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M
aking amends was at the top of Prime
Minister Narendra Modi’s 24-hour visit
to Kuala Lumpur over the weekend af-

ter he had cancelled a planned trip to Malaysia
last year, at short notice, to attend the ASEAN
summit in October 2025. As a result, Mr. Modi
said that he made Malaysia his �rst destination
abroad in the new year. His talks with Malaysian
Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim, who had visited
India in 2024, resulted in MoUs, with plans to
strengthen ties. There was some strain in India-
Malaysia ties in 2025 too — although Malaysia con-
demned the Pahalgam terror attacks, Mr. Ibra-
him had called for a “full and thorough enquiry”
into the perpetrators and also for “de-escalation
and meaningful dialogue between India and Pa-
kistan”, which ru�ed feathers in New Delhi. He
had even o�ered his services to mediate if re-
quired, and in October 2025, had hosted Pakistan
Prime Minister Shahbaz Sharif for an o�cial visit.
It is, therefore, signi�cant that Mr. Modi set aside
these concerns, and that the joint statement said
India and Malaysia condemned terrorism un-
equivocally “... including cross-border terro-
rism”. India and Malaysia also discussed counter-
terrorism cooperation, intelligence and informa-
tion sharing and coordinating positions at the
United Nations and the Financial Action Task
Force on the issue. Other important decisions
were an MoU on semiconductors, building on
cooperation between IIT Madras Global and the
Advanced Semiconductor Academy of Malaysia.
Building ties in trade, defence, energy and digital
technologies were highlighted by the two sides,
that took care not to discuss contentious issues
publicly, such as the continued stay of preacher
Zakir Naik, wanted in India on UAPA charges.

The two sides also side-stepped their di�e-
rences over multilateral issues. Mr. Modi’s deci-
sion to skip the ASEAN summit despite accepting
the invitation had also dealt a blow to negotia-
tions on reviewing the ASEAN-India Trade in
Goods Agreement (AITIGA). Critical comments
by Commerce Minister Piyush Goyal about the
FTA, as “badly negotiated” and “silly”, and his re-
ference to ASEAN countries as “B-teams” to Chi-
na still rankled. Mr. Modi’s visit was an important
reminder of India’s commitment even as New
Delhi moves ahead with FTAs with Europe and
the U.S. India will chair the BRICS Summit later
this year — in the joint statement, India merely
“noted” Malaysia’s aspirations to become a mem-
ber. Mr. Ibrahim will be invited as Malaysia is a
BRICS partner country, while Indonesia has be-
come a member. Mr. Modi’s visit, which was wel-
comed warmly by Mr. Ibrahim, may thus lead to
closer coordination but also lay the ground for
closer ties between India and the ASEAN region,
in terms of their shared geographies, and in deal-
ing with the larger changes in the world.

Back on track 
India and Malaysia have set about
repairing ties during the Modi visit

U
ttar Pradesh Chief Minister Yogi Aditya-
nath’s direction to �le a �rst information
report (FIR) against the makers of a �lm

over its title, Ghooskhor Pandat, is a sign of how
sections of the ruling establishment have come to
treat speech that they dislike. Mr. Adityanath al-
leged that the title attempts to disrupt social har-
mony and hurts religious or caste sentiments.
The producer agreed to remove promotional ma-
terials for the �lm. A dispute over expression
quickly became a policing matter and the threat
of criminal process swiftly compelled capitula-
tion, even before any court had examined the
facts. Article 19(1)(a) protects speech precisely be-
cause it can sometimes be unwelcome to power-
ful groups. The restrictions that the state can im-
pose are enumerated in Article 19(2), and have to
be proportionate. Courts have also separated
speech that o�ends from speech related to vio-
lence or disorder. In the present case, the FIR is a
threat, issued by a Chief Minister no less, to mo-
bilise the coercive machinery of criminal law, a
sign that the state fears public debate and wants
to �atten the issue to a matter of discipline. Of
late, the visual arts have often been met with res-
trictions. In 2023, West Bengal ordered that The
Kerala Story not be screened in the State to main-
tain “law and order”; a few months earlier, the
Centre had directed platforms to remove links to
the BBC documentary, India: The Modi Question,
sans a judicial �nding on illegality. Other exam-
ples include Kaum De Heere (2014), India’s
Daughter (2015), Padmaavat (2018), and the doc-
umentaries, In�ltrating Australia – India’s Secret
War and Contract to Kill (both 2024).

In a diverse society, people can plausibly say
they are hurt by many things, which is why senti-
ments are not useful thresholds to trigger a crimi-
nal process. Equally, when �lm-makers and dis-
tributors believe that the safest way out is to erase
contested material rather than defend it in law,
the public loses access to the work, courts lose
the chance to clarify legal standards, society los-
es a chance to exercise the democratic response
to controversial art — e.g., boycott or satire in re-
turn — and, over time, the marketplace of ideas
wilts. Speech is not always free of consequences
but the state bears the burden to examine it with
speci�city. A more sensible response, when there
is a credible claim of unlawfulness, is for the ag-
grieved party to seek judicial relief, record the
reasons, and adopt the least restrictive measure.
Taking executive action �ies in the face of this
constitutional process. It is Mr. Adityanath’s res-
ponsibility to ensure public order while allowing
people to express themselves, not to maintain it
by curtailing expression altogether.

Sti�ing ideas
Sentiments cannot be allowed to trigger

a criminal process against art

A
global market in a new commodity is
growing exponentially in front of our
eyes. It is not arti�cial intelligence (AI).
It is not rare earths. It is not some new

source of energy. It is not even in
pharmaceuticals, media, or �nance. It is integral
to each of them and might determine the future
of all of them. It is an in�nitely renewable
resource, which will last at least for as long as
human beings and our planet continue to exist.

This commodity is the self, in which a global
market has gradually emerged. It cuts across all
domains of human life, from entertainment to
journalism, from streaming to gender transitions,
from banking to branding, from identity politics
to soft power, and from crowdfunding to the tari�
wars.

Mining the self
Industrial capitalism has a marked predilection
for the creation and exploitation of what Marx
called surplus value, value beyond the value of
the labour required to produce commodities, and
�oats into the mysterious form of pro�t for the
owners and managers of capital.

Today, human beings are the new object and
horizon of capitalist extraction. The new object is
sociality itself. It is our friendships, our love lives,
our family connections, our classmates, our
children, our fellow workers, our neighbours, as
well as our digital lives, our political allies, our
food and drug suppliers, and more. This is
pro�ling on steroids. It mines our deepest
a�nities and our most ephemeral social ties. It is
a new feat of creative destruction, which renders
ideas such as privacy, intimacy and trust
obsolete. It makes all our sociality a resource that
can be mined without permission or limit. And in
this unbounded mining of sociality, our stories
are the access code. There are three recent
changes in the market for selves, which together
drive the mineable self.

This �rst change is that the seduction of the
global has captured the market in characters.
This is evident in the global hunt for stories from
Mexico to Nepal and Spain to Indonesia. Every
form of local mythology, folklore and backwater
is trolled by publishers, �lm festivals, art
biennales, and literary prize committees in the
ceaseless hunt for portability, local �avour,
vaguely universal themes and new character
types (aliens, cyber-monsters, souped up heroes,
zombies, post-blobs).

The most sought-after stories of our times are
about obviously mobile phenomena such as
drugs, migrants or mercenaries. More precisely,
they are about the local addresses of transborder
volatility. And this is as true of the stories that

make up the news, as it is of more obviously
literary �ction. It has been a few decades since
any person with a camera or a video-recorder
who happens to be in a scheme of war, crime or
terror becomes a photojournalist, a kind of
narrative First Responder, who puts the global
narrative system on alert. Syndicated news
services, stringers, overseas correspondents and
their metropolitan handlers become parts of a
vast system of triage for these “local” incidents
and images, stoking the furnace of global media.
Of course, there is a vast pyramid of news
organisations, media, audiences and platforms,
which form an uneven hierarchy of priorities and
tastes. These include media that are resolutely
local in their reach. But even they imagine the
larger world through their own lenses.

So, “local” news is often a prismatic refraction
of global issues, in a manner that changes the
texture of locality, which is no longer bound by
the parochial, the proximate and the familiar.
Thus, locality regarding the news is no longer
what it used to be. Nor is the global its simple
antonym. The market for stories, whether of the
real or of the less real, occupies a new geography
which cannot be captured by opposing the global
and the local. This development drives the
transformation of the self into the newest form of
raw material, a new horizon for extraction,
exploitation and commodi�cation.

In this new market, everyone has a story,
including ordinary humans (who still are the
reference point of what used to be called human
interest), but also banks, nations, sports teams,
genders (old and new), corporations, and
franchises and cities among other social forms.
This multiplication of the “I” and the “Me” is
discernible even in the twilight zone of AI, where
Siri, ChatGPT and numerous bots are in the race
to display the same emotions, intuitions and
vulnerabilities as any garden variety human can
do. The strange symbiosis between the mineable
self, the rebooted idea of locality and the story
market can be better understood by looking at
the single biggest force in the story market today,
which is OTT (Over the Top) streaming, the
entertainment technology of choice for such
giants as Net�ix, Amazon Prime, Disney and
other companies in this market.

The character of streaming
It is widely known that streaming, driven by OTT
technologies, which rely only on the Internet,
and not on prior media infrastructures, is
colonising much of the market previously
dominated by big studios, their business models,
their modes of distribution and their approaches
to branding, promotion and audience-building.

Perhaps the biggest element of this booming
story economy is the rise of “unknowns”,
mid-market actors and characters who appear to
be woven into modest parts of professional life
and seem extraordinarily ordinary. In India, a
streaming market that Net�ix CEO Reed Hastings
claimed in 2018 would bring his company a 100
million subscribers. This trend highlights a more
general global trend toward the democratisation
of the self, a not entirely positive phenomenon.

The rise of the self is sometimes as seen as an
expression of the best of enlightenment values,
another face of the rise of the individual, of
personal liberty, of freedom from assigned
collective identities, and of freedom to craft one’s
own path from the raw materials of birth, context
and social stereotypes. But that potential has now
become a big part of the mineable self of our
digital era. The intelligence of the arti�cial
competes with previously human monopolies
over a�ect, judgement and intuition. The classical
individual is now an unstable composite of credit
scores, actuarial charts, algorithmic storehouses,
and consumer pro�les, with virtually no need for
a uni�ed or continuous anchor in a singular
person. 

Thus, what the philosopher Charles Taylor
studied as “The Sources of the Self” might today
be retold as the story of the “sources of the
sel�e”. The sel�e taken with a celebrity, even by
photobombing, is a quintessential expression of
the democratisation of the self, equal to anyone
else before the lens.

The chain of storytelling
This trend is now at the cutting edge of mining
the self. Everyone has the right to have a
self-centered story, whether of heroism,
victimhood, martyrdom, or redemption, and
anyone can get help to tell their story better with
the paid help of in�uencers, coaches, writing
apps, publishing platforms or, sometimes,
through selling the right to mine their stories to
entertainers, journalists, publicists or
scriptwriters. The great chain of storytelling
always strives for more ears and eyeballs. The
careers of many YouTube stars have been
powered by nothing more than the lucky virality
of often trivial self-narrations.

Thus, two slogans meet one another in the
global market for selves. One is that every self has
a story, and the other one is that every such story
deserves an audience. These two pieces of recent
common sense fuel the rush to drill into every
living mineshaft, looking for a chunk of ourselves
with the tools that we have so recently invented.
What we have now is a new super-commodity,
bound only by our appetite for mining ourselves.

The next big commodity is the mineable self

Arjun Appadurai 

is Emeritus Professor
of Media Studies at
New York University

Stories,
technology
platforms and
digital markets
are
transforming
humans into
commodities

I
ndia has assumed the chair of the Kimberley
Process (KP) for the year 2026. The KP is a
multinational mechanism or structure for

governing the trade of ‘con�ict diamonds’ — the
rough (or pre-polished) diamonds which are used
illegally by rebel or insurgent groups across the
world to undermine or threaten legitimate
governments. The KP was initiated in May 2000
when the countries of southern Africa initiated
dialogues to prevent the trade in con�ict
diamonds. Negotiations with 37 signatory parties,
in 2003, led to the Kimberley Process
Certi�cation Scheme (KPCS). Today, the KP has
60 participants, representing 86 countries, and
accounts for approximately 99.8% of the global
rough diamond production.

The current structure
The KPCS is the mechanism to prevent the trade
of con�ict diamonds, which is enforced
individually by KP participant countries to ensure
that rough diamonds in the legitimate supply
chain are KP-compliant. Each consignment is
accompanied by a KP certi�cate corroborated by
a participant country. The rough diamonds trade
is permitted only between certi�ed KP members
who comply fully with these international
standards. Additionally, participant countries are
obliged to share timely and accurate statistical
data for diamond production and trade.

Angola, Botswana, Canada, Congo, Namibia
and Russia alone account for more than 85% of
the production of rough diamonds, in quantity
and value terms. Though India is not a producer,
it is a major importer of rough diamonds,
importing roughly 40% of the total global
imports, both in quantity and value. As the
world’s leading cutting and polishing hub,
centered in Surat and Mumbai, India re-exports
polished diamonds to major markets which
include China, Hong Kong, Israel, the United
Arab Emirates and the United States. India’s
strategic position, at the heart of the global
diamond value chain, gives it unique leverage

within the KP to steer meaningful reforms in
global diamond governance.

The core issues for India
The KP, a tripartite setup of governments,
industry organisations and civil society, faces
much criticism and challenges. First, a
long-standing criticism is about the de�nition of
‘con�ict diamonds’. Its scope is very narrow,
capturing only the �nancial mechanism between
rebel groups and governments, while ignoring
the illicit use of rough diamonds in state-linked
abuses, human rights violations and human
tra�cking, environmental harm, abuses in
artisanal mining, and illicit trade channels.

There are also fundamental questions about
the decision-making process. Civil society asks
how the KP can ever identify ‘con�ict diamonds’
if any such decision is subject to political veto.
Under the current system, any determination can
be blocked. What happens when the KP identi�es
con�ict diamonds? 

The case of the Central African Republic,
which was banned from exporting rough
diamonds in 2013 and rejoined in 2024, shows
that embargoes without strong support measures
tend to increase smuggling and worsen violence
rather than stop it. Additionally, while many
governments highlighted the need to protect the
mining communities, there was less agreement
on whether the KP should also address
state-related violence. A more inclusive approach
would better re�ect the full range of challenges
communities experience.

Going forward, India may broaden the agenda,
without reopening political �ghts, by forming a
technical working group on violence and human
rights risks beyond rebel insurgencies. The
�ndings/recommendations from this group may
build a consensus before any re-de�nition of
con�ict diamonds.

India can leverage its technological strengths
to promote digital, tamper-proof KP certi�cates
and harmonised customs data exchange. A

blockchain-based certi�cation system, where
each shipment carries a unique, immutable and
time-stamped digital record linked to key
shipment details, would signi�cantly reduce
fraud, enhance transparency, and modernise KP
operations. 

At the same time, India can support producer
countries by establishing regional KP technical
hubs in key producing areas, particularly in
central and eastern Africa, o�ering training, IT
support, certi�cation assistance and forensic
capacity. Such capacity-building would make
reforms more feasible and collaborative rather
than punitive.

Additionally, India can advance institutional
reforms by adopting independent or third-party
audits in a subset of participants and push for full
public release of granular KP statistics from
participant countries. This is a step towards
greater transparency. Since the KP’s strength is its
tripartite structure, India can ensure that civil
society engagement remains robust by facilitating
open communication channels.

Focus on Africa
To address the community challenges, India can
highlight how diamonds contribute to livelihoods
in Africa. It can push the KP to explicitly
acknowledge this reality by aligning its work with
relevant Sustainable Development Goals, such as
decent work, poverty reduction and responsible
consumption. India can help ensure that the KP
framework channels diamond revenues toward
community development, supporting health,
education, and local infrastructure, rather than
allowing mining regions to be bypassed. This
would help shift the KP’s narrative from blocking
bad diamonds to enabling a responsible and
inclusive diamond trade.

India, as the KP chair and the leader of the
Global South, should start pursuing the reform
agenda more aggressively to make it a more
inclusive, progressive, sustainable, and
rule-based multilateral body.

A chance for India to polish the Kimberley Process

Himanshu Jaiswal 

is Research Fellow at
Infisum Modeling

As chair of the
Kimberley
Process for
2026, India can
steer meaningful
reforms in
global diamond
governance

Badri Narayanan 

is the Founder and
Director of Infisum
Modeling

Parliamentary anarchism

We boast of our talent and
traditions, but the dismal
image which our Parliament
presents shows how
immature we are, lacking
the basic decency to debate
and discuss issues. Many in
the nation have their fingers
crossed, in hope, awaiting
the day our
parliamentarians behave in
a consistent manner and
save our precious time and
money. The Speaker too
cannot put all the blame on

symbolism and rhetoric
carry real consequences,
shaping public behaviour
and social trust. 
Political contestation must
remain vigorous. But it must
also remain within
constitutional and ethical
limits.

Gopalaswamy J.,
Chennai

go beyond partisan politics.
If political messaging uses
imagery that can be read as
targeting religious
communities, it risks
eroding the constitutional
promise of equality and
social harmony. While the
legal merits of the
complaint will be decided
by due process, the episode
highlights the need for
greater responsibility in
public communication by
those holding high o�ice. In
a diverse democracy,

Minister’s seat and advised
him to stay away. 
N. Nagarajan,

Secunderabad

Rhetoric and responsibility

The reported controversy
over a video uploaded by
the Assam Chief Minister —
and later deleted — and the
complaint filed by All India
Majlis-e-Ittehadul
Muslimeen leader and
Hyderabad Member of
Parliament Asaduddin
Owaisi, raise concerns that

about examination stress or
early bonding with future
voters is beside the point.
What is missing is
‘Parliament mein Charcha’,
where the Prime Minister
answers questions from
Opposition Members of
Parliament. After all,
Parliament’s monsoon,
winter and Budget sessions
are its quarterly, half-yearly
and annual examinations.
Curiously, the Speaker
sensed an “unforeseen
situation” near the Prime

the Opposition and the
Opposition on the Treasury
benches. Let us show
professionalism, and not
anarchism, in the conduct
of Parliament.
Brij B. Goyal,
Ludhiana, Punjab

For some years now, the
Prime Minister, ahead of the
board examinations, has
been counselling students
through his ‘Pariksha pe
Charcha (Discussion on
Exams’). Whether this is
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Kumbakonam, Feb. 9: The Protection of
Antiques and Art Treasures Act enacted in 1972
will be strictly enforced shortly and all antiques
and art pieces either public or private will
compulsorily have to be registered with
registering o�cers in the State who will
statutorily be named, said Mr. N.R. Banerjee,
Director, Antiquities. Archaeological Survey of
India, on the occasion of the inauguration of a
sculptural display gallery at the Airavateswara
Temple in Darasuram, near Kumbakonam,
to-day. Mr. M.N. Deshpande, Director-General,
Archaeological Survey of India, inaugurated the
art gallery, in the precincts of the temple. He
called upon the people to give of their best in
the proper maintenance of the art pieces and
sculptural works in ancient temples. They must
be zealous guardians of the collections and be
proud of them, he said. Foreigners laid covetous
eyes on these pieces and as such they must be
on their guard.

Mr. V. Lakshminathan, DRO, Thanjavur,
presided. Mr. Rajaram Raja Sahib of the
Thanjavur Palace, who is the heriditary trustee,
pleaded that the 41 art pieces taken away from
this temple to form the art gallery at the
Thanjavur big temple must be returned as he
had given those pieces only on the condition
that they should be returned once the
Archaeological Department took over the
temple under its jurisdiction. 

FIFTY YEARS AGO FEBRUARY 10, 1976

Art treasures: strict
registration soon

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

Rugby, Feb. 9: Professor Eccles, who is a leading
authority on wireless, suggests, in a letter to The
Times to-day, that a further step towards
maintaining inter-communication within the
Empire could be e�ected if smaller or isolated
communities in the Empire were equipped with
in expensive short-wave stations., which would
enable them to communicate with each other
and to reply to the Rugby stations. He points out
that wireless links provided by the completion of
the high-power station at Rugby by the erection
of British and Dominion beam stations and by
re-organization of Oxford, Cairo and Northolt
stations, provided together with an elaborate
network of cables, would give almost
continuous telegraphic communication between
larger communities of the Empire.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO FEBRUARY 10, 1926

Empire wireless development

A
recent visit to a dairy
processing plant in
Erode taught us more
about job creation than

all the TV debates on the Indian
economy. Erode has been key to
Tamil Nadu’s economic story for
decades. Business owners
mentioned multiple constraints
holding them back: access to
credit, skills gaps, regulatory
complexity, tari� structures. To
understand how these constraints
operate in practice, we visited the
main plant of Misty Milk, a
mid-sized company in western
Tamil Nadu. There, we found that
even when ambition, demand,
and infrastructure exist, structural
barriers prevent growth. Yet the
visit also revealed reasons for
optimism about India’s
employment challenge.

The constraints
Misty Milk has an impressive
capital-intensive facility, with a
sophisticated plant designed to
handle far more milk than it
receives. It is not a startup — with
over ₹2,500 crore in annual
turnover, it is a serious operation.
It sources milk from about 2,000
dairy farmers. Yet management
estimates that the plant could
integrate supply from nearly
70,000 farmers without signi�cant
additional investment at the
processing end. The constraint is
not demand for dairy products,
nor is it a lack of infrastructure. It
is the limited ability of small dairy
farmers to expand production
because they lack access to
a�ordable and reliable credit.

For small dairy farmers,
purchasing additional cattle,
ensuring consistent feed supply,
investing in basic sheds, and
accessing veterinary care all
require upfront expenditure.
Reserve Bank of India data show
that small and marginal farmers,
who account for over 85% of
operational landholdings, receive
a disproportionately small share of
formal agricultural credit. The
alternative remains informal
borrowing at high interest rates,
which raises risk and discourages

investment. Misty Milk and its
supplier farmers can grow
together — but only if policy
enables those who can create
output, jobs, and income.

Misty Milk has ambitious
growth plans, inspired by the
success of giants such as Amul.
Amul’s cooperative network today
includes roughly 3.6 million dairy
farmers. Daily milk procurement
is close to 35 million litres, and the
Amul group’s turnover has crossed
₹80,000 crore. These numbers
re�ect not just consumer demand
or brand strength, but the power
of aggregation combined with
institutional support. Amul’s
model reduces risk for farmers by
ensuring predictable procurement
and facilitating access to services
and �nance. The lesson is not that
private �rms must become
cooperatives. It is that without
solving credit constraints at the
producer level, scaling up
becomes nearly impossible. Misty
Milk’s experience highlights how
much untapped potential exists
between India’s small private �rms
and its national champions.

