanks to the immense energy he pos-
sessed and his efficiency.

During an interview with Lokmat, he was asked, “You don’t
seem to be nearing seventy. What is your secret?” he replied, “I
wake up early, do a bit of exercise, eat sparingly, work all day, and
sleep peacefully” He added, “I never harbor hatred for anyone in
my heart. I get to work for people, and that makes me happy. This
itself is my spirituality” On that occasion, Lokmat wished him
well, saying, “You will live a hundred years and you will also
become the chief minister of Maharashtra.”

And then, on Wednesday morning, this shocking news came.
If Ajit Pawar was unreachable for even 10 minutes, it would
become news. That very Ajit Dada is now permanently “not
reachable”. Maharashtra has lost an extraordinarily capable
and exceptional mass leader: On behalf of the Lokmat family, we
offer our heartfelt tribute to Ajit Dada!

Dada, you missed the timing!
A close, generous friend lost

Devendra Fadnavis

hen the news of a plane
crash near Baramati
reached me on
Wednesday morning, I
refused to believe something so cata-
strophic had happened. My heart
wouldn’t accept it until the doctors
confirmed it. I was in constant touch
with Supriya Tai, but eventually, the
dreaded news arrived: Our beloved
Ajit Dada was gone. I have lost a
close, powerful and generous friend.

Though we worked very closely
from 2019 onwards, we were always
aligned on issues of development
and state interest long before that.
Leaders with true vision are rare,
and Dada was one of them. I experi-
enced firsthand what it means to be
a leader who stands by his word.
Dada taught us that no matter the
crisis, your word has value, and
sometimes, you must be prepared to
pay the price for it. We had recently
started a new political inning
together; and I believed it would be a
long one, but Dada took a premature
exit.

He always addressed me as “CM
Saheb”. In 2019, when he was deputy
CM and I was the leader of
Opposition, he would instinctively
call me “CM Saheb” in the House,
before quickly biting his tongue and
correcting it to “Devendra ji”. While
T often referred to him in the context
of our political alliance, our friend-
ship went far beyond politics. We
shared late night sessions filled with
conversation. Even then, he would
have a list ready -- a paper in hand
detailing exactly what needed to be
discussed. Once the serious busi-
ness was over, the real ‘Dada’ would

emerge: Towering, open-hearted and
carefree.

Dada was a tall leader with an
immense grasp of work. Starting his
day at 7.00 am, he never stopped. In
government, he was a master of the
“Yes' or ‘No’ style; he detested the
‘we’ll see’ approach. This bluntness
sometimes hurt people momentarily,
but it built long-term trust. In the
Cabinet, he arrived having studied
every proposal. Out of 20 subjects,
he knew exactly which point to raise
in which file. We both shared a love
for cricket - often checking scores
mid-meeting -- and a love for music.
His sense of humour was
unmatched: he could ‘take a wicket’
with a witty remark in the middle of
the most serious discussion.

Dada was obsessed with construc-
tion quality. He personally super-
vised every brick of the Baramati
Medical College. It is a cruel irony
of fate that his mortal remains were
brought to that very college. Only
this past Tuesday, we were together
in a Cabinet meeting. We discussed
infrastructure and shared our frus-
tration over delayed projects. When
he heard how the PWD saved %764
crore, he was delighted. As a finance
minister who constantly worried
about the state treasury, he jokingly
said, “Keep giving such sweet news
in every meeting”. He didn’t tell us
that he wouldn't be there to hear the
next one.

After that meeting, we spent 45
minutes chatting in my office.
Destiny is cruel. Dada, you were a
man who was never late, who never
missed a deadline. But this time, you
missed the timing. This grief will
remain forever that you took such
an untimely exit.

The author is chief minister
of Maharashtra.

lead more on www.epaper.lokmat.com/lokmattimes
Nagpur, Thursday. 29.1.2026

OPINION

Power or no power, Dada
was & remained a ‘friend’

Nitin Gadkari

'y friendship with Ajit

Dada was beyond

political differences.

We worked together in
the State Legislature for many
years. We criticised each other
politically, but it never created a
distance in our friendship. It
never happened that 1 insisted on
a matter of public interest and
Ajit Dada did not accept it; nor did
it ever happen that Dada placed a
subject of public welfare before
me and I did not try to resolve it
positively. Our friendship was
devoid of politics.

Among the prominent political
leaders who emerged from the
developed cooperative sector of
Western  Maharashtra,  Ajit
Dada’s name is of great impor-
tance. For nearly 40 years, he was
active in politics and public life.
He handled responsibilities as a
minister for various departments
in the state. He was obsessed with
the development of Maharashtra.
Political leaders often feel they
must constantly speak sweetly to
manage people and workers, fear-
ing that being blunt might send
the wrong message. Ajit Dada,
however, was an exception to this
rule. He was as much a plain-
speaker as he was an excellent
administrator.

1 liked his bluntness very
much. If his opinion was positive,
he would say so clearly If a task
could not be done, his nature was
to say so plainly and be done with
it. However, 1 have experienced
many times that if he said ‘ves’ to
a task, he would take the respon-

sibility to follow up and see it
through to the end. Because of
this leadership quality, a sense of
trust was created towards him
within the government and
administration. His decision-
making ability was proven time
and again as he maintained a
strong grip on the administration
while making precise decisions
for the public good. Furthermore,
his people-oriented approach was
always evident.

Iexperienced his working style
while working on Maharashtra
projects for the National
Highways Authority of India
(NHAI). When difficulties arose
regarding land acquisition and
other issues, he personally threw
his full strength behind these proj-
ects, keeping the development of
Maharashtra at the centre.

In politics, sometimes things
work out, sometimes they don't,
Sometimes the party is with you,
sometimes it isn't. We didn’t base
our friendship on those factors.
Therefore, whether in power or
not, our relationship remained
exactly as it was until the very last
moment. 1 find it more important
that we both nurtured a personal
bond of friendship, setting aside
our political posts and roles.

Ajit Dada was a great friend of
mine, both within and beyond pol-
ities. He carried forward the leg-
acy of senior leader Sharad
Pawar well. He possessed the
strength to build a happy; prosper-
ous and thriving Maharashira.
We have all lost a strong, open-
hearted leader with incredible
decision-making power. His sud-
den departure is a personal loss
for me.

The author is Union minister
Jor road transport and highways.

An unfinished dream cul short in the skies

Rajendra Darda

at message destiny
seeks to convey when
the journey of senior
leaders, armed with
achievements as vast as the sky, is
cut short mid-air only fate knows.
Sanjay Gandhi, former chief minis-
ter of Andhra Pradesh Y S
Rajasekhara Reddy, senior Congress
leader Madhavrao Scindia... and
now Ajit Pawar The news of Ajit
Dada’s accidental death is pro-
foundly heart-rending. Such an
untimely end to a life brimming
with determination and ambition is
bound to shake the very core.

Ajit Pawar, with an exceptional
grasp of the State’s economy and
social fabric, will remain etched in
my memory for many reasons.
From 1999 to 2014, during my tenure
as an MLA and as a minister han-
dling various portfolios, I interacted
with him frequently and attended
meetings with him on crucial
issues.

Every time, the image of a leader
deeply concerned about the State’s
welfare shone brighter in my mind.
Many meetings related to my
departments were chaired by him in
his capacity as deputy chief minis-
ter/finance minister, leaving a last-
ing impression. Ajit Dada would get
straight to the agenda, discuss pre-
cise points instead of indulging in
digressions, and insist that meet-
ings be decisively outcome-oriented
within the shortest possible time.
He would take swift decisions and

A ing leader of Mat

forever driven to move forward,

blessed with foresight that always kept him ahead of his times, and one
who strove relentlessly... will be with us no more

conclude meetings in just 15 to 20
minutes. Prolixity and delay were
simply not his traits.

1, too, benefitted from this work
style. Beyond the finance and port-
folios he handled, he possessed a
keen understanding of other
departments as well. No officer or
public representative could mislead
him with incorrect information. If
anyone dared to try, he would
directly set the record straight and
put them in their place. He would
candidly say, “If a task cannot be
done, one must say no upfront; I
don't believe in keeping people
hanging.” Yet, if he gave his word,
he would unfallmgly honour it. He
never assumed an air of knowing
everything; instead, he listened
carefully and understood the other
side. In recent times, he had begun
1o soften the image of a stern, tough

leader. He became more playful,
sprinkling gentle humour into his
speeches and winning people's
hearts. This transformation he
brought about in himself was aston-
ishing - deeply pleasing to the pub-
lic and instructive for political
leaders. When I served as the state’s
education minister and took some
bold decisions, he was the deputy
chief minister and finance minister:
One such decision was the verifica-
tion of school students’ strength.
This made some political leaders
who ran educational institutions
uneasy. fearing repercussions for
their schools. However, the highly
positive response from the then
chief minister Prithviraj Chavan
and deputy chief minister Ajit Dada
gave me the strength to implement
the decision.

Whenever I took decisions in the

A ‘Dada’ in truest sense of the word is gone

Eknath Shinde

hough Dada was my senior

in years and experience, our

time together in government

was marked by an easy ca-
maraderie that transcended hierarchy.
When he died in that tragic accident,
Tlostnot merely a colleague or friend,
but someone who had been like an
elder brother to me.

Punctuality, discipline and admin-
istrative skill were Ajit Dada’s true
identity He remained exactly the same
until the very end of his 40-year po-
litical career. His bluntness made him
seem curt at times, but once people
realised that his clear speaking was
for their own benefit, they felt im-
mense vespect for him. I used to say

jokingly that Devendra ji works all
day, Dada starts his work at the break
of dawn and my work begins in the
afternoon - that we three had divided
the time among ourselves. But in
truth, Dada’s day often began as early
as 5 or 6 in the morning. During the
Covid period, he would be personally
present in the control room at the
Mantralaya every single day.

Ajit Dada was, in the truest sense,
an Ajatshatru - one without enemies.
In Maharashtra politics, whether they
were in power or in the Opposition,
he was a friend to everyone. Political
criticism always continues, but no
one ever held a grudge against him. [
will always remember him as a vi-
sionary, plain-speaking and highly
studious leader.

Dada served as deputy chief min-
ister eight times, and as a minister
before that. He would proudly refer

to himself as the one who presented
the Budget in the State Legislative
Assembly for the longest period. Yet,
there was no ego in his conduct or
speech. We have all experienced his
speed of work and decisi king

interest of schools, students and
teachers as education minister,
Dada’s supportive hand was always
extended. “Your intent is right, go
ahead and decide,” he would say,
extending all necessary coopera-
tion. For nearly 15 years, non-teach-
ing grants for schools had been
stalled, making it difficult for many
schools to meet daily needs.
Releasing those pending grants
required %203 crore. When 1
approached finance minister Ajit
Dada and conveyed how close the
issue was to my heart, he approved
the grant immediately, bringing
immense relief to hundreds of
schools. I had a similar experience
while resolving issues in the indus-
tries department as well.

An unusual, indefinable energy,
being perpetually at work, was Ajit
Dada’s distinctive trait. I still
vividly remember his alert and
cheerful presence when he inaugu-
rated the Sangramnagar flyover
near the Shahnoor Miyan Dargah in
Chhatrapati Sambhajinagar (then
Aurangabad) at 10.30 pm. The sheer
pace of his work was astonishing. It
is commonly believed that once they
attain ministerial office, many
leaders visit the Mantralaya only
two or three times a week. But I
always saw Ajit Dada at his desk,
fully engaged in work, before 9
every morning, A towering leader
of Maharashtra - driven to move
ahead, endowed with foresight
ahead of his times, and relentlessly
striving ~ has today passed behind
the curtain of time. This is a loss
that can never be compensated.

The author is former minister
Jor industries, Maharashtra,
and Editor-in-Chief.

Lokmat Media Group.

from its long-term viability and future
maintenance to whether it truly served
the public interest and how many
people would benefit. Because of his
sol.ld and prompt decision-making,

in the State Legislature

power. As finance minister, he pos-
sessed information about every de-
partment, yet he never broke the frame
of protocol. Even while announcing
policy decisions, he never seemed to
ignore or dismiss anyone. He would
present his views clearly and with
authority.

As the state’s finance minister;, Ajit
Dada made decisions with great skill
to ensure the state’s financial stability
without letting development work
stall. He preferred verifying practi-
calities over dreamy presentations or
hearsay. Whenever a concept was pro-
posed, he would force a 360-degree
analysis of it -considering everything

and aspiring young ministers in the
Cabinet were always curious about
his working style and daily routine.
Being a senior, he never hesitated to
pull them up or speak firmly when
the situation demanded.

The entire state knows him as
‘Dada’ (big brother) - he truly was a
‘Dada’ of a man! The idea that Ajit
Dada is no longer with us, and will
not be seen again, is something the
mind simply cannot accept. On behalf
of Shiv Sena, [ offer him my heartfelt
tribute,

The author is deputy chief
minister; Maharashtra.
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Global strife

All the wrongs committed during
previous decades are accumulating to
produce a dynamic of greater disturbance

Long back an expert on international conflicts said some-
thing that applies to current state of global affairs perfectly.
We prepare for war for fifty years and at theend of it we wish
for peace. As Trump presides over the new phenomenon of
disorder, a thunderous shaking of the global architecture
for cooperation and resolution of contested matters, the
world is speedily falling into an abyss of vmlent contesta~
tion. The post world war second arr

global peace and order is finally under assault by the same
power that contributed majorly to its making. Things seem
to have come full circle. Who could have imagines, just
some years back, that the USA will lay claim to Greenland
in a way as Trump articulated. Who could have imagined
that Europe and USA will lock horns and actively drift in
opposite direction on an issue that wasn't an issue at all.
The super power, post WWII, that bailed out a devastated
post-war Europe, is now challenging the very foundations
of political understanding that shaped US-Europe coopera-
tion. With this, the fate of NATO is also coming under dark
clouds. What a turn of events, all thanks to Trump!

‘With a new stitching together of military and economic
tapestry one doesn't know what is in the offing. What can
be predicted without any hesitation, and without employing
any special wisdom, is that the old institutions are totally
insufficient to prevent this falling apart of global order. The
formation of new, and multiple, blocks is visible.

First, it was Ukraine that dealt a severe blow to the
existing order. Europe and US together locked horns with
Russia. The shockwaves from this battle ground disturbed
global economy and Europe’s ability to defend its margins
came under severe question. Then middle east erupted and
a brazen display of military might overran all transnational
formats of restrain. Gradually, it reached to this pass that
new clouds of war are hovering on the global skies. New
markets for war and new wars for market are taking shape.
All the wrongs committed during previous decades are
accumulating to produce a dynamic of greater disturbance.
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Times of Ire: Bifurcation Debate

A decisive rupture with the past has occurred, disturbing assumptions once

regarded as immutable

R

Transition

Prof. Ashok Kaul

REFLECTIONS

Only Exhibition

A culture of deep thinking is steadily
being replaced by a culture of distraction

Social Media
Er. Rafiul Sayeed

rafiulsayeed111@gmail.com

There was a time when
human progress was driven
by patience, discipline, and
intellectual perseverance.
Knowledge was cultivated
through years of study,
experimentation, and quiet
dedication. Scientists, think-
ers, and innovators devoted
their lives to discovery,
often sacrificing comfort
and convenience in pursuit
of understanding. Their
commitment laid the founda-
tions of modern civilisation.

Today, that culture of
deep thinking is steadily
being replaced by a cul-
ture of distraction. Social
media platforms, originally
designed to connect people
and democratise access to
information, have increas-
ingly become instruments
of attention capture, vali-
dation-seeking, and superfi-
cial engagement. What was
meant to empower society
now often overwhelms it.

Across age groups and
social classes, behaviour
is increasingly shaped by
trends, reels, and online
approval. The impact is vis-
ible in families and institu-
tions alike. Young people
grow up internalising unre-
alistic lifestyles projected
by entertainment culture,
while adults feel pressured
to maintain artificial social
status through digital dis-
play. The result is a quiet
erosion of creativity, criti-
cal thinking, and emotional
depth. Scrolling replaces
reflection. Consumption
replaces curiosity.

Human behaviour itself
is changing. Public spaces,
homes, and workplaces are
filled with individuals physi-
cally present but mentally
absorbed in screens. Atten-
tion has fragmented, patience
has declined, and the capacity
for sustained thought is weak-
ening. Society risks becoming
hyper-connected yet intellec-
tually isolated.

History offers a striking
contrast. The world remem-
bers thinkers such as Aris-
totle, Al-Khwarizmi, Galileo,
Newton, Edison, and Einstein
not for their visibility, but for
their contributions. Their
influence came from depth of
‘work, not public display.

More concerning is the
spread of performative cul-
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ture into institutions that
depend on discipline and
responsibility. Even profes-
sions traditionally associat-
ed with service and restraint
are not immune to the lure
of online validation. When
public duty begins to com-
pete with digital popularity,
institutional values weaken
and trust erodes.

There is a reason why
leadership roles rooted in
governance and adminis-
tration rarely indulge in
public exhibitionism. Their
legitimacy comes from com-
petence, accountability, and
performance, not visibility.
Where achievement is real,
exhibition becomes unnec-
essary.

This transformation
resembles a systemic infec-
tion of attention and con-
sciousness. Like a virus in
a computer system, it slows
performance, disrupts func-
tioning, and weakens struc-
ture from within. Societies,
too, require safeguards.

‘The response must begin
with education and family
structures. Parents and
teachers need to prioritise
intellectual development,
emotional maturity, and
ethical grounding over digi-
tal popularity. At the policy
level, there is a legitimate
case for structured regu-
lation — age-appropriate
access, digital literacy frame-
works, and behavioural safe-
guards — not as censorship,
but as public health and pro-
ductivity measures.

Such regulation is not
a violation of rights. It is
an investment in mental
health, cognitive develop-
ment, and societal stability.
Every major technological
shift in history has required
ethical frameworks and reg-
ulatory balance. The digital
age cannot be an exception.

If corrective measures
are not taken, society risks
entering a paradoxical
future — technologically
advanced, yet intellectually
hollow; digitally connected,
yet mentally disconnected.
The danger is not technology
itself, but the unregulated
dominance of it over human
consciousness.

Without reflection,
restraint, and responsibil-
ity, the digital age may not
produce enlightened citizens
— only a generation of dis-
tracted minds, moving end-
lessly through screens, but
going nowhere in thought.
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The question of whether Jammu
should be separated from Kash-
mir has returned with renewed
intensity. What distinguishes
the present moment from earlier
eruptions of this debate is not its
recurrence, but its altered moral
and political tone. For the first
time, visible differences have
emerged from within the Valley
itself. These internal divergences
point toward a deeper political
metamorphosis, one shaped by
shifting power discourses in
contemporary India. Whatever
interpretations may follow, the
transformation in political con-
sciousness now seeking to unset-
tle inherited narratives cannot
be separated from the gover-
nance experience of the past five
years. A decisive rupture with
the past has occurred, disturb-
ing assumptions once regarded
as immutable.

This shift becomes especially
evident in the recent assertions
of Sajad Lone, particularly in his
invocation of “Tut vanan tutis.”
The phrase does not merely
signify defiance; it announces
a willingness to fracture long-
protected political certainties.
Lone's articulation marks a clear
departure from the traditional
idiom of Kashmiri Muslim lead-
ership within India. It neither
negates the idea of India nor con-
fines polities exclusively to the
language of grievance. Instead, it
attempts to negotiate patriotism
without rejecting nationalism
itself. In doing so, it unsettles
not only separatist imaginaries
across the Line of Control but
also compels regional formations
suchas the PDP and the National
Conference to confront the moral
ambiguities that long sustained
their political conduct. The era
of tacit mystification and cali-
brated ambiguity appears to be
receding.

The bifurcation debate thus
re-enters public discourse not as
a narrow administrative propo-
sition but as an expression of
unresolved historical conscious-
ness. What appears outwardly
as a territorial disagreement
is, in essence, a struggle over
memory, moral legitimacy, and
the authority to define collective
suffering. Beneath the sharpness
of contemporary rhetoric lies the
accumulated weight of experi-
ences shaped by selective remem-
brance, uneven governance, and

enduring asymmetries of power.

Political arrangements once
treated as natural were sustained
less by genuine consensus than
by fragile compromises that
deferred ethical reckoning. Geog-
raphy was never the true axis of
conflict. What remained unre-
solved was whose pain merited
recognition, whose exclusion
could be normalised, and whose
grievances could be indefinitely
postponed in the name of stabil-
ity. Each return of this debate
sharpens its moral urgency,
reminding us that injustice left

with the expansion of reserva-
tion policies across the country,
sections of Kashmiri Muslims
have begun articulating anxiet-
ies strikingly similar to those
once voiced by the Pandits.
Concerns over shrinking merit
space, bureaucratic invisibil-
ity, and institutional marginal-
ity have re-entered public dis-
course—this time from within
the majority community.

The sociological irony is
unmistakable. Communities
that once accepted exclusion as
administratively justified are

does not di 3
it merely waits.

It is within this unsettled
moral terrain that Sajad Lone’s
intervention must be situated.
His statement does not simply
add another voice to an already
crowded political arena: it
reopens a historical loop that
began in the decades follow-
ing accession. By questioning
assumptions long shielded from
scrutiny, he disrupts a politi-
cal grammar sustained less by
reflection than by habit. repeti-
tion, and inherited fear.

From the 1960s onward,
numerical strength gradually
became the organising prin-
ciple of political representation
within the state. Political legiti-
macy came to rest not on fairness
but on ari ic.

now ing its emotional
and structural conseguences
themselves. This reversal reveals
a deeper truth: systems built
upon selective justice do not
remain confined to their original
targets. Once institutionalised,
exclusion expands, mutates, and
ultimately unsettles even those
who once benefited from its logic.

It is against this backdrop
that Lone’s critique of the politi-
cal mystification following 1953
acquires deeper resonance. His
challenge emerges not merely
from ideological dissent but from
accumulated political fatigue.
It confronts a culture in which
suffering was ritualised rather
than examined, where griev-
ance became performance while
governance remained insulated
from ility.

to professional institutions and
access to public employment
were increasingly mediated
through demographic calcula-
tion rather than open merit.
Under successive Congress gov-
ernments, particularly during
the period of Mir Qasim, these
practices were institutionalised
under the vocabulary of reform
and social justice.

Yet reforms celebrated as
progressive produced deep struc-
tural distortions. A hierarchy of
entitlement emerged quietly,
marginalising minorities while
presenting exclusion as admin-
istrative necessity. The Kash-
miri Pandits, limited in number
and lacking political leverage,
became among the earliest casu-
alties. Their representation
in education and employment
declined far beyond any defen-
sible principle of proportionality.
What they lost was not merely
opportunity, but recognition as
equal participants within the
moral community.

Their grievances found little
resonance in legislative forums
and no space within dominant
political narratives. Without
numerical strength or organised
political shelter, their suffering
could not be translated into the
language of power. Institutions
entrusted with safeguarding
citizenship remained unmoved.
Over time, marginalisation hard-
ened into invisibility, and invis-
ibility into moral absence.

History, however, rarely
remains frozen. Decades later,
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The era of tacit
mystification and
calibrated ambiguity
appears to be receding.

Parallel to this trajectory
lies the long-standing unease of
Jammu. Its concerns regarding
development, resource a]]oca»

sharper when placed alongside
the experience of the Kashmiri
Pandits. They were never grant-
ed the dignity of choice. Their
displacement unfolded without
dialogue, consent, or acknowl-
edgment. Fear replaced politics,
silence replaced recognition, and
an entire community was ren-
dered refugees within its own
homeland. Their absence was
normalised even as their trauma
remained unresolved.