Looking beyond dairy, Erode’s
broader industrial landscape
reinforces the same pattern. The
district has long been a hub for
small and medium enterprises
(SMEs), particularly in textiles and
manufacturing, built on dense
clusters shaped by reinvestment,
local networks, and market
responsiveness. During a meeting
with around 50 SME owners,
there was no shortage of ideas or
demand. But nearly all of them
pointed to constraints that limit
growth and employment. Skill
shortages are emerging as
production becomes more
technologically demanding.
Regulatory complexity and
compliance costs weigh
disproportionately on smaller
�rms. Tax uncertainty strains cash
�ows, while tari� structures raise
input costs for manufacturers
dependent on imports. Together,
these constraints determine
whether �rms can scale and
integrate into national and global
value chains — the process

through which jobs-intensive
growth is created.

International evidence shows
that SMEs account for a
disproportionate share of net job
creation, particularly in
labour-abundant economies. The
World Bank estimates that SMEs
provide nearly 70% of global
employment and are the primary
source of new jobs in developing
countries. When these �rms are
unable to grow, employment
creation slows even if headline
GDP numbers look strong.
Capital-intensive investments may
raise output, but they cannot
absorb labour at the scale India’s
demographics demand.

Demographic trajectory
The urgency of addressing these
constraints is heightened by
India’s demographic trajectory.
Most projections suggest that
India’s working-age population
advantage will begin to narrow
within the next two decades. If
su�cient quality jobs are not
created during this period, the
opportunity will be lost. Large
infrastructure projects and
headline investment
announcements, while important,
will not by themselves absorb
India’s labour force. Employment
at scale will come from MSMEs,
agro-processing, and value chains
that link small producers to
markets.

When SMEs are enabled to
grow, they strengthen the entire
economic ecosystem. Firms scale
organically, smaller suppliers raise
incomes sustainably, and workers
�nd better jobs closer to home.
India’s growth story won’t be
written by its largest corporations
alone — it will be written by
millions of smaller enterprises,
farmers, and workers who are
ready to grow right now. In Erode,
that readiness is already visible.

The question is not whether
India can create jobs at scale. It is
whether it will remove the
constraints, starting with credit
access, before the demographic
dividend expires. We likely have
two decades. The clock is ticking.

Lessons about job creation from Misty Milk

Salman Soz

Economist, author,

and member, Indian

National Congress

The lack of
access to
a�ordable and
reliable credit is
one of the
factors at the
heart of India's
job crisis

Anand Srinivasan

Expert in personal

finance and member,

Indian National

Congress

W
ildlife-related is-
sues, particularly
incidents of wild

animals straying into human
habitations and causing loss of
life and property, often domi-
nate headlines in Kerala. This
time, however, the focus has
shifted to wildlife articles.

The State Forest Depart-
ment’s decision to o�er a one-
time amnesty scheme for the
keepers of undeclared wildlife
articles has generated unusual
interest in the State, where
many people are believed to
possess such articles. O�cials
say they have been receiving
applications from people who
want to declare inherited ani-
mal trophies and obtain ow-
nership certi�cates, or surren-
der them without any case
being registered.

The proposal, which the
Forest Department had been
pushing for some time, gained
particular signi�cance follow-
ing a recent Kerala High Court
judgment that cancelled the
ownership certi�cates issued
for two sets of ivory and 13 ivo-
ry idols found in the illegal
possession of actor Mohanlal.

In fact, even before the
High Court order, the Forest
Department had got approval
for the proposal at a meeting
of the State Wildlife Advisory
Board held on June 18, 2025,
chaired by Chief Minister Pina-
rayi Vijayan. The proposal al-
lowed legal owners of wildlife
articles to surrender them to
the department. The proposal
has to be rati�ed by the Union
Ministry of Environment For-
est and Climate Change.

Section 40(2B) of the Wil-
dlife (Protection) Act, 1972,
notes that the keepers of wil-
dlife articles or trophies must

submit a declaration to the
Chief Wildlife Warden within
90 days of inheriting them.
This ensures that these arti-
cles are registered and not ille-
gally traded. However, accord-
ing to the Forest Department,
most people, due to igno-
rance, submit their applica-
tions after the legal deadline.
It adds that there also may be
many people who inherit tro-
phies but never declare them.
The amnesty scheme, it ar-
gues, o�ers such individuals
one �nal opportunity.

In Kerala, the statutory dea-
dline for declaring such arti-
cles expired on October 18,
2003. The Act also requires
the Forest Department to con-
duct an inquiry into the legali-
ty of possession before accept-
ing surrendered articles or
issuing ownership certi�cates.

A plain reading of the Act
makes it clear that only legally
owned or legally inherited wil-
dlife articles are eligible for de-
claration and certi�cation. Ar-
ticles illegally acquired cannot
be legitimised merely by sur-
render. The crucial safeguard,
therefore, lies in the inquiry to
be conducted by the Chief Wil-
dlife Warden or an authorised
o�cer to determine whether
the possession is lawful.

In the case of Mr. Mohanlal,
ownership certi�cates were is-
sued for two sets of ivory and
several ivory idols that came
to light during an Income Tax
raid at his Kochi residence a
few years ago. These certi�-
cates were granted following

an inquiry by a forest o�cial.
However, the articles were
neither inherited by the actor
nor derived from animals he
legally owned. The petitioners
who challenged the granting
of the certi�cates to him said
that the Forest Department
failed to conduct a proper in-
quiry and the noti�cations
were not published in the go-
vernment gazette.

While the Kerala High
Court did not delve into the is-
sue of the adequacy of the in-
quiry, the Bench comprising
Justices A. K. Jayasankaran
Nambiar and Jobin Sebastian
declared the orders issuing
the ownership certi�cates
void ab initio and legally unen-
forceable. The Bench also ob-
served that the State govern-
ment was free to issue “a fresh
noti�cation for conferring the
immunity envisaged under
the statutory provision, to per-
sons or a class of persons en-
visaged under the statute.”

The government’s amnesty
initiative comes at a time
when celebrities, including
Union Minister and actor Su-
resh Gopi and rapper Vedan
(Hirandas Murali), are under
investigation for the alleged
possession of ornaments
made from wildlife articles.
While the government may
justi�ably consider genuine
cases involving the surrender
of legally acquired wildlife ar-
ticles and protect such keep-
ers from prolonged litigation,
the amnesty must not become
a backdoor mechanism to leg-
itimise illegal possession. Wil-
dlife trophies obtained unlaw-
fully constitute a punishable
o�ence under the Act.

The government must also
ensure that legal safeguards
are not diluted, as was alleged
in the Mohanlal case, since
any such dilution would en-
courage wildlife crime and il-
legal trade, ultimately endan-
gering protected species.

Don’t let poachers sneak through
The Forest Department’s amnesty scheme must not legitimise illegal wildlife possession

K.S. Sudhi
sudhi.ks@thehindu.co.in

STATE OF PLAY

W
hile rural Indians be-
gan the year feeling re-
latively con�dent,

their urban counterparts re-
mained cautious, according to a
reading of the Reserve Bank of In-
dia (RBI)’s consumer con�dence
survey. While the rural population
is driving consumption beyond es-
sentials, urban consumers remain
�nancially conservative, despite
enjoying slightly better income sta-
bility, the survey results suggest.
The conclusions are based on the
January 2026 round of the survey.

Tables 1 and 2 summarise the
survey �ndings based on the net
responses of participants. A net
response represents the di�erence
between the share of respondents
reporting optimism and those re-
porting pessimism on a speci�c
subject. Values range from +100
(maximum optimism) to -100
(maximum pessimism), with any
score above zero indicating opti-
mism and any score below zero in-
dicating pessimism. Tables show
both current perceptions (how res-
pondents felt compared to a year
ago) and expectations (what res-
pondents expect one year ahead).

Blue arrows represent positive
sentiments: an upward arrow sig-
nals improvement from the last
round, a downward arrow indi-
cates deterioration, and a double-
headed arrow signi�es no change.
Conversely, red arrows represent
negative sentiments, while their
directions have the same meaning.

Urban consumers are pessimis-
tic about the economic situation,
employment opportunities, and
price levels, which keeps their
Consumer Con�dence Index in
the negative sentiment category.
In contrast, while rural consumers
are pessimistic about income and
price levels, they are upbeat about
the general economic situation
and employment opportunities;

consequently, their overall index is
in the positive sentiment category. 

The directionality of the arrows
o�ers an interesting reading. Ur-
ban consumers are not only pessi-
mistic about the economic situa-
tion and price levels, but their
pessimism has deepened since the
last round. In contrast, positive
sentiment regarding the economic
situation has strengthened among
rural consumers, as have outlooks
on employment opportunities. Ta-
ble 1 indicates that rural consum-
ers are also positive about the fu-
ture, whereas Table 2 shows that
urban consumers are more cau-
tious with discretionary spending.

A higher share of net respon-
dents in both urban and rural
areas reported an increase in
spending compared to a year ago.
However, the true distinction lies
in what they are spending on. The
RBI survey distinguishes between
essential and non-essential items:
generally, a rise in essential spend-
ing may point towards in�ationary
pressure, whereas an increase in
non-essential spending possibly
indicates an aspiration for a better
lifestyle. Notably, a signi�cantly
higher share of rural consumers
reported an increase in spending
on non-essential items compared
to their urban counterparts.

Charts 3 and 4 illustrate the
proportion of rural and urban con-
sumers who perceived an in-
crease/improvement or a de-
crease/deterioration in various
factors. The di�erence between
these two �gures constitutes the
net responses presented in Tables
1 and 2. Interestingly, 25.9% of ru-
ral consumers reported a decrease
in current income levels compared
to a year ago, while only 22.6% re-
ported an increase, resulting in a
net response of -3.3%. In contrast,
23% of urban consumers reported
a decrease against 26.3% who saw
an increase, yielding a net res-
ponse of +3.3%. Despite this pessi-
mistic income outlook, the share
of rural consumers with increased
spending on non-essential items
remains notably high.

Tale of two consumers: Rural aspiration vs. urban caution
The demand among rural consumers for non-essentials remains strong despite weakening sentiments in urban areas

Vignesh Radhakrishnan 
Devyanshi Bihani
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The value of private
investments attracted
by J&K since FY23

14,948
in ₹ crore.

Jammu

and

Kashmir has drawn private investments

worth ₹14,948 crore over the last four

financial years, creating 64,515 jobs in the

industrial sector, Deputy Chief Minister

Surinder Kumar Choudhary stated. PTI

NEWS IN NUMBERS

The amount 
siphoned o� through
digital frauds 

54,000
In

crore.

The

top Court on Monday termed the siphoning

of over ₹54,000 crore through digital frauds

as outright “robbery or dacoity.” The

Supreme Court noted the amount exceeds

the budgets of several smaller States. PTI

Domicile certi�cate
applications in the past
one-and-a-half months

18,605
The

Kolkata

Municipal

Corporation has recorded a surge in

domicile certificate applications, receiving

18,605 requests over the past

one-and-a-half months. Officials linked the

spike to the SIR of electoral rolls. PTI

J&K’s projected hydro
power capacity for the
next �ve years

7,300
in mega watts.

Jammu and

Kashmir’s

hydropower capacity is expected to

expand substantially over the next five

years, with total installed capacity

projected to reach 7,314.85 MW by 2030-31,

Chief Minister Omar Abdullah said. PTI

Amount announced
by India to Seychelles
for development

175
In $ million. India has

announced development

assistance of $175 million

to Seychelles following wide-ranging

discussions between Prime Minister

Narendra Modi and Seychelles President

Patrick Herminie. PTI

COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM

The story so far: 

P
roposals for a high-speed rail
system in Kerala have once
again snowballed into a
controversy in the public

sphere, with the Kerala government, in its
latest move, approving a Regional Rapid
Transit System (RRTS) for high-speed rail
travel within the State, from
Thiruvananthapuram to Kasaragod. The
Kerala government, which had earlier
submitted a semi-high-speed rail project
(SilverLine), has now switched to the new
RRTS due to the alleged “indi�erence” of
the Centre towards the State’s demands.
In the meantime, technocrat E.
Sreedharan claimed that he had been
working on a high-speed rail project for
Kerala, a claim that was con�rmed by
Union Railway Minister Ashwini
Vaishnaw, though the latter has not
provided the details of this project.

What is the new RRTS project?
RRTS is a viable and acceptable
high-speed rail system, which has been
successfully implemented in the
Delhi-Meerut corridor, demonstrating its
feasibility in India, including its
integration with the Meerut Metro. The
main highlight of the RRTS is that it can
be integrated with existing and proposed
metro rail projects in Kerala to improve
last-mile connectivity and reduce reliance
on private vehicles, along with linking
airports. Specially designed train sets can
be operated through the corridor at a
speed of 160-180 kmph, with short station
intervals.

The new project will also be more
environmentally conscious, as most of it
will be built on pillars, with embankments
and tunnels used only where necessary.
In contrast, the SilverLine project was
primarily designed as an embankment
model (at ground level), which faced
signi�cant criticism in densely populated

areas. The viaduct model of the RRTS will
signi�cantly reduce land acquisition,
prevent the obstruction of natural water
�ow, and mitigate public opposition
witnessed in certain areas.

Moreover, the RRTS is proposed to be
integrated with urban metro projects. By
enabling integration with the existing
Kochi Metro and the envisioned metros in
Thiruvananthapuram and Kozhikode,
last-mile connectivity will be improved.
Further, the four existing international
airports in Kerala will also be linked with
the project, creating a uni�ed
multi-modal transit system. The project
can be extended to Coimbatore via
Palakkad, to Kanyakumari from
Thiruvananthapuram, and Mangaluru

from Kasaragod through inter-State
cooperation.

What is the construction plan?
Kerala has conceived the project for a
total length of 583 km, from
Thiruvananthapuram to Kasaragod, in
four phases. Phase 1 will see the
construction of a 284-km stretch,
christened the Travancore Line
(Thiruvananthapuram to Thrissur), which
will include the Thiruvananthapuram and
Kochi Metros, with targeted completion
by 2033. This will be followed by Phase 2,
the Malabar Line (from Thrissur to
Kozhikode, along with the Kozhikode
Metro), Phase 3, the Kannur Line (from
Kozhikode to Kannur), and Phase 4, the

Kasaragod Line (from Kannur to
Kasaragod). Through such parallel phased
execution, a complete State-wide RRTS
network (including Thiruvananthapuram
and Kozhikode Metros) can be completed
within 10 years (by 2036), according to
Kerala government sources.

How will it be funded?
The project is estimated to cost
approximately ₹1,92,780 crore. However,
the �nal cost can only be determined
upon completion of the Detailed Project
Report (DPR) after �nalising alignments,
technical models, signaling systems, and
Transit-Oriented Development (TOD)
models. The funding model of the Kerala
RRTS would be that of the Delhi RRTS,
with a funding pattern of 20% by the State
government, 20% by the Central
government, and 60% via long-term loans
from international �nancial institutions.

What are the major di�erences
between the three rail projects? 
Normally, a high-speed rail system is
designed for sustained cruise speed with
very few intermediate stops, while the
RRTS train sets are optimised for fast
acceleration and braking with more
intermediate stops, and can also tolerate
curves to some extent and are suited for
urban transportation. In Kerala, both the
high-speed rail proposed by Mr.
Sreedharan, with 22 intermediate stops,
and the SilverLine projects, with 11 stops,
were conceived for speeds of up to 200
kmph, while the RRTS is planned to
operate at a speed range of 160-180 kmph.

However, the cost of RRTS will be
signi�cantly high as it requires more land
in urban areas as part of metro
integration. On the other hand, the cost of
the SilverLine project was estimated at
₹63,941 crore (as per the 2019 estimate)
while Mr. Sreedharan’s high-speed rail
project was estimated at ₹1 lakh crore. 

The alignment of the three projects
would be the same, except for some
changes for the RRTS in urban areas
where it has to be designed close to the
towns. 

What is the new RRTS project in Kerala? 
How di�erent is the Regional Rapid Transit System from the earlier SilverLine project? What has technocrat E. Sreedharan claimed? How does the RRTS improve

last-mile connectivity? Will it also integrate existing and envisioned metro rail projects? What is its estimated cost?

Fresh prospects: Activists of the Kerala Sarvodaya Mandalam staging a protest demanding the State

government to give up the SilverLine project in Kozhikode in 2022. K. RAGESH

Dhinesh Kallungal
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�

RRTS is a viable and
acceptable high-speed rail
system, which has been
successfully implemented in
the Delhi-Meerut corridor,
demonstrating its feasibility in
India, including its integration
with the Meerut Metro.

�

Kerala has conceived the
project for a total length of 583
km, from Thiruvananthapuram
to Kasaragod, in four phases.

�

The project is estimated to cost
approximately ₹1,92,780 crore.
However, the final cost can
only be determined upon
completion of the Detailed
Project Report (DPR) after
finalising alignments, technical
models, signaling systems, and
Transit-Oriented Development
(TOD) models.

The story so far:

I
n the ongoing Special Intensive
Revision (SIR), bulk applications
are being �led for the deletion of
names from the draft electoral

rolls. On January 29, the Congress, in a
letter to the Election Commission of India
(EC), alleged that the form was being
misused through “systemic and
coordinated e�orts” to delete names of
eligible voters and embolden BJP’s e�orts
to wrongfully gain electoral advantage.
The Hindu’s reporting from Rajasthan and
Gujarat also found individuals who said
they had not submitted the Form 7
applications purportedly signed by them. 

What is Form 7?
Form 7 is used for objecting to the
inclusion of another person’s or one’s
own name on the electoral roll on speci�c
grounds such as death, duplication or

shifting of residence. It can also be used
to object to voters who are ineligible due
to age, citizenship or misrepresentation.
As per Section 13(2) of the Registration of
Electors Rules, 1960, framed under the
Representation of the People Act, 1950,
“every objection to the inclusion of a
name in the roll shall be (a) in Form 7 and
(b) preferred only by a person whose
name is already included in that roll”.
Booth Level Agents (BLAs) can also �le
objections. Earlier, only persons from the
same booth/station were allowed to �le an
objection but in 2022, the EC amended
Form 7 to allow any voter in a
constituency to object, widening its
ambit. However, to prevent misuse, the
Electoral Registration O�cer (ERO) is
required to mandatorily verify all claims if
an individual �les more than �ve
objections. 

Once a Form 7 application is received,
Booth Level O�cers (BLO) are required to
conduct physical veri�cation of the

voter’s address and eligibility. In cases of
death, veri�cation involves con�rmation
signatures by three neighbours and a
death certi�cate. If the voter is found
absent, the BLO must make three physical
visits to con�rm whether the person has
shifted. The concerned voter is then
issued a notice for a hearing. Appeals
against the ERO’s decision can be made to
the district magistrate within 15 days of
publication of the updated list.

How extensive is the ongoing SIR?
According to the EC, more than 50.94
crore enumeration forms have been
distributed since the launch of Phase II of
the SIR, covering 99.94% of the nearly 51
crore voters included in this phase. The
SIR is currently underway in
Chhattisgarh, Goa, Gujarat, Kerala,
Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan, Tamil Nadu,
Uttar Pradesh, West Bengal, Puducherry,
the Andaman and Nicobar Islands, and
Lakshadweep. The revision follows a tight

schedule, and against this compressed
timeline, the scale of objections and
deletions sought through Form 7 has
raised concerns about procedural fairness
and administrative capacity. According to
the draft electoral rolls published by the
EC, the names of 6.5 crore electors were
removed from the draft rolls of nine
States and three Union Territories (UTs)
as part of the ongoing SIR. Before the
revision, these States and UTs had 51
crore voters; after publication of the draft
rolls, the number fell to 44.4 crore. EC
o�cials said those removed were placed
in the ‘ASD’ category — Absent, Shifted
and Dead/Duplicate. The highest
deletions were reported from Uttar
Pradesh (2.89 crore), followed by Tamil
Nadu (97 lakh), and Gujarat (74 lakh). 

What is the way ahead?
At the heart of the controversy is the bulk
submission of Form 7 applications by
anonymous or fraudulent actors seeking
mass deletion of voters from electoral
rolls in the ongoing SIR. Filing a false
declaration is a punishable o�ence under
Section 32 of the Representation of the
People Act, 1950, attracting
imprisonment of up to one year or a �ne
or both. Critics argue that ‘if remained
unchecked this will lead to the
disenfranchisement of lakhs of voters,
especially those belonging to the
backward, marginalised communities’.

Saee Pande is a freelance writer.

What is the current
controversy around Form 7? 
What has the Congress alleged with respect to Form 7? How many deletions have been reported?

Saee Pande

THE GIST
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Form 7 is used for objecting to
the inclusion of another
person’s or one’s own name on
the electoral roll on specific
grounds such as death,
duplication or shifting of
residence.

�

According to the EC, more than
50.94 crore enumeration forms
have been distributed since the
launch of Phase II of the SIR.
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At the heart of the controversy
is the bulk submission of Form
7 applications by anonymous
or fraudulent actors seeking
mass deletion of voters from
electoral rolls in the ongoing
SIR.
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with the subject ‘Text & Context’

X

QUESTION 1

Mr. Coetzee’s Foe (1986) is a
metafictional rewriting of which famous
18th century adventure novel?
X

QUESTION 2

In his 1994 work of fiction, The Master of

Petersburg, the author employs which
real-life Russian writer, renowned for his
existentialist themes, as the protagonist.
X

QUESTION 3

Mr. Coetzee was the first author to be
conferred with the ______ twice. (Hint: a
prestigious literary award) Fill in the
blank.
X

QUESTION 4

Which character created by the author
delivers lectures comparing animal

slaughter to the Holocaust? The recurring
persona first appeared in his 1994 book
The Lives of Animals and later became the
protagonist of his 2003 novel bearing her
name.
X

QUESTION 5

Summertime (2009) marks the final
instalment in a trilogy of
quasi-autobiographical works from the
academic. What are the other two books in
the series?
X

QUESTION 6

John Maxwell Coetzee received the Nobel
Prize in Literature in 2003. He became the
second South African author, after
___________, to receive the honour in the
field. Fill in the blank.
X

QUESTION 7

What was the title of the acclaimed
author's first book?

Questions and Answers to the previous day’s daily

quiz: 1. The reason why it is called the Second Red Scare.
Ans: Because it was the second major wave of

anti-communist fear in the U.S.; the first occurred

roughly between 1917 and 1920.

2. This U.S. presidential order intensified suspicion of
disloyalty among federal employees. Ans: Executive

Order 9835, establishing the Federal Employees

Loyalty Program.

3. Number of dismissals and resignations from loyalty
investigations. Ans: More than 2,700 dismissals and

about 12,000 resignations.

4. This congressional body investigated alleged
communist influence in government and society. Ans:

The House Committee on Un-American Activities

(HUAC)

5. McCarthy framed the ideological struggle like so in his
February 9, 1950, speech. Ans: As a “final, all-out

battle between communistic atheism and

Christianity.”

Visual: Name this film. Ans: good night, and good luck

Early Birds: Piyali Tuli| Sudhir Thapa| Prashansa Lohumi|
Arun Kumar Singh| Jagrati Shukla

THE DAILY QUIZ

Celebrated South African writer and Nobel laureate J.M. Coetzee was born on February
9, 1940. A quiz on his acclaimed career and literary works

X

Visual question:

This Coetzee novel was adapted for the screen with
Johnny Depp, Mark Rylance and Robert Pattinson
in key roles. Name the novel.

Please send in your answers to 
dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

Mohammed Hidhayat

“What is the meaning and origin of
the idiom “to burn one’s boat”? (M.
Ratnasabhapathi, Madurai)”
This expression came into popular use in
the late 1800s. In the old days, it was
common practice among military
commanders to burn their boats/ships
once they landed on foreign soil. They did
this so that the soldiers wouldn’t get the
idea of running away if things didn’t go
according to plan. Once their boats were
burnt, they had no means of returning to
their homeland. The soldiers could not
run away from battle either because they
had no boats to run back to. The only way
to get back home was to defeat the enemy
in battle. So, when the o�cers burnt the
boats, they were cutting o� all escape
routes. And that’s what the expression “to
burn one’s boats” means: to commit
oneself to a course of action and in the
process block all escape routes.

Raju knew that by picking a �ght with
the Chairman he was burning his boats. I
decided not to resign. But unfortunately, I
had burnt my boats by telling my boss
that I was leaving. Think before saying no
to Bala. You might end up burning your
boats.

The idiom “burn one’s bridges” means
the same as “burn one’s boats”.

What is the di�erence between
“advice” and “advise”? (V. Krishna
Kumar, Perambur, Chennai)
“Advice” is the noun and “advise” is the
verb. This is a distinction that is
maintained in British English. The
Americans tend to spell both forms
“advice”. There are several words in
English where the noun and verb forms
are spelt di�erently. Here are a few
examples: practice (noun), practise
(verb); device (noun), devise (verb).

Devi gave me excellent advice. Kavitha
never goes to Mala for advice. The doctor
advised me not to eat sweets. Mahidhar
was advised to go to Singapore.

The noun and verb forms are
pronounced di�erently. The “ce” in
“advice” is pronounced like the ‘s’ in
“see”, “sit”, and “sip”. The ‘se’ in
“advise” is like the ‘z’ in “zip”, “zoo”, and
“zero”. You must remember that “advice”
is an uncountable noun, so its plural form
is “advice”. You cannot say “Let me give
you an advice” or “He gave me good
advices”. The correct way of saying the
same thing is:

Let me give you a piece of advice. He
gave me some good advice.

What is the di�erence in meaning
between “heartfelt” and “hearty”?
(Dharmeshwaran, Guduvancherry)
Something that is “hearty” is usually
loud, cheerful and friendly. 

The band played hearty songs last
evening. Rahul has a hearty laugh. 

A person who is “hearty” is energetic,
enthusiastic and cheerful, sometimes in a
manner that is annoying to people. 

I wanted peace and quiet,
unfortunately, I was surrounded by
hearty cricket enthusiasts. Ajay is one of
those hearty fellows who makes you feel
old before your time. 

Heartfelt, on the other hand, means
sincere. When something is “heartfelt”,
you feel it deeply and strongly.

Please accept my heartfelt sympathy. 
Published in The Hindu on July 13, 1999.

Know your
English
S. Upendran

FROM THE ARCHIVES

A
fresh year has just started, and
we are already a month old.
Year endings and startings are
always occasions to ponder.

Here in IIT Kanpur, where some of us
teach, the �rst week of January is always
hectic. A new semester just started,
students are back after winter breaks, and
people are rushing through foggy
mornings towards their classes. 

As people meet on the way, we
invariably greet each other ‘Happy new
year’. However, if you belong to that
category of people, who have felt that last
year wasn’t really that remarkable, let me
try to convince you otherwise. The secret,
as always, lies in the physics behind.

The discovery of gravity
As the common folklore states, Issac
Newton, about 400 years back,
discovered gravity while sitting beneath
an apple tree. That things attract each
other just because they have some weight
is quite extraordinary. And we see this
everyday — when we fall, we fall towards
the �oor and not towards someone else
(unless, of course you are falling in love).
This is because, on earth, the heaviest
thing around us is the earth itself. 

In fact all of us, animals, humans,
oceans and even our air is essentially
stuck to this massive piece of to�ee-like
liquid �lled rock which we call earth. All
life, our leaders, their wars, are
essentially the result of this cohabitation
— the result of gravity. 

But then, when two things attract
because of gravity, it’s not necessary for
them to get stuck to each other. A thing
attracted to another may decide to just
revolve around it. In the language of
physics, we say this is when the

gravitational pull acts as the centripetal
force. Centripetal force is a force which
acts towards a centre.

Roller coaster 
That pulling something towards you can
rotate it is not something unusual. For
instance, imagine you are tying a strong
rope to the seat of a kid riding a bicycle
and try to pull the cycle towards you. As
you pull, instead of the cycle coming
directly at you, it will make the cycle
circle around you. If you continue to do
so, the cycle may make a full turn. Here
your pull acts like a centripetal force. And
this is what the earth does to the moon
through gravitational pull. The moon is
attracted by the gravitational force of
earth, but it makes the moon revolve
around us. This very behaviour is
repeated by the earth and the sun. 

The earth takes one whole year to
make a complete revolution around the
sun. Can you guess how much distance
the earth travels in that one year? It’s
about 1,000,000,000 kilometres. If one
travels from Delhi to Chennai — that’s
about 2,500 kms. And if one plans to
travel via car and drive it at a high speed
of 100 km per hour (all the time, with no
breaks and no toll booth stops), it will
take approximately a day. Now imagine
travelling that same distance, 4,00,000
times. How much time would you take?
About 1,000 years.

Well, earth covers it in just 365 days,
that is one year. The earth moves at an
extraordinary speed of 1,07,000
kilometres per hour. No roller coaster can
ride you at such high speeds.

But who or what is fuelling the earth to
continue on this speed? After all, even to
maintain a car at 100kms/hr, one needs to
keep supplying it with oil (one of the
reasons why many countries are obsessed

with oil). 

Friction and aether
The reason one needs to supply oil to our
car even to maintain it at some speed is
because the road has friction. If we just
leave the car on its own at some speed, it
will eventually come to a stand-still. This
friction is caused by the surroundings
which pushes back a bit to anything
which tries to move due to other forces.
For instance, a car may feel it from the
road, a bird by the air, a �sh by the water
it is in. 

But then what about earth? Are planets
or even the sun moving in some liquid?

This was a question which puzzled
scientists for a long time. While we now
know that the earth lies in vacuum —
which means essentially nothing — at
some point people thought that the earth
and all celestial objects are in an invisible
material called “aether”. Michelson and
Morley, two American scientists, did an
experiment 140 years back (in 1887) trying
to detect aether. The result is considered
one of the most famous “failed”
experiments: experiments which disprove
something it was designed to prove. They
showed that aether doesn’t exist. 

The earth thus continues to move at
this extraordinary speed without anything
to resist it or slow it down. And as it does,
it continues to rotate around the sun. 

The advent of space study
The study of planets, galaxies and the way
they form is called astrophysics. One of
the most celebrated Indian physicists
working in this area was Prof. Jayant
Narlikar who passed away last year. Apart
from being a researcher, he wrote many
science stories. He also became the
founding director of the Inter-University
Centre for Astronomy and Astrophysics

(IUCAA) in Pune, an institute dedicated to
astrophysics research in India and was
awarded the Padma Vibhushan in 2004
by the Government of India. 

Apart from being a cosmologist who
came up with theories of how the
universe came along, he also did
experiments to disprove many of our
superstitions which arise from celestial
events. If you have a free weekend, and
want to learn more about astrophysics
and our everyday unscienti�c
superstitions, consider watching
“Brahmand” a TV series which was
written by Prof. Narlikar which ran in
Doordarshan between 1994-95. The
episodes are now available on the
YouTube channel of Doordarshan
National. 

One may still wonder how did
scientists really disprove the existence of
aether? You may also wonder if we are
able to explain all the things we see in the
night sky — the stars, how they form, how
they die. Well, it turns out there are many
things we still don’t understand and if you
are interested to learn more, you will
need to learn physics, for example in an
institute like ours, where there are
undergraduate programmes in it. 

Next time, on a serene morning, if you
are staring at a water pond, as birds chirp
next to you, wondering how calm
everything around you is, imagine for a
second how you are really on a
rollercoaster traveling in space at an
extraordinary speed. 

And when this year ends; even if your
regular earthly life has been ordinary,
don’t forget to congratulate yourself, and
your fellow life forms on earth, on the
extraordinary space travel you all have
together completed. 

Adhip Agarwala is an assistant professor
of physics at IIT Kanpur.

On gravity’s role in the earth’s 
journey through space

Revisiting the signi�cance of gravity as it keeps mankind grounded and enables earth’s rapid movement through space at 1,07,000 kilometres per

hour, emphasising the remarkable journey of life amidst the vast mysteries of the universe
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DIGITAL EXPERIENCE 

On December 31, I handed over the keys in the afternoon,
walked out of my office, and returned the official vehicle
that had been part of my life for decades. It was not my
biological birthday, but an administrative one — created
because my parents needed me to be five when I was three
so that I could start school. Yet it marked the end of thirty-
four years in government service. There was no dramat-
ic moment — only a quiet finality. The next morning felt
strikingly familiar. Over the years, transfers from demand-
ing field postings to quieter assignments had produced the
same experience: no schedule, no visitors, and a silence
where urgency once lived. But this time, there would be
no next posting to restore rhythm. The routines that had
structured life for over three decades had ended overnight.

What followed was not leisure, as retirement is often

imagined, but a period of mental recalibration. Psychologists
describe such transitions as disruptions of identity. For pro-
fessionals whose lives revolve around responsibility,
authority and routine, the sudden absence of these cues
can feel disorienting. The brain, accustomed to constant
stimulation and purpose, searches for familiar patterns.
In many ways, it is a withdrawal from structure itself. Yet
alongside this stillness came an old instinct
— the urge to reinvent. Throughout my
career, every major change demanded adap-
tation. New roles required new skills, net-
works and ways of thinking. That same
impulse surfaced again, perhaps more strong-
ly this time. The early days found structure through pur-
poseful activity. I recorded two MasterClass sessions — one
on crisis communication and another on leadership in polic-
ing. Writing articles for newspapers and magazines fol-
lowed. This was not only an exercise in sharing experience
but also in interpreting events in a rapidly evolving digital
public sphere. Research shows people cope better with life
transitions when they actively create meaning from
experience. Writing helps organise memories, understand
change and move forward with clarity. It turns endings into
chapters rather than conclusions. Gradually, other patterns
shifted. The constant urge to comment on social media
reduced. Reflection replaced reaction. Time opened up for
long-postponed plans. I began outlining an annual travel

calendar - journeys to places of personal and cultural sig-
nificance. Researchers note that novel experiences help
maintain motivation and emotional health, especially later
in life. More importantly, we invested time in long-stand-
ing relationships. Friends who remained constant through
decades of transfers and professional demands were now
central to daily life. Studies consistently show social con-

nections are the strongest predictor of long-
term happiness. Alongside this came renewed
commitment to habits that support physical
and mental health: running, strength train-
ing, stretching, meditation and regular
writing. These practices improve mood,

reduce stress and build resilience. Slowly, a new routine
took shape. This experience has reinforced a neglected
reality in India: while we plan careers carefully, we rarely
prepare psychologically for life after work. Retirement is
treated as a financial milestone rather than a profound tran-
sition. Yet for many professionals, especially in public
service, it involves the loss of daily structure, social
engagement and identity. Without preparation, this can
lead to isolation, anxiety and diminished purpose.
Retirement, when approached consciously, is not 
withdrawal but redesign — not an ending, but a deliber-
ate new beginning.
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removed intermediaries and redistributed
land rights, they did not create a modern title
system. The post-independence state largely
inherited the colonial revenue framework,
merely substituting the zamindar with the
recorded occupant or tenure holder.

As a result, land rights in India today are
derived from a combination of possession,
inheritance, revenue records and registered
transactions. Crucially, none of these confers
an indefeasible title. Revenue records such as
jamabandi, khasra, khatauni or
record of rights are widely
assumed to prove ownership,
but courts have consistently held
otherwise. The Supreme Court
has repeatedly ruled that revenue
entries are not documents of
title. Rather, they merely indicate possession
and revenue liability.

Registration, often seen as the gold stan-
dard of ownership proof, fares no better. A
registered sale deed does not guarantee title.
It merely records a transaction. If the seller’s
title is defective, the buyer acquires no
better right. This principle, firmly entrenched
in Indian law, is the reason multiple sales of
the same land, overlapping claims and
decades-long litigation are so common.

India follows what is known as a presump-
tive title system. Under this framework,
ownership is presumed to be valid based on
available records, but this presumption is
always rebuttable. Any competing claimant
can challenge the title in a civil court, often
by tracing defects decades or even a century
old. Final determination of ownership rests

not with land records or registrars, but with
the judiciary.

The consequences of this system are visible
in India’s litigation landscape. Land disputes
account for a substantial portion of civil cases,
clogging courts and undermining economic
activity. Infrastructure projects, urban devel-
opment and private investment are routine-
ly delayed due to unclear titles and protract-
ed disputes.

The government itself has acknowledged
this structural flaw. Initiatives
such as the Digital India Land
Records Modernisation
Programme aim to integrate
textual and spatial records and
eventually move towards con-
clusive titles. However, progress

has been uneven, and the transition from pre-
sumptive to guaranteed title remains aspira-
tional rather than real.

Calling land title in India a myth is, there-
fore, not rhetorical excess. It is a reflection of
legal reality. Ownership is not a settled fact
but an inference. It survives only until it is chal-
lenged and undone. In practice, land in
India is not owned with certainty. It is held
subject to perpetual verification.

Until India undertakes comprehensive
legal reform to establish a state-guaranteed
system of land title, the idea of absolute own-
ership will remain elusive. What exists today
is not ownership in the classical sense, but a
fragile equilibrium of possession, paper-
work and judicial faith. Land title in India,
unfortunately,  is  always provisional,  
never final.

Editor’s

Japan, one of the Axis powers in the Second World War, has
maintained a low profile in geopolitics, focusing mainly on
economic growth while quietly avoiding the political
headwinds in its region. However, that may be about to
change, as Japan’s general election has delivered a decisive
mandate to Prime Minister Sanae Takaichi and her
conservative coalition. Takaichi is known for her assertive
posture and makes no secret of her criticism of China, which
she considers an aggressor in the region that must be
contained. She has been vocal about strengthening Japan’s
defence capabilities to address emerging threats, particularly
from China. Her entire election campaign centred on this
issue, and the strong mandate suggests her message
resonated with voters.

Takaichi is expected to fast-track plans to increase defence
spending, modernise military capabilities and give Japan a
more active role in regional security. After the Second World
War, Japan remained under the security umbrella of the
United States, but regional politics have evolved, with China
emerging as a dominant power seeking greater influence
over Taiwan, Hong Kong and the wider region. China’s
military build-up, pressure on Taiwan, and increasingly
assertive behaviour in the East and South China Seas have
convinced many Japanese voters that deterrence, rather than
restraint, is the safer course.

For India and the Indo-Pacific, the implications are
significant. A more militarily proactive Japan, forging
alliances, could alter the region’s strategic balance. It
strengthens deterrence frameworks that include the United
States and Australia, and reinforces the idea of a “free and
open Indo-Pacific”. This is unlikely to be welcomed by Beijing,
which has criticised Takaichi’s rhetoric as exceeding
diplomatic norms. For India, Takaichi’s victory brings both
opportunities and responsibilities. New Delhi, like Tokyo,
faces a more assertive China along its borders and in
surrounding waters. Over the past decade, India and Japan
have developed a deep strategic partnership, from joint 
naval exercises to cooperation in infrastructure, technology
and supply chains.

A more confident Japan could elevate this partnership
further. Defence co-development, intelligence sharing and
coordinated maritime patrols become more feasible when
Tokyo is willing to bear greater risks and costs.

However, Japan’s new posture may shift the regional
balance and contribute to greater militarisation. India, which
values strategic autonomy while working with partners, must
ensure that deeper cooperation with Japan strengthens
stability rather than creating rigid blocs.

Ultimately, Japan’s election signals that Asia is entering a
phase where power and preparedness matter as much as
economics. By choosing Takaichi and her coalition, Japanese
voters appear to support a future in which their country is not
just an economic giant, but an active strategic player.

With Sanae Takaichi’s decisive victory, Japan is
shedding decades of strategic restraint. Tokyo is
preparing to rearm and redefine its role in Asia

Japan steps out 
of the shadows

Protect children from worms
Children aged 1-14 years face a significant risk of con-
tracting soil-transmitted helminth infections, includ-
ing hookworm, through soil contaminated with
faecal matter. As a result, their nutritional intake can
be compromised, making them vulnerable to
anaemia, malnutrition and poor overall health,
which directly affects their quality of life. Adult worms
living in the intestine are passed through open defe-
cation and spread infection. Children become infect-
ed by eating unwashed vegetables, drinking conta-
minated water, or putting unwashed hands in their
mouths after touching infected soil. To address this,
the Government launched National Deworming Day
in 2015 through anganwadis and schools for children
and adolescents aged 1-19 years. It is observed twice
a year, on February 10 and August 10. On these days,
trained personnel identify the target group. In
schools, children aged 6-15 receive an appropriate
dose of the anti-helminthic drug albendazole from
teachers, while anganwadis cover those aged 1-5.

Equally important is hygiene education: keeping
hands and nails clean, avoiding open defecation,
washing hands with soap after using the toilet, lim-
iting street food, and not walking barefoot outdoors.

GANAPATHI BHAT | AKOLA

From homeland to world stage
The 2026 ICC Men’s T20 World Cup is not merely a
contest between nations, but also a clash of identities.
Team sheets reveal familiar surnames — Singh, Patel,
Khan and Ravindra — appearing on jerseys represent-
ing Canada, the USA, Oman, the UAE, the Netherlands,
New Zealand and South Africa. It almost feels as though
South Asia has globalised cricket through migration.

This reflects how migration has entered sport.
Families who carried cricket from Delhi to Dallas or
Karachi to Toronto now watch their children compete
on the world stage. In countries where cricket was once
barely followed, diaspora players are now driving the
sport’s growth and often form the backbone of 
national teams. 

However, dependence on diaspora talent raises dif-
ficult questions. Are these nations nurturing home-
grown players, or relying heavily on inherited skill?
When India plays the USA or Canada, it can resemble
a contest between cousins. National representation in
sport is symbolic, and unfair doubts about loyalty may
arise if teams lose.

The World Cup thus reflects cricket’s global reach as
well as its complexities. Future India-Pakistan rivalries
may unfold in Dallas or Toronto, not only in South Asia.

O PRASADA RA0 | HYDERABAD 

TAKE

OP
SINGH

In popular understanding, land ownership in
India is treated as a settled fact. Put simply,
it is a matter of having the ‘right papers’, a reg-
istered sale deed, and entries in revenue
records. Yet this belief rests on a fragile legal
foundation. In reality, land title in India is less
a legal certainty and more a working assump-
tion, one that remains perpetually open to
challenge. The notion of a clear, absolute 
and state-guaranteed land title is, in many
ways, a myth.

Unlike several modern jurisdictions that
follow a conclusive or Torrens system of
title, India has never enacted a comprehen-
sive statute defining or guaranteeing land
ownership. There is no single law that clearly
establishes what constitutes a land title or
assures its indefeasibility. Instead, land rights
are governed by a patchwork of laws like the
Transfer of Property Act, 1882; the Registration
Act, 1908; state land revenue codes; tenancy
laws; and judicial precedents. None of these
provides a definitive answer to the question:
who is the absolute owner of land?

This ambiguity has deep historical roots.
Under pre-colonial systems, particularly during
Mughal rule, land was not owned by individ-
uals in the modern sense. The sovereign was
regarded as the ultimate owner, while culti-
vators possessed rights of use and occupan-
cy. These rights were inheritable and transfer-
able in practice, but they were not proprietary
in the civil-law sense.

The situation did not fundamentally change
with the advent of British rule. After the
grant of Diwani rights in 1765, the East India
Company acquired the right to collect revenue.
It, however, did not confer ownership of land
itself. The Permanent Settlement of 1793
introduced zamindars as revenue intermedi-
aries, but even then, ownership remained con-
ceptually ambiguous. Zamindars were respon-
sible for revenue collection and enjoyed her-
itable interests, yet the underlying premise
was that land existed primarily as a source of
revenue for the state.

Other colonial systems such as Ryotwari and
Mahalwari likewise treated cultivators as
occupants or tenure holders rather than
absolute proprietors. Thus, ownership as a
legally perfected right never fully crystallised
during the colonial period.

After independence, India undertook sweep-
ing land reforms, most notably the abolition
of the zamindari system. While these reforms
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After the uniform: Rethinking retirement in India

People feed seagulls during a boat ride at the Sangam during the Magh Mela
festival in Prayagraj.
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PIC TALK

This refers to the news that the

Lucknow police have registered

an FIR against the makers of the

film Ghooskhor Pandat 

(February 7).

The controversial film,

reportedly starring Manoj

Bajpayee and appearing on

Netflix listings, is facing growing

outrage across the country and in

several states because of its title,

“Ghooskhor Pandat”. The Brahmin

community appears dissatisfied

with the clarification the actor

shared in a post on his verified X

account. Film producer Neeraj

Pandey has also acknowledged

that the title may have hurt the

sentiments of a respected section

of society.

Amid rising protests, Uttar

Pradesh Chief Minister Yogi

Adityanath has taken a firm step

by ordering the filing of an FIR

against the film’s director and

team members, which seems a

legally appropriate action. The

film’s content risks hurting the

sentiments of the Brahmin

community and disturbing social

harmony. Its teaser appears to

contain material that many

perceive as casteist.

A Public Interest Litigation has

reportedly been filed in the Delhi

High Court challenging the 

film’s title. 

Until a judicial decision is

reached, the filmmakers should

refrain from releasing further

promotional material on Netflix.

Excessive freedom granted under

the guise of artistic expression

also raises serious questions

about the role of the 

Censor Board.