Yet the present moment also
gestures toward new intellec-
tual possibilities. Contemporary
debates, including engagements
with the work of Meera Nanda
and reflections offered by schol-
ars such as Ajay Gudavarthy,
signal an effort to renegotiate
questions of modernity, belief,
and democracy within lived
experience. These conversa-
tions seek to move beyond rigid
ideological binaries and reopen
spaces of political imagination
long foreclosed by inherited

g

gma.
The older culture of perfor-
mative grievance now appears
exhausted. Its slogans no longer
generate meaning with the same
intensity. Inits place is emerging
a more grounded politics, atten-
tive to everyday life, employ-
ment, education, dignity, and
civic participation. The central
question is slowly shifting from
who governs to how life is lived
under governance.

Belonging is no longer imag-
ined solely through resistance.
It is increasingly negotiated
through presence, participation,
and shared civic experience. The
mystification that once envel-
oped political identity has begun
to thin.

Within this evolving moral
landscape, nationalism itself
undergoes redefinition. It is no
longer experienced merely as ide-
ological assertion but as shared
habitation. Loyalty need not be
theatrical; belonging need not
be umfm'm Citizenship can be

tion, and political margi

throughr

tion predate the present moment
by decades. The region has con-
sistently argued that its eco-
nomic contribution and strategic
significance were subordinated
to a Kashmir-centric political
elite. Promises of regional bal-
ance were repeatedly deferred,
often in the name of unity that,
in practice, served only a narrow
circle of power brokers.

Across regions and communi-
ties, therefore, the architecture
of grievance reveals a striking
continuity. Only its voice chang-
es. The same institutional frame-
work that marginalised the Pan-
dits later generated resentment
in Jammu and now produces
anxiety among sections of Kash-
miri Muslims. This continuity
makes clear that the crisis is not
fundamentally communal; it is
institutional and moral.

This recognition becomes

Train to Shopian

Economic boon or ecological bane?

Rail Link
BLSaraf

of passenger and goods move-
ment. It is equally true that the
rail connectivity has enhanced
and social profile of

As a part of the growing rail-
way network and other infra-
structural activities in Kashmir
, extension of railway line from
Kakapora, Pulwama, to Shopian
is under way. The project has
evoked mixed reactions among
the people who are likely to get
affected on its completion. These
reactions border on extremes.
For some the rail line will bring
prosperity to the area as it will
facilitate economical, faster and
round the year transportation
of passengers and the goods — to
and fro Kashmir. They say it will
be big boost for the horticulture
industry which is the mainstay of
the local economy, as it will help
speedy and cost effective trans-
portation of apple fruit to the mar-
kets across country. Many see it
the other way round: they feel
railway extension will mean an
economic and ecological disaster
for the area as layout of the track
will result in cutting down of lacs
of fruit bearing and other kinds of
trees . On the face of it, both argu-
ments seem to carry merit.

1t is true that today’s available
mode of transport is proving inad-
equate to the ever-growing needs
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the place it has touched and the
areas it has passed through. It
could be so in the case of Kakpora
— Shopian rail project also. But
then, here, one has to consider
the terrain it will pass through,
the sparse fertile agricultural
land and above all the size and
count of the acreage of orchards
having apple trees will come
under the track. According to an
approximate estimate, about five
lac apple bearing tress will get
felled down, resulting in loss of
fifty lacs of fruit boxes ( ten boxes
per tree), which in turn will trans-
late into loss of millions of rupees
to the small and medium apple
growers and the fruit traders of
the affected area. When put on a
comparative scale, loss suffered
will far outweigh the gain which
may accrue to some on rollout of
the rail project .

Then there is a third angle to
the matter, probably the most
significant one - ecological and
environmental implications. It
is a statement of fact that cutting
down of lacs of green and healthy
tress (fruit bearing or otherwise
) impacts environment and cre-
ates ecological concerns of seri-
ous nature, Every infrastructure
project has inbuilt tendency to

(1 L

disturb ecology. How serious it
could be, depends on the volume
and size of the proposed project?
Therefore it becomes important
to engage local people in the deci-
sion making process before there
isa movement on this account. In
case the development is lop-sided
it will be against the broader
interests of the people in general .
The reported alignment of the rail
project is most likely to impact
ecological imperatives adversely.
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A symbiotic and a beneficial
relationship rather than a
mutually destructive one is
called for.

In the context of global climate
change - often witnessed these
days - any tinkering with J&K's
fragile topography will spell
disaster. If any proof is required
in this regard, last year's fre-
quent and unprecedented cloud
bursts, landslides, floods and
sunny winters may suffice . The
National Highway received a
massive hit. That makes it imper-
ative for all to have regard for
ecological governance,

Undoubtedly, previous sum-
mer’s experience of surface

(1 1}

rather than performance.

Secularism, too, is being
rediscovered not only as consti-
tutional language but as social
practice. It survives less through
doctrinal insistence and more
through everyday accommoda-
tion. Indian society has endured
not through absolute agreement,
but through its capacity to live
together amid difference.

What emerges, then, is not
certainty but conversation: not
resolution but transition. Out of
fractured silences may yet arise
a more humane politics; one
grounded not in absolutism, but
in consent, recognition, and the
shared ethics of habitation. The
conversations, therefore, must
continue.

Prof. Ashok Kavl, Retired Emeritus
Professor of Saciology at Banaras
Hindu University

road blockades and consequent
delayed transportation of the
perishable commodity like fresh
fruit has brought added focus on
the need of alternate and whether
compliant mode of the transport.
A railway , without any saying
. could provide one. Seen in the
context, importance of having
railroad to reach apple orchards
can’t be underestimated .

It is desirable to protect local
economic resources and ensure
cost effective and all weather
transport facility. Rail on the
tracks will provide one such
mode and ensure growth. But
that growth has to a sustainable
and people friendly. A symbiotic
and a beneficial relationship
rather than a mutually destruc-
tive one is called for. Being a
native, I can say that given the
terrain of the area, it shouldn’t be
difficult to find a mutually ben-
eficial way to accommodate both
the viewpoints. Parallel to the
road joining Kakapora railway
station and the proposed railway
station in Shopian, many barren
stretches of land are available,
which with some additions and
alterations can be utilized for the
purpose. Both, the rail project
and fruit trade must survive in
a friendly environment.

BL SARAF, former Principal District &
Sessions ludge
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Talking about the social his-
tory of Kashmir, it is frequently
articulated through the perspec-
tive of conquest and resistance.
In the era of mid-eighteenth and
mid-nineteenth century, during
the Afghan (1752-1819) and Sikh
(1819-1846) dominions, the valley
had a complex paradoxical social
structure characterized by both
exploitation and cooperation.
‘These two regimes instituted one of
the most severe economic systems
in Kashmir’s history, exhaust-
ing its resources, suppressing its
people, and shattering its economy.
Despite oppression, Kashmiris con-
structed a moral and community
economy, a cooperative model that
anticipated the socialist conscious-
ness of the contemporary period.

The Afghan Regime

The acquisition of Kashmir by
Ahmad Shah Abdali in 1752 signi-
fied the onset of a violent period in
the valley’s history. The Afghan
Durranis controlled by military
governors who perceived Kashmir
not as a province to administer,
but as a tributary estate to exploit
(Bamzai, 1994). Their principal
objective was revenue generation,
rather than governance.

Breaking barriers, the Taxa-
tion went beyond land earnings
to include trees, livestock, fruits,
and cooking utensils. According to

The emergence of pos

Tareekh-i-Kashmir and some Per-
sian chronicles, Afghan officials
forced payments in kind, frequent-
ly surpassing 50 % of the overall
yield. The mest notorious among
them, Azad Khan, Haji Karim Dad
Khan, and Amir Khan Jawansher,
transformed income collecting
into an act of harassment. Villag-
ers sought refuge in forest areas,
discarding their properties to
evade the cruelty of tax collectors
(Chhabra, 2005).

The Muslim agrarian peasantry
predominantly suffered under the
Afghan fiscal regimen. The author-
ities did not invest in irrigation
as well as in agricultural produc-
tivity. Officials operated as pri-
vate profiteers, amassing wealth
through extortion (Bamzai, 1994).
The urban elite linked to Kabul
thrived, while the rural parts dete-
riorated into ruins.

This pattern of collective endur-
ance amid exploitation may be
described as a primitive socialism
not ideologically articulated, but
materially practiced. It was the
socialism of necessity: peasants
pooling labour, sharing resources,
and surviving through mutual
dependence when the state with-
drew from moral responsibility.

The Sikh Rule

In 1819, the Sikh army of
Maharaja Ranjit Singh, under
Misr Diwan Chand, expelled the
Afghans from Kashmir. The event
was greeted with joy, Afi
were remembered as tormentors,
and the arrival of the Khalsa army
as liberation. But that joy proved
short-lived.

Within a few years, the same
pattern of economic extraction
resumed, this time cloaked in
administrative order. Under Sikh
governors such as Moti Ram, Diwan
Kirpa Ram, and later Gulab Singh,
Kashmir was transformed into a
centrally managed revenue estate
(Banga, 1978). Taxes were meticu-
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The tale of exploitation and endurance under Afghan and Sikh rule

lously recorded, revenue assess-
ments were standardized, and

tary supervision replaced arburary
violence. Yet the position of peas-
antry remained unchanged dispos-
sessed, overburdened, and voiceless.

British travellers like Alexan-
der Cunningham (1871) and Wil-
liam Mooreroft (1841) recorded that
Kashmiri cultivators were left with
only one-sixth of their produce after
taxation. Land revenue, import
duties, and forced labour known
locally as begar consumed both
time as well as livelihood. Peasants
were compelled to carry timber and
supplies for state projects without
any pay. (Moorcroft, 1841).

The Sikh regime thus bureau-
cratized Afghan brutality. Exploi-
tation became systemic, predict-
able, and inescapable. The people
of Kashmir moved from one mode
of oppression to another from the
violence of soldiers to the disci-
pline of record-keepers (Cunning-
ham, 1871).

The Shawl Weavers

While the Afghan rule devastat-
ed the countryside, the Sikh era
turned its gaze toward the city.
particularly the shawl-weaving
industry of Srinagar. For cen-
turies, Kashmir’s shawls had
adorned the courts of Persia and
France, symbolizing refinement
and labour excellence. Under the
Sikhs, this industry became the
fiscal backbone of the state and its
most exploited sector.

‘Thousands of shawl-bafs (weav-
ers), mostly Muslims, worked in
cramped cellars, weaving for state-
licensed merchants known as kar-
khanedars. The government taxed
every loom and extracted duties
from exported shawls. According
to Bamzai (1994), the state’s rev-
enue from the shawl trade often
surpassed that from agriculture.

The shawl workers were forbid-
den from changing employers or
selling directly to traders. Wages

were fixed, and punishments for
defiance were severe. British
travellers described the weaver's
quarters as “underground prisons
of labour” (Moorcroft, 1841).

Nevertheless, even amidst these
coercive workshops, solidarity
emerged. Weavers collected funds
for burial purposes, marriages,
and other unforeseen emergencies;
they shared looms and resources;
and in times of distress or natu-
ral calamities, they supported one
another through common kitch-
ens. These collective practices
reflected an early class conscious-
ness an embryonic sense of shared
exploitation and shared destiny.

In many ways, the shawl-bafs
were the valley's first proletariat,
their existence foreshadowing the
organized labour movements of the
twentieth century (Rai, 2004).

Sufi and Rishi Traditions

Throughout both the Afghan and
Sikh regimes, Sufi and Rishi insti-
tutions offered moral and social
resistance to oppression. Shrines
such as those of Sheikh Nooruddin
Noorani (Nund Rishi), Hazratbal,
and Makhdoom Sahib functioned
as parallel welfare systems, redis-
tributing food and shelter through
langar (community kitchens).

In a society marked by taxation
and caste based hierarchies, the
shrines were spaces of equality.
Both peasants and artisans shared
meals, prayed together, and found
dignity in a moral order outside
the state. The Rishi-Sufi ethos of
Kashmir promoted a worldview of
simplicity, labour, and collective
compassion values that resonated
with the later socialist ideal of com-
munal welfare (Rai, 2004).

As Indu Banga (1978) observes,
Kashmir's rural institutions
retained “forms of

social infrastructure of resistance.

This tradition of moral econo-
my, sustained through religion,
made sure that despite political
repression, the people’s sense of
social equality survived. In this
sense, the socialism of Kashmir
was born not in factories or the
manifestos but in shrines and
fields in the everyday ethics of
coexistence.

Religion, Labor, and the
Seeds of Resistance

Religion under Afghan and Sikh
rule was often instrumentalized for
political legitimacy - the Afghans
invoking Islam, the Sikhs invoking
Khalsa sovereignty. Yetamong the
common people, religion became a
language of dissent.

The folk verses of Kashmiri
and Sufi poetry reflected hunger,
inequality, and divine justice. Poets
and preachers used metaphors of
divine unity (fawheed) to critique
worldly tyranny (Rai, 2004). Faith
and labour merged into a moral
opposition, demand for dignity
within a divinely equal creation.

This union of spirituality and
material struggle formed the emo-
tional foundation of what would
later become the socialist political
culture of Kashmir. The valley’s
socialism thus carried a spiritual
texture rooted in compassion and
labour, not ideology alone.

Continuity into the Modern
Age

When the Dogra dynasty took
control of Kashmir in 1846, under
the Treaty of Amritsar, the system
of extraction persisted with new
masters. Peasants remained bound
to the land; artisans continued to
work in poverty. Yet, centuries of
endurance under Afghan and Sikh
oppression had already shaped a
collecti of justice.

cooperation that defied feudal
hierarchy.” These forms. collec-
tive farming, ritual exchange, and
food-sharing became the valley's

-explanation society

The rise of modern science creates a drastic change in the traditional narrative order of folk tales

Narrative

Dr. Ashwani Kumar
ashwinsociology@gmail.com

Society is not merely a gather-
ing of individuals; it is a net-
work of relationships among
them. These relationships are
sustained, interpreted, and made
meaningful through narratives
in each epoch of society. The sto-
ries people in society narrate and
the way it tells them shape how
people understand one another
and their place in the world. The
nature of a society, therefore,
is reflected in its narratives. In
traditional societies, folk tales
served more than just entertain-
ment; they were significant tools
for understanding the world.
These narratives explained situa-
tions of human life such as suffer-
ing and fortune, fear and courage,
morality and fate. In times when
scientific knowledge was limited,
folk tales provided coherence and
helped people live with certainty.
Their authority is not legitimised
by evidence but by repetition,
shared memory, collective beliefs
and moral familiarity. Listening
to a folk tale was also to belong
to a community and to share a
common understanding of life.
The rise of modern science cre-
ates a drastic change in the tra-
ditional narrative order of folk
tales. Scientific narratives based
on rational inquiry, empiri-
cal verification, and systematic
observation gradually replaced
folk tales as legitimate explana-
tions of reality. Knowledge was
no longer inherited through
memory; instead, it was created
through scientific methodologi-
cal approaches. Facts, data, and
research-based inquiry have
become essential to studying
both natural and social phenom-

ena. Consequently Universities
produce experts in diverse disci-
plines, such as philosophers and
scientists, who have replaced
elders and storytellers as cus-
todians of truth. This transi-
tion has led to a drastic change
in human cognition. Scientific
explanations made it possible to
explain the phenomenon of dis-
ease, the natural environment
resulted build infrastructure,
and challenged superstition.
The nature of scientific explana-
tion is often slow, cautious, and
methodological, yet also authori-
tative. Modern societies trusted
that reality could be understood
and improved through scientific
inquiry. Progress was imagined
as cumulative, and truth as some-
thing approached over time.
Yet scientific narratives car-
ried a quiet limitation. They
explained how society works,
‘but not always how it feels to live
in it. They expected patience,
attention, and trust in distant
institutions. Meaning became
technical, abstract, and often
delayed. Thinkers of earlier
centuries were willing to devote
entire books to a single idea. For
instance Adam Smith wrote the
book “The Wealth of Nations™
to elaborate how individual self-
interest could contribute to col-
lective prosperity. Such modes
of explanation were sustainable
and more functional for rela-
tively stable and slow societies.
These scientific explanations
become fragile in an era marked
by rapid change, inequality,
and everyday uncertainty. It is
observed that many people start
to believe people are lacking trust
in scientific facts, after seeing the
increasing popularity of non-sci-
entific explanations compared to
scientific explanations. The fact
is that contemporary society has
not abandoned science. They
continued to rely on it for medi-
cine, technology, governance, and
daily functioning. Hospitals, sat-
ellites, smartphones, and infra-
structure still depend on scien-
tific expertise.

What has eroded instead is not
belief in facts, but the patience to
listen to extended explanation.
This transformation is most

visible in contemporary digital
culture. The dominance of short
videos, reels, viral clips, and
emotionally charged content is
often interpreted as evidence ofa
“post-truth” world. But this diag-
nosis misses the deeper shift.
People today are not necessar-
ily hostile to facts or research.
They are increasingly resistant
to slow meaning and extended
explanation.
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What has eroded instead

is not belief in facts, but

the patience to listen to
ded exnlanat

gradually.

Scientific explanation is slow
by design. It is complex, pro-
visional, and cautious. Digital
platforms, by contrast, reward
speed, emotional stimulation,
and instant satisfaction. In this
environment, reel tales have
emerged as a powerful alterna-
tive form of meaning-making.
They do not argue; they present.
They do not contextualise; they
compress. They do not persuade
over time; they demand immedi-
ate recognition. In this regard, to
some extend reel tales function
much like folk tales. They try
to provide moral clarity, emo-
tional stimulation, and a sense of
shared understanding. However,
unlike traditional folk narratives,
they are not rooted in collective
memory or ethical continuity.
They are shaped by algorithms,
amplified through repetition, and
detached from responsibility.
What matters is not whether a
narrative isaccurate, but whether
it feels convincing within seconds
and, most lmpommtly provides
an of

as disagreement loses a

reflection

way that facts are being

signals the emergence of a post-
explanation society. In such a
society, facts continue to exist and
are used instrumentally. People
trust science when they need
medical treatment, technology,
or infrastructure. But in public
life, explanation has lost its cul-
tural authority. Research exists,
but rarely persuades. Expertise
survives, but no longer com-
mands the same level of patience.
Meaning is expected instantly, not

People are not rejecting facts;
they are rejecting the time, effort,
and uncertainty that explanation
demands. The consequences are
serious. Complex social problems
are reduced to individual narra-
tives. Srructural inequalities are
d. Policy debates are
replaced by emotional perfor-
mances. Democratic life weakens

explanatory ground and turns
into competing impressions
rather than reasoned arguments.
This moment calls for careful

The solution does not lie in
romanticising folk tales, dis-
missing scientific knowledge, or
demonising digital culture. The
real challenge is to restore the cul-
tural value of explanation itself,
not as a privilege for the elite or
an academic exercise, but as a
shared civic practice. Scientific
narratives need to be communi-
cated both accurately and with
moral clarity, as well as with a
high degree of human resonance.
If not, then the fact that there is a
lack of human connection in the

This consciousness resurfaced
in the early twentieth century,
culminating in the Naya Kashmir
Manifesto (1944) under Sheikh

About the Book

daily existence.
The ion is desi;

d to instill
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The socialism
of Kashmir
did not begin
with political
ideology, it
began with
survival.

Abdullah. The manifesto’s empha-
sis on land redistribution, educa-
tion, and workers' rights reflected
not just imported socialist ideals
but a continuation of Kashmir’s
historical experience the ethics of
cooperation born from centuries
of shared suffering (Bamzai, 1994).

As historian MriduRai (2004) aptly
argues, the Kashmiri demand for
equality “did notemerge ina vacuum
of colonial modernity but from the
moral economy of its pre-modern
past.” The Afghan and Sikh rules thus
served as the crucible in which this
moral economy was forged.

Conclusion

The Afghan and Sikh regimes in
Kashmir represent two successive
modes of domination: one military
and the other bureaucratic. Both
extracted wealth without reinvest-
ment, both eroded local autonomy.
and both treated the valley as a
fiscal appendage. Yet paradoxical-
ly, through these very systems of
exploitation, the Kashmiri people
forged the foundations of collec-
tive resilience, social equality. and
moral solidarity.

The socialism of Kashmir did
not begin with political ideology
it began with survival. It lived in
the shared grain of peasants, the
Jjoint looms of weavers, and the
open Kitchens of shrines. It was
the socialism of faith and neces-
sity a people’s socialism, rooted in
endurance rather than revalution.

Today, when the valley’s politi-
cal memory is often fragmented
between narratives of faith and
nationalism, remembering this
socialistic past restores a missing
chapter: the story of how Kashmir's
people learned to live collectively in
the face of oppression, transforming
suffering into solidarity.

Younus Yousuf Ganie, Research
Scholar, Department of History and
Culture, Jamia Millia Islamia, New Delhi
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Faheema amin

seek

within seconds.

A personal experience is
elevated into a universal truth.
A dramatic image replaces con-
textual explanation. Repetition
becomes credibility. In reel cul-
ture, something feels true long
before it is verified. This does
not signal the collapse of truth. It

The Author is an Assistant Professor

Punjab indio.

cated will give rise to an increase
in the propagation and perpetu-
ation of misleading, emotion-
ally compelling narratives. The
rise of reel tales does not mark
the failure of science. It marks a
transformation in how societies

ding. We have not
entered a post-truth world. We
have entered a post-explanation
society, one in which explanation
has become too slow for a world
that no longer knows how to wait.

of Sociology at Chandigarh University,

About the Author

journey.

‘From Dusk to Dawn' by Faheema Amin is a heartfelt collection of poetry that bridges the
between complex emotions and simple expression.

Written by an engineer-turned-writer, this anthology stands as a pure form of thought-

provoking ideas, capturing observations, and articulating the inner feelings that define our

and energy in its readers.

It delves into the often-overlooked struggles of men and mothers, highlighting the silent
sacrifices they make to ease the lives of their dependents.

Poems like ‘The Master of Your Own Soul’ and ‘The Waterfall' act as motivating anthems
for self-discovery and resilience.

The very first poem, ‘“The Tender Soul,’ poignantly portrays the spectrum of nuclear
independence navigated by young mothers today.

One of the book’s greatest strengths is its accessibility.

The y is intentionally simple, ensuring that readers of all ages, including young
adults, can easily connect with the sensitive emotions and spiritual aspects discussed.

For budding writers, this book serves as an excellent case study on how to articulate
meaningful, logical content using precise language.

Faheema Amin is a prime example of how technical expertise can blend seamlessly with
creative expression. She is an electrical graduate from the National Institute of Technology
(NIT) Srinagar and holds a gold medal for her academic excellence.

Having spent years designing advanced infrastructural developments in the power sector,
she never let her passion for writing fade. While life engagements briefly stalled her writing
process, she returned with renewed confidence.

Her ability to translate a flood of ideas into clear, simple language has become the founda-
tion of her writing career. Her dedication was recognised when she won the ‘21st Century
Emily Dickinson Award’ for writing these 21 poems in just 21 day:

Published by BookLeaf Publishing, this book is a testament m the author’s growing
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Adealtodeepen
trade asstrategy

ith India and the European Union (EU) signing
‘ ;‘ [ the long-awaited trade agreement, the decks are
now cleared foran expansive trade zone that cov-
ersaround twobillion people. Negotiations on the “mother
of all deals” began almost two decades ago; the recent ac-
celeration may have beenaresultof Donald Trump’s tariffs
that impacted trade relations of both the European bloc
and India with the United States. The deal sends asignal to
Trumpatatime when India is holding talks with the US on
a trade agreement. In European Commission President
Ursulavonder Leyen'sstatement that tradeis “increasingly
weaponised”, there may be a reference to the global dis-
ruptions caused by Trump’s trade policies. The agreement
presents a win-win situation for both camps as they try to
offset the fallout of these disruptions.