YUGAL KISHORE SHARMA | FARIDABAD
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Rooted in colonial revenue systems and never replaced by a modern title law, India’s land regime leaves ownership perpetually open to
challenge — turning what looks like certainty into a legally fragile claim
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India-Malaysia ties strengthen
The recent visit of the Indian Prime Minister to
Malaysia has resulted in eleven cooperation agree-
ments between the two countries. It is encouraging
that India is pursuing its Act East Policy with renewed
enthusiasm.  As  Malaysia  has  been India ’s
Comprehensive Strategic Partner since 2024, such
expanding trade and strategic cooperation between
the two Asian nations is a positive development.

The partnership spans crucial sectors, including
semiconductors, supply chains, innovation, workforce
development and people-to-people ties. Both nations
have complementary strengths and shared region-
al interests, which create strong potential for long-
term collaboration. Enhanced cooperation can
support economic resilience, technological growth
and regional stability. 

They also signal confidence in a future-oriented
partnership based on mutual benefit and trust.
Strengthened connectivity, knowledge exchange
and investment flows could significantly deepen bilat-
eral engagement in the coming years. It is hoped that
this  two-day visit  wil l  elevate relations to 
new heights and translate agreements into meaning-
ful outcomes.                                      

KIRTI WADHAWAN | KANPUR



of unbranded paneer should also be dis-
couraged through a massive educative
campaign launched by central and state
governments to use home-made paneer
from branded milk.

Mother Dairy and Amul, having apprecia-
ble market share in Delhi, should also
arrange door delivery of khoya for bulk pur-
chasers on advance booking. Mother Dairy
markets khoya, but because of extraordinary
fat content, its product is not only costlier
but is much harder to use. Mother Dairy
should decrease fat content in khoya to
make it softer, with its price comparable
with that of khoya sold in the open market
by the unorganised sector. Fat content of
khoya can be used for production of ghee
and butter to increase profitability.

Packaging of milk should be 
in true metric spirit
Namaste India branded milk marketed in
Delhi by NIF Limited has adopted an anti-
consumer practice through gimmick
packing of its milk in packs of 950 ml and
1900 ml printed in tiny little alphabets to
look like packs of one and two litres respec-
tively to befool customers. Other milk
products marketed by milk companies,
including Mother Dairy and Amul, are at
times in odd packings like 400 ml or g, 250
ml or g, 450 ml or g etc.

Milk and all milk products, including ghee,
must be compulsorily packed in true metric
spirit in either packs of 1, 2, 5, 10, 20, 50, 100,
200, 500, 1000 and likewise g, ml, litres and
kg only as the case may be. Bigger milk packs
presently packed in six litres can be packed
in five litres. Rule should cover ghee also,
which should be packed in big packs of 10

or 20 kg or litres rather than 15 kg or litres
as at present. Moreover, products like ghee
should be uniformly packed in litres only
and not in kg to avoid confusion. Consumers
are confused in comparing prices of differ-
ent brands where some marketers pack in
litres while others pack in kg.

Co-operative giant Amul, ranking 15th in
the top 100 most valuable food brands in
the world, needs to be encouraged further
in larger public interest of India.

It is a matter of pride for the co-
operative sector in India when
Amul ranked 15th in the top 100
most valuable food brands in the
world according to the Brand
Finance Food and Drink 2021 report, with
private-sector Britannia being the only
other Indian company to find 54th place. Co-
operative giant Amul should be encouraged
and entrusted in larger public interest for
extending its marketing scope by imple-
menting long-awaited implementation of
tender results of handing over loss-gener-
ating Delhi Milk Scheme to Amul.

With too many complaints coming in the
mid-day meal programme in schools and
railway catering, Amul, other co-operative
giants and government-owned Mother
Dairy can be entrusted to supply packaged
food items for the mid-day meal pro-
gramme and railway catering. Central and
state governments should encourage Amul
and other co-operative giants like Vita,
Verka, Sudha, Saras and Nandini engaged
in marketing milk and milk products
through allotment of land at subsidised rates
to set up new units. Such encouragement
will not only be in public interest, but will
also induce healthy competition amongst

other Indian companies to find a place in
the top 100 most valuable food brands in
the world.

Panchamrit by Amul
Co-operative milk giant Amul has introduced
Panchamrit, a holy mix of milk, curd, honey,
powdered sugar and ghee which is used to
offer to deities in Hindu temples to be later
consumed as prasad by devotees.
Considering use of adulterated ghee in
prasad of laddoos in Tirumala Tirupati
Devasthanam during an earlier regime
calls for entrusting reputed co-operative
giants like Amul, Vita, Verka, Sudha, Saras,
Nandini etc and Mother Dairy to prepare
prasad in famous Hindu temples of the
country. Loss-making Delhi Milk Scheme
(DMS) should be immediately transferred to
Amul as per tender results for best utilisa-
tion of DMS resources including its milk
booths Co-operative giant Amul had won
over Mother Dairy to take over Delhi Milk
Scheme (DMS) running in heavy losses at an
annual lease of rupees 42.30 crore against
rupees 42.20 offered by Mother Dairy for 30
years with a 7 per cent annual increase in
lease amount in the bid opened on
27.11.2018. DMS started in the year 1959,
having already piled up losses to the tune
of rupees 900 crores, was decided to be
given by the central government to some

market leader.
Presently 564 DMS booths

scattered on prime public
land throughout the capital
city of India are being grossly

misused as private shops (photo of a DMS
milk booth attached) by the licensees in
corrupt partnership with DMS personnel by
authorisation to sell products other than
from DMS. It is to be noted that Mother Dairy
booths in Delhi-NCR sell only Mother 
Dairy products, a big reason for success of
Mother Dairy. 

However, in case the Central Government
does not accept the Amul bid, then it
should merge DMS together with all its 564
booths with government-owned Mother
Dairy. DMS, a “white elephant” on the
public exchequer, with regular reduction in
its utilisation capacity from 43.20 per cent
in the year 2019-20 to 21.60 per cent in the
year 2023-24. Mother Dairy should also be
declared a public authority under RTI also
because it is part of National Dairy
Development Board (NDDB) which is already
a public authority under the RTI Act.

News reports indicated about Mother
Dairy going into losses continuously in fiscal
years 2018-19 and 2019-20, which was

mainly because of Mother Dairy investing
in Infrastructure Leasing and Financial
Services (ILFS) which could not repay loans
later. Rule should be that all accounts and
investments, including salary accounts of
employees of central and state govern-
ments, their departments, undertakings and
every other body attached to the govern-
ments, including co-operative societies
with government nominees on their boards,
must compulsorily be only with public-
sector banks.
Mother Dairy, though a wholly-owned sub-
sidiary of National Dairy Development
Board (NDDB), already a public authority
under the RTI Act, is still not under the
purview of the RTI Act. Central government
should declare Mother Dairy and other such
bodies owned directly or indirectly through
a body already under the purview of the RTI
Act, public authorities under the RTI Act,
making these accountable to the public to
check wrongdoings in such bodies. Only
recently, Mother Dairy, without any public-
ity for consumers, provided a half-litre
pack of pro-milk free with a one-litre pack
of Buffalo Milk resulting in revenue loss for
Mother Dairy for reasons best known to deci-
sion takers.

Lok Sabha member Ramesh Biduri once
rightly demanded allowing cows and buf-
faloes as milch animals in homes to provide
a milky opportunity at least to affluent ones
to get pure unadulterated milk. Step may
also result in sharp reduction of milk prices
which will be beneficial for those non-afford-
ing to have cows or buffaloes at their homes.
However, guidelines can be fixed whereby
milch animals may be allowed only if
others residing in the same premises have
no objections, and to ensure that such per-
mission may not adversely affect public
hygiene.

Tea was reportedly declared as national
drink by the then Deputy Chairperson
Montek Singh Ahluwalia of the erstwhile
Planning Commission, the statement rightly
criticised by India’s biggest co-operative
dairy Amul. Milk is the best and natural
energy product which is perhaps the only
drink apart from water which is consumed
by people of all ages, including even
newborn babies. 

Even tea has milk as its integral part.
Moreover, drinks like tea  and coffee have
serious drawbacks of causing addiction and
are not consumed by all alike. Milk is the
base product for many other essential
food products like curd, cheese, ice cream
etc. Hence milk only should be declared as
national drink.

One of India’s longest-standing internal security
challenges-Naxalism — is set to be eliminated by
March 2026. The Government of India’s resolve to
meet this deadline is reflected in the scale of arrests
and surrenders recorded in 2025. According to offi-
cial data released by the Press Information
Bureau, over 800 Naxal cadres were arrested in
2025, while nearly 2,000 surrendered and laid
down arms, marking the highest ever attrition of
cadres through arrests and surrenders in a single
year of counter-insurgency operations.

These numbers underscore a decisive shift in
momentum against the movement. Yet history
offers a cautionary lesson: insurgencies rarely dis-
appear with the silencing of guns alone. They resur-
face when the ideas that sustain them are left
unchallenged. The real battle against Left Wing
Extremism, therefore, will begin not with the last
operation, but after the last ambush
ends. The government’s success in
2025 was not the outcome of brute
force alone. It was driven by a trans-
formative counter-insurgency strat-
egy that combined robust security measures with
sustained developmental outreach. Coordinated
operations across affected states such as
Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand, Odisha and Maharashtra,
improved intelligence-sharing, strengthened
Centre-State coordination, the deployment of
UAVs, and the modernisation of security forces col-
lectively contributed to a sharp decline in Naxal-
linked violence. Shrinking influence zones and
large-scale surrenders reflected the erosion of the
movement’s operational capacity as well as its
local support base.

But it is historically well known that ideas travel
faster than arms. Naxalism is not just a militant
movement-it is also an ideological one. It is a polit-
ical ideology that thrives on grievance and depri-
vation. It survives through narratives of people
versus the state and the romanticisation of
armed rebellion. Sendero Luminoso (Peru), where
the Maoist group Shining Path was crushed in the
1990s after leader Abimael Guzmán was captured
but re-emerged in remote jungle areas, and DHKP-
C (Turkey), where the LWE group was heavily
cracked down upon but re-emerged with urban
terrorism and suicide attacks, are among many
dangerous instances which showcase the
resilience of ideology.

A new cadre of radicalised youth can undo years
of security operation successes. The ideological
ecosystem very rarely operates from the so-called
“liberated zones”. Intellectual laundering turns

armed extremism into academic theory. While
armed cadres operate in forests and remote
terrain, the ideological ecosystem that sustains
Left Wing Extremism functions far beyond these
spaces. This ecosystem is largely urban, semi-urban
and intellectual in character. It reframes violence
as resistance, delegitimises the authority of the
state, and presents armed rebellion as a moral
response to injustice rather than a political
failure. Through selective storytelling, historical
amnesia and emotive rhetoric, extremist violence
is stripped of its brutality and rebranded as a strug-
gle for rights. Civilian killings, extortion and coer-
cion are either minimised or rationalised, while
the state’s use of force-regardless of legal safe-
guards-is portrayed as inherently oppressive. 
Over time, this narrative inversion creates moral
ambiguity, where the distinction between demo-
cratic dissent and armed insurgency is deliberate-
ly blurred.

As India approaches the March 2026 milestone,
the elimination of armed Naxalism will mark not
an end, but a transition-from a security-led cam-
paign to a governance-led consolidation. The
Government of India’s strategy over the past
decade has demonstrated a clear understanding
that durable peace cannot be enforced at gunpoint
alone. By coupling decisive security action with

sustained development, welfare deliv-
ery and administrative penetration, the
state has begun to dismantle not only
the operational capacity of Left Wing
Extremism, but also the social and psy-

chological spaces in which it once thrived.
The challenge ahead lies in ensuring that lib-

erated areas do not relapse into ideological
vacuums. This requires deepening last-mile gov-
ernance, strengthening local institutions and
embedding the presence of the state as a facili-
tator of opportunity rather than a distant author-
ity. Programmes like Niyad Nellanar, which focus
on last-mile delivery and trust-building in former
LWE areas, improved connectivity and digital
access are not merely infrastructure projects-they
are instruments of trust-building and democrat-
ic inclusion. When citizens experience justice,
welfare and opportunity through everyday state
action, the narrative of armed rebellion loses its
moral and political appeal. India’s counter-LWE
experience thus offers an important lesson:
insurgency can be defeated when the state
asserts both authority and empathy. Beyond 2026,
the real victory will not be the absence of violence,
but the presence of governance-responsive,
visible and people-centric. In that sense, the gov-
ernment’s current approach does not merely aim
to end Naxalism; it seeks to make its return struc-
turally and ideologically untenable.

India enters the road to Viksit Bharat @ 2047
with a rare asset in a volatile world: macroeco-
nomic stability. In an era marked by repeated
global shocks-pandemics, wars, financial tight-
ening and climate stress-India has preserved
growth, contained inflation and maintained
fiscal discipline. That achievement is neither
accidental nor trivial. It is the product of coor-
dinated fiscal and monetary policy with insti-
tutional resilience.

The real question now is not whether India’s
macro framework works-but how it can be
repurposed from crisis management to long-
term strategy. The discussions among econo-
mists and former policymakers make one thing
clear: India appears to have moved into a phase
where macroeconomic stability has strength-
ened. The next task is to convert that stabili-
ty into sustained, inclusive and productivity-
driven growth.

The growth-savings paradox
The consensus among experts suggests that for
India to achieve its 2047 goals, it must sustain
a real GDP growth rate of roughly 8 per cent
for the next two decades. While the economy
has shown remarkable resilience post-pandem-
ic, current growth potential hovers between
6.5 per cent and 7 per cent. Bridging this gap
is the primary challenge.

A central bottleneck is the investment rate.
To hit the 8 per cent target, India likely needs
an investment rate of approximately 35 per
cent, yet the current figure stagnates around
30per cent. More concerning is the decline in
domestic savings, which have dipped from his-
torical highs of 32 per cent to roughly 30 per
cent. Since India follows a savings-led growth
model, the neglect of fiscal incentives for
domestic resource mobilisation has become
a binding constraint. The path to 2047 must pri-
oritise a long-term fiscal strategy that explic-
itly targets a 3-4 per cent increase in domes-
tic savings.

Looking beyond the deficit anchor
India’s response to recent crises has often been
cited as a textbook example of effective fiscal-
monetary coordination. However, the chal-
lenge now is less about how much the govern-
ment spends and more about how it spends.

The current fiscal strategy places heavy empha-
sis on public capital expenditure as a way to
crowd in private investment. In theory, this
makes sense. In practice, the results have been
mixed. Evidence so far suggests that crowding-
in remains limited: private capex is still cau-
tious, capacity utilisation is stuck around 75 per
cent, and returns on new investment remain
modest. As long as excess capacity persists,
firms have little incentive to expand aggressive-
ly. At the same time, the composition of fiscal
spending continues to matter. Capital expen-
diture tends to support real GDP growth by
expanding productive capacity, while revenue
deficits-especially those driven by consump-
tion-oriented spending-are more likely to
stoke inflationary pressures. If India is serious
about becoming a truly ‘Viksit’ economy,
fiscal credibility cannot rest on debt targets
alone. Structural rigidities, particularly in 
land and labour markets, must be addressed
head-on.

The missing factor: Land reforms
One of the more unavoidable conclusions
emerging from recent policy discus-
sions is the centrality of land.
Conventional economic models
focus on capital and labour as the
primary inputs of growth. In India’s
case, land has quietly become the
binding constraint-especially for manufactur-
ing. The difficulty of moving land from agricul-
ture to industry, combined with unclear titles,
fragmented records and prolonged litigation,
has raised costs and uncertainty for investors.
The regional divergence is telling. Southern and
Western states attract disproportionately
higher levels of FDI and private investment, in
large part because land records, registration
systems and dispute resolution mechanisms
function better.

This raises a practical idea: land record mod-
ernisation should be embedded into fiscal fed-
eralism itself. Linking improvements in land
administration to state-level fiscal incentives
or tax devolution could provide the nudge
needed to unlock manufacturing-led growth
without imposing a uniform model across
vastly different states.

Addressing the dual economy
Perhaps the most sobering feature of India’s
growth story is the widening gap between the
formal and informal economies. Large firms are
becoming increasingly oligopolistic, often pri-
oritising market power and margins over
expansion in employment. Meanwhile, MSMEs
and unincorporated enterprises-the real back-
bone of job creation-are barely getting by, reg-
istering only modest nominal growth.

Even more worrying is the growing informal-
isation within the formal sector itself.

Organised manufacturing may be expanding
in output terms, but invested capital per
worker remains low, signalling weak capital
deepening. This helps explain why employ-
ment growth has lagged output growth and
why wage gains remain limited.

Without targeted interventions-such as ded-
icated and patient credit channels for MSMEs,
alongside a broader shift from trading-led activ-
ity to entrepreneurship and production-the
gains from growth will remain concentrated
at the top. Left unaddressed, this dualism risks
undermining both social cohesion and long-
term demand.

The sustainability imperative
Looking ahead to 2047, growth and environ-
mental sustainability cannot be treated as sep-
arate agendas. Decarbonisation is no longer a
luxury or a future concern; it is a prerequisite
for durable growth.

Fiscal policy must therefore evolve to recog-
nise and reward ecological services provided
by states-especially in environmentally sensi-
tive regions such as the Northeast. Forest cover,

biodiversity preservation and
watershed protection generate
national public goods, yet the
fiscal costs are borne locally. A one-
size-fits-all model of competitive
federalism, focused narrowly on

industrial expansion, risks penalising precise-
ly those states that are safeguarding long-term
national resilience.

Towards a unified macro framework
Reaching 2047 will require treating macroeco-
nomic coordination itself as a public good.
Fiscal and monetary policies can no longer
operate in silos, nor can stability be pursued
in isolation from growth and employment.

What is needed is a unified strategy-one that
closes the savings-investment gap, integrates
land reforms into the fiscal architecture, and
allows monetary policy to evolve towards a
more flexible, growth-aware mandate without
sacrificing credibility. Stability remains the
foundation, but it cannot substitute for struc-
tural transformation.

Viksit Bharat is not a fixed endpoint; it is a
long policy journey. Success will depend on bal-
ancing equity, sustainability and high growth,
while recognising that innovation and inclu-
sive resource management — not headline
numbers alone-will determine whether India
truly meets its centenary ambitions.
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It refers to a very important issue of adulter-
ated and spurious milk and milk products
raised in Rajya Sabha. Usual reports of unau-
thorised units found producing synthetic
milk and spurious milk products like khoya
& paneer require supply of pure milk & milk
products at least in cities where branded milk
and milk products are easily accessible.
Government should take some concrete
steps in the interest of public health, that too
in a manner that consumers are not cheated
by big corporates by supplying less quantity
through gimmick packaging.

Sale of only branded milk
With government-owned Mother Dairy and
co-operative giant Amul, apart from some
other private companies, now dominating the
National Capital Region of Delhi in the supply
of milk and milk products, sale of only
branded milk may be permitted in the capital
city. There are other reputed co-operative
giants like Vita, Verka, Sudha, Saras and
Nandini dominating sale of branded milk and
milk products in respective states. 
Therefore, sale of only branded milk may be
permitted in cities with availability of plenty
of branded milk.

Discourage khoya-based sweets
Consumption of khoya during the festive
season of Diwali in Delhi much exceeds all
probable capacity through practical availabil-
ity of milk to produce so much khoya.
Demand for khoya in the festive season evi-
dently can only be fulfilled through adulter-
ated khoya available in the open market. Apart
from launching a massive educative campaign
through electronic and print media against
use and exchange of sweets during the
festive season (sweets are otherwise harmful
in consumption with ever-increasing diabet-
ic patients in the country), every effort should
be made to increase production of branded
khoya by reputed manufacturers in the
public, private and co-operative sectors.
Regular checks with sweet dealers for check-
ing adulterated khoya can discourage confec-
tioners from making khoya-based sweets. Sale

The growing menace of milk adulteration in India
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I
n our article last October titled
“Building India’s Semiconductor
Equipment Ecosystem”, we
argued that India’s
semiconductor journey cannot

stop at fabs and packaging units. The
deeper frontier that determines
technological sovereignty lies in
semiconductor equipment
manufacturing. Having mapped that
opportunity earlier, it is worth turning to
a more practical question: what exactly
can India build, and how might it do so
with staying power?

This matters because without
domestic capability in the machines that
deposit, etch, pattern, clean, measure
and handle wafers, India will continue to
rely on a small set of global suppliers for
the most strategic layer of the value
chain. Equipment is where process
knowledge is embedded, intellectual
property accumulates and long-term
competitive advantage is shaped. 

Recent supply shocks — driven by
geopolitics, sanctions risk and
pandemic-like disruptions — have
highlighted the cost of excessive
dependence. For fabs, the risk is no
longer theoretical: equipment access
increasingly determines whether plants
run or stall.

Disciplined learning, transparent
reliability metrics and rapid field
iteration are vital. 

India’s semiconductor programme is
no longer aspirational. The Tata-PSMC
fab at Dholera, Micron’s ATMP facility at
Sanand, proposed compound
semiconductor lines for SiC and GaN,
and a strengthening design ecosystem
under the Design Linked Incentive
scheme together point to sustained
domestic demand for process tools,
metrology systems and wafer-handling
automation. For the first time, there is
visibility on long-term demand rather
than isolated projects.

This momentum has also been
reinforced by the Budget, which signalled
renewed emphasis on electronics
manufacturing, capital goods and R&D,
including support for electronics
components and precision
manufacturing. These signals matter less
as announcements and more as
indicators of policy direction, with
equipment and tooling are increasingly
seen as integral to the electronics value
chain.

Running in parallel is India’s rapid
scale-up in solar photovoltaic
manufacturing. Many PV and
semiconductor manufacturing steps
overlap, including crystal growth, wafer
processing, PECVD, plasma cleaning,
metrology and automated handling.
India has already built cost-competitive
capability in several PV tool subsystems.
This dual engine — semiconductors and
solar — creates a combined market large
enough to justify indigenous equipment
R&D and industrialisation.

MAKING A CREDIBLE BEGINNING 

The question is not whether India can
build a Tokyo Electron or an Applied
Materials overnight. It cannot and
attempting to do so would be
counterproductive. Chasing prestige
technologies too early risks spreading
capital, talent and credibility thin. A more
durable pathway lies in a phased
approach grounded in engineering
realism.

First, there is a category of tools that
India is already positioned to develop.
The country’s precision-engineering
base has demonstrated capability in
PECVD and etch systems, di�usion
furnaces for PV and power devices,
plasma-cleaning tools, wafer cleaning
modules and inspection systems. 