The deal is expected to double the total value of goods
the EU exports to India. It could give a $3-5 billion boost to
Indian exports to the EU in the near term. In 2024-25, the
bilateral trade was worthabout $137 billion. India exported
goods worth $75.85 billion, while the import value stood at
$60.68 billion. Both sides have large ————
economies, together accounting for
about 25% of the global gross domes-
ticproductandathird of global trade.
The EU willliberalise tariffson 99.5%
of Indianimports, and India will offer
92% of its tariff lines, covering 97.5%
of the EU exports. Most of India’s
tariffs on machines, chemicals, and
drugs are set to be eliminated. Euro-
pean cars,wines, medical devices,and
machinery will become cheaper in
India. Garmentexportsand themove-
ment of service professionals from
India to the EU will get a boost. India has taken care not to
provide concessionsin the sensitive dairy and farm sectors.
Theagreementwill get operationalised inaboutayearafter
theduelegislative procedures, evenaschallenges-including
the EU'sstringent environmental regulations—remain.

While the trade deal was the most important outcome
from the India-EU summit, other key collaborations were
also formalised at the event. The India-EU strategic part-
nership will improve cooperation in defence and secunry
Agreements to collaborate in other d

The India-EU
agreement
signalsintent
tonavigate
adisrupted,
weaponised
global trade

environment

MUNIR AT DAVOS

Thedarkportents from
Pakistan’s military economy

Therise and rise of the
Field Marshal signals
adeepeninginfluence,
posing threats to
regional stability

LT GEN BHOPINDER SINGH (RETD)

he annual World Economic Fo-

rum (WEF) jamboreeat Davosis

the playing field of political lead-
ers,industrialists, policymakers, acade-
micians,and economic commentators
whodebate, coordinate, and align eco-
nomic opportunities, This year, India
fielded its cabinet ministers for Elec-
tronics & IT,New & Renewable Energy,
Agriculture, Civil Aviation, besides a
host of chief ministers selling their
respective states as investment desti-
nations. In 2018, the Prime Minister
himself delivered the keynote address
attheplenarysession and participated
again (virtually) in 2021. This year, the
participating Heads of State included
the likes of Donald Trump, Emanuel
Macron, Friedrich Merz, Mark Car-
ney, and Abdel Fattah El-Sisi, along
with their economic entourage.

The Pakistani delegation was led by
its Prime Minister, Shehbaz Sharif. It
had the usual composition of Finance
and Revenue Minister, Foreign Min-
ister, Federal Minister for Economic
Affdll's Minister for Information and

ing, etal. Butone: /but
very prominent delegate who caught
theglobal eye was Field Marshal Asim
Munir. Serving military chiefs rarely
attend such economic-investment en-
gagements. The fact that h|s shadcwy
didnot il

fore, it could be argued that Pakistan
has gone for the militarisation of its
economic (read survwa]) pohcy The

and fair market forces. The political
leverage the Pakistani military flexes
can then be fur[her abuse(l towards

SPEAKOUT

The 2026 Assembly elections willbe
unforgettable for Prime

Minister Narendra
Modi;itisan NDAvs
Tamil Nadu fight.

MK stalin,
Tamil Nadu CM

It's only hubris if I fail.

Julius Caesar

vice-like

preferentiali asit

macy, military mﬂut.nce, and resource
control is complete and visible in the
Pakistani narrative.

Theindi ilityand

ityof

deems fit.

The perennial fear of security insta-
bility affords the Pakistani Field Mar-
shal ched leverage with various

the “uniform”inthe supposedly demo-
cratic framework of Pakistani politics
was personified by the obliging way
the Pakistani Prime Minister directed
Trump'sattention by pointing towards
Munir in the crowd. Trump acknowl-
edged the Pakistani Field Marshal’sun-
warranted presence gleefully, suggest-
ingthatthe American Presidentclearly
understood who the real McCoy in Pa-

powers beyond the Americans - the
Chinese leadership needs to secure
itssubstantial investmentin the China
Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC),
the Arab sheikhdoms seek the help of
thebattle-hardened Pakistani military
tomeet their security needs, and other
powers such as Turkey seek a market
for their military hardware exports
in Pakistan,

But there is always a long-term
d. ide to the dimini: of ci-
vilian control and to the weakening of
theinstitutions of checksand balances
in a democracy. Serious investors are
always worried about its fallout, par-
ticularly the unpredictability of regu-
lations. Transparency takesa backscar.

TOBE PRECISE

A four-lane flyover narrows into two lanes in Mumbai

T0 DISCOURAGE
VEHICLE USE.
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and unilateralismin societal affairs (as
inthe dark Zia era) comes withits own
pernicious outcomes.

For India, a military-industrial
Complex in Pakistan comes with dark
portents. One of the outcomes is the
endless “enemising” of India, to keep
the Pakistani populace excited and
supportive of the Pakistani military,
whmh then uses the pretaxno justifyits

kistan was. Just months ago, speaking
at the Gaza Peace Summit at Sharm
el-Sheikh, Trump spoke about Munir
(who wasn't present) by referencing
him as “my favourite Field Marshal”.
Itall harks back to the murky reality of
US-Pakistan history, which insists that
Weashi D.C. hacalwavshad

ments on any official WEF panels but
onlysidetalksadded to theintrigue. So
whywasthe uniformed general (albeit
incivilian clotheswitharumoured bul-
let-proof vest) attending atall?
Traditionally, Pakistani military
chxefs have had an outsized role in the

mobility, were signed. Together, these new partnerships

w1l| build upon exxsnng coopemnon in clean energy and
ies,space,and c

Comingin thewahe of Trump’s plans for the US toacquire

Greenland, and opposition from his European allies, the

India-EU agreement also carries importance as a position

and safeguard against economic coercion.

Policy freeze powers
cycle of corruption

d affairs of Pakistan.
Thc ]atest optics of the Pakistani Field
Marshal at Davos follows the equally
surreal scenes of him alongside his
Prime Minister at the Oval Office in
Washington DC, a few months back,
seemingly “peddling” rare metals
to Trump, in a briefcase. The fact is,
Munir is increasingly seen as the de
Jfacto custodian of security guarantees
in restive Pakistan. Standing next to
the political head, he adds heft to the
assurances of stability that Pakistan
secks and pitches, be it on rare/critical
minerals or for reassuring the invest-
ment environment at Davos. There-

tieswith Pakistani militaryleaders such
as Field Marshal Ayub Khan, General
Zia-ul-Haq or General Pervez Mushar-
raf, and not with the democratically
elected politicians.

Downsides of militarism
Trump’s valourisation of Munir legiti-
mises the theory of Pakistan emerging
as a military-industrial complex or, at
least, a military-business construct.
Theworst-keptsecret of Pakistani gen-
erals controlling the essential red lines
of governanceroutinely getstheall-im-
portantapproval of the United States.
The hands of the over-entitled Paki-
stani military are deep into non-pro-
fessional domains such as the Fauji
Foundation with business interests
in fertiliser, food, power, banking, ce-
ment, etc. All this leads to the mlhlary
commercial
policies, often to the detriment of free

ownlion® I budget:

Real peace wnh lndm would be inim-
ical to the Pakistani (military) estab-
lishment and, therefore, they keep the
potofterrorismand unreston the boil.
In such scenarios, threats from India
canbe exaggerated, leaving littleroom
for prudent diplomacy. It is almost as
if peace is dangerous to the frame-
work of Pakistani governance, where
the generals call the shots. A danger-
ousincreasein the L&pﬂ&] expendlture

INPERSPECTIVE

Litfests

and the

missingstories

Marginalised voices
don’talways make
ittothe line-ups.
Change canbegin
with equitable access
to English

onweaponry keep:
Chinaand 'l‘urkey (even lheUS) on lhe
right side of the Pakistani generals.
The additional fear of regressing the
national narrative towards puritan-
ism and hyper-religiosity cannot be
ruled out, as the “establishment” can
simultaneously curry favour with the
hardline elementsof the Islamicworld.

Therefore, pictures emerging from
the Oval Office earlier; or from Davos
now, with the unwarranted presence
of Field Marshal Asim Munir ought to
worry Delhi. Itis tantamount todemo-
cratic backsliding, and that can never
work in favour of peace and stability in
thelongrun.

(The writeris a former Lt Governor
of Andaman and Nicobar Islands and
Puducherry)

he Karnataka government’s denial of corruption alle-
gations in the Excise Department is neither convine-
ing nor adequate. When Lokayukta traps reinforce

peated charges from trade )pposition parties,
the issue can no longer be dismissed as political noise. At
the heart of the malaise is a reported scam that trade asso-
ciations allege hasreached Rs 6,000 crore over the last two
years, A primary driver of this crisis is the 33-year freeze
on new hquor retail (CL- 2) and bar-and- resmurant (CLA 9)

curb on. Themoratorium

lived its purpose. Karnataka’s population, urban footpnnL
and hospitality sector have expanded dramatically since
then, butthe licensing regime remains frozen in adifferent
era. Thisartificial scarcity has turned licences into tradable
assets,spawningathriving black market, as thestate forfeits
revenue. This environment has also distorted business be-
haviour. With CL-9licenc ilable,entrepreneurs
are pushed towards CL-7 hotel licences asa workaround, a
processallegedlylubricated bymassive bribes ateverystage
-fromgrantand transfer of licences to renewals.

Therecentarrest of senior excise officers while allegedly
accepting bribes to clear CL-7 licences lends credibility
to claims of systemic rot. Equally troubling is the widely
reported transfer racket, where lu- —————
crative postings are allegedly bought
and sold. Officers who pay for post-
ings are incentivised to recover their
investment through predatory en-
forcement, weaponising provisions
of the Excise Act to intimidate trad-
ers and extract bribes. Added to this
are the repeated and unscientific
duty hikes, resulting in adverse fis-
cal consequences; the department
missed its 2024-25 revenue target by
over Rs 3,000 crore. Beer sales have
dipped by nearly 20%, and border
districtsarelosingbusinesstoAndhra
Pradesh, where a more transparent
policy offerssignificantly cheaper lig-
uor. Institutional decay compounds the problem. Anarchaic
staffingpatternand large vacancies have left the department
ill-equipped to manage amodern, complex market.

Atthisjuncture, corruption charges demand more than
denials. A credible investigation by the Lokayukta-under
which the Anti-Corruption Bureau functions — is essential
toestablish factsandrestore confidence. Butaccountability
must be paired with structural reform: lifting the licence
freeze through transparent, population-linked mecha-
nisms; curbing discretionary powers; rationalising dutiesin
linewith neighbouring states; and insulating transfers from
pohncal and monetary mﬂuence The Exctse Department

wi fe ding

public revenue. Today, it risks becoming a symbol of insti-
tutionalised rent-seeking. Ignoring the warning signs will
notmake the problem disappear; it will only deepen public
distrustand losses to the exchequer.

Karnataka's
excise scam
further
exposesan
outdated

licensing
regime that
has enabled
systemic
graft

RIGHT IN THEMIDDLE

Theseason of empathy

Asimple exchange of gifts
shows how kindness can
travel full circle

LT COL THOMAS (RETD)

the discovery with my sister, who lives
inKochi.

My sister, a retired teacher, has a
new neighbour — a small family con-
sisting of a couple, their daughter and
her grdndmolher The little girlisina

land travels by the school bus

dvent is meant to be a season of

hope, peace, joy,and love. Yet,in

ecent times, these themes often

feel overshadowed by commercialisa-

non——shoppmg sprees, p]um cakes,

wines, and fe entre

stage while the deeper purpose fades
into the background.

Thisyear, however,asimple fruitcake
became an unlikely symbol of grace.
My wife, a culinary expert, happened
to receive a tin of hot cakes from Ker-
ala last year, which she took out from
her hidden stash. On tastingit, she rat-
ed it 5/5—the best fruitcake in recent
memory. “The proof of the pudding is
in the eating,” we thought, and shared

every day. Jumping from the bus into
thehands of her grandmother hasbeen
adaily delight for her.

However, on that day, she was cry-
ing and refusing to come out of the
bus. Itwas learnt that the child had not
received her Christmas glh from the

abruptly and said, “Sir! This is a small
gift for your daughter.” He was taken
aback by the gesture and went home,
onlyto see his daughter still crying. As
soon as the child received the gift, the
cryingstoppedand thelittleone began
Jjumpingaround.

Alittle later, there wasa knockat my
sister’sdoor. Shesaw the child, mother
and grandmother. She invited them
in, and before sitting down, the child
extendeda carry bag while the mother
said, “A small Christmas gift for you.”

The bag contained a tin of hotcake.

teacher. T hertr her,
butitdid not work.

It was a sheer coincidence that my
sister had wanted to give that child a
small Christmas gift. However, she
had not been able to do so until then
and was wondering how to send it. To
her surprise, she happened to see the
child's father returning from work. My
sister hurriedly went out of her house
carrying a small bag, stopped him

Itwasac s prise for mysister,
forshe had never expected anythingin
return for the empathy she had shown.
Whata coincidence, all the way!

It is perhaps difficult for many of
us to understand the dynamics of em-
pathy; often, it is substituted by sym-
pathy. Such empathetic behaviour
could transform the world into “God's
Own Country”—a world full of peace,
love and joy.

again - the literature

festival season. India cel-
ebrates the written word in
every possible form by hold-
ing these eventsin many
cities. The festivals shape a
cultural trend, build public
curiosity around books and
ideas,and turn literature into
a shared civic experience. In
many ways, literature festi-
vals now function likemodern
publicsquares-spaces where
society gatherstolisten, ques-
tion, disagree, and reflect.

The festivals are enriching
not merely because of the
range of sessions they offer
but because of the deeper
questions they provoke about
literature, representation, and
democracy. Theyalsoreaffirm
something we often forget:
literature is far more than
prose and poetry. It is an ex-
pansive universe thatincludes
politics, journalism, econom-
ics, gender studies, cinema,
sports, ecology, and the many
disciplines that shape human
life. Writing in any field that
speaks tosocial realitiesisalso
Ilmra(ure Thal is why festi-

Ir is that time of the year

become symbolicrather than
structural.

The literature of the mar-
ginalised remains underrep-
resented inmany mainstream
festival line-ups. Thisabsence
is not because writings of the
marginalised do not exist in
English. Dalit texts exist in
English translation, and Dalit
authors write in English too.
Yet they rarely receive sus-
tained space on national liter-
aryplatforms. The questionis
uncomfortable butnecessary:
are such voices excluded be-
cause they “have no voice™
Or because they do not fit the
fluency norms and cultural
codes of elite spaces?

Astructural exclusion

1f fluency becomes the gate,
the failure lies not with the
writersbut with the education
system that has historically
withheld English from com-
munities that need it most.
This brings us to a crucial
point that literature festivals
must confront more directly:
teaching English to the mar-
ginalisedis nota luxury;itisa
responsibility.

It is not enough to teach
English as a subject. English
must also become a medium
through which Dalit, Adivasi,
and disadvantaged students
learn science, history, philos-
ophy, politics, music, and eco-
nomics. Only then can they
write about these subjects in
English and enter national
forums, academic discours-
es, publishing networks, and
I|(erznure fesnvals with confi-
d

not

ity.

only on fiction and poetry, but
also on pnbhn policy, climate
change, ion, digital life,

Fortoolong, Englishlitera-
tureinIndia has been gu1rded

and the ethics of represema~
tion. Literature t

ly— by elite and mxddl&class

meeting point for ideas,

And this is where a trou-
bling patternemerges- whose
wvoicesareheard. whosevoices
arewecelebrating,and whose
voices are missing? When
people speak admiringly of
GenZasexpressive, bold, and

literatures are respecrcd but
often through polite admira-
tion rather than equal plat-
forming. Even when festivals
invite writers from margin-
alised communities, they
are ﬁOmEl‘ln]Eﬁ pDSKIOHEd as
* " rather than

progressive in these literary
gatherings, who exactly are
they referring to? Not those
chxldren who are from the
sections of so-

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR
Fences won't fix past mistakes

Apropos ‘Fence all government vacant properties,
revenue minister tells officials’ (Jan 28), the govern-
ment’s move to fence vacant land parcels in Bengaluru
is a classic case of shutting the stable door after the
horse has bolted. For decades, vast tracts of valuable
public land were left unprotected, enabling large-scale
encroachment by developers, politicians, and other
influential interests. By the time preventive measures
are being enforced, thousands of crores worth of gov-

Prisonreform

The editorial, ‘Uniformity is integral
to prison reform’ (Jan 28), is a timely
reminder of the importance of main-
taining uniformity and equality in
the treatment of prisoners. Allowing
home-cooked food for prisoners,
both convicts and under-trial
prisoners, would violate Articles 14
and 15 of the Constitution. It would
give an advantage to prisoners who
can get food from their homesin
Bengaluru over those who cannot,
for reasons such as not being from
Bengaluru. The prison authorities

should provide quality and nutritious
food to all prisoners and cater, as
faras possible, to all food habits.
There should be no discrimination
on grounds of race, religion, caste,
sex, or place of birth. Itis not correct
to require prisoners to do menial
jobs; these should be done by staff
appointed for the purpose.

KR Jayaprakash Rao, Mysuru

Restore decorum

1 refer to ‘Karnataka: Congress, Op-
position battle it out in Council’ (Jan
28). The chaos in the Karnataka

ernment properties have already been lost, converted,
or litigated away. While fencing may prevent further
encroachments, itdoes little to address past failures of
governance, weak enforcement, and collusion. Ben-
galuru now requires not merely physical barriers, buta
credible land audit, swift recovery mechanisms, and ac-
countability to restore public confidence and safeguard
remaining state assets.

N Sadhasiva Reddy, Bengaluru

Council reflects a worrying decline in
legislative decorum. Debating a Gov-
ernor’saddress—whether to thank
or criticise it—must happen through
dialogue, not disruption. Silenc-

ing elected members undermines
democratic norms and weakens
public trust in the House. Political
differences should be argued, not
shouted down.

AribaMoin, Bengaluru

Our readers are welcome to email letters to:

ld.co.in (enly letters
emailed ~ not handwritten — will be accepted).
All letters must carry the sender’s postal
address and phone number.

ciety, not thosein government
schools, not young people liv-
ing at society’s margins. Too
often, a small slice of urban
middle-class youthis present-
edasifitrep: anentire

as central voices shaping the
festival’sintellectual agenda.

We speak at festivals about
gender, identity, climate, tech-
nology. popular culture, cin-
ema, and global politics. Yet
we often leave out the most
transformative issue of all:
education. If literature festi-
vals aspire to be democratic
[ Ispaces, they must be-

generation. This selective
visibility becomes sharper in
mainstream English literary
spaces, where participation

ftural cap-

gin by asking: Where are the
marginalised? Why do their
stories notappear onour pan-
els? Why are they not on our
stages? ion cannot be a

ital - educ:mon accent, net-
worl k\ and access to English.
asin-

decorative gesture. Itmust be
structural.

gle stream. It is multilingual,
layered, and deeply shaped
by social realities. Many In-
dian-language traditions, in-
cluding Kannada, Malayalam,
Tamil, Telugu, Bengali, and
Marathi, have long histories
of social critique and inclu-
sion. They have produced
writers who speak directly
about caste, labour, gender,
hunger, migration, and in-
justice. But English literature
showcased at many festivals
remains dominated by the
middle and upper classes.
Even when festivals speak of
diversity, representation can

And thati begins
long before the festival, in-
side classrooms, libraries,
government schools, com-
munity reading spaces, and
public universities. It begins
withaccess, with English, with
opportunity, and with voice.
Only then will literature fes-
tivals truly represent the full
spectrum of Indian life - not
justeverythingand everyone,
but also those who have long
been left outside the gates.

(Thewriteris a professor
and academic head at the
Regional Instituteof English
South India, Jnanabharathi
Campus, Bengaluru)
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Fromboomtown to building traps: Noida’s unfinished story

QDATELINE

‘Naveda, Naveda, Naveda,’ bellowed con-
ductorssoliciting passengers to the ‘killer*
Red Line private buses that operated be-
tween Noidaand Delhi’s Connaught Place.
Infamous for mowing down pedestrians
withanuncannyregularity, the buses were
phased outas connectivity between Delhi
and its satellite towns improved, with the
DelhiMetrospreadingitstentaclesfarand
wide over the last two decades.
Improved connectivity and a burgeon-
ing population made housing, especially
affordable housing, a promising proposi-
tion in Gurugram, Faridabad and Noida.
While the first prospered due to its prox-
imity to the Delhi airport, Faridabad,
spread on eitherside of the Delhi-Mumbai
railwayline, evolved asan industrial town.
Noida (acronym for New Okhla Indus-

trial Development Authority),a brainchild
ofthelastCongress chief minister of Uttar
Pradesh, Narain Dutt Tiwari, prospered

asar

township on the western outpost of the
state, contiguous to Delhi.

For migrants pouring into the nation-
al capital for jobs and livelihood, Noida
offered a viable residential option. You
could live in Noida and commute to Delhi
forwork. Soon, Difli-walas,whoonce con-
sidered all residential suburbs in Jamu-
na-paar (across the Yamuna) asinfra-dig,
too crossed the bridge. If it took just 40
minutes to reach your shop in crammed
Chandni Chowk, it made sense to shift to
agated condominiumand take the Metro
to the workstation.

For bureaucrats from UP and adjoin-
ing states looking fora second home their
children could use while pursuing higher
studiesin Delhi, investing ina Noida prop-
erty made sense as well.

Ergo, a development authority was set
up to plan a new township. Sectors were

demarcated, bungalows were propped up
onfloodplains, andinfrastructure was laid
outin neat grids.

Theauthorityacquired more land from
farmers in adjoining villages for low-rise
residential complexes. Initially, only the
Noida Development Authority construct-
ed and sold residential units through a
lottery system.

A boom in the housing industry, pro-
pelled by easy access and the lowering of
interest rates on housing loans, brought
private players into the fray. And they
camein droves.

Property dealers became real estate
magnatesovernight. The UP government
lowered the entry threshold for builders
by offering land with an initial payment
of just 30% of the estimated cost. In 2009,
the Mayawati government made further
amendments to the rules to allow alloca-
!iD_}ll with a mere 10%.

soldnotjusthomes butdreams. Dreamsof
having your own address in the Rajdhani.

Athree-side open house for Mr Khosla. A
pool-facing 3BHK for Mrs Arora. A duplex
for MrBanerjee. Ifyou had a customer, the
builders had a property.

People invested. They took loans,
stayed in rented accommodation and
paid EMIs in the hope of living under
theirownroof one day. Some gotit; some
continued waiting.

When the courtsstepped intoquestion
some of the largesse doled out by the UP
government to the real estate sector op-
erating in Noida, the markets collapsed.
Builders had acquired large tracts of land
by paying anominal price, but projectsre-
mained pending on paper despite having
mopped upcroresof rupeesin pre-launch
bookings.

In one of the cases, that of Amrapali
builders, the Supreme Court of India in-
tervened to hand over the projectto NBCC
(India) Limited. Butthere are adozen oth-
ers thatremain pending.