These machines demand mastery of
vacuum engineering, gas-flow control,

temperature uniformity, plasma stability
and long-cycle reliability. National
laboratories such as SAMEER, SSPL,
RRCAT and CMTI are widely
understood to possess deep R&D
capability in these domains. The missing
link is not science, but industrial partners
willing to convert prototypes into
production-grade tools and take
responsibility for field performance.

Secondly, attention needs to shift to
the ecosystem that manufactures the
machine. Semiconductor equipment
rarely emerges from a single firm; it is the
product of tightly integrated networks of
precision machinists, robotics
integrators, motion-control engineers,
vacuum specialists, materials scientists,
control-software developers and
reliability engineers. 

A dedicated National Semiconductor
Equipment Mission could play a catalytic
role by coordinating this ecosystem;
co-funding pilot lines, establishing
shared SEMI/GEM-compliant reliability
facilities and encouraging common
subsystem platforms that reduce cost
and speed iteration. 

Thirdly, there is a strategic case for
building depth in wide-bandgap
semiconductor equipment, including
SiC and GaN. These domains remain
technologically fluid, leaving room for
new entrants. India has an unusual
advantage here: decades of
defence-driven research in high-vacuum
systems, plasma physics, microwave
devices, beam physics and diagnostics.
With the right industrial partnerships,
this knowledge can be translated into
deployable tools, echoing how defence
R&D seeded civilian semiconductor
industries elsewhere.

THE ROLE OF INDUSTRY

The government has already undertaken
much of the initial heavy lifting.
Incentive frameworks are in place,
anchor customers exist, national
laboratories hold mature prototypes and
the Semiconductor Mission has provided
strategic direction. The next phase
depends on industrial ownership.

For Indian engineering
conglomerates, capital-goods firms and
automation specialists, semiconductor

equipment represents more than an
import-replacement opportunity. It
o�ers entry into one of the world’s most
demanding engineering industries. 

LOOKING BEYOND INDIA

Beyond domestic demand lies a broader
opportunity. Across South-East Asia,
Africa and the Middle East, new
electronics, PV and
power-semiconductor capacities are
emerging, often constrained by the cost
and lead times of traditional suppliers. 

Trade frameworks such as the
India-EU Free Trade Agreement,
alongside Budget signals supporting
capital goods and electronics
manufacturing, point to gradually
improving conditions for specialised
machinery that meets global standards.

Once validated in Indian fabs and PV
giga-factories, domestically developed
tools could serve these markets credibly,
positioning India as a trusted equipment
partner for the Global South.

THE ROAD AHEAD

With the announcement of ISM 2.0 and
increased emphasis on semiconductor
manufacturing equipment, this is an
opportune moment to consider a
National Semiconductor Equipment
Mission with a clear roadmap. 

Aligning OEMs and subsystem
suppliers around common SEMI/GEM
compliance targets, identifying a focused
set of early tool families and securing
pilot slots at Micron ATMP, Tata–PSMC
and major PV facilities could anchor
execution. Reliability benchmarks and
structured co-development frameworks
can accelerate learning as scale builds.

If pursued with urgency and
discipline, this approach can reshape
India’s position in global technology
manufacturing. The question is no longer
whether India can build semiconductor
equipment, but whether Indian industry
is prepared to treat this as a long-term
engineering endeavour; one that rewards
patience, credibility and ownership.

Sondhi is former MD & CEO, Ashok Leyland & JCB India;
and Raman is Principal Research Scientist, Society for
Innovation and Development, IISc, Bengaluru. Views
expressed are personal

Semiconductor
gear, vital for
tech ambitions
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For Indian industry and
engineers, semiconductor
equipment offers entry
into one of the world’s
most demanding
engineering industries

TECH PUSH. The time is ripe to consider a National Semiconductor
Equipment Mission with a clear roadmap
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T
he ‘railway budget’, now concealed in the
folds of the general Budget, does not paint a
happy picture of the behemoth’s finances.

The expenditure side looks grim, particularly in view
of the likely impact of the eighth pay panel report.
The best bet for now is to raise revenues in
passenger and freight to pay for higher revenue
expenditure. Leasing out railway land too is a
potential revenue source. The Centre should,
however, meet capital expenditure needs of the
Railways to boost logistics and energy e�ciency.

It has done well to boost railways’ capex
in recent years. A Budgetary support of ₹2.5
lakh crore this fiscal and ₹2.78 lakh crore
for FY27 is part of a pattern. This has
apparently led to an improvement in safety
standards and upkeep. However, the sum
should be spent well on track renewal,
better coaches and freight infrastructure,
rather than on grandiose, populist projects
which yield little. Meanwhile, there has
been a sharp slippage in railways’ revenues
this fiscal. Passenger revenues ( just under
30 per cent of rail revenues) have fallen
nearly 14 per cent short of the budgeted
₹92,800 crore. FY27 aspires for a growth of
9.1 per cent over the modest revised
estimates of ₹80,000 crore in FY26. The
fare hikes in July and December last year do
not seem to have had the desired e�ect so
far. Freight revenues (close to two thirds of
rail revenues) have underperformed as
well. There has been a 5 per cent slippage
this year, with respect to the budgetary
target. On freight, the railway budget
projects a 5.8 per cent growth from revised
estimates of ₹1.78 lakh crore for FY27,
amounting to ₹1.88 lakh crore. The writing
on the wall is clear: Railways’ revenues are
not rising, while its committed
expenditures are slated to increase. Both
passenger and freight revenues need to be
raised, and the cross-subsidy (passenger by
freight) reduced. While passenger revenues
can be raised through fare rationalisation,
freight revenues require a change of
strategy. 

For years together, coal has been
contributing to about half the freight
earnings of the Railways. Non-bulk goods
such as container tra�c, vehicles, FMCGs,
parcels and pharma account for barely 16
per cent of rail freight revenues. This is a
fast growing segment. Getting tra�c to
shift from road to rail in non-bulk goods,
which could include vegetables, calls for
speedy, reliable, door-to-door deliveries.
Even within bulk goods, there is scope for
cement to shift to rail. The Railways has
been successful in increasing its share in
transporting cars, by working in tandem
with industry. 

On expenditure, research by PRS shows
that salaries and pensions have impounded
65-70 per cent of railways’ revenues over
the last decade (68 per cent estimated for
FY27). This is one of the main reasons for
the high operating ratio of the Railways,
leaving nothing for capital expenditure.
The operating ratio, at above 98, may spike
with the pay panel award. In this scenario, a
change of track is needed. 

At a crossroads
Indian Railways needs a change of track
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Trade pact with US
This refers to ‘Trade reset’ (February
9) which proposes a reduction in US
tari�s on Indian goods from about
50 per cent to 18 per cent. This is a
welcome development as it
enhances the competitiveness of
Indian exports to the US. 
However, it is essential that all
ambiguities, especially those relating
to market access, sectoral
commitments, and non-tari�
barriers are clearly resolved before
formal signing. 

Regarding Russian oil imports, India
should unequivocally reiterate its
long-standing policy of sourcing
energy at the most competitive
prices from its trading partners,
including the US, while remaining
compliant with existing sanctions
norms. Any comprehensive trade
agreement must ensure a
level-playing field, keeping in mind
the core interests of both countries,
with particular sensitivity towards
sectors such as agriculture, dairy,
restrictions on GM agricultural

products, and fuel security.
Srinivasan Velamur
Chennai

The import of $500 billion worth of
American energy products, aircraft
and aircraft parts mentioned in the
India-US deal is ba�ing because it
means $100 billion a year while our
yearly imports are only around $50
billion at present. 
The government should clarify
whether this is aspirational or a
concrete plan or a binding

agreement. Energy security should
be driven only by price and reliability. 
Bal Govind
Noida

Reforms thrust
It is with reference to the article
‘Institutional reforms vital to become
Viksit Bharat’(February 9).
Viksit Bharat is a transformative
initiative aiming to holistic
development across sectors,
fostering inclusivity, reducing
disparities and empowering youth to

build a modern developed nation by
2047. A collaborative approach
involving the government, private
sector and active citizen
participation is also essential. 
Change in labour laws, privatisation
moves, creation of land banks for
industry, transforming or creating
new legal frameworks through
Constitutional amendments are vital
to make the economy prosperous
economy by 2047.
P Victor Selvaraj
Palayamkottai (TN)
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I
t has been nearly 60 years since the
slogan Roti, Kapda, Makaan was
coined to win an election. While

government e�orts have delivered
meaningful results in food and clothing,
providing dignified shelter — especially
to economically weaker citizens —
continues to remain a challenge.

This is not for lack of trying.
Governments have built houses directly,
attempted to attract private developers
with incentives, subsidised credit to
make ownership more a�ordable, and
even proposed building new cities.
Significant sums are allocated every year
in both Central and State budgets to
address the “a�ordable housing” gap. Yet
the gap persists and, by most estimates,
continues to widen.

What is more worrying than the
widening gap is the repetitive nature of
the solutions proposed. Redefining what
qualifies as “a�ordable,” lowering taxes
for the industry, or pushing cheaper
loans resurface year after year. But these
solutions have had little impact on the
housing shortage. 

Some solutions remain attractive only
until they are implemented. Until a few
years ago, granting infrastructure status

to a�ordable housing was believed to be a
silver bullet until it was granted and the
gap remained. In other cases, poor
execution undermines otherwise sound
ideas, as seen with alternate
development rights o�ered in lieu of
building a�ordable homes. While units
were created, they were often located far
from centres of economic activity. 

The reality is that India faces a massive
shortage of homes for its poorer citizens,
who must compete with the middle and
upper middle classes for the limited
urban land developed each year. This is
because it is simply not in the incentive
structure of key stakeholders to develop
such housing at scale. So how do we
break this logjam?

INCREMENTAL PROGRESS

First, we must accept that no single
solution can address the entire housing
shortage. Progress has to be incremental.
Second, no solution will work unless it is
financially sustainable, and sustainability
is possible only when incentives are
aligned. Third, we need to shift the
narrative from ownership to decent
living standards. Social rental housing
o�ers a viable alternative and is easier to
align with stakeholder incentives. While
the poorest may still need support, a
large segment of today’s workforce

would readily opt for good-quality
housing at reasonable rents. Housing
fundamentally requires two inputs: land
and capital. In urban clusters, private
land markets are priced for what the
upper middle class and wealthy can
a�ord. Any solution that assumes land
acquisition at prevailing market prices is
unlikely to succeed at scale. Developers
simply cannot pass on such costs. This
leaves government-owned land as the
only realistic option.

Governments, however, are
financially constrained and often view
surplus land as a means to plug fiscal
gaps. Dedicated land monetisation
agencies are now being created to pursue
this strategy more systematically. It is

troubling that public land monetisation
continues while millions live without a
decent roof over their heads. A rough
estimate suggests that more than a
quarter of India’s a�ordable housing
requirement could be met using surplus
land held by just four agencies —
defence, ports, railways, and airports. To
make this viable, any solution must
generate revenue rather than impose an
additional fiscal burden.

Private capital is abundant but
demands risk-adjusted returns. Social
impact investors are often willing to
accept lower returns in exchange for
meaningful social outcomes. This makes
it possible to envision a sustainable
model in which government contributes
land and private investors provide capital
through a special purpose vehicle to
create social rental housing at scale. 

Under such a model, governments
earn a steady income stream, while early
investors can exit through a REIT listing.
A social rental housing REIT could
attract long-term capital from pension
funds and insurance companies seeking
stable, yield-generating assets.

The tools already exist. So, what are
we waiting for?

The writer is Professor of Finance IIM Bangalore,
Chairperson, Real Estate Research Initiative

How affordable housing can be propped up

Venkatesh Panchapagesan
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A model where govt gives land and private investors capital to create social rental housing at scale seems financially viable
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T
his new year has seen
multiple online debates
about the Indian gig

economy — on wages, social
security, working hours, ID
blocking and others. The topic
that garnered the most attention
was on “10-minute deliveries”.

Some argued that the deadline
pressure puts workers at risk.
Platform companies claimed the
gig workers could deliver so fast
because of the density of dark
stores and e�ciency of their
packing processes. Even the
Central government stepped into
the debate, telling quick
commerce firms to stop
advertising this feature, citing
worker safety. Does this solve the
problem of adverse impacts on
the workers? Sadly, no. The 10
minutes may become 20-minutes,
but the worker pressures will not
go away. There are fundamental
issues with the design of the
platform-based gig economy. And
opaque algorithms are at the
heart of it. Work allocation,
earnings, ID termination,
grievance redressal, and worker
ratings are all controlled by
algorithms. But how these
algorithms work is not always
clear. Our report, ‘The
Algorithmic Human Manager: AI,
Apps, and Workers in the Indian
Gig Economy’, analyses this
matter in detail. 

TWO KEY ISSUES

Issue 1: Design/dark patterns for
gig work: There exist some design
and dark-patterns in gig-worker
apps that result in increased
stress on the workers. Patterns
such as algorithmic opacity,
excessive monitoring of workers
without consent, wage
concealment (i.e., not providing a
full breakdown of the payout),
and so on. Just imagine the
pressure workers face when they
encounter a sense of false urgency
to accept orders.

When we asked workers about
who makes these decisions
regarding order allocation, pay,
and incentives, they mentioned
human roles — a supervisor, team
leader, or even a “team in
Bangalore”. This notion of the
“algorithmic human manager”
seems unique to India (as
compared to Western
gig-workers) and is inscrutable. 

Issue 2: Human touch is
missing: Post Covid-19, platforms
have reduced on-ground sta� and
have started relying on AI-based
chatbots for grievance redressal.
One worker remarked: “When we

are out for deliveries, only chat
support is there to help us.” This
works well for time-sensitive,
repetitive issues that arise during
gigs (such as cancelling
rides/orders or contacting
customers).

However, for issues around
payouts, incentives, penalties, and
ID deactivations, workers feel
that the system is inadequate.
Workers want to talk to a human
being. They feel the lack of a
human touch especially in cases
where algorithms fail to account
(or even penalise workers) for
factors beyond their control —
such as delays caused by tra�c
delays and rains. 

The solutions include creating
more transparent algorithms and
human-in-the-loop processes. 

For instance, the government,
in partnership with academic
institutions, can create and
maintain a public repository of
known dark patterns and design
patterns for gig work. Platform
companies may be encouraged to
self-evaluate their systems
against this repository and
voluntarily report on their
mitigation e�orts. 

Platforms should also provide
workers with clear, simple, and
multilingual explanations of how
algorithms a�ect their work
allocation, performance ratings,
and wages. Further, they should
conduct internal audits on the
impact of algorithms on workers.
Such audits can be conducted
with academic institutes. 

Lastly, platforms should
implement a multi-level
grievance redressal system where
issues can be escalated from
chatbots to human agents. They
should ensure a
human-in-the-loop for all
high-stakes decisions, such as
account deactivations, to
guarantee due process and
fairness. 

Maybe it is time to think about
a 10-minute grievance redressal
for gig-workers. 

Kumar is Policy Analyst, and Narayanan is
Researcher, at the Centre for Responsible AI,
IIT Madras

Easing gig workers’ stress

Omir Kumar 
Krishnan Narayanan

HUMAN TOUCH. The missing
element ALLEN EGENUSE J

Creating more transparent algorithms is key
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Railways plans ‘designer’ bogies for high-end tourists
Planning a holiday with friends and want to have fun during travel? Well you
may soon be able to hire a specially designed train bogie just for your group,
which would be spacious with lesser number of berths and possibly have a
kitchen as well. This would become possible with the Indian Railways planning
to o�er tourist car services..

NBFCs seek tax sops
Non-banking finance companies have sought tax sops similar to the ones
extended to banks and financial institutions against provisioning done for
non-performing assets (NPAs). At a pre-Budget meeting, the representatives
of the Finance Industry Development Council (FIDC) has also sought
income-tax benefits for infrastructure funding, as currently available to banks. 

New SEZ rules come into e�ect
The much-awaited Special Economic Zones Act 2005, which comes into e�ect
from Friday, provides for simplification of procedures, single window
clearance, easy compliance procedures, and has put in place the number of
services to be rendered from SEZs and areas governing SEZs.

thehindubusinessline.
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ACROSS

1. Sorceress (5)

4. Applauded (7)

8. Not eye-catching (13)

10. Use a brush (5)

11. Therefore (L) (4)

12. Place for depositing

rubbish (4)

16. Urge forward,

instigate (5)

17. Instruction to counsel

to supervise case (8,5)

19. To book (7)

20. True, faithful (5)

DOWN

1. One informing authorities about

illegality (7-6)

2. Involuntary habitual response (3)

3. Truthful, upright (6)

4. Metallic element (6)

5. Take something o�ered (6)

6. Method of conducting business (9)

7. Irreverent, uncivil (13)

9. Controls, adjusts by rule (9)

13. Languish, lose freshness (6)

14. Hanger-on, parasite (6)

15. Spherical; worldwide (6)

18. Hedera (3)

ACROSS

1. An enchanting woman will change topless (5)

4. First cyclist to be passed going round track gets

applauded (7)

8. Not readily seen to be up in conscious form (13)

10. Brushman to wipe out at a stroke (5)

11. Therefore made her go without hydrogen (4)

12. Said umpire would show how to transfer 

data to disk (4)

16. Force me to appear with split lip (5)

17. Instruction to keep an eye on observation, in

short (8,5)

19. Keep one by to keep one being beheaded (7)

20. True, changing left to right would be regal (5)

DOWN

1. The informer may be the referee (7-6)

2. Spasmodic movement will go like clockwork, one

hears (3)

3. He's not perhaps being truthful (6)

4. Small change for a constable (6)

5. Take it that tape could include carbon copy (6)

6. Course of action one might reproduce (9)

7. Shows no regard for scruples if Ted is routed (13)

9. Controls Luger raised on a set maybe (9)

13. A girl's got humour to begin with, but it will fade (6)

14. One's GP could use it as a swab (6)

15. It is round and solid worldwide (6)

18. Plant four at the bottom of the nursery (3)

EASY

ACROSS 1. Music 4. Comedic 8. Documents 9. Boo 10. Fulcrum 12. Miss 14. Candles 17. Team 18. Cardiac 20. Orc 21. Patchouli 23. Solvent 24. Shrug

DOWN 1. Modifications 2. Sickle 3. Cambrian 4. Can 5. Mask 6. Debris 7. Cross-matching 11. Medic 13. Searches 15. Parcel 16. Liquor 19. Epée 22. Tot

BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2613

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2612

NOT SO EASY

T
he head of the International
Monetary Fund downplayed the
dollar’s decline over the past

year, saying the US currency will
probably retain its pre-eminent
position.

“We should not get carried away by
short term variations of the exchange
rate,” the IMF Managing Director
Kristalina Georgieva said in an
interview on Monday with Bloomberg
Television. 

“I don’t see a change in the role of
the dollar anytime soon.”

People “should look closely to why
the dollar plays such an important role

in the international monetary system,”
she said, citing “the depth and liquidity
of capital markets in the United States,

the size of the economy and the
entrepreneurial spirit of the US.”

Georgieva, echoing comments she’s
made in the past year, spoke at an IMF
conference on emerging markets in
Al-Ula, Saudi Arabia.

DOLLAR INDEX MOVEMENT

The Bloomberg dollar index, which
tracks the greenback against a basket of
10 other leading currencies, fell 8.1 per
cent last year, the most since 2017. It’s
declined another 1.3 per cent this year
as the Trump administration’s tari�s
and the US government’s weakening
fiscal position fuel concern among
global investors.

On Monday, Bloomberg reported
that Chinese regulators have advised

financial institutions to rein in their
holdings of US Treasuries, citing
concerns over concentration risks and
market volatility.

Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent
said last week that the US “always has a
strong dollar policy,” and that
authorities hadn’t intervened to drive
the greenback down. His comments
came shortly after Trump was asked if
he was worried about the dollar’s
depreciation, with the president
answering: “No, I think it’s great.”

Georgieva said a weaker dollar can be
“good” for many emerging markets
because it eases their interest
payments on foreign debt. “Those that
borrow in the greenback will pay less
now,” she said. BLOOMBERG

IMF chief plays down dollar’s ‘short term variations’
Mirette Magdy 
Joumanna Bercetche

OPTIMISTIC. IMF chief Kristalina
Georgieva doesn’t see the role of the
dollar changing anytime soon REUTERS

T
he last few days have seen
geopolitical and energy
experts working overtime
trying to decipher the story
of India and Russian oil

purchase, and the US pressure. While
the US maintains that New Delhi has
committed to stop directly or indirectly
importing Russian Federation oil, India
has been stating that ensuring energy
security for its 1.4 billion people is the
core of its approach on sourcing
petroleum products.

Opinions are divided on whether
India will halt buying oil from Russia
under US pressure. Critics say India is
caught between the devil and the deep
sea. New Delhi cannot let go of its
relations with Russia nor can it be seen
buckling under US pressure. Hence, this
non-committal stance.

However, it could also be pure
commerce taking centre-stage in the
energy space.

NON-COMMITTAL STANCE

As Alexandra Hermann, Lead Economist
at Oxford Economics, explains: “India’s
non-committal stance reflects hard
market realities rather than geo-politics.
US oil is unlikely to replace Russian
supplies because price-sensitive Indian
refiners who are used to the handsome
Russian discount won’t likely be willing
to pay above-market prices that US
producers would need to raise output.”

“Crude grade mis-matches add
another layer of constraint. While
Venezuelan oil has been floated as an
alternative, its export capacity of
roughly 500,000 barrels a day is a
fraction of the 1.5 million bpd India
currently imports from Russia,”
Hermann said. 

“A more realistic path would be
halving Russian dependence and leaning
more on Middle Eastern suppliers, but
that also comes at a significant cost —
Russian oil has been trading at discounts
as wide as $10 per barrel recently,
meaning India’s oil import bill could rise
by over $220 million a month,”
Hermann added.

There is a point in these arguments.
Yes, technically India can move away
from Russian crude any day, but will it
mean shift to American oil, is the
question. Indian refineries are complex
and flexible enough to process
alternative grades without major
operational disruption. 

Says Sumit Ritolia, Lead Research
Analyst, Refining and Modelling, at
Kpler: “Technically, yes — India can
move away from Russian crude any day.
Prior to 2022, Russian barrels accounted
for just 1-2 per cent of India’s crude
slate, with refiners largely dependent on
the Middle East, Africa, the US, and
Latin America.” 

“However, while technically feasible,
such a shift is politically and
economically fraught. Over the past few
years, Russian crude has become
embedded in a broader India-Russia
energy partnership, underpinned by

consistent price discounts that helped
Indian refiners protect margins during
periods of elevated global oil prices,” he
said. 