In some cases, buyers have been hand-
ed possession of properties without the

Twenty-five years after the Kutch earthquake, a DHreporter who witnessed its
aftermath recalls the terror of relentless aftershocks, the scale of human loss, and how
the tragedy reshaped India’s approach to disaster management

KALYAN RAY

hefirstnightafterIlandedin

Gujarat,adayafter the Kutch

earthquake twenty-five years

ago, I could not sleep. The

killer quake had flattened a

large part of Ahmedabad.
High-rise buildings had sunk into the
ground with their occupants inside, and
onecouldstill hear theirscreams. Theard
desperate cries for help from someone
trapped inside a four-storey building
buried underground. People were
on edge as aftershocks—some of them
quite strong—continued rocking the city
every few minutes,

The earthquake occurred at 8.46 am
on January 26, 2001. Its magnitude was
7.7 MW (6.9 on the Richter scale), and
it lasted for about two minutes. The ep-
icentre was at Chaubari village, located
tothenorth of Bhachauin Kutch district,
65km eastof Bhujand about 250 kimwest
of Ahmedabad. Amongotherthings, itis
alsoremembered forthe sheer number of
aftershocksitgenerated. In the first fort-
night after the earthquake, there were
two major aftershocks of magnitudes of
5.9 and 5.3. There were 953 aftershocks
in 2001, followed by 149 in 2002 and
53in2003.

By the time I returned to the hotel
for the night’s sleep—urgently needed as
I was to travel to Bhuj the next day—Ah-
medabad had experienced close to 200
aftershocks. The rocking continued
throughout the night. Every fewminutes,
the hotel building would tremble, and T
would sit upright, ready to jump out of
the roomatthe firstsign of acrack on the
wall. After an hour or so, I gave up and
came down to the ground floor near the
reception, prepared to spend the rest
of thenight on asofa.

The reception clerk on night duty un-
derstood my predicament. He offered me
a bunk meant for hotel workers. Since it
was on the ground floor and there were
other staff members in the hall, I final-
ly managed to sleep, hoping that if a big
onecame, atleast a few minutes would be
available torunto thestreet.

Fortunately, nothing untoward hap-
pened. The next morning [ left for Bhuj.
For the next two days, I sleptin the back-
seat of the car—the driver slept in the
front—and survived on a few packets of
biscuits and water as I travelled to some
of the worst-hit areas, such as Bhuj, An-
jar, Bhachau, Rapar and nearby villages.
While travelling 1 picked up relief ma-
terial from aid workers and distributed
itto peoplewhohadreceivedlittl +
till then. I also worked as an interpreter
for locals seeking help from foreign
rescue teams.

At Anjar, a town known for vegetable
dyes, knives and bandhni textiles, there
was a peculiar sight. A few shops were
open, and they were selling nothing but
cheap perfumes and deodorants. Theair
wassoheavy with thesmell of rotting bod-
ieslying by the roadsi itwasimp
sible to walk around unless the nose was
wrapped inahandkerchiefalmost soaked
in perfume. Corpses covered in cloth lay

signing of a registered deed, which is a
tripartite agreement between the buyer,
the seller and the Noida authority. Since
dues to the Noida Development Author-
ity have not been cleared, the authority
would notsign it.

The Noida landscape is dotted with
many incomplete projects where land
was acquired or dug up for the construc-
tion years ago.

The recent death of a techie who
drowned in a swamp generated by one
such 40-foot-deep pit dug up in 2021
for the construction of a multi-storeyed
complexin Noidaissymptomaticof erratic
and haphazard urban town planning in

body. Oran elected municipality that could
beheld accountable by its residents. Itisa
unique arrangement where the develop-
mentauthority, helmed bya CEO, manag-
eseverything from horticultureand roads
togarb et A e of
new projects.

Itisacityadministered by three bureau-
crats—the Gautam Budh Nagar district
magistrate, the Noida Authority CEOand
the police commissioner.

For many decades, the myth of losing
power in Lucknow upon setting foot in
Noida kept many chief ministers away
from the richest city in UP. It finally took

litici k in Yogi Adity h to

India. Thy d g inhis
mid-twenties, returning home post-mid-
nightafteralongdayatwork when hiscar
fell into the waterbody. In zero visibility
induced by heavy fog and near-zero tem-
peratures, he kept shouting for help for
overan houratoptheroofof his car before
the vehicle went under.

inalv Noidad

a
break this s i
Noida, unlike Gurugram, has wide
roads lined with trees, an effective drain-
agesystemand a decentgreen cover. Per-
haps among the best residential suburbs
in the National Capital Territory today.
With a little more conscientious plan-
ning, it could have been far better.
DHNS

Bridging India’s
medical divide

Kutch, 2001: When the ground
wouldnotstopshaking

along the road. Anjar was also the place
where a Republic Day procession of
300 childrenand their teachers was bur-
ied under debris when buildings on both
sides of a lane collapsed on them. The
majority died.

How many were killed in the Kutch
quake? Initial numbers cited by the au-
thoritieswerevery high. A Union minister
even claimed that over 100,000 people
might have died. Figures released by
government agencies in the first week
of February were around 16,000, which
later rose to over 20,000, based on police
and hospital records. A subsequentveri-
fication process revealed many overlaps
andduplication of figures. The final death
countwas fixed at13,805, of which 12,221
were from Kutch district.

Bhuj was di d. The

Bythe from
other cities reached Bhuj, ready to offer
their services. In the initial days, there
were problems with the availability of

Aeiae batshine ol
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More temporary hospitals were setup on
the ground, and a prefabricated hospital
was created. I spent the night at Jubilee
Ground inside the car, which continued
rocking throughout the night.

The temblor brought down electric-
ity and telephone lines. It led to a rise
in crime, and people struggled to com-
municate their well-being to their rela-
tives in other cities. I met two brothers
whotravelled over 200 kmin 12 hours just
to make a single STD call to their family
in Mumbai.

The quakealso damaged many histori-

airinside the walled ci'ry. which was once
filled with the sounds of goldsmiths and
jewellery workers, stank of rottir rps-

cal Morbi's famous Darbar-
garh Palace, Mani Mandir, Nagar Darwa-
ja, Wagameland Green Tower—built byor

sociated with the royal family of Maha-

eson the road. The 281-bed district civil
hospital collapsed, killing 11 staff mem-
bers and 182 patients.

The military hospital provided emer-
gency care. By afternoon, a tent was set
up at Jubilee Ground, suturing materi-
al was gathered from another hospital,
anaesthetists were made available, and
surgeries began, which continued over
the next four days.

raja Waghji Thakur—were damaged sub-
stantially. Sowere the Shaking Minarets
in Ahmedabad’s Gomtipur. Bhuj's Kutch
Museum, which showcased the region’s
craftand culture, was badly damaged.
According to an estimate by INTACH,
at least 10,000 historically important
sites, including palaces, old havelis,
wells, chhattries, places of religious
significance, clock towers, gateways,

and pavilions, located across 250 towns
and numerous villages, were affected by
the earthquake.

Lack of coordination among officials
in the wake of such a devastating trag-
edy was visible almost everywhere in
the initial days, though things improved
later. Communities came togetherto help
eachother.

The experience of the Bhuj quake was
instrumental in conceptualising the Na-
tional Disaster Management Authority
and the raising of the National Disaster
Management Force, along with the en-
actment of the Disaster Management
Act, 2005, to provide legal backing
to the two bodies. Gen N C Vij, who as
Southern Army Commander played
an instrumental role in the relief and
rehabilitation work, was tasked with cre-
atingadedicated authority todeal withall
types of disasters.

Unhappy with the reliefand rehabilita-
tionwork by the Keshubhai Patel govern-
ment, the Atal Bihari Vajpayee govern-
ment at the Centre dispatched a young
leader by the name of Narendra Modi to
oversee the operations on the ground.
Modi met journalists in Ahmedabad and
assured them of help and support while
they travelled to Kutch. Within a year, he
became the chief minister of Gujarat—
and the rest, as they say, is history.

LAKSHMI ASHWIN GOWDA

of India’s Universal Health

Coverage (UHC), there lies
a silent, structural fault line:
the rural-urban medical divide.
While metropolitan centres
boast robotic surgeries and
medical tourism, rural India
lacks even a basic antipyretic
for a common fever. To bridge
thischasm, Indiamustmove be-
yond battles over medical “mix-
opathy” and embrace clinical
pragmatism. Empowering In-
dia’s eight lakh AYUSH doctors
to prescribe a carefully curated

| ol b

list of 47

In thearchitectural blueprint

institutionally trained AYUSH
doctortherighttoprescribe par-
acetamol, while trusting far less-
trained paramedics elsewhere,
exposes a systemic irony that
rural Indiacan nolongerafford.

The most compelling case
for reform lies in its economic
impact. India’s healthcare sys-
tem is trapped in a vicious pov-
erty-health cycle. Nearly 70%
of healthcare spending is
out-of-pocket, much of it in-
curred by rural families forced
to travel long distances for mi-
norailments.

First, legalising limited pre-
seribing rights for AYUSH doc-

drugsis not merely about “inte-
gration™;itisaboutdecolonising
healthcare delivery.

At the heart of this argument
is a policy proposition. The ‘47-
drug framework’ outlined here
is offered as a practical, tightly
regulated solution to India’s
rural primary-care deficit. The
principal objection to such re-
form is patient safety. But this
proposal is neither reckless nor
expansive. It does not argue for
unrestricted allopathic practice
byAYUSH doctors. Instead, itad-
vancesaclearlydefined “restrict-
ed clinical privilege”, centred on
avetted list of 47 essential medi-
cines. This proposed safety shield
includes basic, life-saving drugs
suchasantipyreticstoprevent fe-
brile seizures. Under the frame-
work, every prescription would
be governed by strict Standard
Treatment Guidelines (STGs)
and backed by a mandatory six-
month online bridge course in
pharmacology. The online for-
matallows for scalability, stand-
ardisation and verifiable certifi-
cation, while enabling doctors
toremainattheir rural postings.
The intent is not to dilute med-
ical standards but to formally
design a primary-care tier that
protects rural citizens from the
far more dangerous alternative
they currently face—unregulat-
ed, uncertified quackery.

Indiaisa global outlier in this
regard. It is perhaps the only
country where even a limited

tors helps elimi the hidden
“guack tax”. In the absence of
authorised prescribers, villagers
turn to informal practitioners.
Bringing AYUSH doctors into
the formal system integrates
them with the National Digital
Health Mission.

Second, timely first-line treat-
ment prevents minor illnesses
from escalating into emergen-
cies that drain a family’s life
savings.

Critics frequently invoke
“mixopathy” as a rhetorical
shield againstreform. Thelegal
window for this change already
exists—it requires administra-
tive clarity and resolve. Under
the Drugs and Cosmetics Act,
specifically Rule 2(ee), the defi-
nition of a Registered Medical
Practitioner (RMP) can be ex-
plicitly expanded to include in-
stitutionally qualified AYUSH
doctors as authorised prescrib-
ers for primary care.

The Supreme Court’s ruling
in the Mukhtiar Chand case
(1998) upheld the State’s power
to notify practitioners of mod-
ernmedicine. Whatisbeing pro-
posed is a restricted, regulated
clinical privilege.

Interactions with medical un-
dergraduatesacrossthe country
revealasobering consensus, Few
Jjoin medical colleges aspiring to
become general practitioners.
The dominant ambition is spe-
cialisation and super-speciali-
sation. Asaresult, rural primary
care is treated as a temporary

setofessential, life-saving drugs
remains the exclusive preserve
ofthe MBBS cadre. Critics often
cite Western models to oppose
pluralistic practice, but global
experience points the otherway.

before their post-
graduate exams. This “specialist
trap” leaves primary health cen-
tres with infrastructure without
stable prescribers.

Ulti ly, the health ofana-

In the United Kingdom, nurs-
es and pharmacists function as
“independent preseribers” after
specific training. In the United
States, nursepractitioners—often
with fewer years of formal clini-
caltrainingthan Indian BAMS or
BHMS doctors—form the back-
bone of rural primary care.

Against this backdrop, de-
nying a five-and-a-half-year

tion cannot be measured by the
sophistication ofitsurban hospi-
talsalone butby theaccessibility
of a single life-saving pill in its
most remote hamlet. The 47-
drug framework has the poten-
tial tobridge India's rural-urban
healthdivide.

(The writer is a doctor, an
ex-bureaucrat and Karnataka
BJPstatesecretary)
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Prasannademolishes
New Zealand

Auckland (New Zealand), January 28
Off-spinner Erapalli Prasanna with ca-
reer best figures of 8 for 76 runs, bowled
India to a magnificent eight wicket
victory over New Zealand in the first Test
here today. New Zealand resuming their
second innings this morning at Monday’s
score of 161 for two — yesterday was a

rest day—soon crumbled to the deadly
bowling of Prasanna and Chandrasekhar

25 YEARS AGO: JANUARY 2001

Fresh tremors rock Gujarat,
tollreaches 20,000

Ahmedabad, Jan 28 (PT))
Aseries of tremors today rocked Kutch,
Ahmedabad and some other parts of
Gujarat causing panicamong the already
stricken people asinternational teams
joined rescue and relief efforts two
daysalter the worst earthquake on the
Republic Day that claimed up to 20,000
lives, injured 50,000 and rendered lakhs
homeless. Chief Minister Keshubhai

1

loutfor 215 injust ld thatthe deathtoll
play leaving India G fi 15.000and 20,000
outrightvictory. India did not take long to and it was difficult to give exact figures of
achieve the targetand the match ended theextent of loss of lives and damage to
20 minutes after lunch on the fourth day property. As manyas 15,000 people may
withafull daytospare. ‘have died in Bhuj alone, Mr Patel said.

ne of my grandfather’s favourite

quotes s “In triumph you walk

with humility and in errors with
honesty”. He would further elaborate
that these two postures, seemingly
opposite, are in fact the twin pillars of
character. Triumphis often intoxi-
carting, leading to the temptation to
believe that one is superior. Butit'sa
factthat every success stands on the
shoulders ofa web of support.

The tennis legend Roger Federer’s

brilliance wasn't just in his effort-
less grace on the court but in his
graciousness offit. Despite being
frequently called ‘the Greatest of All
Time’ by fans and commentators, he
consistently avoided taking on the
title himself. He always made sure to

OASIS | JAYANTHICHANDRASEKARAN

acknowledge the support of his wife,
Mirka, his coaches, and his team of
physios and trainers. He consistently
credited his opponents and thanked
ball boys, umpires, and fans, even
athis peak dominance.
Sundar Pichai, Google’s

If triumph tests the ego, error tests
one’sintegrity. In 1982, seven people
died after taking cyanide-laced ex-
tra-strength Tylenol capsules sold in
five Chicago stores. James Burke,
the CEO of Johnson & John-
son, acted with transparent

Ofhumility in triumph and honesty in error

abenchmark study in ethical crisis
management.

Rahul Dravid found himself accused
of tampering with the ball in 2004
during an ODI against Zimbabwe
and subsequently was fined 50% of
his match fee. This incident is often
interpreted through the lens of his

CEO, isanother example honesty. Although the

of someone who avoids c ination |

personal spotlight and cel- outside the company, he
ebrates team contributions said, “Weare responsible
more than his own. Coming for protecting the people
fromamodest homein

v who trust our product.” He
Chennai, he acknowledges ordered a nationwide recall,

family. teachers and India’s public losing millions, went live before
education system for shaping him. His  the media and answered every ques-
message tostudentsis, “Alwaysbekind  tion openly and redesigned packaging
and stay humble. Intelligenceiseasier  with tamper-proof seals. Burke’s

to find than humility. integrity turned a public disaster into

impeccable as “The Gen-
tleman of Cricket”. Because Dravid
had always walked with honesty, the
cricketing world was willing to accept
the claim that the error was nota
deliberate attempt to cheat.

Mistakes are universal, but the re-
sponse to the error does differentiate
one’s character. Towalk with honesty
isnot to erase the mistake but to face
it,own it,and rise above it.
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The tragic end
of Ajit Pawar

Ajit Ashatai Anantrao Pawar, 66, lived his political and
personal life in ways that ensured a chapter, not merely a
footnote, in the annals of Maharashtra’s contemporary
politics. Tragically killed, along with four others, in an aero-
plane crash near his home turf, Baramati, on Wednesday
morning, Ajit dada, or Dada as he was called, wasamod-
ern-day politician—ideologically flexible but firm of pur-
pose. He was known for his strong grasp on the
administrative machinery for more than 25 years, hand-
ling the finance portfolio. among others: a blunt and no-
nonsense attitude; homegrown language and idioms that
occasionally were in the risqué territory; and an ability to
recognise party workers and network across political lines.
For reasons within and beyond him, Pawar never did take
the oath he most aspired to—that of the chief minister of
Maharashtra. He held the deputy’s post for a record six
times under four chief ministers of different parties, some
with less experience than he had.

That aspiration, as much as the need to annul the cor-
ruption charges in the Rs 70,000-crore irrigation scam, led
him to splinter the Nationalist Congress Party (NCP) set up
by his uncle Sharad Pawar in June 1999, after he walked
out of the Congress.

Groomed to be the | Thevoid left
second-in-command, N .

Ajit Pawar's NCP fic behind in the party
nally allied with the | and the extended
BIP under Devendra i

Fadnavis and Eknath Pawar family may
Shinde’s ShivSena.Ifhe | P7°0Ve more

played into the BIPs { challenging to fill

hands, he did not ac-
knowledge it, nor did he explain the dubious oath-taking
ceremony in the wee hours of the morning in'2019 with
Fadnavis. Somehow, he retained his seat in the state gov-
ernment. Such bewildering decisions and the corruption
charges stain his legacy. To his credit though, he did not
visit the RSS headquarters as several crossover leaders did,
and he held nothing back in criticising Yogi Adityanath for
his communal vitriol during the 2024 elections. Fadnavis
knows that Pawar’s vacuum will gnaw at the government.

The void left behind in the party and the extended
Pawar family may prove more challenging to fill. Will Sha-
rad Pawar, old and ailing, who also groomed daughter Su-
priya Sule but relied on Ajit, now merge the two factions
of the NCP? For the family, this cuts the deepest. Ajit dada
was the foremost among his generation, someone even
Sule acknowledges looking up to, with an enviable per-
sonal connection across the clan. He groomed wife Su-
netra and son Parth into politics, in the dynastic mould that
‘most parties unfortunately follow, but beyond politics, he
‘was a person of sensitivity and authority in the Pawar clan.
Indeed, across Baramati. He will be dearly missed at home
and on his home turf even as his mixed legacy in politics
and public life is appraised by commentators and his-
torians in the years to come.

A strategic pact
beyond tariffs

he long-anticipated India-European Union free trade
agreement is now a reality. The figures are impressive—
the free trade pact connects people who generate a
quarter of the world’s GDP. As a result of the deal, trade
between the European Union and India is expected to
more than double within a decade, propelling economic
growth in large parts of the world. Still, it may not be the
win-win that leaders on both sides are touting it to be, but
it will certainly boost India’s traditional exports of textiles,
gems and jewellery and integrate Indian manufacturers,
who are able to make the grade, into European supply
chains. There will be some heartburn among our local
uber-rich, as Europe too will gain by tapping into India’s
craze for high-end cars and foreign liquor, whose duties
are being slashed.

Atits most basic level, the agreement aims to reduce or
eliminate tariffs on over 90 per cent of the goods traded
between India and the 27-member bloc. As global trade
becomes increasingly entangled with strategic competi-
tion—especially between the US and China—both India
and the EU are seeking to diversify economic partner-
ships and reduce overdependence on any single country.
That alone would be significant. However, the bigger gain
is political. In the bewilderingly new multipolar world,
where the US has made it abundantly clear it will not
underwrite Europe’s defence nor will it make the conti-
nent’s enemies its own, a compact with a rising Asian
power was needed to defend the sea commerce which
has been the lifeblood of the European continent. India,
too, needs a hedge in a world dominated by a fickle global
power, which is more concerned about its backyard in the
Arcticand South America rather than the problems of far-
flung areas and an inscrutable northern neighbour, which
has made clear that it feels Asia is its future pocket bor-
ough. That is where the less spoken about part of the ne-
gotiations comes into play—the ‘Security and Defence
Partnership’ between the two trading partners. To start
with, it’s still a nascent treaty. The two sides are talking
about “closer engagements in maritime security, es-
pecially in the Indo-Pacific area, non-proliferation and
disarmament, space, counter-terrorism, and countering
cyber and hybrid threats”

Tt will certainly “boost defence industrial collaboration”,
with Indian manufacturers co-producing defence systems
and selling their innovations as India continues its defence
trade with traditional European partners. But the cream
of the pact lies in the launch of negotiations for an ambi-
tious ‘Security of Information Agreement’, which will let
the two sides exchange ‘Classified information and
stronger cooperation in security and defence areas”,
which in time could “lead to India’s participation in EU se-
curity and defence initiatives”. To sumup: In an era when
trade is increasingly weaponised and the world is frag-
menting into rival power centres, an agreement built on
openness, rules, and mutual benefit also sends an impor-
tant signal—that relations built in Greek times with
ancient Mauryans survive and can act as a pillar of sanity
in the new world order which is being fashioned.

Guest Column
BISWAJIT DHAR

Imost two dec-
ades after they
agreed to initi-
te negotiations
to formalise a bilateral Free Trade
Agreement (FTA), India and the EU
finally announced the conclusion of
the agreement. The FTA promises
to benefit the two partners, coming
as it does at a time when the global
economy is beset with uncertainties
caused by Trumpis tariff war and the
consequent dismantling of global
trade rules. The escalating risk of
trading with the US has forced
major economies to explore ways of
diversifying their export destina-
tions. For both India and the EU, the
newly minted FTA provides an op-
portunity to increase their bilateral
trade and reduce their exposure to
the US market.

This FTA promises to increase
Indias presence in the market of one
of its largest trade partners that ac-
counted for over 17% of the country’s
exports in 2024-25. India could
benefit from the EUs decision to
eliminate import tariffs on 99% of its
exportsin terms of trade value. Sev-
eral labour-intensive manufacturing
sectors, including textiles and cloth-
ing, leather, footwear, marine prod-
ucts, gems and jewellery, and
engineering and automobiles, could
be among the major beneficiaries,
as the EU has offered to remove im-

Niti Sutra
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India’s trade agreement with
EU brings relief for farmers

Though India expects the FTA would help increase agricultural exports,
conformity with the EU’s strict food safety laws could be a challenge

port duties on almost $33 billion of
India’s exports once the implemen-
tation of the agreement gets under
way. According to the Government
of India, agricultural and processed
food sectors could also receive “a
transformative boost” under the
India-EU FTA since commodities,
such as tea, coffee, spices, fresh fruits
and vegetables, and processed
foods, are to gain additional market
access. One of the major pluses for
Indiais that its FTA with the EU does
not require it to reduce import
duties on major cereals and dairy
products. India has, thus, been able
to protect its sensitive agricultural
products, preventing the farming
community from facing adverse im-
port competition. Getting enhanced
access in partner countries’ markets
for service sectors has been among
India’s key interests in bilateral trade
deals. The EU seems to have met
India’s expectations, as it has opened
several sectors in which India has
perceived strengths, including IT
and IT-enabled services, education,
financial services, and other busi-
ness sectors. But the most noticeable
gain for India in this sector is the
EU’s commitment to provide “seam-
less movement of skilled Indian pro-
fessionals”, which was one of India’s
key demands.

For the EU, its two-decade wait
for clinching this bilateral trade deal

seems to be well worth it, as it has
secured substantial concessions to
increase its presence in the worlds
4th largest economy. India has of-
fered to reduce or eliminate tariffs
on 97% of its imports from the EU.
Included in the concessions that
India has offered are sharp reduc-
tions in the tariffs on antomobiles
from 110% to 10%, but future imports
would be regulated through an an-
nual quota. The EU would consider
this as a major gain, since India had
stridently refused to reduce tariffs
onautomobiles, preventing the deal
from going through earlier. India
has agreed to reduce import duties
on a range of products, including
pharmaceuticals, processed agricul-
tural products, and machinery,
though in most cases, tariffs would
be reduced after 5-7 years. This tran-
sition period should stand the In-
dian industry in good stead, for it
needs to improve its competitive
strength to face import competition.

‘Though India has kept major ag-
ricultural commodities out of the
trade deal, it has opened its do-
mestic market for processed agri-
cultural products to the EU. Tariffs
on processed food, such as confec-
tionary, breads, pastry, pasta, choc-
olates, pet food, and sheep meat,
would be phased out over a period
of time. The Indian government is
quite upbeat about the prospects of

benefiting from this deal stemming
from the lower levels of tariffs of-
fered by the new FTA partner. How-
ever, realisation of the expected
benefits may not be easy, as the EU
uses a plethora of regulations that
act as non-tariff measures. Impor-
tantly, many of these key regulations
are embedded in the FTA.

The chapter on Trade and Sus-
tainable Development of the Agree-
ment introduces two sets of
regulations, one to enhance envi-
renmental protection and climate
change, and the other for effective
protection of workers’ rights. The
EU has always favoured significant
reduction of the carbon footprint,
and for doing so, it has adopted
strict domestic regulations for re-
stricting emissions. Earlier this year,
the EU imposed the Carbon Border
Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM),
which is a carbon taximposed at the
border on imports. The CBAM
would make it difficult for Indian
businesses to enter the EU market,
as they would have to bear high
compliance costs. eroding their
competitiveness. The only silver lin-
ing is that the EU has offered to ex-
tend to India some concessions that
it had earlier provided to the US,
which may benefit the MSMEs.

Inall its FTAs, the EU has insisted
thatits partner countries must ratify
the Core Conventions of the Inter-

national Labour Organisation, en-
suring effective protection of
workers' rights. India has not rati-
fied two of the key conventions—
freedom of association and the right
to collective bargaining—to lend
flexibility to its labour market. It
would be of interest to see whether
the EU forces the Indian govern-
ment to amend its labour laws.

Though India expects that the
FTA would help increase agricul-
tural exports, conformity with the
EUs strict food safety standard laws
could be a formidable challenge.
The EU has explicitly stated that
human, animal, and plant health is
not negotiable.

India has accepted one of the EUs
major demands to implement a
high level of protection and enforce-
ment of intellectual property rights.
Specifically, the EU demanded that
India must protect new plant var-
ieties using the provisions of the
UPOV Convention, which prevents
farmers from saving seeds from one
harvest and reusing them in the
next. India has in place a law that
allows farmers to save their seeds,
besides protecting new plant var-
ieties developed by them. The
centre must ensure that this legis-
lation is not bartered away.

Dr Biswajit Dhar is former professor, Jawa-
harial Nehru University.

The Strategic Mind: Yuddha
vs. Kutayuddha

Ancient Indian strategic thought offers a moral grammar for modern conflict. As warfare becomes covert,
deniable, and perpetual, ethics return as strategy. Yuddha, kutayuddha and dharma define disciplined power

tragic ity. permissible only

war is never pres-

ented as a single,

uncomplicated act.
Itis not merely a clash of armies
or a contest of strength. There is
yuddha—open, declared, rule-
bound combat—and there is ku-
tayuddha—covert, deceptive,
indirect conflict fought through
strategy rather than swords.
Krishna acknowledges both, yet
insists that neither is morally
neutral. The true question is not
how war is fought, but why it is
fought and within what limits.
Power, in this worldview, is al-
ways inseparable from responsi-
bility.

In today’s world. this ancient
distinction has returned with re-
newed urgency. Wars are in-
creasingly undeclared, fought
through proxies, eyber oper-
ations, drones, sanctions, dis-
information campaigns, and
economic coercion. Battlefields
are blurred; adversaries are un-
named; accountability is diluted.
The age of kutayuddha has ar-
rived—often without the ethical
restraints that once governed
even the most ruthless forms of
conflict.

THE CLASSICAL DISTINC-
TION: Indian strategic thought
never romanticised war. Kautilya
viewed it as a tool of last resort, to
be employed only after diplo-
macy, alliances, and internal
strengthening had failed. The

Mahabharata treated war as a | «

when dharma was repeatedly vi-
olated and all peaceful avenues
were exhausted.

Yuddha was governed by
clear and publicly understood
norms:

» declaration before engage-
ment,
protection of civilians,
proportionality of force,
respect for non-combatants
and envoys.
KUTAYUDDHA, by contrast,
allowed deception, surprise, and
indirect methods—but only
when open warfare would cause
greater harm or when the adver-
sary itself had abandoned
dharma. Even then, it was not a
licence for cruelty or excess. Cha-
nakya warned that unrestrained
deceit corrodes the victor as
much as the vanquished, under-
mining internal cohesion and

long-term stability.

This ethical layering is crucial.
Indian thought did not divide
war into “legal” and “illegal,” but
into justifiable and unjustifiable,

battlefields or declared hos-
tilities.

+  Economic sanctions devas-
tate civilian populations far
removed from decision-mak-
ing power.

« Information warfare poisons
public discourse and system-
atically delegitimises institu-
tions.

These methods avoid the vis-
ible costs of open war but impose
long-term instability and diffuse
suffering. The danger lies not in
kutayuddha itself, but in its nor-
malisation without moral limits.
‘When conflict becomes per-
petual, invisible, and deniable,
accountability erodes and escala-
tion becomes unpredictable.

The world today suffers not
from too much restraint, but
from too little clarity about
where limits lie and who bears
responsibility.

INDIA’S STRATEGIC
DILEMMA: India’s security en-
vironment exposes it to both
yuddha and kutayuddha. Con-
ventional military threats persist

judged by intent. cc q

along d borders, while

proportionality, and restraint.
Strategy was never divorced
from moral judgment.

WAR IN THE MODERN
AGE: Contemporary conflict in-
creasingly — resembles  ku-
tayuddha without conscience.

« Cyberattacks cripple infra-
structure without attribution
or accountability.

Drones kill without formal |

hybrid warfare—terrorism,
cyber intrusions, economic co-
ercion, and narrative manipu-
lation—has become constant and
relentless.

India’s response has largely
been measured, reflecting civil-
isational restraint rather than
passivity. When foree has been
used, it has been calibrated, li-
mited in scope, and publicly jus-

tified. When covert responses
have been employed, they have
tended to be restrained, defens-
ive, and proportionate, aimed at
deterrence rather than spectacle.

This approach frustrates those
who demand either total aggres-
sion or absolute pacifism. Yet
Chanakya would recognise it as
strategic maturity—the ability to
choose methods without surren-
dering ethics, and to wield power
without becoming captive to it.

ETHICS AS STRATEGIC
ADVANTAGE: Contrary to cyni-
cal belief, ethics are not a handi-
cap in war; they are a strategic
asset. Wars fought without re-
straint generate endless cycles of
retaliation. Populations radical-
ise, legitimacy collapses, alliances
fracture. and peace becomes
structurally impossible.

The Bhagavad Gita reminds us
that violence divorced from
dharma destroys discernment. A
warrior who loses moral clarity
loses strategic clarity as well. The
same holds true for states that
allow short-term gains to over-
ride long-term order.

India’s insistence on norms—
sovereignty, proportionality, ci-
vilian protection—enhances its
credibility globally. It allows India
to act when necessary without
being perceived as reckless or
predatory. In a fractured world,
legitimacy —multiplies power
more effectively than raw force.

THE RETURN OF JUST
‘WAR THINKING: The global

order urgently needs a renewed
conversation on the ethics of con-
flict. International law has
struggled to keep pace with tech-
nological and hybrid warfare. Yet
ancient frameworks like yuddha
and kutayuddha offer a richer
moral vocabulary than modern
binaries of “legal” and “illegal.”

THEY ASK DEEPER QUESTIONS:
«  Was force unavoidable?

» Werealternatives exhausted?

+  Was harm minimised?

« Does the action preserve
long-term order or under-
mine it?

These questions do not
weaken states; they civilise
power and anchor strategy in re-
sponsibility.

THE SUTRA FOR OUR TIMES:
The future will not eliminate war,
but it can shape how war is con-
ducted. The choice before nations is
not between force and restraint, but
between disciplined power and
chaotic violence.

Yuddha reminds us of trans-
parency and limits.

Kutayuddha reminds us of
strategy and foresight.

Dharma reminds us that both
must serve stability, not ego.

UTRA FOR OUR

TIMES IS THUS: When war be-

comes necessary, let strategy

guide action and ethics restrain
power — for victory without
dharma is only delayed defeat.

The writer is director of Indian Institute of
Management, Indore

India as Stabiliser

Global recognition of India
reflects trust in its political
continuity, economic resil-
ience and pluralism. In un-
certain times, reliability
matters more than domi-
nance. Sustaining credibil-
ity requires strong
institutions, inclusive
growth and balanced di-
plomacy. If guided wisely,
India's rise can serve as a
stabilising global force,
promoting cooperation
and tempering volatility
worldwide.

Insiya Raj, Ujjain

Bengal’s Humanist
Legacy

Support extended to a
Kerala nun through Ben-
gal's batik tradition re-
flects the region's
enduring humanist
values. From Tagore's
rural empowerment to
Mother Teresa's com-
passion, Bengal sym-
bolises tolerance and

empathy. Attempts to vil-
ify this legacy should
caution against growing
intolerance. Preserving
cultural pluralism re-
mains essential to safe-
guarding India’s moral
fabric.
Prasun Dutta,
West Midnapore

Governor's Re-
peated Walkouts
Tamil Nadu Governor RN.
Ravi's repeated walkouts
from the Assembly under-
mine constitutional de-
corum. Unlike innocent
error, these acts appear
deliberate, marked by ar-
rogance and political hos-
tility. Such conduct
diminishes the dignity of
the office and fuels un-
necessary confrontation.
Constitutional positions
demand restraint, respect
and responsibility—not
provocation or indiffer-
ence.

Tharcius S. Fernando,

Chennai

An Act of Madness
The cold-blooded murder of
afellow passengerina
crowded Mumbai local has
sent shock waves among
commuters. Petty quarrels
in a crowded local train for a
‘seat’ are common, but
physical violence is unac-
ceptable. The intention may
not have been to 'kill', but a
family has lost their near
and dear one due to an act
of sheer madness. The ac-
cused needs to get capital
punishment so that it acts as
a stern warning to others

o

HASAN ZAI

committing similar such crimes. We must have the patience to accommodate fellow
passengers in the short local train journey we take each day!

S.N. Kabra, Mumbai

Double-Engine
Myth

Claims that Tamil Nadu
needs a “double-engine
government” ignore real-
ity. The State recorded
11.19% GSDP growth in
2024-25, the highest na-
tionally, driven by industry

and human development.
Voters have consistently
rejected this model. The
DMK's sharp counter sig-
nals an aggressive cam-
paign against misleading
growth narratives.
Ranganathan Sivakumar,
Chennai

Padma for
Pioneer

Vijay Amritraj's Padma
Bhushan honours his
immense contribution
to Indian tennis. Though
without a Grand Slam
title, his Davis Cup rec-
ord and global stature

Dear reader, we are eager to know your opinions, comments and suggestions. Write to editor.indore@fpj.co.in Using snail mail? Send your letters to
Free Press, Free Press House, 3/54, Press Complex, AB Road, Indore 452008

inspired generations.
Alongside legends like
Borg and Connors, he
shaped an era. Amrit-
raj's influence parallels
Gavaskar's in cricket, ig-
niting a sporting revol-
ution that nurtured
future champions.

S.N. Kabra

Winning Ways,
Lessons
India's dominant T20
series win against New
Zealand showcased
brilliant leadership and
bowling discipline.
While the top order is
firing, Sanju Samson'’s
struggle reflects press-
ure rather than lack of
talent. He needs pa-
tience—singles first,
shots later. Matching
aggressive teammates
shot-for-shot may hurt
his game. A calmer ap-
proach could unlock his
true potential.

Vinay Mahadevan,

Chennai
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“Without fear and without favour”

Loose fiscal policy no longer
makes sense now that Japan
has escaped deflation

Since last Friday, when the US Treasury
conducted a so-called “rate check” of
market participants, the yen has
jumped from around ¥159 per dollar to
hold levels close to ¥153. It is a sizeable
move, and while it remains unclear
whether any intervention actually took
place, the signalling by the US and Japan
was the closest thing short of it. Inter-
wvention tostrengthen the yen is unlikely
to do much good, but equally, it is
unlikely to do much harm. The bigger
question to ponder for Japanese prime
minister Sanae Takaichi — and her

three of a fixed exchange rate, free
of capital and an indep
ent monetary policy. Since there is no
) BioaneT

ing their capital in and out of the coun-
try, or to prevent the Bank of Japan from
setting interest rates as it sees fit, it fol-
lows that the authorities will be unable
to fix the exchange rate. Empirical stud-
ies of currency intervention suggest
there is a short-term impact on market
prices that quickly dissipates.
Intervention is unlikely to do much
harm because the yen is, according to
most estimates, extremely cheap, Japan
has large foreign currency reserves —
accumulated decades ago, during inter~
ventions when it was trying to hold the
yen down — and converting some of
ll|osc reserves back into yen at today’s
b rates will real-

electorate — is why the yen is so pe
ently weak.

Intervention is unlikely to do much
good because of the basic trilemma of
The trilemma

ft.com/opinion

states that it is not possible to have all

ise a sizeable profit. As long as Japan
does not try to fight the markets with
massive, open-ended intervention,
purchases now will most likely work
out as a good trade, and not something

the country has cause to regret.

Whether intervention is verbal or
actual, it may succeed in stabilising the
yen for a few weeks, and with Japan
going to the polls for a general election
on February 8, Takaichi will be happy
enough with that. The weakness of the
currency, however, shows the downside
of her populist fiscal policies. They
include a proposal to suspend consump-
tion tax on food for two years, on top of
the large stimulus package she passed
last November. Takaichi’s political
imperative is to lower the cost of living,
which has become the number one issue
for the public, now that inflation has
returned in Japan.

‘While the country was suffering defla-
tion, fiscal stimulus made sense in order
to bolster demand and use spare capac-
ity in the economy. Now that Japan has
inflation, however, it is hard to under-
stand the economic rationale: extra
spending and borrowing by the govern-
ment is likely to push up interest rates
without much benefit to activity. Even

Intervention will not reverse yen weakness

The risks ofa
debt carisiy are
often overstated
and there is
little imminent
danger

more seriously, populist fiscal policy
could raise concerns about Japan's large
pubhc debt. Therisks of adebt crisisare
d and there is little immi
nent danger, Nonetheless, if you are one
of the world's largest sovereign debtors
relative to GDP, you should be prudent
with the public finances unless there is
good reason toact otherwise.

The yen's move was especially large
because of the implication that the US
Treasury might get involved in co-ordi-
nated intervention. Its interest in the
matter is clear: the weaker the yen,
along with other Asian currencies such
as the Korean won, the harder it is to
reduce the US trade deficit. But just as it
isat the Japanese end, the US trade defi-
citis driven by the fundamentals of sup-
ply and demand in the economy. Inter-
vention in the yen is a flashy way to
appear to be taking action, but if they
want an actual appreciation in the Japa-
nese currency, decision makers on both
sides of the Pacific should look at poli-
ciescloser to home.

Opinion Science

Can smart pills make
us healthier?

Anjana
Ahuja

he old term was “compli-

ance”; today, the pre-

ferred label is “adher-

ence”, Whatever you call

it, getting patients to keep
taking their meds is a big deal.

First, it benefits the patient: non-ad-
herence accounts for an estimated
125,000 preventable deaths per year
in the US, many from controllable
conditions such as HIV and type 2 dia-
betes, plus at least $100bn in health-
care costs. Second, private lapses mat-
ter for public health: drug-resistant
strains of tuberculosis have emerged
triumphant from half-finished treat-
ment courses,

Now scientists at the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology dlaim to beone
gulp closer to tackling the problem, by
creating an experimental pill that
sends a radio signal to report it has
been swallowed. The signal is detected

We need to recognise the
shift that happens when
drugs become messengers
as well as medicines
locally and then sent on to health staff,

with a missing signal prompting a
reminder or an alert. While dlglml

y 3

Swallowing it causes the coating to
dissolve, which releases the antenna.
‘This activates a radio-frequency tag,
providing a time stamp for i i
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China’s shrinking population isn'ta problem | irade infltion charge cant

Your editorial offers some obvious
suggestions for raising China's
extremely low fertility rate (A better
way to address China’s population
dedline”, FT View, January 22).

The UN forecast showing China’s
population shrinking to less than half
of its current size of 1.4bn by 2100 is
mind-blowing, but this is just an
extrapolation of current fertility and
mortality trends. It is not a crisis

next 75 years, it was not possible
75 years 4go to imagine the world we
live in now. There is a combination of
government policies, human behaviour
and technology that should be able to
raise China's fertility rate close to the
2.1 (children per woman) replacement
level by 2100.

The problem with your editorial is
that it seems to regard the proper
population size of China to be 1.4bn

size in the medium term that is
smaller. This target would be adjusted
up or down every five or 10 years as
each country gets a better
understanding of its sustainable
population size. In the case of China,
for example, a case can be made that
China will be more prosperous and
even more of a global superpower if its
population size is stabilised around 1bn
souls in 2100.

Chris Smyth and Amy Borrett's article,
“Rise in top grades at English
universities sparks alarm™ (Report,
January 15), ignores the broader
picture. Durham University awards
grades based on merit. There is no
dilution or easing of standards. The
Office for Students (OfS) has raised no
concerns with us as a result of its
annual monitoring.

Aswe told the FT, the article selects
one element of the OfS data. To explain

to be picked up by a nearby reader,
likea wearable patch, and transmitted
onwards.

Preliminary studies in pigs showed
the tagactivated within anhour of hit-
ting the gut. All the ingredients broke
«downin the body over 24 hours except
for the sub-millimetre RFID tag, pre-
sumed to have been excreted out.

Giovanni Traverso, a gastroenterol-
ogist and co-author of the paper, said

requiring dramatic and immediate people. Ina world where climate Lex Rieffel further: the OfS looked at what degree
meastres. change is an existential crisis, China Former Scholar, Brookings grades awarded in 2010/11,
While it is hard to see today how along with every other country wou!d Former. Bamnmlsl  US Treasury and then considered, year by year,
China will stabilise its population in the | benefit from setting a target. P De, Us whether lhey were grading in line with
— based on students’
entry qualifications, and the grades
How climate goals skewed Banx Trump vowed to ‘stop this gain];i hxsmd_en;:) ;g;l;] equivalent
. . , jualifications in N
incentives for Shell and BP carnage’. Remember that? | & it etic chows that
The Big Read describing how energy % Donald Trump is perpetrating the Durham was an outlier in 2010/11,
giants Shell and BP tried to transform “American carnage” he vowed to end, awarding far fewer first-class degrees
their busi to slash emissions, but aided and abetted by Congress (“Inside | than expected based on the sector-wide
ended up dramatically scaling back Minneapolis: a city under siege”, The Big | data. For 2023/24, those figures are
those plans, writing off billions of Read Visual Investigation, January 26). | much closer to expectations.

dollars as they shut or sold units, is
illuminating not only for what it
reveals about corporate strategy, but
for what it shows about a deeper
tension between company-level
ives and investors’ self-i

(“Inside a failed green revolution”,
December 11).

The article documents apparent

the passive, deg system
avoided thesafety concerns of existing
digital pills, with no batteries or elec-
tronic components left in the body.
Measured levels of zinc and molybde-
num afterwards were recorded as
being within the bounds of dietary
variation.

Further work would need to prove
the pills can work long term in people.
The project received funding from the
Advanced Research Projects Agency
for Health (Arpa-H) and pharma
company Novo Nordisk; three
authors, including Traverso, are
named as co-inventors on a patent

lication.

For now, he explained, the proof-of-
«concept targets conditions for which
missed doses carry considerable risks:

psychiatric illnesses; tubercul,
sis; HIV; i ion for

steps by both companies:
ot W % o

and investments that did not always
play to their strengths. It also shows
how investor pressure for near-term
performance was a factor in both

"HES seekive A sFe Havew
IV GOLD AND MILK cHocolATE "

The American journalist G Elliott
Morris, author of Strength in Numbers,

Conclusion: on the most recent data
nv:u\able, Durham awards an

wrote that ibli 1d stop this § proportion of first-class
at any time: “All it would take to end degrees.

the murder of American citizens by an ()ur fu]l Um\ersn:y statement is her::
untrained government goon squad is 16 ham.aculk/ab
Republicans in Congress voting with noums/oﬂimvforsmdents -degree-
Democrats to defund ICE (or 23 to classification-data/

impeach and remove Trump — 3 in Professor Tony Fawcett

House & 20 in Senate). That's it: 23
Americans can vote for the public and
end all of this”

‘There are 1.3mn Americans, active
military b who are prepared to

companies’ decisions to reverse course | without patient, aligned capital,
after oil prices spiked following Russia’s | companies are pushed towards
invasion of Ukraine. decnslons that may benefit some

A former Shell notes that lders in the short run, while
investors have historically accepted undermining the economic
long gestation periods for oil and gas foundations on which most investors

while ing new tis rely.

energy businesses to deliver Ben Cushing
comparable results almost Director, The Sierra Club’s Sustainable
immediately. That asymmetry was an Finance Campaign, Washington, DC, US

important influence.

More fundamentally, another factor
behind BP's and Shell’s reversals
reflects a much wider problem. The
financial interests of individual

ies and those of their investors

transplant patients, to stave off organ
rejection; some cases of cancer and
cardiovascular disease. The system
«can, however, be spoofed by dissolving
thc capsule outside the stomach, so

are often treated as identical — but for
most investors, they are not.

Most asset owners, such as pension
funds, hold diversified, long-term
portfolios whose performance depends

pills have d before, th loying it requires guarding against far more on the health and stability of
leap forward here invols lectronics i! i the overall economy than on particular
that disappear after being taken. The There are olher barriers to wu]er companies’ short-term returns.
MIT smart pill is mostly “bi * cost, - that imise near-term
ble”, which means it can break down sauan and regulatory amtpnnce. Thc profits by exlzmaljsing costs that
inthe body. Traverso destabilise the broader economy —

But wh)]e we should welcome inno-  “raises legitimate concerns about pn- such as thnseaused by ouLuud

vations that make it easier to stay
healthy, we should also recognise the
subtle shift that happens when pills
become messengers as well as medi-
cines. Digital treatments “reinforce
the framing of non-compliance as the
fault of the patient rather than of the
healthcare team, supply chain or med-
ication itself”, observes bioethicist
Richard Ashcroft of City St George’s
University of London, adding they
should not replace the human touch.
Smart pills also raise abvious issues of
privacy and autonomy, as the MIT
T
given sensitive medical information is
telegraphed tothird parties.

The experimental pill, so far
tested only in animals and reported
in Nature Ce ications earlier

vacy, consent and and
[we] see ethical DVEl'Sl‘g}llend enggc
ment with patients and ethicists as
essential steps in clinical translation™
In short, digital pills still need
patient buy-in. It is worth asking: why
do some find it hard to reliably take
their pills in the first place? The Amer-
ican Medical Association lists many
reasons: fear of side-effects; worries

about cost; not why

can be
rational for mdmdual companies while
ultimately damaging investors”
portfolios.