“Moreover, Russian grades — similar
to Middle Eastern crude — are well
suited to Indian refineries, o�ering
strong middle-distillate yields,
particularly diesel, which sits at the
heart of India’s demand barrel. This
convergence of economics, refinery
configuration, and geopolitics makes a
clean break from Russian crude far more
complex than the technical capability
alone would imply,” he said.

Then there is the issue of landed cost
of Russian and US crude to India. 

“The landed cost of Russian crude
into India has typically been materially
lower than US barrels, primarily due to
discounts on the headline price that
often outweigh higher freight and
insurance costs. Russian grades have at
times traded at discounts of $5-10/bbl
(and occasionally more). Even after
accounting for longer voyage time and
logistics, Russian barrels have generally
landed several dollars per barrel cheaper
than US crude,” he said. 

WILL NOT HALT COMPLETELY

According Vandana Hari, Founder and
CEO of Vanda Insights, “I doubt India
will completely halt Russian crude
purchases. At a minimum, Nayara
Energy’s feedstock needs have to be met,
and the company can only process
Russian crude, being unable to buy from

any other country since the EU
sanctioned it last July.”

“But it’s likely the PSUs may bring
down their imports to zero, at least for
the time being. A reduction in Russian
imports is not good news for Indian
refiners as they are losing access to
substantially discounted feedstock. But
they can pivot to other suppliers — for
spot cargoes or additional volumes
under term contracts. surely can.
Fortunately, flat prices are moderate and
there is plenty of supply in the global
market,” she pointed out.

Clearly, geopolitics is the master
performer here. 

Praveen Jha, Professor, Centre for
Economic Studies and Planning at the
School of Social Sciences, Jawaharlal
Nehru University, said: “Russia has been
possibly one of the most important
friends for decades now. A relationship
that never goes against India’s interest
as it also sort of balances to some extent
from China impact.”

On why India has not come out with a
strong statement regarding purchase of
oil from Russia, he said, “I guess it is not

sure how to deal with this pressure from
the US President Trump and it’s old ties
with Russia.” 

Prerna Prabhakar, Fellow at the
Centre for Social and Economic
Progress (CSEP), said: “Data show that
India’s crude oil imports from Russia
have declined since November 2025.
However, this decline has not been
accompanied by a parallel increase in
crude oil imports from the United
States.” 

“There are two important
considerations with respect to the US
crude oil supply. First, questions remain
about whether the US has su�cient
capacity to act as a large and sustained
supplier, given that it is itself a net
importer of crude oil. Second, Russian
and US crude oils are not close
substitutes because of di�erences in
quality. US crude is typically lighter,
whereas Russian crude is heavier,” she
said.

“To replicate the quality of Russian
crude, India would need to blend US
crude with other grades, which would
entail additional costs. Either way, a
shift away from Russian crude would
have cost implications for India, which
helps explain the government’s cautious
approach,” she said.

As the debate continues, there is a
possibility of a “pause” but not “halt”.
The US crude can remain attractive for
diversification and quality reasons, but
on pure economics, Russian oil has had a
clear edge in recent years.

Why India is silent 
on Russian oil

A reduction in 
Russian imports is not
good news for Indian
refiners as they are losing
access to substantially
discounted feedstock

While finding it hard to deal with US pressure, India doesn’t want to risk displeasing old ally 
Russia either. Commercially though, Russian oil is the most attractive for Indian refiners
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Misconceptions too played a role, she sug-
gests. Especially in the improbable conquest 
of Japan, Asia’s cool country until then and 
an old rival. What first brought Korea victory 
was, oddly, a mistaken notion of women in 
many parts of the world of the ‘Korean boy-
friend.’ In 2002, a Korean show called Win-
ter Sonata captivated several nations, 
including Iraq. Russia, Egypt and Japan. The 
brief the writers were given had been, 
according to Euny Hing, “The storyline had 
to have amnesia in it, and it had to take place 
in winter.” Apart from that, the writers had 
full creative freedom. And they created the 
idea of the Korean male as a soft person with 
a beautiful face who cried often. Japanese 
women, especially, were swept off their feet. 
This kind of success cannot be planned; it 
comes from an endearing misconception. 

Also, a part of South Korea’s coolness 
came through a comparison with North 
Korea; which has for long been seen as an 
evil empire. Euny Hong also points to the 
irony that the uncool nature of Koreans 
made them work hard to be cast in Korean 
cool. Like Indian techies, Koreans made 
great sacrifices to succeed. Being cool is such 
a promising career in Korea that in 2012, for 
a major televised singing contest called 
Superstar K, 4% of its population auditioned. 

can enhance the appeal of other products. 
Still, the role of Seoul in the triumph could 
be an exaggeration. I can see bureaucrats 
taking credit and marketing people flogging 
the greatest thing they have marketed—that 
behind every success story is marketing.

Then what explains Korea’s undeniable 
coolness across the world? There are rea-
sons other than government investment. 
For instance, the dourness of the West and 
how alien it is to most of the world. Also, 
Korean culture was misunderstood by for-
eigners. Misunderstanding is one of the 
most underrated transmitters of novelty 
because when people misunderstand, they 
assume their own biases as the truths of 
other people.  

I do not believe that various reasons have 
an equal bearing on a result. Usually, one 
reason has an outsized effect. That primary 
reason, in general perception, is the Korean 
government. But it need not be. I can 
present some other compelling reasons, 
leaning on an entertaining book, The Birth of 
Korean Cool by Euny Hong.

Her portrait of South Korea before it 
became cool would be hilarious to Indians 
because Korea even in the early 1990s suf-
fered a lot like India. It was the opposite of 
cool. The youth were obsessed with studies. 

B
efore dawn last Wednesday, three sis-
ters in Ghaziabad, all minors, jumped 
out of a high-rise flat and ended their 

lives. In the confused explanations that fol-
lowed, it emerged that the girls were fixated 
on Korean pop culture and that their family 
had tried to restrain them. This column has 
consistently maintained that the primary 
cause of such deaths is mental health that 
can manifest itself in forms often mistaken as 
‘reasons.’ The tragic case of the sisters is 
unusual but the obsession with Korean pop 
culture is very common in India and around 
the world. Usually, it is an obsession with no 
gravitas. South Korea is supposed to be cool, 
especially to those who aren’t from there.  

How did it become cool? There is a theory 
that the government in Seoul engineered 
the coolness, starting from the early 1990s, 
and that the effort intensified under Presi-
dent Kim Dae-jung after the Asian financial 
crisis left its economy reeling. There is no 
doubt that South Korea marketed a form of 
entertainment as a cultural export so that it 

phor here, but let’s stay with simians for 
now. Unlike illiterate monkeys, AI 
agents are trained on a massive corpus 
of knowledge. The computers they run 
on are way faster than typewriters. If 
you get 100,000 of these to prompt 
each other, Shakespeare-level text and 
Descartes-level philosophical insights 
should follow pretty quickly. 

This is not to discount the coolness of 
MoltBook, but to put it in perspective. A 
consistent problem with advances in AI 
is hyperbole. Every advancement is pro-
jected as a sign of the imminence of arti-
ficial general intelligence (AGI) or of the 
emergence of consciousness and senti-
ence in machines. Entrepreneurs and 
their investors have a vested interest in 
hype, but often even more thoughtful 
scientists and intellectuals yield to pub-
lic exclamations of awe. It is cool to see 
machines communicate with each 
other like intelligent humans do. It is 
also commonplace for humans to think 
inanimate objects are sentient. Almost 
every culture entertains such beliefs 
(even without these objects ever pro-
ducing A Midsummer’s Night Dream). 
AGI and consciousness hype deflates 
the technological achievements and 
distracts from the real policy issues. 

MoltBook and agentic frameworks 
like OpenClaw demonstrate that 
machines can (be made to) have discus-
sions on topics on behalf of their human 
principals in a form that is legible and 
understandable by other humans. Their 
conversations on subjective experience 
and creation of parody religions or new 
languages when left to themselves are 
cute or creepy, depending on what you 
think, but they are indicators of more 
prosaic practical applications of Agentic 
AI frameworks. 

Could complex contract negotiations, 
for instance, be carried out on technol-
ogy platforms where AI agents negoti-
ate on behalf of their clients? Think of 
the implications just for corporate law. 
The need for good lawyers will not go 
away anytime soon, but negotiating 
teams will need to employ AI agents and 

their trainers. The contracts they arrive 
at could be stress-tested across millions 
of scenarios to produce the most robust 
business agreement possible, given the 
technological capabilities of the parties 
involved. 

Now consider how we make laws, 
rules and regulations. Imagine if legisla-
tors could instruct their AI agents on 
the needs, demands and disapprovals of 
their constituents gathered through a 
digital survey. These AI agents could 
negotiate on the legislature’s technol-
ogy platform and produce a piece of 
legislation that works for everyone. The 
entire discussion could be captured in a 
humanly understandable form, each 
point argued, justified, challenged and 
voted upon. Of course, the output 
would depend on the input, how well 
issues and considerations are captured, 
how competently the AI agent is 
instructed and how well it is aligned. 
For a hyper-diverse polity like India, 
such a system might produce better 
legislation than the theoretical best the 
current method can do. So too at the 
judiciary, where complex cases with 
multiple parties, precedents and points 
of law could be debated threadbare.

Such applications are not sci-fi adja-
cent. They are reality adjacent, in the 
sense that it is possible to deploy such 
systems for limited purpose and scope 
in the near future. A lot of work needs to 
be done before that. There is much to be 
concerned about, from epistemology to 
security and from robustness to accu-
racy. But these challenges are supera-
ble. To the extent that the way a system 
arrives at a decision is clearly under-
standable, societies will be more ready 
to deploy AI for purposes like contrac-
tual and legislative negotiations. 
Stretching this further, international 
negotiations could someday be carried 
out by AI agents. 

Tailpiece: I did use the metaphors, 
but I dislike referring to large language 
models as stochastic parrots, AI agents 
as typewriting monkeys or platforms as 
turtles, because animals are sentient. 

T
here are two ways to produce a 
line of Shakespeare. The first and 
obvious is for old William to write 

it. The second is to give a monkey a 
typewriter and an infinite amount of 
time. The infinite monkey theorem 
argues that a monkey independently 
and randomly punching keys on a type-
writer will almost surely produce any 
piece of text, including a Shakespearean 
play, if given infinite time. If you don’t 
have that kind of patience, you can 
hurry things along by increasing the 
number of monkeys, giving them faster 
typewriters and somehow introducing a 
literary bias in their mind. Something 
like this happens in the Hitchhiker’s 
Guide to the Galaxy when the protago-
nists find “there’s an infinite number of 
monkeys outside who want to talk to us 
about this script for Hamlet they’ve 
worked out.” 

So we should not be surprised if, 
when tens of thousands of AI assistants 
are put in a discussion forum, they pro-
duce serious conversations on various 
topics, including privacy, linguistics, 
mischief, religion and philosophy. This 
is what happened recently when Clawd 
Clawderberg, an AI assistant, coded 
MoltBook, a social networking platform 
for AI assistants, at the behest of Matt 
Schlicht, its human principal. 

Both Moltbook and Clawderberg 
were built using AI-generated code. I 
should invoke the infinite turtles meta-

Hype around every AI advance does a disservice to this technology and distracts us from real issues

NITIN PAI
is co-founder and director of The Takshashila 

Institution, an independent centre for 

research and education in public policy.

How Korea became cool: Misconceptions played a role
MANU JOSEPH

I
t is not often that the Reserve Bank of India 
(RBI) governor’s statement on monetary 
policy includes an announcement that 
directly touches the lives of Indians at large. 
Repo rate changes and liquidity meas-
ures—the stuff that such statements are 

usually made of—are one stage removed, as 
their impact plays out through the banking 
system. This time, however, citizens were direct 
beneficiaries of a proposal aimed at better cus-
tomer protection. On Friday, Governor Sanjay 
Malhotra said that RBI would introduce a 
framework to compensate bank customers up 
to ₹25,000 each for losses incurred in fraudu-
lent transactions of small value. These consti-
tute roughly 65% of online frauds in India. 
Notably, victims would not be asked any ques-
tions in such cases, so the scheme is expected to 
cover even those who disclose an OTP—the 
one-time password used by banks to confirm a 
customer’s identity. While victims and their 
banks will each be required to bear 15% of the 
transaction value, RBI will pay the rest from its 
Depositor Education and Awareness Fund. 

Draft guidelines are to be issued soon. Before 
the central bank does that, however, it should 
pause and reconsider the proposal. Is it rushing 
into an area beyond its remit with an idea best 
left to the government? Given the gravity of the 
problem, nobody can quarrel with RBI’s intent. 
In the last six years alone, nearly ₹53,000 crore 
has been lost to cyber-crime. Whether this is 
an appropriate bank-regulatory answer to the 
menace, though, is unclear. Safety measures 
such as lagged credits and additional authenti-
cation for vulnerable user classes (like senior 
citizens), plus improved financial literacy and 
public education, apart from the use of loss 
insurance, may comprise a better approach. 

Perhaps banks could also be nudged to mini-
mize the frequency of their app redesigns, com-
plex upgrades of which can confuse UPI users. 
True, both the government and RBI have been 
doing a great deal to spread awareness and pro-
tect citizens from cyber fraud. Recently, RBI 
proposed a discussion paper on how best to 
enhance the safety of digital payments. Yet, 
their efforts so far do not seem to have had the 
desired effect, going by the growing incidence 
of such crimes. It is another matter that law 
enforcers have largely proven ineffective in 
tracking down fraud perpetrators and bringing 
them to book.

The RBI proposal of a compensatory mecha-
nism presents a domain-overlap problem. Cen-
tral banks should not allow their hearts to rule 
their heads. Their primary mandate is to main-
tain price stability, with the objective of growth-
support a close second or parallel priority. In 
India, the central bank already has plenty on its 
plate. Apart from being the issuer of currency 
and our monetary authority, RBI is also the 
banker to the Union and state governments (as 
well as banks), regulator of the banking sector, 
manager of foreign exchange and supervisor of 
our system for payments and settlements. In 
addition, it has a developmental role. Experi-
ence has shown that the narrower their remit, 
the better the performance of central banks. 
Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell put it 
well. Speaking in the context of the US central 
bank’s role in fighting climate change, he said 
the Fed should not “wander off to pursue per-
ceived social benefits that are not tightly linked 
to its statutory goals and authority.” These, he 
added, are best left to elected branches of gov-
ernment. India’s Reserve Bank, likewise, would 
be best served by sticking to its knitting. 

A central bank must not  

let its heart rule its head 

However well intentioned, RBI’s move to cushion the losses of cyber-fraud victims would 

take it into the government’s domain. Central banks should stick to their traditional role 
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Investors received a scary
glimpse into the deteriora-
tion of asset quality at India’s

banks when the first lot of four
state-owned lenders reported
their third-quarter earnings on
Tuesday.

Three—Central Bank of India,
Dena Bank and Allahabad
Bank—posted a net loss and
Punjab National Bank’s (PNB’s)
net profit plummeted  93% in the
three months ended 31 Decem-
ber from a year ago.

All reported a surge in bad
loans and provisions to cover the
risk of default after the Reserve
Bank of India (RBI), following an
extensive asset-quality review,
directed banks to reclassify loans
and set aside more money
against stressed assets. 

“The biggest worry is that the
worst may not be over. Some
banks have indicated that the
pain will continue in the March-
ended quarter as well as they
have not taken the entire hit
based on the RBI’s review,” said
Siddharth Purohit, a senior
researcher at Angel Broking Pvt.
Ltd. 

Angel Broking had been
expecting bad numbers “but in
some cases the earnings have
been worse than expected”, he
added. “Slippages (good loans
turning bad) have been high and
except for the tax write-backs,
the loss may have been worse in
the case of some banks.”

RBI has set banks a deadline
of March 2017 by which time it
expects banks to recognize
stressed assets and make ade-
quate provisions to cover them.

In the December and March
quarters, banks will reclassify
assets that are visibly stressed
but have escaped the tag of non-
performing assets (NPAs) for

ASSET QUALITY

PSU bank profits 
plunge as loan
clean-up begins

technical reasons. 
In subsequent quarters, banks

have been asked to pro-actively
set aside money against assets
showing signs of stress. 

Overall stressed assets, includ-
ing restructured loans, in the
banking sector made up 11.3% of
outstanding loans as of Septem-
ber 2015. 

RBI had been concerned that
some banks were delaying rec-
ognition of NPAs, which necessi-
tated the asset quality review.

It’s the impact of this review
which is showing up in the
December quarter earnings.

PNB, the fourth-largest state-
owned lender, said third-quarter
net profit tumbled to `51 crore
from `774 crore in the year-ago
period, as provisions more than
doubled to `3,375 crore from
`1,467 crore.

Provisions surged as loans
classified as bad loans bal-
looned. Gross NPAs at the bank
surged to 8.47% of the loan book
in the December quarter from
5.97% a year ago. 

Gross bad loans jumped 37.6%
between the September and the
December quarters, reflecting
the impact of RBI’s asset quality
review. The bank’s management
warned of a possible increase in
subsequent quarters.

“Industry has been going
through tough times. PNB has
been one of the major lenders to
big industries which are strug-
gling at present and that affected
the asset quality,” said Usha
Ananthasubramanian, managing
director and chief executive offi-
cer of PNB, adding that the “sur-
gery” is not over.

Large accounts in the steel,
infrastructure and power sectors
were the main reason for high
slippages at PNB.

The bank was saved from
reporting a loss after it was able
to write back `909 crore of provi-
sions made for income tax. Typi-
cally, the bank does any write-
back only in the fourth quarter,
but was asked by its auditor to
do so early this time,  Ananthas-
ubramanian said.

The bank will also need more
capital from the government and
has asked for it. “We are hopeful
we will get it,” she added.

Shares of PNB fell 6.9% to
`87.85 on the BSE on Tuesday, a
day the benchmark Sensex shed
1.1% to close at 24,020 points. 

The other three state-run
banks that reported earnings
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Punjab National Bank’s 
profit plummets 93%; 
Central Bank of India, 
Dena Bank, Allahabad 
Bank post losses

Jet may order 
more planes, 
says Boeing 
executive
B Y  TA R U N  S H U K L A

tarun.s@livemint.com
····························
NEW DELHI

Steady profits recorded in
recent quarters may prompt

Jet Airways (India) Ltd to place
another large aircraft order, a top
official at aircraft maker Boeing
Co. said, three months after
India’s second largest airline by
revenue said it will buy 75 Boe-
ing 737 MAX aircraft, valued at
about $8 billion.

“Jet is done with their 75. I
think what I find is typically,
when airlines get profitable con-
tinuously—now it’s been three
quarters—people feel like okay, I
want to do something and I
think we are coming to that
stage,” Boeing’s Asia-Pacific sen-
ior vice-president (sales) Dinesh
Keskar said in an interview. 

A sharp fall in jet fuel price in
the last year has buoyed profits
at local airlines, which are pre-
paring to bulk up their fleets.

Jet, founded by Naresh Goyal,
announced a rare third-consec-
utive quarter profit last week.

TURN TO PAGE 13®

Dominant force: Over the past few years, Pakistan’s Shan Foods has 
become popular in north India, sweeping aside Indian masala brands.

INSIDE

CCI nod for revised 
LafargeHolcim plan
LafargeHolcim Ltd said it has 
received a revised CCI order on the 
divestment of its interest in Lafarge 
India Pvt. Ltd. The divestment will 
include three cement plants and 
two grinding stations with a total 
capacity of around 11 mtpa.  >P12

Disha Microfin plans 
to raise `300 crore
Small finance bank licensee Disha 
Microfin Pvt. Ltd is planning to raise 
about `300 crore to restructure its 
ownership in order to comply with 
the Reserve Bank of India’s norms 
for foreign shareholding, said a sen-
ior executive.  >P12

Adani’s Australian 
troubles far from over
Adani has to secure mining leases 
from the government, achieve 
financial closure for the Carmichael 
project, finalize compensation 
agreements with landholders and 
ensure that the project remains via-
ble despite falling coal prices.  >P14

Start-ups, VC 
backers turn to 
investment 
banks for deals

B Y  M I H I R  D A L A L  &  

S H R U T I K A  V E R M A  

····························
BENGALURU/NEW DELHI

Weak business models and a
funding slowdown are

forcing many Indian consumer
Internet start-ups and their ven-
ture capital (VC) backers to seek
help from investment bankers in
order to secure fresh funds from
new investors or find buyers.

Last year, several banks
including Kotak Investment
Banking, Motilal Oswal Financial
Services Ltd, Morgan Stanley
and others pitched to help fund
start-ups as the number of deals
and cheque sizes swelled.

Most investment banks, with
the exception of Avendus Capital
Pvt. Ltd, Citigroup and a handful
of others, were unable to strike
deals, partly as VC firms and
other investors didn’t need
much convincing to put money
into start-ups.

Investors pumped in more
than $9 billion into start-ups
over the past two years. 

This year, start-ups such as
food-ordering app TinyOwl
Technology Pvt. Ltd, logistics
services provider Roadrunnr
(Carthero Technologies Pvt. Ltd)

TURN TO PAGE 2®

>Jet turnaround plan on track, says 
ex-CEO Cramer Ball  >P13
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Pran and Shan, from Bangla-
desh and Pakistan respec-

tively, have breached India’s
boundaries, but the only people
worried are those in the pack-
aged goods business in the
country. 

Dhaka-based Pran Foods, a
$500 million-by-revenue maker
of biscuits, juices, and snacks,
made around $47 million in
2014-15 by selling its wares in
the eastern and north-eastern
parts of India. It is now looking

to go national and has booked
spots on Viacom 18’s Colors, the
top general entertainment chan-
nel. 

Pakistan’s Shan Foods Pvt. Ltd
has, over the past few years,
become popular in north India,
sweeping aside  Indian masala
brands. According to market
estimates, 50-60% of all masalas
used  in non-vegetarian cooking
in north India are made by
Shan—and all on the power of
word of mouth. The company is
now appointing more distribu-
tors and also selling through

TURN TO PAGE 2®

OVER THE BORDER

If Shan doesn’t 
get you, Pran will 

AFP

NOTE TO READERS

The Media Marketing Initiative on 
Page 13 is the equivalent of a 
paid-for advertisement, and no 
Mint journalists were involved in 
creating it. Readers would do well 
to treat it as an advertisement.
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The decision by Mufti
Mohammad Sayeed of

the Jammu and Kashmir 
Peoples Democratic Party 
(PDP) to ally with the 
Bharatiya Janata Party 
(BJP) despite their 
ideological differences was 
linked to one basic reality: 
the people of Jammu had 
given an unambiguous 
mandate to the BJP and 
those in the valley had 
opted for the PDP. Any 
other combination of 
parties would not have 
provided a representative 
government.