Climate risks do not remain confined
to one balance sheet or sector. They
affect growth broadly, and a growing
number of studies show that if current
decarbonisation trends persist, long-
term pur".fulins could be severely

they are necessary, especially for
chronic rather than acute diseases; a
perceived lack of symptoms; confu-
sion when taking multiple medicines;
a suspicion of doctors, drugs or drug
companies; concerns over depend-

ency; depression,
None of this means that digital pills
dead end; they could furnish val-

this month, comprises a capsule
containing a zinc RFID antenna
wrapped in cellulose, a natural plant
polymer. The capsule’s outer layer is
made of gelatin, cellulose and a signal-

uable insights into real patient behav-
jour. But social, economicznd cultural
fixes matter too.

The writer i

Yet most investors continue to
reward companies' pursuit of short-
term profits, even when the practices
used to achieve them worsen sysl:mic
risks. That nmenhvlses compames to
abandon and

An unfair asymmetry in
how fraud cases are covered
In 2017 the US Securities and Exchange
= . 4 e

for fraud and other offences against Rio
Tinto, its chief executive, and its
former chief financial officer, Guy
Elliott. The case centred on the alleged

lay down their lives to protect our
country and preserve our constitution,
but apparently there are not even 23
members of Congress (also sworn to
protect the country and constitution),
who are willing to risk their jobs to end
the carnage. That’s a shocking statistic.
Ruth Bettelheim

Psychotherapist, Life Coach and Writer,
Portiand, OR, US

The business case for
online prediction platforms
Your editorial on “The uses and abuses
of prediction markets” (FT View,
January 26) warns against dismissing
markets hosted by online platforms
like Kalshi and Polymarket as “mere
gambling™

However the business model of l!lﬁe

late discl el of
information about the collapse in value
of the company’s investment in a
Mozambique coal project.

The SEC in due course dropped the
fraud allegation but continued with the
other lesser charges. In 2023, it reached
a settlement with the company and
with the chief executive, Guy Elliott
refused to settle because he wanted
complete exoneration. Two weeks ago
the SEC dropped all charges.

There has been almost no coverage
of this. Yet it is important since it
represents the vindication of someone
whose professional life has been

Tt & themmens et
bookmakers: their ultimate source of
revenue is punters, who must
collectively lose money if the platform
is to make a profit.
Topics such as sports and

entertainment can attract so-called

“dumb money” but markets for more
specialised subjects, which would be
more helpful to policymakers than
knowing whether Taylor Swift is
pregnant, often struggle to attract less-
informed punters. The result is that
popular prediction market platforms
have become sports betting exchanges
in all but name.

blighted for a decade by these Economists like to remind us that
proceedings, and his personal life there are few free lunches but
horribly overshadowed by lhern. assuming knowledgeable forecasters
because of over-mighty will be d by i

bashing away at individuals and being
(cund to have nothing worthwhile to

'I’hls e\:nk deserves to be properly

revert to business models that appear
safer in the short run, regardless of
their longer-term consequences for the
economy and for portfolios.

The lesson from BP and Shell is
therefore not simply that energy
transitions are difficult or that these
ies moved too fast. It is that

d upon. We write as friends of
Guy Elliott who always have known
him to be, not only top of the league in
terms of honourable busm& people,
but also as utterly

Y

gamblers is to expect a free lunch.
Lunch can be paid for if the market is
explicitly subsidised by those who want
aprediction, removing the need to
attract uninformed participants. This
could make prediction markets socially
useful, butitisa

Pro-Vice-Chancellor (Education),
Durham University, UK

PM to Beijing, cap in hand

By all accounts Sir Keir Starmer’s
delegation to China has high hopes of
securing some major Chinese
investments in the British economy
(“PMto tour China on charm
offensive”, Report, January 26).

But why is it necessary for Britain to
go cap-in-hand to China for investment
funding? The answer, of course, is that
Britain saves too little and consumes
too much, a pattern that is traceable as
far back as the 1970s. It is a true
indication of Britain's relative decline
that almost no one in authority in
London seems to think this isa
problem.

Eamonn Fingleton
Author, Dublin, Ireland

Touché from the Balts

The Financial Times, a publication
based in the former Roman province,
an Anglo-Saxon settiement zone, and a
possession of the Dukes of Normandy,
keeps referring to the Baltic states,
which were occupied by the Soviet
Union for over 50 years, as “former
Soviet republics” (“Europe already ‘at
war’ with Russia, says Latvia’s central
banker”, Report, January 18).
Perhaps the FT does not know that
the UK did not recognise Soviet
sovereignty over them and that the
British view is that they were never

Professor of Political Science,
University of California, San Diego,
CA, US

Bertrand Russell on Marx,
and our hate-filled politics
A wise person, the philosopher
Bertrand Russell, once noted that
Marxism did not fail for its love of the
bul rather for its hatred of

different model to that bc\ng pursued
byp like Kal

Louis Greig

‘London SW7, UK
Richard Oldfield
Faversham, Kent, UK

Mark Roulston

Senior Research Fellow, Lancaster
University Management School, Lancaster
University, Lancaster, Lancashire, UK

the bourgeo

Hate-filled pthIB sow the seeds of
their own demise, but not always soon
enough.
Fred Lucas
London W4, UK
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sgovernor of South Dakota,
Kristi Noem launched an
anti-drug campaign with
the tagline: “Meth: We're on
it.” Noem's message control
has not obviously sharpened as Donald
Trump’s homeland security secretary.
On Saturday, Noem insisted that the
slain Alex Pretti was “brandishing” a
gun with the intent of attacking federal
officers. Anyone watching the Minneap-
olis videos would have seen a man shot
10 times in the back after trying
to protect a woman from being man-
handled. Noem nevertheless instructed

Opinion

ICE and Americass flailing autocrat

Americansto ignore what they saw with
theirown eyes.

As goes Noem, 50 goes the rest of
Trump's team. Stephen Ml"L'r, Trump’s s

immigration as his strongest issue.
Americans wanted violent criminals
deported and border control enforced.
Instead, Trump has turned ICE into a

deputy chief of staff and s
bad cop, called Prettia “domestic terror-
ist”. This echoed what the administra-
tion said about Renée Good, a 37-year-
old woman, who was also shot dead at
point blank range in Minneapolis two
weeks ago. Though her vehicle was
turning at a slow speed, and the officer
shot her through the side window, the
Trump crew said she was using her car
as a weapon. After Pretti’s murder,
Trump's defence secretary, Pete Heg-
seth, told ICE agents in a post on X that
“we have your back 100%. You are
SAVING the country."

Which raises the question, with auto-
crats like these, who needs democrats?
It is possible that actual Democrats will
miss the open goal that Trump has pre-
sented to them. He came to office with

menacing | ilitary that detains
five-year-olds, hauls elderly men from
their homes, snatches mothers from
day care centres and executes non-

I'rump is stirring
the public out of an
apathy that is essential

to any power grab

violent protesters. The US public is
turning sharply against these methods.
After Good's slaughter, D Vance, the
vice-president, declared ICE and border
patrol agents had “absolute immunity™
Vance and his colleagues are ploughing
through the US constitution at speed.

Each of its key amendments — the first
on free speech, the second on gun rights,
the fourth on protection from warrant-
less searches — turns out to be optional,
depending on whether it is convenient.
A competent wannabe autocrat would
be covering his actions in the patina of
legality, pitching scholars against schol-
ars. l rump, by contrast, is uniting
him.

describes a state that is particularly
known for such people. To depict them
as terrorists is darkly comical znd
profoundly inept.

The legitimate fear is that Trump will
rig the US midterm elections this
November to stop a widely forecast
Republican defeat. But he is robbing
himself of the means to get away withit.

In so doing, he is stirring the public
out ofar apathy that is essential to any
power grab. Someone once remarked
that Trump's incompetence outruns his
maleyolence. That observation's sali-
enceis on full display. Prettiwas a nurse
at an intensive care unit for veterans.
Good was mother to a six-year-old, and
her last words were: “It's fine dude, I'm
not mad at you.” Each is instantly recog-
nisable as your friendly neighbour on
any American block volunteering to
shovel your snow or jump-start your
car. The phrase “Minnesota nice”

‘The meta-tool available to him is public
gullibility. Enough people must be will-
ingto believe that ballot boxes are being
stuffed, or illegal immigrants are being
bussed to the polling booths, for any
shenanigans to work. The hollow people
working for him are wrecking that tool
with easily discredited propaganda.
That, in turn, threatens to neutralise
Trump's on-the-ground muscle. ICE
and Border Patrol are the obvious fed-
eral crack troops to respond to viral
stories about “illegals” swamping poll-
ing booths. The US publicis now deeply
familiar with masked men poking guns

inthe faces of unmasked civilians. “We
arethestorm,” said Miller at the funeral
of the murdered Maga broadcaster
Charlie Kirk last September. “Our ene-
mies cannot comprehend our strength,
our determination, our resolve . . . You
are nothing. You are wickedness.” That
indeed was a scary threat from Miller.
But it was super-unwise. A competent.
autocrat would be stoking the country’s
desire to be protected from the “enemy
within”. Instead, Americans increas-
ingly fear their alleged protectors.

The same applies on the global stage.
It is hard to find an American who
dreads Mark Carney. Canada’s prime
minister is to Trump's foreign policy
what Good and Pretti are to his domestic
politics. A competent autocrat selects
his enemies with skill. Trump's Achilles
heel is that he gets worse at this with
experience.

edward.luce@ft.com

The reality
of aworld
after rupture

Martin Wolf I conomics

Europe has a key role to play in

building a successor to the
US-led global order

tthe annual meeting of the

World Economic Forum in

Davos last week we heard

Donald Trump deliver a

rambling address suffused
with his familiar blend of grievance and
megalomania. We also heard Mark Car-
ney, former central banker and now
prime minister of Canada, deliver a bril-
liant speech on the end of the old order
and options for “middle powers”. The
latter was the bigger event.

Carney began by ng an essay by
Viclav Havel, writer, dissident and first
president of post-communist Czecho-
slovakia, In this Havel argued that com-
munism sustained itself, in Carney’s
words, “through the participation of
ordinary people in rituals they privately
know to be false™ In a similar way, Car-
ney argued: “We largely avoided calling
out the gaps between the rhetoric and
reality” of what we called the “interna-
tional rules-based order”. But in today’s
world of weaponised interdependence,
“you cannot live within the lie of mutual
benefit through integration when inte-
gration becomes the source of your sub-
ordination”. Today, he argued, marks a
“rupture, notatransition”. He was right.

Carney insisted not only that the old
order is not coming back, but that we
“shouldn’t mourn it. Nostalgia is not a
strategy.” The following sentence, which
is “we believe that from the fracture, we
can build something better, stronger,
morejust”, isahope, but also notastrat-
egy. A sober analyst must ask whether
and how far it might become one.

GEOPOLITICS /

Constanze
Stelzenmiiller

-

hat’s the news from Lake

Wobegon: where all the

women are strong, all the

men are good-looking and

all the children are above

average,” was the frequent tagline of an

ironically nostalgic American radio

show set in the eponymous (fictional)

small town in Minnesota. A similarly

wistful take on Nato might have run:

“Whereall theallies are blameless, Arti-

cle5is an article of faith, and every rela-
tionshipis special.”

Cynics will point out, fairly, that it was

never thus. Yet the point may be moot.

If we are to turn hope into reality, we
must realise that the parallel he drew
between the liesthat suslamed commu-
e dih e bt Idglobal
regime is misleading, The lonner were
outright lies: the old regimes of eastern
Europe failed on every di

A huge fall in the share of the world’s people
in extreme poverty has plateaued

Proportion (%) of global population living in extreme
poverty ($2.15 per day at 2017 purchasing power parity)

«+High -+ Upper-middie

There is no better indicator of improving
human welfare than soaring life expectancy
Life expectancy at birth (years), 1950-2025. World,
income groupings and selected countries

World ++ Lower-middle -~ Low

The era of ‘hyperglobalisation’ saw a big rise

in the ratio of trade to global economic output
Global exports of goods and services, as a % of global GDP
W Merchandise exports

W Services exports

tive to western Europe. The latter, how-
ever, were better even than half-truths.

Dispute settlement within the Gen-
eral Agreement on Tariffs and Trade
and World Trade Organization, for
example, was often effective, even
against the US. As Carney himself notes:
“American hegemony, in particular,
helped provide public goods: open sea
lanes, a stable financial system, collec-
tive security and support for frame-
works for resolving disputes™. The lib-
eral order was far from mere fiction.

Far more important, the post-second
world war period was, in the large, one
of huge, indeed unprecedented, success.
There has been no direct war between
great powers since the Korean war in
the early 19505, The spread of prosper-
ity and improvements in health across
much of the globe has been unprece-
dented. The opening of the world econ-
omy to trade and investment has
made a vital contribution: any sensible
Chinese or Indian person would agree
on that. As for the difficulties of adjust-
ment in some countries, notably the
US, this is due to political choices made
by the most prosperous. Trump's cha-
otic protectionism has been the result.
But it will fail to succour the people itis
supposed to help:itisa fraud.
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In sum, integration was a source of
prosperity and vulnerability. The sys-
tem was far from a lie, but has changed
into one, as the mercantilism of a rising
China interacted with the protectionism
of a declining US. The result has been to
force countries to hedge. But, make no
mistake, this hedging will be costly.

So, where should we go from hereif we
are to minimise Lhe losses cauxd by lhe
rupture? Carney’ d:

His approach is to be based on what
Alexander Stubb, president of Finland,
calls “values-based realism”; Canada

larand reliance on the US financial sys-

tem, without some radical reform. Use

of the renminbi is not a solution: it just
bili

will be “principled in our

creat

to fundzmental values”, by “engaging
broadly, strategically, with open eyes™
Assume that every middle power
moves in a similar direction; where
would it work best, where would it work
worst and what else might be required if

agreements among “middle powers” as
an alternative to a “world of fortresses™.

Carney recommends
agreements among ‘middle
powers’ asan alternative

toa ‘'world of fortresses’

Tradeand investment are the easiest
areas to sustain. The collapse of the old
rules creates costly uncertainty, partic-
ularly inregardto trade with the US. But
the latter only accounted for 17 per cent
of world imports of goods in 2024. Big,
but not the only market.

Money and finance are difficult.

Security is a still more difficult chal-
lenge. The world has three nuclear
superpowersand two all-round military
ones, There is a limit to the ability of

league Martin Sandbu argues, becomes
the EU — in Trump's eyes, the greatest
enemy. With every passing day, the EU
is having more greatness thrust upon it,
in all domains. Happily, it is not without
weapons. As Robert Shapiro, commerce
under-secretary under Bill Clinton,
notes, Europe’s financial leverage over
the USi jal. It must useit.

most middle powerstop urity
for themselves and their partners,
Against some threats — piracy, for
example — they may be effective. But
against others, thiswill prove harder.
Yetitis goingto be even harder to pro-
vide certain global public goods, notably
action against climate change, if one or
more superpowers is fiercely opposed.
Here global co- operation will be needed,
inst the US.

The middle powers will be valnerable to
extortion by the US over use of the dol-

The more one locks at what lies
ahead, the more important, as my col-

What to do when no relationship is special

President Donald Trump’s climbdown
in Davos from his threat of invading
Greenland, and Europeans sending a
tripwire force to the island to give him
pause, may have left the alliance for-
mally intact. But it has been shaken to
its. very foundations.

in the past week, I have heard
politicians and policymakers [rom
northern Europe muse about the prob-
lem of the US as the latest hostile mem-
ber within Nato; it might be time, one
thought, to reopen the Western Euro-
pean Union (the EU’s proto-defence
club, founded in 1954 and finally retired
in2011). Another asked: Do we need to
move from defending Europe without
the US to defending it against the US?” A
third felt that Europe needed its own
new nuclear weapons capability for
regional deterrence — one that is shared
and not reliant on the US for mainte-
nance. That same week, the Toronto-
based Globe and Mail reported that the

armed forces of Canada, a founding
member of Nato, had modelled a hypo-

lurbuluxccs notw:thnndmg. our spe-
cal fses nx against

the exit route of the Russian nuclear
ine fleet on the nearby Kola

thetical US invasion of their country for
the first time in more than a century.
But it’s worse than it sounds. Nato
member states on Europe’s Atlanticand
Arctic flanks, protected by geography

There is more potential
for action in the Arctic
beyond just periodically
standing up to bullying

from the constant tension juddering
through eastern and central Europe
ever since Russia’s invasion of Ukraine,
always took deep reassurance from
their proximity and deep security tiesto
America. Dignitaries visiting Washing-
ton from these countries would invaria-

bly intone at dinners that, Trumpian

any kind of trouble.

Indeed, shared civilisational beliefs,
universal values and mutual interests
were subject to interpretation within
Nato even before Trump. Yet there was
at least one rock-hard basis for even the
most peripheral or least powerful states
bilateral relationship with America: the

ion of strategic real estate es:

tial to US homeland defence, allied
defence and US power projection
abroad (from Canada and Denmark to
the Azores and Norway). The lesson of
Greenland for Europe’s western flank is
that the “iron laws of the world” (as
Trump’s adviser Stephen Miller put it)
apply here too: everything can be weap-
onised atany time.

Some locations now feel especially
vulnerable. The Norwegian Arctic
Archipelago Svalbard has had a demili-
tarised status since 1920; but it guards

Peninsula and housesalarge polar-orbit
satellite ground station whose data sup-
ports commercial and military systems
worldwide, Iceland (no military) or Ire-
land (tiny navy) are also now very con-
scious of their exposure,

Europe’s Atlantic and Arctic states
have been quietly reviewing their
national defences; Iceland gave itself
a new national security strategy
in 2025. Leaders in Oslo, Reykjavik,
Dublin, Copenhagen and elsewhere

In his book The World of Yesterday,
written in exile, Stefan Zweig, an Aus-
trian Jewish writer who died by suicide
in Brazil in 1942, described the lost
world of pre-first world war Europe. We
are also losing a world. It, too, was
imperfect, though far better than that
one. This time, Europe has to be a sav-
iour, not a destroyer. The UK, too, will
have tojoin in the struggles now ahead.

martinwolf@ft.com

periodically standing up to US bullying.

European countries could establish a
sustained presence on Greenland that
focuses on the wellbeing and security of
Greenlanders. That would help Green-
land and Denmark protect a fragile ice
ecosystem whose integrity is a global
public good, and engage in responsible
harvesting of natural resources. They
could also collaborate to provide the
entire region with space-based and mar-
itime systems for early warning about
risks and threats ranging from climate
changc to hostile activity around seabed

areupping dgets and improv-
ing capabilities. For now, there are
no signs that Ireland will follow Sweden
and Finland and join Nato; Iceland
is mulling a referendum on opening
EU accession talks. Even so, in an
enormous maritime zone that is now
the object of predatary interest from
three great powers, there is more poten-
tial for collective action beyond just

d other infrastructure.

Such a dense and comprehensive
safety net doesn't require club member-
ship in either Nato or the EU. But it
would stabilise the region — and thus
serve the interests of both and, argua-
bly, America’s too.

The writer directs the Center on the US and
Europe at the Brookings Institution
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The world will remember
Trump’s Greenland outburst

He is attacking
the shared
values to
which democ-
racies have
aspired for
decades: the
rule of law,
recognition

of national
sovereignty
and respect
for self-
determination.

The Editorial Board

The free world exhaled last Wednes-
day when President Trump retreated
from his administration's threat to
invade Greenland. That relief, howev-
er, masks the damage that Mr. Trump
has done to America this month. Mr.
Trump’s apologists once dismissed his
bullying of Greenland as an attempt at
humor. Instead, it has been something
far darker. His immoral threats
against a loyal NATO ally have esca-
lated a crisis in U.S-European rela-
tions, weakened one of history’s most
successful alliances and hurt Ameri-
can interests in tangible ways.

NATO has been an important force
for global stability and for the demo-
cratic values that America champions.
It has made the world safer, more
prosperous and better able to work
together in common purpose. The
alliance amplifies American military
might, deterring Russia and adversar-
ies around the world through the
original promise that an attack on one
member is an attack on all. NATO also
serves nonmilitary purposes, helping
present a unified front that limits the
rising technological and economic
influence of China and its autocratic
allies.

Mr. Trump is undermining these
interests with his push to take control
of Greenland, a semiautonomous
territory of Denmark, despite vocifer-
ous resistance from Denmark and
Greenlanders themselves. He is at-
tacking the shared values to which
democracies have aspired for dec-
ades: the rule of law, recognition of
national sovereignty and respect for
self-determination. Mr. Trump is
causing what Prime Minister Mark
Carney of Canada last week called “a
rupture, not a transition” in the world
order.

In normal times, the president
deserves great deference in the exer-
cise of foreign affairs, but that defer-
ence is never absolute, especially not
when the president has shown himself
unbound by legal and ethical con-
straints. When the president endan-
gers the country or breaks its laws,
other branches of government have a
responsibility to intervene. Mr.

Trump’s repeated moves to undercut
America’s most valuable alliance
require other Americans to reaffirm
their commitment to international
partners. The Republicans who con-
trol Congress cannot sit on their hands
as they have so many times in the last
year. Many of them know the value of
NATO. Congress should pass a bill
that bars spending on any military
action against Greenland or Western
Europe. It should also hold up all of
Mr. Trump’s nominees to national
security positions until he commits to
halting his attacks on the alliance.

The Supreme Court has a role to
play as well. Mr. Trump’s attempt to
use tariffs to coerce allies, including in
ight over Greenland, is unconsti-
. He has justified using them
by declaring a national emergency on
false pretenses. We are encouraged
that most justices expressed skepti-
cism of his use of tariffs during oral

arguments in November. We are disap-
pointed that the justices are about to
embark on a midwinter break that will
last until late February, apparently
without acting on the case. They
should issue an expedited ruling, given

the policy’s illegality and the damage it
is causing.

Mr. Trump has always been an un-
disciplined and unprincipled politician,
but the shambolic and sometimes
illegal nature of his foreign policy

moves of the past few weeks has been
unusually harmful.

After months of blowing up boats in
the Caribbean, without giving the
victims any chance to defend them-
selves, he ordered a military operation

to capture Venezuela's dictator — and
has since allowed the dictator’s corrupt
deputies to continue ruling the country.
Mr. Trump encouraged Iranians to rise
up against their brutal government,
EDITORIAL BOARD, PAGE 10
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Minneapolis and Gaza now share the same violent language

When ICE
and Hamas
start looking
the same,
we are all

in trouble.

Thomas L. Friedman

Every day now, I sit at my computer
and ask myself: What is there left to
say about the two news stories I care
about most? One is unfolding in my
hometown, on the banks of the M
sippi River; the other is unfolding on
the West Bank of the Jordan and on
both banks of the Wadi Gaza.

Which video should I linger on long-
est? The footage of Renee Good, shot
in the face by an ICE officer in Minne-
apolis while she was clearly trying to
evacuate the scene? Or the video from
Saturday of federal agents shooting
Alex Pretti, an intensive care nurse,
after he tried to help a woman who
was being pepper-sprayed? Or per-
haps the video from last Wednesday
showing the aftermath of Israeli
strikes that killed three Palestinian
journalists, among others, in Gaza?
The journalists had been working for a
committee providing Egyptian aid and
were documenting its distribution ata
displacement camp. Or perhaps the
videos of Hamas executing rivals and
refusing to yield, despite the fact that
the war the group ignited on Oct. 7,
2023, has resulted in nothing but catas-

trophe for Palestinians?

These stories have much more in
common than you might think. All are
driven, in my view, by terrible leaders
who prefer easy, violent solutions to
the hard work of negotiated problem-
solving. These leaders see an iron-
fisted approach as the best way to win
their next elections: President Trump
in the 2026 midterms; Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu of Israel, who is
expected to call elections around the
same time; and Hamas, in its desper-
ate effort to lead the Palestinian move-
ment in the postwar era, despite hav-
ing lost the war.

Hamas and ICE also share one very
visible trait that I never thought I'd see
in the United States: Almost all of their
foot soldiers wear masks. My experi-
ence as a reporter in the Middle East
taught me that people wear masks
because they are up to something bad
and don’t want their faces captured on
camera. I saw it often in Beirut and in
Gaza, I never expected to see it in
Minneapolis. Since when have Ameri-
ca’s domestic policing forces, charged
with defending the Constitution and
the rule of law, felt the need to hide
their identities?

Iunderstand why Hamas fighters
wear masks — they have both Israeli
and Palestinian blood on their hands
and fear retribution. But if you placed
a photo of an ICE officer next toa
Hamas militiaman in a news quiz, |
would defy you to tell them apart.
Memo to the homeland security secre-
tary, Kristi Noem: That is not a good
look. What are you hiding?

Good and Pretti were both clearly
present as observers — and trying to
defend others — yet both were drawn
into the chaos and shot at close range
by agents who should never have
pulled a trigger. Yet the Trump team
insists that ICE is blameless. That is
not how you build legitimacy for a
government effort to track down and
deport illegal immigrants.

That same instinct for “fire, ready,
aim” is one of the morally corrupting
legacies of Israel's war in Gaza. One of

S o W

AR PARR/ASSOCIATED PRESS

the Palestinian journalists killed by the
Israeli airstrike on last Wednesday,
Abdel Raouf Shaath, had worked for
years as a cameraman for CBS News
and other outlets; the others were
local journalists Mohammad Salah
Qishta and Anas Ghneim. They were
reportedly on assignment to film aid
distribution by the Egyptian Relief
Committee when their vehicle was
targeted.

Really? Was that the only way to
handle the situation during a cease-

fire? Immediately launch an airstrike
and ask questions later? Israel can
assassinate nuclear scientists in Iran
in the dead of night from 1,200 miles
away, yet it can’t distinguish a journal-
ist from a combatant in broad daylight
next door? It's shameful. This comes
only months after Israeli forces killed
the Reuters journalist Hussam al-
Masri on the stairs of Gaza’s Nasser
Hospital in August.

Netanyahu apologized for that earli-
er killing. But regarding the three
journalists Killed last week, the Israel
Defense Forces released a boilerplate
statement saying troops identified
“several suspects who operated a
drone affiliated with Hamas” and
“struck the suspects who activated the
drone.” The LD.F. added that details
are being reviewed. That is what it
always says. That is how a nation and
an army loses its soul.

Here is what is really happening:
Netanyahu is running for re-election.
Israel currently occupies approxi-
mately 53 percent of the Gaza Strip,
with Hamas holding the other 47 per-
cent. Trump — with help from Egypt,
Qatar and Turkey — is pushing for
Hamas to disarm, for its military lead-
ers to leave and for the organization to
become a purely political entity. In
return, Trump expects Israel to begin a
withdrawal toward its own border.

Netanyahu knows that if he runs for
election with Hamas still holding politi-
cal influence in Gaza and the LD.F.
pulling back, he will be savaged by the
far-right extremists in his coalition.
FRIEDMAN, PAGE 10
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Brooklyn Beckham
is doing his best

Molly Jong-Fast
Contributing Writer

book of photographs entitled “What 1

See.” Itturns out Mr. Beckham saw alot

of fuzzy, nebulous images. The book

included a photograph of an elephant

‘with the caption, “Elephants in Kenya.
hard t but incredil

Nobody really pities the celebrity nepo
baby, much less the billionaire heiress,
but when someone airs petty resent-
mentsabout their famous families, it's
hard tolook away. It can be stressful to
be born on second or third base, always
knowmg thatyou'll probably never

see.” Now he does food stuff on Insta-
gram, has a social media show called
“Cookin’ With Brooklyn™and an arti-
sanal hot sauce brand.

Ms. Peltz has experimented with
nepo career paths as well: Sheisan
actress, writer; dlrector and model. Her

The world will remember Trump’s Greenland outburst

EDITORIAL BOARD, FROM PAGE 9
saying “help is on the way,” and aban-
doned the protesters to a crackdown
that reportedly killed thousands of
them and imprisoned thousands more.
And his confrontation with NATO
crossed a new line: threatening the
territory of a longtime ally. The notion
that the United States might invade
Greenland would sound like satire
under any other modern-day presi-
dent.

Yet it fits with Mr. Trump's escalat-
ing attacks against NATO. During the
2016 presidential campaign, he called
the alliance obsolete. In his first term,
he reportedly considered withdrawing
from it. During the 2024 campaign, he
said he would encourage Russian
leaders to “do whatever the hell they
want” with NATO allies if the allies did
not increase their military spending.
The threat was chilling to Russia’s
Baltic neighbors, like Latvia and Esto-
nia, given President Vladimir Putin’s
— slaughter of civilians

Lyour highly
hkely somewhat megalomaniac mother
or father (or both). And so we have
Brooklyn Beckham, who last week went
off about his celeb parents, specifically
his mother, the Spice Girl turned fashion
designer Victoria Beckham, for ruining
hislife.
Mr. Beckham wrote a series of posts

father
after the Jan. 6 Capitol attack and then,
ing to The New Yorker,

to change his mind, deciding during the
2024 primaries that “we can’t afford Joe
Biden,” which sounds like code for
‘worrying about more taxes.

‘These marital alliances between
[axmhes — one with fame they turned

on with: “Ihave
been silent for years and have made
every attempt to keep these matters
private.” He continued, “I do not want to
reconcile with my family. I'm not being
controlled, I'm standing up for myself
for the first time in my life.” He also
claimed that his attention-seeking
mother “danced very inappropriately
onme in front of everyone” at his wed-
ding to Nicola Peltz.

Our story starts out at Coachellain
2017, like any modern fairy tale. Mr.

Beckh: 1d eld

was the 18-y son
————  ofVictoriaand David
Sometimes Beckham, a hot
you have to professional soccer
ell player with multiple
tell yourown 51005 Ms. Peltz was
messy story. the 22-year-old child
of the billionaire
investor Nelson Peltz

and the former model Claudia Heffner
Peltz. The young couple were engaged
in 2020 and married in April 2022 at her
father’s13-acre waterfront estate in
Palm Beach, Fla., named Montsorrel.

There is, for the nepo, tremendous
pressure to escape feeling like a brand
extension for your parents. The huge
advantages that come with a recogniz-
able name can often create a cycle in
which that name becomes the petard
one hoists oneself by again and again.
Sometimes you marry within your nepo
social class. Often these nepo-plus-nepo
marriages end in your famous parents
paying for your expensive divorce
lawyer:

Part of the public appeal of nepo
babies is that they are the continuation
of their parents’ story. As someone born
in the public eye, too —my mother,
Erica Jong, was no Posh Spice, but was
famous in a way that writers just aren't
allowed to be today — I get it. [ was,
after all, a celebrated, independent
‘woman’s only child, and people often
thought they knew me because she had
writtenabout me.

Or perhaps you have been pho-
tographed since you were a baby, as the
younger Mr. Beckham has.

Brooklyn Beckham may have money
and good looks and lots of Instagram
followers, but his mother actually owns
the trademark for his name. (She trade-
marked his siblings’ names, too.) He has
become the nepo baby Everyman,
famous for his birth and not much else.
He cycled through the usual nepo baby
career gestures: He was amodel,a
photographer. In 2017, he published a

the other with money they
turned into fame — have their own
perils. The Peltzes are East Coast bil-
lionaires (Palm Beach and Westchester
County, N.Y.) and the Beckhams are
British pop culture figures. Nelson
Peltz, now 83 years old, dropped out of
the University of Pennsylvania to ski
and work at his family’s food distribu-
tion company, which eventually seeded
the making of a pile of money. They will
berich and powerful without the atten-
tion economy, or without much attention
atall. The Beckhams, on the other hand,
built a family business upon being
famous — which means having fans.

Rumors started after Mr. Beckham
and Ms. Peltz married. First there was
the question of why Ms. Peitz didn’t
wear a gown by Ms. Beckham. (Instead,
she wore Valentino.) She was notably
absent at her mother-in-law’s 50th
birthday, and then both she and Brook-
lynmissed David’s 50th last year. In
August 2025, to celebrate being married
for three whole years, the pair renewed
their vows at the Peltzes’ Westchester
estate. None of the other Beckhams
attended.

Itwasn’t until the prodigal nepo baby
goton Instagram that all hell broke
loose. The internet exploded with
memes and conjecture, including fake
videos of Ms. Beckham dancing “in-
appropriately.”

Is Mr. Beckham actually a hero? Are
any of us nepo babies heroes? Probably
not. Born on second base but still airing
our parental damage on the internet?
We are no one’s best-case scenario.

Icansee where Mr. Beckham is com-
ing from. Last year I published a book
about my mother and our relationship
that wasn't meant to be retaliatory, but
certainly some people saw it that way.

Last week David Beckham was in
Davos for UNICEF, and though he didn’t
address the feud directly, he told a jour-
nalist: “They make mistakes. Children
areallowed to make mistakes. That's
how theylearn. Sothat’s what I try to
teach my kids. But you know, you have
tosometimeslet them make those
mistakes as well.”

Maybe Brooklyn was being imma-
ture. As aparent myself, I can: see Da-

NATO has in Ukraine.

As is often the
mﬁg case, Mr. Trump has
crises belore,  plended a reasonable
‘_“d itwill . policy critique with
likely survive  blatant falsehoods
this one, not and extreme behav-
least because ior. In this instance,
E the cri-
e gﬁs;z?oﬂs:;es
ﬂi::e":f;: have long spent too

* little on their de-
fense, relying on the
United States to

protect them. President Barack Obama
understandably complained in 2016
that they were behaving as “free rid-
ers.” Mr. Trump deserves credit for
pressuring Europe to increase military
spending, in both his first and second
terms. That success, however, under-
lines that there is no need to threaten
invasion or annexation to promote
American interests.

The most recent falsehood that he
has told about other NATO countries is
that they cannot be relied on in a crisis.
He made that claim again on Jan. 21 at
the World Economic Forum in Davos,
Switzerland. In fact, the only time
NATO has activated its guarantee of
collective defense was after the Sept.
11, 2001, terrorist attacks against the
United States. The U.S. ally that suf-
fered the most casualties per capita in
the ensuing war in Afghanistan was
Denmark.

Mr. Trump's threats indicate to
friend and foe just how little regard he
has for NATO'’s value. Mr. Trump

A FASSEENDER/ACENCE FRANCEVRESSE, —

CETTY MAGES

A Danish soldier in Nuuk, Greenland, this week. Royal Danish Navy vessels are moored in the harbor to exercise Danish sovereignty.

claims that the United States should
own Greenland — “That's our terri-
tory,” he said in Davos — because it is
in the Western Hemisphere. He says
the United States needs to own the
island if it is to establish an effective
missile defense system for the United
States. These claims fly in the face of
NATO’s extraordinary record of col-
lective self-defense over the last 75
years.

By last Wednesday, Mr. Trump had
partly backed down and declared a
framework for a still uncertain deal to
end the dispute over Greenland. Even
if a deal comes together and Greenland
recedes from the headlines, though,
the bullying will have enduring costs.

NATO's strength is not just its formi-
dable military power. It is also a col-
lective commitment to the shared
values of democracy and open markets
that underpin a system that has been
enormously beneficial to the people of
the United States since World War II.
Those values have also been good for
the world, contributing to stability that
allowed poverty to plummet in recent
decades and violent deaths to become

far less common than during much of
humanity’s war-torn history.

NATO has weathered crises before,
and it will likely survive this one, not
least because European countries still
rely on it for their defense. In the face
of Mr. Trump’s attacks, however, it
risks becoming what Rebecca Lissner
of the Council on Foreign Relations
calls a “zombie alliance,” capable of the
logistics of combined defense but
devoid of the trust that deterred ag-
gressors.

NATO countries other than the
United States may also seek closer ties
with autocracies. Already, Canada has
‘warmed relations with China. France
recently cut deals with Beijing on
technology and trade that hurt Amer-
ica. The Dutch have declared they will
limit intelligence sharing with Wash-
ington because of Mr. Trump's auto-
cratic actions.

Winning back the trust of these
allies will be difficult. The best hope
involves bipartisan expressions of
revulsion at Mr. Trump's actions, com-
ing primarily from Congress. Already,
Republican criticism of his menacing of

Greenland seems to have played a role
in his backtracking. Senators Thom
Tillis of North Carolina and Lisa
Murkowski of Alaska both decried the
threats, with Mr. Tillis calling them
“beyond stupid.” Ms. Murkowski joined
the Democrat Jeanne Shaheen in
introducing legislation to constrain Mr.
Trump’s aggression toward NATO
allies. Members of Congress should
follow through and pass that legisla-
tion as a show of America’s commit-
ment to the alliance.

Mr. Trump has a habit of declaring
national emergencies on dubious pre-
tenses to justify his policies. His reck-
less assault on a pillar of U.S. national
security and abandonment of longtime
allies are the true national emergen-
cies. Leaders in Beijing and Moscow
are no doubt thrilled. America — and
the world — are less safe than they
were just a week ago.

THE EDITORIAL BOARD is a group of opin-
ion journalists whose views are in-
formed by expertise, research, debate
and certain longstanding values. It is
separate from the newsroom.

The cost of inaction over Iran

ALINEJAD, FROM PAGE 1

but it does give him the option of strik-
ing a blow against government repres-
sion.

I'm no military planner, but it’s clear
that attacks on the infrastructure of the
Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps
and the Basij militia that it controls
would damage the Islamic Republic’s
protest-crushing machinery. The goal
should be to disrupt the regime’s ability
to shoot, jail and terrorize. The strike
could also encourage fence-sitters
inside the security services to stand
down, if not actually join the protesters.

Europeans should designate the
Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps as
a terrorist organization, something
they have yet to do despite a mountain
of evidence about the violence it has
perpetrated. While they are at it, they
should expel Iranian diplomats and
close the country’s consulates.

Along with the standard expressions
of concern I heard at the United Na-
tions, Western governments reached
for another familiar warning as the
crackdown d this month: We

vid's point of view, too. But
you just have to tell your own story.

MOLLY JONG-FAST is the host of the “Fast
Politics” podcast and the author of
“How to Lose Your Mother: A Daugh-
ter's Memoir.”

PHOTO ILLUSTRATION BY THE NEW YORK TIMES

cannot intervene. Experts invoke the
disastrous war in Iraq or the chaotic
violence in Libya. The conversation
ends.

Both of those military misadventures
are real scars. Skeptics of military
action in Iran may argue that the
United States would be violating Iran’s
sovereignty with an attack and that it
may trigger a “rally around the flag”
effect. But sovereignty comes from the
will of the people, and a regime that
mows down thousands of its own citi-
zens has lost its legitimacy. During the
recent protests, Iranians burned the
Islamic Republic flag and instead
waved the pre-revolutionary Lion and
Sun flag, a sign that limited strikes
might not ignite wide-scale anti-Ameri-
can feeling.

Too often, the argument about the
dangers of intervention is less about
prudence than paralysis. It turns fail-
ures into a permanent perxmssmn slip
for every dictator watching: Kill
enough people and the world will be
too afraid of past mistakes to stop you.
The argument is dishonest because it
pretends that intervention means
invasion.

Iranians are not asking for foreign
tanks to roll down the streets of
Tehran. They are asking for the world
to stop acting as if the only options are
occupation or indifference. Inaction
gives a regime time to regroup, rebuild
its machinery of repression and return
with a cleaner narrative and a longer
list of prisoners.

In Bosnia, the world delayed until
the Srebrenica massacre made inac-
tion politically unbearable; eventualiy,
a combination of pressure and force
helped to end the slaughter in the
former Yugoslavia. The peace was
imperfect, but the killing stopped. In
Kosovo, NATO intervention prevented
a humanitarian catastrophe.

Outside of NATO's backyard, after a
referendum favoring independence

—triggered violence

When th in East Timor in
world do:m’( 1999, the U.N.
Security Council

choose one of  yyihorized a multi-

the‘uvadahle national force to
options, we restore security
are left with and allow for hu-
graveyards. manitarian assist-
Ask the ance, It was a

3 b focused interven-
RMnhmgya " tion to stop militia
m violence and pro-

at'the tect civilians. In

P"f“l’ region Gambia in 2017, a
in Sudan. dictator refused to

give up power after

losing an election.
The region didn’t shrug. West African
states brought pressure to bear,
backed by a credible threat of force, to
ensure a peaceful transfer of power.
The dictator stepped down and fled
into exile.

These are not fairy tales, They are
evidence that the world has options
besides the two extremes we some-
times pretend are the only ones.

- Al - £5]
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When the world doesn’t choose one
of the available options, we are left
with graveyards.

Ask the Rohingya in Myanmar,
where top military leaders are ac-
cused of genocide against the Muslim
minority. Look at the Darfur region in
Sudan, where civil war has led to the
killing of tens of thousands of people,
astain on the international communi-
ty for its lack of decisive action. The
international response to the Rwan-
dan genocide is not remembered as a
cautionary tale about interventionist
overreach. It is remembered as cow-
ardice. The world had notice about
the catastrophe but lacked the will to
act.

President Obama had a chance in
2009 to support millions of Iranians
‘who protested a rigged election. He
spoke out but chose not to do more, to
avoid undermining the protesters, he
said, and to avoid ruining negotiations
over a nuclear deal with Iran that he
believed would help secure a wider
peace in the region. Mr. Obama has
since regretted that decision.

Now America has another chance
to act in support of Iranian protesters.
History will not accept “We were
monitoring the situation” as an an-
swer. Inaction has a body count.

MASIH ALINEJAD is the founder of the My
Stealthy Freedom campaign against the
compulsory hijab and the author of
“The Wind in My Hair: My Fight for
Freedom in Modern Iran.”

Minneapolis
and Gaza

FRIEDMAN, FROM PAGE 9

‘Those allies don’t just want to stay in
Gaza; they want to annex the West
Bank. So Bibi wants the war to contin-
ue; he wants to provoke Hamas into
fighting so he never has to withdraw.

Meanwhile, Hamas is clinging to its
weapons to maintain control on the
ground. Even if forced to become a
political entity, it will do everything in
its power to hijack the technocratic
Palestinian government the Trump
administration is trying to install.

Back at home, Trump seems to
believe the chaos in Minneapolis will
work for him in November — even
though polls show a majority of Amer-
icans disapprove of ICE's tactics. He is
betting he can run on a “law and
order” platform fueled by anti-immi-
gration sentiment.

There is, however, another view
inside the White House. Vice Presi-
dent JD Vance visited Minneapolis
last week to urge local officials to
cooperate with federal agents to
“lower the temperature and lower the
chaos.” Suddenly, the cynical Vance —
of all people — was the voice of calm
and reason. I suspect he was channel-
ing the fears of Republican lawmakers
who worry that ICE's activities could
lead to an electoral disaster in the
midterms.

To my friends and family in Minne-
sota: Stay proud of the way you are
documenting abuses and standing up
for your neighbors — those with legal
papers and those without them — who
abide by the law, work hard and en-
rich our city. But it is vital that this
campaign be accompanied by a loud
commitment to immigration reform
that both controls the border and
creates a legal pathway to citizenship.

The winning message remains:
high wall, big gate. Control the border,
but increase legal immigration. Demo-
crats must never forget that one
reason Trump returned to power was
the previous administration's failure
to control illegal immigration. Inde-
pendent voters still care deeply about
that.

Trump, Bibi and Hamas each have
their eyes on the prize: the 2026 elec-
tions. The people of Minnesota, Israel
and Gaza must keep that in mind.
Because if Trump maintains control of
Congress, if Bibi wins re-election and
if Hamas seizes control of the Pales-
tinian movement, all three societies
will head into a darkness from which
recovery will be agonizingly difficult.
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Chinese market vast ocean for Finnish
and other European firms to swim in

resident Xi Jinping’s meeting with Finn-

ish Prime Minister Petteri Orpo in Beijing

on Tuesday highlighted the vitality and

forward-looking nature of China-Finland

relations, sending a clear signal that cooperation,

mutual trust and multilateral coordination
should be the defining features of bilateral ties.

Over the past 76 years since the establishment

of diplomatic ties, China-Finland relations, char-

acterized by mutual rospcct, equality, future ori-

friendship. Notably, Xi welcomed more Finnish
people to visit China and experience its blend of
ancient heritage and modern vitality.

AsXi stressed, China is also ready to work with
Finland to firmly uphold the international sys-
tem with the United Nations at its core and the
international order based on international law,
to jointly respond to global challenges.

This commitment to multilateralism and the
rule of law is especially valuable at a time when

entation and wi ion, have
achieved steady growth regardless of how the
international landscape has evolved. The stabili-
ty of the relationship reflects that perseverance
and self-reliance are cherished by both peoples
and provides a foundation for further deepening
cooperation.

Their meeting came at a critical moment. This
year marks the beginning of China’s 15th Five-
Year Plan (2026-30), during which the country
will continue to advance high-quality develop-
ment and expand high-standard opening-up to
the rest of the world. Agamst this backdrop, Chi-

and unilateralism are on the rise,
posmg serious challenges to global stability and
development. Major countries, in particular,
should take the lead in upholding equality, coop-
eration and integrity. China is willing to work
with Finland to promote an equitable and orderly
multipolar world as well asa umversally benefi-
cial and inclusi

As an important trading partner for China in
Northern Europe, Finland occupies a unique
position within the EU framework. China-Fin-
land relations should thus extend beyond bilat-
eral cooperation to the broader relationship

d based on )
ry economiestructures holds great potential and
promises tangible benefits for both sides.

China and the European Union.
China and Europe are not adversaries but part-
ners w'n.h shared mtems!s and responsnbl.lmﬁ,
the multil | world

Practical cooperation has long been a highligh
ofbilateral i From cl yAY
mental protection, from forestry and agriculture to
advanced manufacturing and scientific research,
the two countries have demonstmtnd how diﬂ'er~

ent

order. 'l’hezr cooperation outweighs the competi-
tion, and their common ground outweighs differ-
ences, Xi noted. China hopes Finland will play a
constructive role in promoting the healthy and
stabled of China-Europe ties.

beneficial outeom& Looking ahead, both sides can
further tap cooperation opportunities in the ener-
gv transition, circular economy, ag'icuhure and

Orpo’s remarks during the meeting also under-
scored Finland’s openness and constructive atti-
tude in these regards. He reaffirmed Finland's

forestry, and scientific and technol | innova-
tion, creating more flagship projects.
China wel Finnish ies to swim

to the one-China policy, praised China’s
remarkxble development achievements, and

in the vast ocean of the Chinese market to
enhance their global competitiveness, as Xi said.
It is good to hear Orpo say that Finnish compa-
nies have a strong interest in cooperating with
China, expressing Finland’s willingness to deep-
en cooperation in trade, investment, the digital
economy, clean energy and agriculture,

At the same time, cooperation in winter sports
offers a unique avenue to deepen mutual under-
standing. As a traditional powerhouse in winter
sports, Finland shares strong common ground
with China, a major winter sports nation, pro-
viding fertile soil for continued exchanges and

led; 'hina’s important and constructive
role in mternauona] affairs. His emphasis on Fin-

land’ di ion
and coordination wn.h Chma, support free trade,
and playa

LiMin

Opinion Line

Reference model for practical
approach to climate action

The United States has announced
its withdrawal from 66 international
organizations, with the White House
declaring that 31 United Nations and
35 non-UN entities “no longer serve
American interests”

Many of these bodies, however, are
vital to humanity’s shared future,
pameularlv those confronting the

positive role in the healthy develop-
ment of China-EU relations shows the Finnish
side’s awareness of the impottanoe of Sino-Finnish
ties within the k of China-EU i
By enhancing mutual trust, expanding
and « ion, Chinaand
Finland ean continue to bring tangible benefits to
their peoples, advance their ties, and help steady
China-EU relations.