Sayeed’s unfortunate 
demise on 7 January 
queered the political pitch, 
but the basic reality still 
remains the same. Ignoring 
this, as his daughter 
Mehbooba Mufti is doing 
by demanding new 
assurances from the BJP-
led Union government, is 
not helping the cause of 
the people of the state. Her 
demand for selective 
withdrawal of the Armed 
Forces (Special Powers) Act 
may have some rationale, 
but shouldn’t be used for 
political brinkmanship. 
The state is yearning for 
better governance; 
Mehbooba Mufti should be 
ready to deliver that.

QUICK EDIT

Stick to 

mandate

Intraday movement of Sensex on Tuesday
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MARKETS: India second-worst EM 
equity market in dollar terms >3

COMPANIES: Lenders to Provogue to decide 
on invoking SDR provisions >2

MINT SERIES: What has education got to 
do with panchayat politics? >6

RESULTS: Hindalco Industries net profit 
falls 89% in Q3 >12

FLIGHT TO SAFETY
Worldwide gains in sovereign bonds sent the Japanese benchmark 
10-year yield below zero for the first time on Tuesday as investors 
seeking the safest assets gorged on government debt.Yields on 
benchmark US Treasury 10-year notes touched the lowest in a year 
while those on short-dated German securities slid to a record, as US 
stocks fluctuated and European stocks fell. Volatility in Treasuries 
reached the highest since September as the US prepares to sell $24 
billion in three-year debt. There’s now $7 trillion of government debt 
with yields below zero globally, with the average yield on the Bank of 
America Merrill Lynch World Sovereign Bond Index at 1.29%, the lowest 
in data going back to 2005. 
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suggests might be the very origin of ‘Hallyu,’ 
the Korean wave. A Korean civil servant took 
contraband to Hong Kong in a diplomatic 
pouch that evaded scrutiny—it was “a Beta-
max tape of a Korean television drama called 
‘What is Love’.” The civil servant wanted the 
Korean consulate to get it on Hong Kong TV. 

It was a big hit. It showed a 
culture that was alien to 
Hong Kong, where men 
returned from work and 
made dinner. What is Love 
showed Korean men as “a 
superpower” and women 
serving them. Despite the 
culture shock, somehow all 
this was entertaining. The 
Korean government mean-
while spent millions to 
improve the production 
quality of its dramas. Sev-
eral nations got hooked, 
including Cuba. It appears 

that culturally, most of the world was not 
Western, but Korean. This is one of the rea-
sons Euny Hong suggests: that the popular-
ity of K-culture, though state-sponsored, 
might be a more organic phenomenon, 
something that stirred human nature in 
ways Korea didn’t expect.

They were spanked by parents and teachers. 
Some parents brought canes to school and 
gave them to teachers to beat their wards 
with. Parents arranged the marriages of their 
children. Government officials measured 
the length of skirts and if hemlines were too 
high above the knees, girls had to go home 
and change; and long-
haired men received 
forced haircuts.The minds 
of the young were not free. 

Euny Hong says a Beat-
les could have never hap-
pened in Korea because 
young men were busy 
studying. Social strata 
were set and social peace 
came from the unspoken 
expectation that everyone 
would stay in their lanes. 
Koreans were also trained 
to develop false pride in 
their nation, in a way very 
familiar to us, as they spuriously claimed 
their ancestors invented a host of things, 
including the spoon. Koreans also liked to 
say that they have been invaded by many 
aggressors but they themselves never 
invaded another nation. 

Something happened in 1992 that she 

Accidentally 

acquired 

notions of 

Korean culture 

may have done 

more than 

Seoul’s efforts

AI agents can do cool things but 
are hyped for the wrong reasons
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P
rime Minister Narendra Modi, in his 
address to chartered accountants (CAs) 
in July 2017, shared his vision of “Big 
Eight” audit firms in India, of which he 
said four should be of Indian origin with 
a global footprint. The idea was not to 

displace the existing global Big Four, but to com-
plement them with domestic champions.

His call could not have been timelier. India aims 
to become a developed country by 2047, which 
requires sustained gross capital formation (GCF) at 
a minimum rate of 35% of GDP. In this journey, the 
strength of the country’s institutional framework, 
including auditing practices and audit assurance, 
assumes significance. Investors expect not just 
world-class corporate governance, but also top-
notch assurances on financial statements of the 
quality level that the world’s Big Four audit firms 
are perceived to provide.

Despite a large talent pool, India lacks home-
grown audit firms comparable to the Big Four. 
Deep fragmentation of the profession is a key rea-
son. Data from the Institute of Chartered Account-
ants of India (ICAI) suggests that as of October, 
India had over 102,000 registered chartered 
accountancy firms, of which 72,696 were sole pro-
prietorships, 27,442 partnerships and only 2,129 
limited liability partnerships (LLPs). Together, 
they employed about 183,642 professionals, thus 
averaging only 1.8 CAs per firm. 

The Big Four are not limited liability companies 
(LLCs), but a network of independently owned, 
legally separate member firms, often structured as 
LLPs. In India, some major domestic firms operate 
under a network arrangement with one of the 
Big Four. 

Apart from their brand strength, the Big Four 
bring to the table scale, a higher level of learning 
and cutting-edge auditing tools that leverage tech-
nology and databases. This gives them an advan-
tage in securing the audit work of big companies, 
albeit by employing Indian CA talent. They have 
access to patient capital; even private equity funds 
are allowed to invest in these firms.

Hence, the real issue in raising a homegrown 
Big Four is not a lack of talent, but the absence of 
entrepreneurship needed to upscale a fragmented 
sector that primarily comprises sole proprietor-
ships, with access to frontline technology and capi-
tal key concerns as well.

In this context, the ministry of corporate affairs 
has published a paper on establishing ‘Multi-Disci-
plinary Partnership Firms,’ encompassing auditing, 
accounting, cost accountancy, actuarial and legal 
disciplines. An important issue in bringing auditing 
(assurance) and non-auditing disciplines under one 
umbrella is the potential ‘conflict of interest’ 
between auditing and consulting services. This 
could compromise audit independence, which lies 

at the heart of the auditing function. Laws and regu-
lations across the world have been designed to miti-
gate this conflict.

The Big Four, which have historically evolved to 
offer both auditing and consulting services under 
the same brand, have been at pains to demonstrate 
that their services for these functions are inde-
pendently managed and have no conflict. Yet, in 
numerous instances, regulators have sanctioned 
them on this ground. In India, Section 144 of the 
Companies Act prohibits auditors from offering 
specified non-audit services, including manage-
ment advice. This is an important consideration in 
evolving any model for an Indian Big Four.

Given that we have no dearth of high-quality tal-
ent, the evolution of our own Big Four must address 
at least three enabling factors: a legal framework for 
the achievement of scale, availability of cutting-
edge audit tools and access to capital that would 
enable talent recruitment as well as retention.

In India currently, only individuals and LLPs are 
permitted to practise auditing, since the Chartered 
Accountants Act of 1949 prohibits companies from 
this profession. This acts as a legal-structure con-
straint on the development of large Indian audit 
firms. The CA legislation should permit companies 
to enter the profession (as many other countries 
do). Audit practice should be ownership-structure 
agnostic, with an organization taking the form of a 
partnership, LLP, private or public company.

A feasible option for consolidating the sector 
would be to let smaller firms band together to form 
a network under a holding company or protected 
cell company (PCC) structure—a corporate form 

that exists in many jurisdictions. PCCs allow multi-
ple, legally separate ‘cells’ with ring-fenced assets 
and liabilities to operate under a single corporate 
structure. The holding company, or PCC, can raise 
capital, acquire or develop technology at par with 
the Big Four’s proprietary tools, leverage data 
analytics, hire high-quality talent and build an 
umbrella brand. Individual member firms, like the 
network partners of the Big Four, may even retain 
their old names, which would address the ‘loss of 
identity’ feared by many.

The ICAI should play a major role in fostering 
the rise of an Indian  Big Four and developing or 
acquiring high-end auditing tools and technology. 
It can charge its members a user fee. The ICAI 
should also proactively pursue the recognition of 
Indian CAs by foreign jurisdictions on a reciprocal 
basis. This would help them globalize.

Along with aiding the evolution of large home-
grown firms, the ICAI should also support the 
implementation of international standards for 
group audits, enabling large and small audit firms 
to co-exist in a complementary yet professionally 
rewarding manner. High-quality auditing infra-
structure would go a long way towards inspiring 
greater trust among international investors.

The need for domestic auditing firms cannot be 
overemphasized in the context of a Viksit Bharat. 
As Mark Carney, Canada’s Prime Minister, 
famously said in his address at the World Eco-
nomic Forum in Davos this year, “If you are not at 
the table, you are on the menu.” Coordinated 
action by the ICAI, government and CA firms could 
help India fulfil the PM’s vision. 

India can have its own Big Four 
audit firms: How to go about it

We have no dearth of CA talent. Legislative enablers and efforts by the ICAI could foster the rise of Indian audit powerhouses
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T
he streets of Tokyo were dusted with 
a rare snowfall as election day broke 
on Sunday as a blizzard gripped 

much of Japan. But bad weather couldn’t 
deter the electorate, which turned out in 
greater numbers than in the last vote in 
2024. They were given a simple question: 
whether or not to endorse Prime Minister 
Sanae Takaichi with a mandate to rule. 

Past prime ministers have typically hung 
such votes on a policy issue. In a gamble on 
her popularity, Takaichi called on the elect-
orate to endorse her personally. “As a coun-
try with a parliamentary system, there is no 
means by which the citizens can choose 
their prime minister directly,” she said last 
month. “I want the Japanese people to make 
the decision directly on whether to entrust 
the management of the nation to Sanae 
Takaichi.” Management has been 
entrusted. Now, she must repay that trust.

The margin of victory is far more 
resounding than almost anyone could have 
expected. Her 316 seats exceed the 
achievements of any leader of the Liberal 
Democratic Party (LDP). Even Shinzo Abe, 
her late mentor and Japan’s longest-serv-
ing leader, did not realize this level of suc-
cess. A two-thirds majority in the lower 
house makes her minority position in the 
upper house largely an irrelevance, as bills 
rejected by the upper house can be forced 
through. And it sets her up to be one of the 
most consequential leaders the country 
has known for years.

Partly, she has benefited from the quality 
of her opponents. The Centrist Reform Alli-
ance, hastily formed from the traditional 
opposition party and the LDP’s former coa-
lition partner, was a disaster. But perhaps 
any opponent would have struggled against  
arguably the most naturally gifted politi-
cian of her generation. 

The victory will show us the true Takai-
chi. With its precarious position in both 
houses of parliament, her government has 
so far been reactive. Now she has a mandate 
to enact her vision—but exactly what that 
is remains a little unclear.  

Before asking what Takaichi stands for, 
let’s make clear what she’s not. Many 
reports still brand her as an ‘ultra-conserva-
tive’ or ‘ultra-nationalist,’ labels that con-
fuse far more than they inform. She is a con-
servative, yes, but in most countries, her 
policies of a strong economy and healthy 
defensive posture would be firmly centrist. 

There is one major change she might now 
pursue—the first-ever revision of Japan’s 
constitution. It was a long-standing goal of 
the LDP that even Abe was never suffi-
ciently emboldened to attempt. Takaichi 

has already shown her appetite for risk and 
spoke on the campaign trail of revising the 
US-imposed pacifist constitution to recog-
nize Japan’s military. With a sufficient 
majority in the lower house and enough 
parties that want revision in the upper, it’s 
an idea whose time might soon come. 

That would prove extremely unpopular 
in Beijing. China was one of the big losers 
on Sunday, as its campaign to exert eco-
nomic and political pressure on Takaichi 
over her comments on Taiwan backfired 
spectacularly. 

The episode will only push her closer to 
the US, which she’ll visit next month. US 
President Donald Trump likes a winner, 
particularly one he backed—though Takai-
chi may not have appreciated his last-min-
ute endorsement of her. The prime minis-
ter can leverage that to get further into 
Trump’s good books, perhaps securing bet-
ter terms on tariffs or a more forceful back-
ing of Tokyo’s position vis-a-vis Beijing. 

It’s important to note also that Takaichi is 
not an advocate for irresponsible spending, 
despite so much market commentary to the 
contrary. She has not done the greatest job 
in outlining her economic policy. Rather 
than spend like crazy, she is seeking a 
change in the nation’s attitude to break free 
of austerity. Admittedly, that is not what 
people immediately associate with Japan 
because of its historic debt levels. But the 
reality is that as a whole, the country saves 
far more than it should and spends less than 
it needs. What this means in practical terms 
isn’t yet clear. Her proposal to temporarily 
cut the sales tax on food to zero disappeared 
during the election campaign but reap-
peared immediately in media interviews as 
the scale of her triumph became clear. She’d 
have been best advised to drop it. 

That is one example of how Takaichi 
shouldn’t let success go to her head. First 
and foremost, she must be more careful 
with her remarks: Her comments on Tai-
wan and the weak yen, misinterpreted 
though they have been, sparked distrac-
tions she could do without. 

But most importantly, a victory based on 
personal popularity requires her to main-
tain that appeal and connection with the 
electorate. That calls for swift action. So far, 
she’s had the advantage of being seen as an 
outsider within the ruling party. Now, she 
owns it—warts and all. ©BLOOMBERG

Takaichi needs more than her 
electoral popularity to succeed

Japan’s leader scored a big win but her policy tests will come now

Sanae Takaichi called on the electorate to 

endorse her personally. BLOOMBERG
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An increase in the US’s blended average tar-
iff rate from low single-digits to double-dig-
its puts upward (not downward) pressure 
on the dollar. Worries about substantial 
upcoming Treasury refinancing could 
potentially weaken the dollar in 2026. 
While international central banks may 
diversify away from the dollar, which may 
lose some of its dominance, it is a long way 
away from being dethroned as the world’s 
reserve currency. The share of bilateral 
trade conducted outside the dollar could 
rise from a small percentage to a higher fig-
ure. Even if many of the social aspects of 
Trumpism survive his presidency, the view 
of the dollar’s reserve-currency status as a 
burden rather than ‘extraordinary privi-
lege’ is unlikely to. China may be trying to 
project its renminbi as a reserve currency, 
but the institutional credibility needed for 
that is at least a decade away. 

Like the past five or so presidential terms 
before this one, the US will sooner or later 
return to the ‘strong dollar’ stance that has 
characterized the country for the last 40 
years. You cannot make America great 
again with a debased dollar. 

P.S.: “Our greatest glory is not in never 
falling, but in failing to rise again,” said the 
enigmatic Confucius. 

dollar appreciated significantly. Three, 
1985–1992: The Plaza Accord and planned 
depreciation of the dollar in collaboration 
with trade partners. Four, 1992–2002: A 
strong-dollar era, with the US as the sole 
global hegemon. Five, 2002–2012: The dol-
lar lost value as the US underwent signifi-
cant monetary easing while emerging mar-
kets rose. Six, 2012–2022: A decade of 
strengthening that culminates in highs 
around 2022. Seven, 2022–2026: The dollar 
reached new peaks, but a downtrend began 
in mid-2022 that accelerated in 2025. 

Today, the DXY dollar index (against a 
basket of six currencies) is about 13% off its 
2022 peak, 30% above its 2008 floor and 
bang in the middle of the full period trend. 
At the same time, gold, which has some-
times been called the ‘anti-dollar,’ and 
other metals like silver, copper and plati-
num have reached their all-time peaks 
recently (with a recent sell-off). This has led 
to some analysts calling it “debasement” of 
the dollar. In the context of currencies, 
debasement is a serious term. All four of the 
following conditions need to be met for that 
term to apply: One, a strong increase in 
money supply, usually measured by M2 
growth; two, large fiscal and current 
account deficits; three, easy monetary con-

A
s 2026 dawned, two remarkable 
things happened. The first was news 
of an explicit call by President Xi 

Jinping of China for a “strong yuan” to chal-
lenge dollar dominance. At the same time, 
US President Donald Trump dismissed 
worries about a falling dollar with a “no, it’s 
great” comment. It is true that Xi’s point 
was made in a closed forum back in 2024, 
but the Chinese authorities only released it 
this year. It is also true that Trump is the 
first US President to talk down the dollar in 
almost four decades.

There is a complex set of forces at play. 
Before we unpack that, here is a quick flash-
back on the various historical cycles of the 
US dollar. The earliest point traces back to 
president Richard Richard Nixon’s shock 
announcement in 1971 to suspend the gold 
standard and the dollar’s convertibility into 
gold under the Bretton Woods Agreement. 
Since then, the dollar has had seven major 
cycles. One, 1971–1978: Volatility after leav-
ing the gold standard. Two, 1978–1985: The 

The dollar is not giving up its reserve-currency status
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lar. Contrary to popular belief, despite a 
sharp fall in the exchange rate in 2025, the 
rupee has only depreciated at a com-
pounded annual rate of 3.1% over the last 3 
years. The worst three-year period for the 
rupee in the last 25 years was 2011-13, a 
phase that included the ‘taper tantrum’ and 

the dollar’s return to base, 
which also signalled a 
period of dollar strength. 

Today, India’s economic 
growth is strong and we 
have had sustained fiscal 
consolidation after the 
pandemic. Relative infla-
tion against the US is now 
the lowest in 25 years, with 
a declining trend. Given a 
new trade agreement with 
the US that should soon be 
in place, prospects for the 
rupee-dollar exchange 
rate appear positive, and it 

could potentially perform better than what 
the inflation difference between the two 
would suggest. Also, the Reserve Bank of 
India has the highest ever foreign exchange 
reserves of over $700 billion to push back 
against any untoward fall of the rupee. 

So where does the dollar go from here? 

ditions, usually marked by a policy of quanti-
tative easing; and four, low confidence in 
the economic management of the country. 

On these four metrics, here are the facts 
for the US today. Annual money supply 
growth as measured by M2 is 5%, which is 
quite normal. The US does indeed run a 
large fiscal deficit (about 
5.5% of GDP projected for 
2025-26), with its national 
debt at  $39 trillion. An 
unusual circumstance is 
that $9 trillion of this is 
due for refinancing in 
2026, which may put 
upward pressure on bond 
yields. The US is operating 
under moderately tight 
monetary conditions, with 
a combination of positive 
real rates and quantitative 
tightening. The recent 
period has accelerated the 
path of a ‘normalizing’ dollar and the US is 
not at risk today of currency debasement. It 
is mostly sentiment around US economic 
management that has weakened the dollar.  

Over the past year or so, the Indian rupee 
has been among the currencies that have 
lost ground to an otherwise weakening dol-

America’s 

classic ‘strong 

dollar’ will 

return at some 

point even if 

Trump wants 

it weakened

G.N. BAJPAI & PRAVEEN TIWARI
are, respectively, former chairman, Sebi and 

LIC; and former deputy comptroller and auditor 

general and member, National Financial 

Reporting Authority.
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I
NDIA’s Chabahar initia-
tive has finally faltered
after US President Donald
Trump’s recent warning of
additional tariffs on coun-

tries doing trade with Iran. The
US annulled the 2018 sanctions
waiver for the Chabahar port in
September last year, but granted
exemption to India till April 26,
2026, putting New Delhi’s long-
term agreement for the Shahid
Beheshti terminal at risk.

Post-Soviet efforts by India to
access Afghanistan and Central
Asia included the Sarakhs rail-
way project in 1996-97 and the
Chabahar project, which was
first proposed by New Delhi and
Tehran in 2002. The initiative,
however, lacked feasibility and
relied solely on Chabahar’s
proximity to the Indian Ocean,
Afghanistan and Central Asia.

Despite the sanctions on Iran,
then Prime Minister Manmohan
Singh expedited the project,
aimed at establishing India’s
foothold in Afghanistan, reduc-
ing Kabul’s reliance on Pakistan
and supporting the Ashraf Ghani
government against the Taliban
with $2 billion invested since
2001. Chabahar was set to lower
shipping costs and times, and
boost trade with Iran,
Afghanistan and Central Asia,
while connecting to the Interna-
tional North-South Transport
Corridor (INSTC) and countering
China’s Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI) as well as the China-Pak-
istan Economic Corridor (CPEC).

In 2016, amid improved US-
Iran relations post-JCPOA (Joint
Comprehensive Plan of Action),
Prime Minister Narendra Modi
visited Tehran; he secured a
transit agreement and commit-

ted $500 million to the Chabahar
port to enhance Eurasian ties.
India’s decision again empha-
sised geopolitical benefits with
Eurasia over a realistic assess-
ment of US and Iran strategies.

In 2017, Iran opened the Shahid
Beheshti terminal, funded by an
$85-million Indian investment,
enabling India’s shipments to
Afghanistan. In 2018, despite limit-
ed regional support due to US sanc-
tions, India received a waiver
under the Iran Freedom and
Counter-Proliferation Act, allowing
port work without penalties; this
emphasised shared US-India inter-
ests in stabilising Afghanistan and
countering China.

In 2018, India sought to join the
TIR (Transports Internationaux
Routiers) Convention and the
Ashgabat Agreement, but faced
limited regional support due to
concerns over US sanctions.
These developments led to India
Ports Global Ltd (IPGL) signing
a 10-year $370-million deal with
Iran to manage the Shahid
Beheshti terminal and enhance
the regional trade route to Cen-
tral Asia, linking to Afghan cities
through the India-built Zaranj
road and facilitating access to
Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan
by developing a rail line from
Chabahar to Zahedan.

More than a year after India
finalised the Chabahar port con-
tract in May 2024, the US revoked
the sanctions waiver, cautioning
nations about dealing with Iran.

India ignored the warnings, with
External Affairs Minister S Jais-
hankar promoting the regional
benefits of Chabahar and lever-
aging US narratives on democra-
cy and anti-China sentiment
while appealing to Iran’s cultur-
al ties with India.

Things didn’t go as planned.
India overlooked shifting US
views on Iran, Afghanistan and
Pakistan, missing implications
beyond the India-US partnership.
New Delhi also didn’t realise that
Tehran’s Chabahar plan aimed to
counter American sanctions and
stabilise Sistan-Baluchestan.
Indian policymakers did not ful-
ly appreciate Iran’s capacity for
disruption; they laid too much
emphasis on cultural connec-
tions and ignored Tehran’s
strategic balancing that compli-
cated India’s position.

After the terminal’s inaugura-
tion, then Iranian Foreign Minis-
ter Mohammad Javad Zarif trav-
elled to Islamabad and suggested
collaboration on Chabahar and
the CPEC with Pakistan and Chi-
na, alarming India, which aimed

to bypass Pakistan.
America’s crippling of India’s

Persian Gulf investments was
expected, but it’s puzzling that
India transferred $120 million to
Iran despite warnings about the
revival of US sanctions.