UK should discard dual-track approach

nited Kingdom Prime Minister Keir

Starmer’s visit to China this week

comes at a key juncture in the evolv-

ing relationship between the two
nations. As the first British prime minister to vis-
it China since 2018, his trip underscores a grow-
ing recognition in London of the importance of
improving ties with Beijing.

‘The UK government's recent approval for the
construction of a new Chinese embassy in Lon-
don, a project that had been delayed for years,
suggests an intent to reset bilateral relations that
had suffered a deterioration under previous UK
governments.

‘The timing is particularly noteworthy as it coin-
cides with increasing transatlantic frictions over

many key issues. In this context, it is understanda-
ble that allies of the u:crmsmgiv unpredictable

ment, finance and people-to-people exchanges.
Yet, the UKs practice of sending positive signals
of cooperation while simultaneously viewing
China as a “threat” is not conducive to a genuine
turnabout in relations. It is incumbent on the
UK to demonstrate true sincerity. This means
shedding its ideological biases and viewing its
relationship with China objectively.

In his recent speeches on China, Starmer reject-
ed both the golden age” rhetoric of a decade ago
and th 1 “ice age”: his pre-
decessors, and criticized previous Conservative
governments for failing to visit or adequately
engage with China, calling it a “staggering” “dere-
liction of duty”.

But his assertion that China poses a “national
security threat” to the UK raises doubts about his
government’s sincerity in seeking to stabilize and

United States are cond a ic policy
reassessment based on real-world conditions. The
UK is not alone in making this recalibration, as
shown by the series of Western leaders visiting
China in recent months.

Such a practical choice is driven by these coun-
tries’ recognition that they need to expand their
development space in today’s complex interna-
tional environment. For the UK, which currently

d China-UK Not to ion that
the UK’ continued interference in China’s inter-
nal affairs creates unnecessary friction. Hence, to
truly reset relations, the UK government should
anchor its stance in the consensus reached by the
leaders of both countries.

China welcomes the prospect of improved
relations with the UK. But this requires the UK
toadhere to the principles of mutual respect and

ference, and reciprocate China's sincer-
ity in seeking steady, healthy and mutually bene-

faces g on its the
opportumhes in thc Chinese market are particu-
larly pronounced. ficial relations.

But if the UK wants to make the most of coop-
eration with China, it must ider the serious

China and the UK have strong economic com-

ities, with huge for coope:

negative effects of its recent politicization of
trade issues related to China. The so-called “Chi-
na threat” that has been used as justification for
these actions has been fabricated by the US as
part of its self-serving agenda.

The UK gavemment W'lll besl serve its coun-
try’s i by )
cooperative relationship with Chma rather than
hedging or succumbing to outdated biases.

Since Stz.rmer took office, there have been

in interac-
tions, with and

8 BT

tion in financial openness, the new energy
transition and third-party market collaboration.
Ifthe UK can focus on managing differences with
China properly and tapping the potential of their
collaboration, it will inject fresh momentum into
their relations. Both sides can also make joint
efforts to address global issues such as climate
change, Al and public health.

Starmer’s visit isa chance to kick-start tiesonan
upward trend, but the true test will be whether the
UK can move beyond its dual-track cooperation-

cooperation in trade, investment, green develop-
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d crises of climate
change, biodiversity loss and pollu-
tion. This includes the UN Frame-

Against this backdrop of broken offers a critical lesson in how targeted
promises, developed countries policy can act as a catalyst for indus-
pledged $300 billion lly by trial ion, even in capital-
2035 at the 2023 UN climate change constrained environments.
conference in Dubai. The figure still More than four decades ago, lack-
falls drastically short of the over $1 ing the necessary technology and
trillion in assistance called for by research and development capabili-

developing nations. The US with-
drawal from the Paris pact has made
the inadequate pledge of $100 billion
more elusive, while the prospect of
mobilizing the $1 trillion truly need-

ties, China was only able to manufac-
ture microturbines for off-grid power
generation. But now, the country
supplies roughly 70 percent of the
world’s wind power equipment.

work Convention on Climate Change, ed has become more remote. This achievement is due to the con-
a treaty that underpins international The US decision to abandon the sistent, systematic and stage-specific
efforts to combat global warming. UNFCCC strikes another blow to cli- policies that have built a resilient
The US, which is the largest histori- mate efforts, further trapping devel- renewable ecosystem from the ground
cal emitter of greenhouse gases, has oping nations in the ing crisis.  up. Acor of this
also withdrawn from the landmark ‘This moment of fracture reveals a was the feed-in tariff — a guaranteed
2015 Paris Agreement for the second deeper truth: the path forward must above-market price for solar and wind
time. As the world's second-largest transcend reliance on uncertain aid power, funded through a small sur-
annual carbon emitter, the US’ exit and instead embrace a dual impera- charge on electricity bills.
from gobal efforts tolimit greenhouse  tive. While developed economies Over the past decade, China’s efforts
ga and curb must be held accountable for their have lowered the global costs for
rising more ing nations icity by approxi-
than a diplomatic departure; it shat- must also accelerate the creation of matcly 60 percent and for solar-gener-
ters trust and constitutes a default on i If-rei i ic  ated icity by 80 percent.
its ility to help 1 models to finance climate resilience. China’s model affirms a crucial
countries mitigate the effects of cli- ‘What is urgently needed is a shift insight: well-designed public policy
mate change. toward investment-driven green can drive radical cost reduction. This
The Paris treaty explicitly reaffirmed  transition frameworks. China’s expe-  policy-first approach offers develop-

the commitment of developed nations
— initially made in 2009 and ded

rience provides a reference hen-. The

through 2025 — to mobilize $100 bil-
lion annually by 2020 to help develop-
ing countries better manage the
impacts of climate change. Yet this
pledge has seldom been honored in
practice.

What They Say

country has a 1
nexus of policy, ﬁ.nanc& market
instruments and industrial scaling
from which other countries can draw
inspiration.

China’s unparalleled success in scal-
ing renewable energy, for instance,

ing countries a tangible blueprint for
building climate-resilient economies
from within. The goal is not to
replace global cooperation, but rath-
er to redefine it, shifting to a para-
digm of engineering shared and
sustainable prosperity.

~ HOU LIQIANG, CHINA DAILY

Policy support for SMEs with innovation capabilities

Editor’s note: The People’s Bank of China has d a package of

pport technological i

Pang Ming, a senior researcher at the National Institution for Finance and. Dﬂx.&zpmml, wrote an article for 21st Centu-
ry Business Herald on the significance of the measures. Below are excerpts. The views don’t necessarily represent those of

China Daily.

The central bank will provide a
relending quota of 1 trillion ynan
($143.4 billion) to small and medi-

cial institutions to build risk assess-
ment models based on the innova-
tion potential of a borrower and its

um-sized private companies and long-term growth prospects.
increase the ing quota for tech- ing lending support to pri-
nological innovation and upgrades vate innovation-oriented SMEs with
by 400 billion yuan. high R&D intensity will directly and
‘What matters most is not the addi-  effectively ease the cash-flow pres-

tional 400 billion yuan lending quota,
but the change in the criteria to deter-
mine which private SMEs can access
the finance. For the first time, the
intensity of investment in research
and development has been made a
key factor in the lending criteria.

‘This is a clear departure from ear-
lier approaches that relied mainly on
static indicators such as asset size,
collateral and credit records.

Under the earlier framework, more
mature firms with substantial assets
and collateral were more likely to
obtain financing, while many start-ups
operating at the technological frontier
— typically characterized by high R&D
spending, light assets and volatile cash
flows — were often excluded.

‘The new policy signals a formal
recognition of the market value and
credltwunhmcs ofa mmpany's

capital and i
activities. Rather than focusing too
much on a company’s existing finan-
cial strength, it shifts the emphasis to
whether enterprises are willing to
commxt resources to research and

This in turn guides finan-

sures inherent in the “light-asset,
heavy-R&D" model. With the
expanded scale and coverage, low-
cost capital from the central bank
can encourage commercial banks to
increase the credit supply, reduce
lending rates and interest burdens

enterprises, especially private tech
firms, and reduce risk premiums.

For enterprises, the unification
and simplification of management
rules will lower participation barri-
ers for financial institutions and
expand the pool of eligible firms.
More medium- to high-credit private
tech companies with strong growth
potential will gain access to bond
market financing that was previous-
ly difficult to reach, improving mar-
ket acceptance, issuance success
rates and overall financing availabili-
ty, enabling firms to issue bonds

for innovation-oriented SMEs, and more smoothly.
provide more stable cash-flow sup- At the same time, unified credit
port for their R&D end and support can narrow
business operations. credit spreads on bonds issued by
Another key reform is the integra- private tech enterprises, improve
tion of bond financing facilities for liquidity in the secondary market,
private enterprises with the science reduce overall financing costs and
and technology innovation bond compress risk premiums, making

risk-sharing tools. This not only cre-
ates a larger and more clearly defined
pool of risk-sharing funds but also
forms a more unified and flexible
risk-sharing framework. It sends a
strong signal to the market that poli-
cy support for innovation-oriented
private enterprises will be sustained.
After the integration, the com-
bined tool will better target entities
that are both private and innovation-
driven, while standardized risk-shar-
ing arrangements will boost market
confidence in bonds issued by private

bond financing more affordable and
sustainable.

From a cost perspective, relending
reduces banks' funding costs and
encourages them to provide medium-
and long-term loans to tech firms at
more favorable rates, broadly lower-
ing interest expenses for enterprises.
By sharing credit risks and strength-
ening market confidence, the bond
risk-sharing tool helps reduce bond
issuance yields and underwriting
costs, enabling firms to issue long-
term bonds at lower interest rates.
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A stabilizing force in the global supply chain

lobal supply chains are under
unprecedented stress. From
raw materials to finished
products, every link — from
production to transportation and distri-
bution — is facing disruption. Geopoliti-
cal tensions, especially the US-China
“decoupling” in technology and trade
and the Fourth Industrial Revolution,
have reshaped supply chains into a
complex arena where efficiency alone
no longer dictates outcomes. Today,
supply chains are as much about sus-
tainability, public health and industrial

China maintaining the world’s largst
ing scale for 15

tries but also indirectly connects China
wi L el

years by 2025. The United Nations
Aoy Oranit

projects that by 2030, China’s il

from 53 African countries. Initiatives

value added will account for 45 percent
of the global total, more than double the
combined total of the United States,
Japan, and Germany.

China’s domestic market amplifies its
global influence. In 2025, total retail
sales of consumer goods surpassed 50
trillion yuan ($7.18 trillion). For busi-
nesses worldwide, China represents a

security as they are about cost. downstream market of significant scale,
Policy choices in some ies are ng a solid dation for value-
accelerating this transformation. Where added trade.

economic logic once drove global inte-
gration, considerations of national
security and valus nuw shape decl-
sions,
zation, and friend-shoring. For
developing economies, this shift
presents three major challenges.

First, reshoring by ped nations

China’s role extends beyond domestic
demand. The Belt and Road Initiative
enhances supply chain mnnecuv:ty in

reinforces supply chain stability. In
2024, Chinese manufacturing overseas
investment reached $37.5 billion, up 37
percent year-on-year, while mining
investments grew 115 percent to $21.3
billion. Asian countries, particularly
ASEAN members, remain primary des-
tinations, but investment in Oceania,
Europe, and Latin America is rising.
‘These investments enhance local indus-
trial capabilities and integrate host
countries into global value chains, while
generating $211 billion in exports.

At the same time, China continues to
expand }ugh -level openness. Contrary

partner countries, p! landlocked

and infrastructure-limited mmons

aceess to global markets. By linking

energy, minerals, agricultural products
and

may reduce opportunities for partici-
pating in global value chains and risk
marginalizing certain industries. Sec-
ond, decreased import
demand, especially for labor-
intensive goods, threatens
traditional comparative
advantages. Third, the rise of
automation and intelligent
manufacturing in developed
countries is eroding labor-
cost advantages, making
industrial repatriation eco-
nomically viable rather than
merely politically motivated.
The global industrial map is
being redrawn, and the win-
dow for industrialization in
developing countries is nar-
rowing.

Amid these shifts, China
emerges as a key stabilizer.
Its vast domestic market,
comprehensive infrastruc-
ture, strong industrial clus-
ters and nationwide
coordinated approach have
helped China remain com-
petitive across most manu-
facturing sectors while
leading in advanced technol-
ogies. This dual role — as
both a global supplier of crit-
ical components and an
innovator — has allowed
China to transition from
“manufacturing” to “intelli-
gent manufacturing’, secur-
ing a proactive role in supply
chain rebalancing.

The numbers speak for
themselves. The Organisa-
tion for Economic Co-opera-
tion and Development
identifies China as a domi-
nant actor in roughly half of
the 10 critical nodes across
global value chains, particu-
larly in electronics, chemi-
cals, metals, and machinery.
Manufacturing value added
accounts for nearly 30 per-
cent of the global total, with

John Quelch and David Gosset

d goods to the world,
the BRI not only strcngthcns Chhms

t0 ices such
as impos'mg ‘Tigh tariffs, China pro-
motes trade and investment liberaliza-
tion. Since 2018, overall tariff levels
have fallen to 7.3 percent, among the
lowest globally. In 2025, China

ic ties with part coun-

zero tariffs on all products

un-  such as the Hainan Free Trade Port
dreds of millions in developing coun- China’s to free
ion tries. and facilitated market access, creating
ial China’s bound further  opportunities for foreign products, cap-

ital and technology.
As global strategist Parag Khanna
noted, “Who rules the supply chain,
rules the world” China’s approach,
however, is not about domination. By
connecting supply chains and promot-
ing mutual benefit, China seeks stability
and shared prosperity — a practical
embodiment of its vision for a commu-
nity with a shared future for humanity.
In a world of fragmented trade and
political uncertainty, China’s stabilizing
role in the global supply chain is not
just an economic advantage; itisa
linchpin for global growth, i

LiChunding and Li Ningjing

. .
Tech cultivating
China’s rural
. . ti
vitalization
hina’s countryside is being rewired. Digital
and smart technologies are rapidly trans-
forming agriculture, laying the foundation
for comprehensive rural vitalization.
According to the 2025 smart agriculture action plan,
the country’s smart agriculture market exceeded 100
billion yuan ($14.35 billion) in 2024 and is projected
to reach 120 billion yuan in 2025. Artificial intelli-
gence, 5G and big data are increasingly being inte-
grated into farming. In Zhejiang province,
agricultural robot penetration rose from 3.2 percent
in 2020 to 15.7 percent in 2024.
These advances are reshaping rural life, not only by
improving production efficiency but also by redefin-
ing governance and industry models.

Nanonal pohcy has been instrumental in driving
China is building a comprehen-

and resilience.

mnuthoruapmfesmratthe&hoalof

sive msmunonal framework for digital agriculture,
embedding technology across the entire value chain,
and steering traditional agriculture toward data-

Business ami Economics.
The views don’t necessarily reflect those
of China Daily.
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Starmer visit pragmatic step in right direction

nited Kingdom Prime Minis-

ter Keir Starmer’s visit to

China is not just a routine

diplomatic gesture, but a
politically consequential move in a less
forgiving international environment.
Enabled in part by the UK's recent
approval of the new Chinese embassy in
London, the visit is the first by a British
prime minister since Theresa May in
2018.

4 signals recog-
3 nition that
prolonged dis-
engagement is
unsustainable.

For Beijing,
hosting a new
UK prime minister offers a chance to

eration. The analogy is not perfect —
China-UK relations are historically
deeper and more entangled with global
finance and security — but the broader

increasingly fragmented, with rival
blocs, weaponized interdependence
and i i

lesson is clear: dial when
framed, can arrest downward spirals
without requiring political conver-
gence.

Starmer’s visit under-

reset the tone,
ing pi and dialogue. For Lon-
don, it reflects an effort to pursue a

The trip reflects a deliberate choice more stable and realistic China policy
by both governments to arrest a period — one that manags risks whﬂe pre-
of drift and tension and to serving for The
‘high-level dialogue at atime when geo- polentml for engagement is sngmﬁcam,
political as Chinese lead
decoupling, and strategic mistrust are key sectors of the global economy.
becoming structural features of the On issues such as climate change,
global system. In this sense, it matters and global gove

not only for China-UK relations but also
for how major economies navigate
rivalry without resorting to disengage-
ment.

For China-UK relations, that would
be a turning point after years of uncer-
tainty. Since the late 2010s, ties have
been strained by di over

the UK is closer to China than to the
current United States administration,
creating scope for coordinated action.
Both countries are permanent mem-
bers of the United Nations Security
Council and recognized nuclear powers,
gwmg additional weight to possible col-

technology, security, human rights and
Hong Kong, compounded by shifting
domestic politics in the UK. The
appointment of Peter Wilson — a diplo-
‘mat and sinologist — as the new UK
ambassador in Beijing in August 2025
laid the foundation for a fresh start in
bilateral ties.

‘While neither side is likely to aban-
don its core positions, Starmer’s visit

on global

There are parallels with the success-
ful visit of Canadian Prime Minister
Mark Carney to Beijing. Canada, like
the UK, had strained relations with Chi-
na, marked by political disputes, public
‘mistrust and economic friction. Car-
ney’s trip may not have erased those dif-
ferences, but it showed that high-level
engagement, grounded in realism, can
stabilize ties and reopen space for coop-

scores enduring mutual interests. Chi-
na is the UK’s third-largest trading
partner, while British firms continue to
pursue opportunities in China’s con-
sumer market, green transition, life sci-
ences and advanced manufacturing —
sectors where collaboration can have
global ripple effects. Exchanges in edu-
cation further deepen these connec-
tions, building long-term networks that
facilitate cross-border innovation and
investment.

By traveling with a delegation of busi-
ness leaders, Starmer signals that eco-
nomic engagement remains a core
pillar of the relationship and that the
UK is a key gateway for Chinese compa-
nies seeking global expansion. For Chi-
na, the visit affirms its openness to
foreign investment amid geopolitical
uncertainty. This focus on predictability
is especially salient as China enters its
15th Five-Year Plan (2026-30), a phase
emphasizing policy clarity and long-
term signaling to both domestic and
international partners.

‘The visit’s broader significance lies in
its timing. The international system is

In this context, engagement between
major with politi-
cal systems carries symbolic weight.
Starmer’s trip, like Carney’s, shows that
middle powers retain agency: they can
engage China while remaining aligned
with allies.

This is not a return to “golden eras”
or uncritical engagement. It reflects
sober diplomacy suited to a complex
world — one that accepts disagreement
as structural but treats communication
as essential. Regular dialogue, even if
limited, helps manage competition and
reduce the risk of miscalculation.

Starmer’s visit matters not because it
will resolve deep-seated differences, but
because it recognizes a shared reality:
ina ‘world, di
carries its own dangers. By reopening
channels of communication at the high-
est level, the trip underscores that

driven The focus on “digital farmlands +

smart
Al luw-almude d.mnm and satcllmz technologies
rural

while infra-

structure. Phased development goals mclude nusmg
agricultural infor ion rates and

digital farms, providing a road map for medium- and
long-term growth.

1f national policy sets the direction, local govern-
ments are turning vision into reality. By leveraging
regnnal agnmltural strengths, they are developing

iated models of smart agri that trans-
late national plans imo real-world ommmm In
Jiangxi adigital 68 pre-
viously fragmented agricultural systems, linking pro-
vincial, municipal, county, township and village
levels, With annual provincial investment close to
100 million yuan, this system demonstrates “data
sharing + precision services” in action.

In the rice-shrimp bases in Dayu county and
through drone logistics in Nankang district of Gan-
zhou city, Jiangxi provinee, digital technologies have
enhanced productivity and reduced costs. In Jiangsu
province, the “smart-to-digital transformation” initia-
tive aims to establish 100 smart industrial parks and
200 digital farms, supported by a cloud infrastruc-
ture for farmers and innovative financial products
like loans for farmers. These local experiments illus-
trate how policy innovation and technological appli-
cation can create scalable and replicable models for
nationwide adoption.

The impact of smart agriculture extends beyond
efficiency gains. In production, digital tools are shift-
ing farming from experience-based judgment to
data-driven decision making. Beidou navigation, the
internet of things and big data analytics enahle pre-
cise planting, real-ti ing and opti
harvesting, increasing yields while conserving
resources. In Nanchang city of Jiangxi province, fully
unmanned planting zones and smart plant protec-
tion systems demonstrate how technology stabilizes
product quality, lowers costs, and enhances resilience
— vital for ensuring food security.

Digital agriculture also transforms industrial and
commercial dynamics. By breaking spatial and tem-
poral barriers, it fosters new business models that
blend e-commerce, logistics, and rural tourism. By
2025, China had built 346,000 village-level logistics
service stations. Express delivery coverage exceeded
95 percent of administrative villages and over 100
million packages were handled daily. More than
158,000 village e-commerce service points linked
farmers directly to consumers, creating new value
chains. This “logistics, e-commerce and specialty
products” ecosystem reduces losses, streamlines
distribution and boosts farmers' income, exemplify-
ing how digital integration can vitalize rural econo-
mies.

Governance is also being upgraded. Al and digital
platforms provide precise and efficient tools for vil-
lage management. Systems like Jiangxi's project to
link the villagers and Zhejiang’s “rural brain” inte-
grate admi services, monitoring
and social welfare enabling “one-stop” “governance.
Such i rural
from coarse, mcnve management into targeted,
data-driven both
the quality of public services.

‘Three priorities will shape the next phase of digital
agriculture in China. First, infrastructure develop-
ment must continue, extending 5G, satellite internet
and smart water systems to rural areas, creating a
digital backb: for prod and gov-
ernance. Second, technologieal innovation should
focus on seeds, intelligent equipment and data analy-
sis, fostering collaboration among guvemmem,
industry, and ia to localize key
Third, talent culuvanon is essential: training farmers
in digital skills, p
ship and nurturing uewfarmexs pmﬁmeut in agri-
culture, and market

Digital and smart agriculture is not just a techno-
logical upgrade — it is a structural transformation
enabling rural China to thrive in the 21st century. By
integrating national policy guidance with local inno-
vation and leveraging iterative advances in Al and
digital tools, China is breaking through traditional
constraints, aligning agricultural modernization with
rural revmnimuon strategies. The result is a vision of
rural that are

diplomacy remains vital for
rivalry, sustaining economic ties, and
finding solutions to shared global chal-
lenges.

John Quelch is ice-ch U

erned and prosperous — a model of modem, sustain-
able and inclusive development.
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of Duke Kunshan University and David
Gosset, a sinologist, is the founder of the
China-Europe-America Global Initia-
tive.
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of China Daily.
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