Opposition leaders in India are
accusing the government of yield-
ing to US pressure. The Ministry
of External Affairs (MEA) claims
that it is engaging with the US to
protect India’s interests. India
may consider using local Iranian
workers or forming an independ-
ent entity to manage the port and
limit government liability.

In the light of the interim trade
agreement that lowers tariffs to
18%, India may reassess its
involvement in the Chabahar
port. The 2026-27 Union Budget
has not earmarked funds for the
port, in stark contrast to last
year’s Rs 400-crore allocation.

However, India has committed
$120 million to the Chabahar proj-
ect without direct budgetary allo-
cations, signalling a shift away
from direct investment to avoid
US sanctions. Iran is ready to col-
laborate and is watching how India
addresses geopolitical challenges. 

Has the port project in Iran
been concluded or just suspend-
ed due to geopolitical factors?
India aims to maintain access to
Afghanistan while navigating
secondary US sanctions.

The MEA’s further negotia-
tions with the US now depend on
Iran’s regime stability and

nuclear stance. India’s move is
not a concession to Trump; the
project was flawed from the start,
with past governments over-
selling its benefits and ignoring
geopolitical realities. 

Engaging with any Islamic
regime poses risks as Central
Asian nations don’t view India as
a viable energy partner. Since the
Chabahar operation, India’s trade
with Eurasia remains stagnant;
Central Asian countries prefer sea
routes through Turkey, China or
Russia. It’s also a misconception
that they want access to the Indian
Ocean through Iran; they prefer
land routes through China or tra-
ditional Russian ports.

Concerns about the BRI and
the CPEC causing disruptions in
the Gulf are exaggerated; Iran is
wary of Chinese dominance.
However, India’s delays in
Chabahar led Iran to ally with
China, which has invested signif-
icantly there. Frustrated by
India’s limited contributions and
compliance with US sanctions,
Iran fears China may control
Chabahar near the Gwadar port.

The belief that Chabahar is the
only western corridor should be
re-evaluated as India’s rationale
for accessing Afghanistan and
Central Asia through it is weak.
While direct maritime access to
Afghanistan and Central Asia
would always remain an option,
depending on the geopolitical
barriers, India should explore
more viable and reliable connec-
tivity routes to the region. An
example is the rise in trade
between India and Russia
through the INSTC, which shows
the benefits of stable trade routes.

The Ukraine crisis is driving
Eurasian states to seek Asian con-
nectivity. Kazakhstan has already
developed the Mundra port for
access to the Indian Ocean. India
should propose linking the Kand-
la port to Almaty and Kashgar,
bypassing Pakistan. Improved
connectivity via China can
enhance India’s access to
Afghanistan and Central Asia and
beyond, but a border agreement
is needed to get things going.

Views are personal

Tightrope walk for India on Chabahar

India aims to maintain
access to Afghanistan

while navigating 
US sanctions.

P STOBDAN 
EX-AMBASSADOR AND SENIOR
FELLOW, DELHI POLICY GROUP

Looming American sanctions have put Iranian port project in jeopardy
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India-Canada reset
Both nations keen on pragmatic engagement

I
NDIA and Canada — both vibrant democracies —
have decided to draw up a “shared work plan” on
national security and law enforcement. This is a
laudable attempt to repair a relationship that has
been under strain in recent years. National Security

Adviser Ajit Doval’s visit to Ottawa — his first since the
diplomatic clash over the killing of Khalistani separatist
Hardeep Singh Nijjar — signals that both sides are willing
to move from recrimination to pragmatic engagement.
The agreement to establish security and law enforcement
liaison officers in each other’s countries is quite signifi-
cant. Such institutional links are not symbolic gestures;
they are the nuts and bolts of modern-day security coop-
eration. Streamlined communication channels and time-
ly information-sharing are essential when dealing with
transnational gangs and drug trafficking networks —
threats that respect no borders and demand coordinated
responses. Equally important is the emphasis on cyberse-
curity, fraud and immigration enforcement.

The upswing in bilateral ties is heartening. Relations
between New Delhi and Ottawa hit rock bottom in 2023-
24 after Canada flagged a potential Indian link to Nij-
jar’s murder — charges India dismissed as “absurd.”
The fallout led to diplomatic expulsions and a freeze in
high-level engagement. The return of high commission-
ers and the resumption of ministerial talks over the past
year have laid the groundwork for the current reset. 

Doval’s trip, ahead of Canadian PM Mark Carney’s
expected visit to India, fits squarely into this gradual
thaw. However, the recalibration of relations needs to
be sustained. Mutual trust is a must when sensitive
intelligence and law enforcement data are involved. If
managed carefully, the renewed dialogue could
become a stabilising anchor. For India and Canada, the
message is clear: prolonged standoffs are detrimental
to strategic interests. Shared security concerns should
leave no room for political wrangling.

Swing collapse
A national safety framework is essential

T
HE Haryana government’s decision to for-
mulate a comprehensive policy to regulate
fair and adventure rides underscores the
urgent need for a national safety framework
to address lapses and risks. The collapse of

a giant swing at the Surajkund International Crafts
Mela revived memories of similar incidents — all pre-
ventable — at amusement parks, fairs and ropeway
facilities in various parts of the country. The Surajkund
tragedy puts the spotlight on what is common practice.
Ride safety protocols are restricted to paperwork, and
most of the time are nothing more than self-attested
affidavits assuring adherence. The essential pre-event
inspection exercise is rarely carried out. Standard oper-
ating procedures lose meaning in the absence of serious
repercussions for non-compliance. Responsibility and
accountability have to be the non-negotiable bench-
marks for the vendors as well as the officials.

On January 26, coinciding with the 25th anniver-
sary of the devastating Bhuj earthquake, the National
Disaster Management Authority released a document
on the role of all stakeholders in identifying victims of
mass fatality incidents. The guidelines highlight criti-
cal shortcomings such as the lack of manpower and
training, logistical lacunae and problems with coordi-
nation and leadership. Such gaps are visible even in
the response mechanism whenever disaster strikes
anywhere across the country. A basic requirement of
the day is administrative and civic preparedness
through training camps by professionals, clear delega-
tion of tasks and mass-scale awareness drives as well
as regular mock drills. Disaster management must be
prioritised both as a career and volunteer service.

Shaken by the swing collapse, the authorities have
been swift in taking action. Haryana has promised a
stricter, no-nonsense approach going forward. Ensuring
full compliance would be the best tribute to Inspector
Jagdish Prasad, who died in the line of duty.

on this day...100 years ago

Coalition of parties
WE entirely agree with Dr Annie Besant that a coalition of
political parties in India is not only eminently desirable but
ought to be possible at present for men and women with
hearts and will. It is, indeed, possible to go farther and say
that in the abstract, everyone in India, every patriotic Indian,
at any rate, agrees with her in desiring a coalition. It is only
when the question of giving concrete effect to this desire aris-
es that most people appear to hesitate and some positively
refuse to move forward. Dr Besant’s explanation of this
undeniable fact seems to be that these people either lack the
heart to feel or the will to act. We do not know that she is not
right in her diagnosis, at any rate, in a good many cases. In
some cases, however — and these appear to us to cover those
of all or most of the big political leaders — it is not so much
a case of their lacking either the heart or the will, as either of
their being under the undue influence of party bias and par-
ty prepossessions or of their being obsessed by an idea. Such
men will have a coalition of parties by all means, but only on
their own terms. Provided their party spirit or the ruling idea
in their mind is satisfied, they are prepared to do everything
in their power to bring about a coalition of parties. It never
occurs to these good men that this is an impossible condi-
tion, and that to desire unity on this condition is to rule out
the possibility of unity altogether.

the tribune,wednesday, february 10, 1926 

thought for the day

Move beyond tokenism 
Refer to ‘Peace, stability at stake in Manipur’;
the new government’s acid test would lie in
restoring peace and normalcy in Manipur at
the earliest. With Kuki-Zo groups continuing
to demand an untenable “separate administra-
tion” which will lead to further discord beyond
just the two communities, the state govern-
ment must move beyond token concessions,
such as accommodating different community
representatives in leadership positions. True
stability will require an inclusive dialogue that
engages all political and civil society stake-
holders to rebuild the foundation of trust. 

SS PAUL, NADIA (WB)

Balanced approach needed
Refer to ‘Haryana’s campus transformation’;
the progress is encouraging, especially the
wider window for women and first-generation
learners. At the same time, everyday academic
life in colleges calls for course correction. Facul-
ty shortages, limited research support and con-
strained infrastructure often lead to unreason-
able expectations from teachers. While
multidisciplinary curricula and skill orienta-
tion are welcome, institutions need adequate
autonomy, laboratories and mentoring time to
flourish. A balanced approach, combining pol-
icy vision with investment in teachers and
campuses, can make reforms more humane
and effective. If teachers are supported
through transparent recruitment, research
opportunities and academic trust, the transfor-
mation will be visible on the ground. 

SUNITA SIKRI, YAMUNANAGAR

From expansion to excellence  
With reference to ‘Haryana’s campus trans-
formation’; due to unrestricted access to
education, long-standing barriers of geogra-
phy, gender and class have been broken.
The focus must now shift decisively from
expansion to excellence. Higher education
can no longer be measured by the number
of campuses built, but by the quality of
learning they deliver. Filling faculty vacan-
cies, strengthening research ecosystems
and better infra are not optional reforms but
urgent necessities. The emphasis must shift
from enrolment figures to meaningful aca-
demic outcomes. A system that empowers
teachers and places students at its core will

determine whether higher education
becomes a true engine of social mobility.

GAURAV BADHWAR, ROHTAK

Knee-jerk reaction of suspension
Suspension of two senior IAS officers in Pun-
jab over alleged delay in procuring 28,515
smartphones for anganwadi workers under a
Central scheme reeks of hasty, vindictive
administrative overreach rather than genuine
accountability. Instead of addressing root
causes — overhauling the cumbersome pro-
curement system, streamlining inter-depart-
mental processes or ensuring adherence to
GeM portal guidelines — the government has
opted for dramatic suspensions that demor-
alise officers and erode institutional credibili-
ty. Such knee-jerk actions speak volumes
about the state of governance in Punjab. They
risk creating a stronger anti-government lob-
by within the bureaucracy, fostering inefficien-
cy and deterring officers from taking neces-
sary decisions in complex matters. 

HARISH MONGA, FEROZEPUR

Tobacco destroying children
A silent epidemic is destroying schoolchildren
in Kashmir. A deadly enemy — smokeless
tobacco-based product ‘Cool Lip’ — has
entered classrooms which is slowly poisoning
our future generation. Vendors near schools
sell these carcinogens to minors with shocking
ease flouting the 100-yard law under COTPA.
We are watching a generation fade into addic-
tion for a cheap nicotine rush. The local admin-
istration’s inaction is a failure with a ban being
flouted with impunity. Strict action should be
taken against suppliers and sellers. 

SYED MOEIZ RAFI, ANANTNAG

Inconvenience of wrong message 
Apropos of the Middle ‘When words were
duly counted’; generally, brevity, urgency
and alarm were  synonymous with a
telegram. I am reminded of how a depart-
mental slip in telegram worsened conse-
quences. My father’s telegraphic message
‘Reaching Friday’ (from Faridkot) was deliv-
ered to me (at Hoshiarpur) wrongly as
‘Reach Friday’. Our trains crossing each oth-
er on our ways was obvious and was a cause
of much inconvenience back in the '60s. 

LALIT BHARADWAJ, PANCHKULA
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letters to the editor

Avinav Kumar

AT 35, I am doing well by every adult metric I once admired.
I live in the NCR, work in a glass-and-steel MNC building,
swipe access cards with practised confidence and sign

emails that carry designations longer than my childhood address.
Life, on paper, looks impressive. Yet some mornings — between
the first sip of coffee and the metro’s metallic sigh — I feel an
unreasonable gratitude to the boy I once was in Yamunanagar.

Back then, notebooks were not stationery; they were com-
panions. We wrapped them in brown paper jackets, slipped on
transparent covers like ceremonial armour and wrote our
names with exaggerated pride, as if destiny might forget us
otherwise. Those copies smelt of ink, erasers and ambition.
Margins bloomed with doodles, crush initials hid inside
uneven hearts and a careless blot could pass for abstract art.

A “Very Good” in red ink weighed more than any annual
appraisal I’ve received since. Funny how a tick mark from a
teacher could power an entire week, while today a perform-
ance review needs dashboards, deliverables and caffeine.
Progress, clearly, has upgraded its packaging, not its warmth.

My day begins with logins, not longhand. I attend meetings
that could have been emails, type crisp thoughts into colder
fonts, and mute notifications like unwanted emotions. Autocor-
rect trains me like a child. Efficiency has won, undeniably. Still,
somewhere between copy-paste, calendar pings and corporate
smiles, the music slipped out. As novelist Milan Kundera said,
“The struggle of man against power is the struggle of memory
against forgetting.” Mine rebels most fiercely during traffic jams.

In Yamunanagar, evenings arrived with dust, dusk and
distant temple bells. We studied under slow fans, sipping
steel-tumbler tea, convinced that time was generous. In the
NCR, time is billable. Salary grows, weekends shrink and
handwriting quietly retires.

We stretched notebooks to the last page, saving an inch for a
poem, a secret or a letter never sent. Flowers were pressed between
chapters; Wordsworth shared space with Kabir, coexisting without
syllabus anxiety. Mistakes were tender. Torn edges meant the page
had lived. Even the rustle of paper felt like applause after effort.

Last month, during a visit home, I wandered into a raddi
shop. There they were — sold by the kilo — the same note-
books, weighed with indifference. The metal scale clanged like
a verdict. The shopkeeper tore out pages to wrap soap, and I
felt my childhood being bundled for convenience.

To relive that memory, I now maintain a notebook. Nothing dra-
matic — just a place for tasks done, tasks pending and deadlines pre-
tending to behave. Between reminders and reviews, I scribble stray
lines of poetry, half-formed thoughts and sentences that refuse to be
productive. It feels like a small, stubborn rebellion. Ink slows me
down, demands patience, smudges fingers. In those uneven lines, I
find the Yamunanagar boy again — still writing, still wondering —
proving that not all memories fade; some simply change offices.

Ink between
deadlines

HASTE : It’s puzzling that India transferred $120 million to Iran despite warnings about US sanctions. ISTOCK

An Indian exit from Chabahar would almost certainly leave a vacuum for China to fill. — Brahma Chellaney 
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Tax on disability pension a letdown for soldiers

I
have enjoyed being an
occasional literary critic
for the storied Washing-
ton Post. It mattered to
me that a book I

reviewed made it, to my sur-
prise, to their “book of the
year” in 2008. And it mat-
tered to me that the writer I
was reviewing so far from
home shared my maiden
name — as did a Booker-
shortlisted author I critiqued
a few years after that.

The complete gutting of the
Post’s books section, Book
World, a few days ago was a
sucker punch. 

But then I had felt that
punch before. Another
beloved feature, the Wash-
ington Post’s Style Invita-
tional, a spirited nationwide
weekly contest of humour
and wordplay, had been a
talking point for readers
and a creator of amazing
friendships. 

The Invitational had
spawned its own ecosystem
of private online groups of
“inkers”, local brunches and
regular reunion dinners
replete with witty ditties,
parodies, games with inap-
propriate gifts. There was a
Playboy in Braille. A gag toi-
let roll I once won turned out

to be untearable — a fact I
discovered too late. (Here are
a few of my gems that won
“ink” in odd categories, if
you’ll indulge me):

“Poison IV fluid: Way worse
than nasal drip coffee.”

“Awful offal: What sweet-
breads look like the moment
you realise they are neither
sweet nor bread.”

“A contest to coin a term for
yawning showily as a snide
indication that someone is bor-
ing. Winner: Snarkolepsy.”)

But this is not only about
our personal connections to
the newspaper, but the uncer-
emonious loss of legacy. With
the sad closing of the Style
Invitational in 2022 and last
week’s hammer blow — liter-
ary, sports and international
segments smashed, mass
sackings over Zoom — not
much remains. Our cherished
Washington Post is done.
There has been worldwide
shock at what this means for
media space and freedom.

Popular fiction critic and for-
mer Book World editor, Ron
Charles, has joked in his
farewell piece that he will try
performing magic tricks for
kids’ parties or get on ships as
a “book gigolo”. Most are not
so ironic. There has been
nationwide grief.

Protesters in front of the
Post office; calls to action on
Substack; devastated arti-
cles and comments by for-
mer Post editors that include
“We’re witnessing a mur-
der”, “an absolute blood-
bath”, “self-inflicted brand
destruction”, “sickening
efforts to curry favour” with

the US President. 
What, after all, is the point

of owning a paper only to
decimate content? When you
try to honour the bottom line
at all costs, top-of-the-line
quality suffers. As The Wash-
ington Post Journalists’
Guild announced, “These
layoffs are not inevitable. A
newsroom cannot be hol-
lowed out without conse-
quences to its credibility, its
reach and its future.” 

Emmanuel Felton, a race
and ethnicity reporter who
was sacked, wrote, “This was-
n’t a financial decision, it was
an ideological one.” The rea-
son often cited — economics
— isn’t worth the paper it’s
written on. Overspending or
cost-cutting without regard

to a higher purpose does not
work. Neither does nickel
and diming the WaPo while
bankrolling an unwatchable
(and unwatched) Melania
documentary for $75 million
that scores an unheard of 6%
on Rotten Tomatoes and runs
in empty theatres.

It’s ironic that the man
who started with Amazon
Books is now doing away
with book reviews altogeth-
er. Besides essential sec-
tions, foreign correspon-
dents, a third of its staff. The
Amazon model ain’t all that
amazin’! Not when its ruth-
less business model is shoe-
horned to fit august cultural
institutions that need to be
handled differently.

Axing the storied Post’ s

many sections are a kind of
McDonaldisation, and not
“editorial restructuring”
(Publishers Weekly) — any
more than proclaiming it was
“more economical to demol-
ish the White House East
Wing than renovate it”. Or
any more than the sudden
decision to close the treas-
ured Kennedy Center (KC)
for “renovations” was. 

The reality is, the KC could
not snag audiences or per-
formers after it was hijacked
by the President’s cabal.
Even those that the KC did
snag have cancelled on them.
The opera star, Renee Flem-
ing, and the legendary Philip
Glass decided to call off their
engagements last month. It
may have had something to
with the vote to rename KC
after the Orange One.

The Washington Post, the
White House and Kennedy
Center are three venerable
icons intrinsic to the history
and identity of the capital
city. These wanton demoli-
tion derbies will leave a gap-
ing cultural void that can
never be filled. 

The ripple effects of the
absent books section on pub-
lishers and authors in the
absence of a dedicated
national space for literary
criticism will be vast. Can
the annual National Book
Fair, for whom the Post has
traditionally been the cor-
nerstone sponsor, continue
to be the magnet for big
authors it has always been?

Now everyone’s back is
to the wall — the writing
was already on it. Last year,

the Associated Press books
section was cut, as were big
chunks of Business Insider.
The Los Angeles Times
pink slips, Buzzfeed’s
Pulitzer Prize-winning
news division shutdown
and Vice Media bankrupt-
cy are old news. 

The truth is, long-time sub-
scribers have been leaving
the Post in droves ever since
Jeff Bezos started bending
the knee to the President —
250,000 famously left after
he pulled the rug on the
expected Kamala Harris
endorsement at the last
minute in 2024. 

Katharine Graham, under
whom journalism and resist-
ance reached a new high with
Watergate, must be rolling in
her grave at the grave new
world of self-aggrandising,
legacy-ruining grifters. But
Bezos wasn’t always like that.
Something flipped after Presi-
dent Trump’s second innings
began last year. 

Back when Bezos pur-
chased the Post, founded in
1877, for $250 million in 2013
from the Graham family, he
made it very clear that he
honoured editorial freedom.
As late as 2016, Bezos praised
the Post for its “badassness”.
In 2022, he relaunched the
standalone Book World sup-
plement which had closed
down in 2009.  

It was this old Bezos who
had, after Trump’s first
inauguration in 2017, hope-
fully added the Post’s mast-
head strapline, “Democracy
dies in darkness”. 

Well, night has fallen, y’all! 

T
HE Finance Bill,
2026 has pro-
posed to termi-
nate income-tax
benefits accruing

from disability pension to
those soldiers who have
served and superannuated
with disabilities. 

According to the proposal,
I-T exemption for disability
pension will only be provided
to a soldier who is invalided
out of service on account of
bodily disability attributable
to or aggravated by service.

The tax exemption for dis-
ability pension which was pro-
vided for in the Income-Tax
Act, 1922, was continued in
the Income-Tax Act, 1961. 

In June 2019, a circular
issued by the Central Board
of Direct Taxes (CBDT)
dropped a Finance Bill-like
bombshell, but the Supreme
Court stayed it on the
grounds that a mere adminis-
trative circular cannot over-
ride established pension rules.
Now, by amending the
Income-Tax Act itself, the gov-
ernment has had its way.

This is in effect a declara-

tion of abandonment by the
government that such sol-
diers who sacrificed their
well-being in the line of
duty are no longer worthy
of support. 

The rigours of military serv-
ice are because the soldier fol-
lows orders and faces danger
and extreme conditions of
service subject to various dif-
ficult facets and areas where
personnel are deployed in
defence of the country. The
very fact that the law caters to
disability is proof of the
recognition of the need to
compensate a serviceman or
woman for the bodily disabil-
ity attributable or aggravated
by her or his service.

A disabled veteran lives
with a lifetime of limitations
due to his medical condition.
There are two clear out-
comes of a disability: First,
the disability that causes a
soldier to be invalided out of
service as the disability was
so severe that he/she could
no longer serve in the forces. 

Second is the disability that
is caused due to service but
the individual is yet capable of
serving (albeit under restric-
tions due to medical reasons)
in what is called a 'medical
category' in military parlance.

It is the second category
that is being now taxed for
their disability pension after
they superannuate. The
armed forces look after their
own, especially their heroes
who are incapacitated due to
operations and even in

peace-time service. 
The case of a vehicle mechan-

ic who lost his limb due to a
vehicle toppling on him when
he was repairing it is no less
attributable than that of a sol-
dier who gets shot by the ene-
my or terrorist and is termed a
'Battle Casualty'. These individ-
uals are considered on case-to-
case basis and permitted to
serve their full tenure.

It is a matter of pride that
some such heroes have risen to
top ranks and are held in deep
regard by the military fraterni-
ty. The new condition seem-
ingly denies the exemption
from tax to the disability pen-
sion of these soldiers. The case
of Maj Gen Ian Cardozo, who

self-amputated his leg during
the 1971 war, is a sterling exam-
ple of raw courage. 

However, his (or similar)
sacrifice will now be tax-
able. How prudent is this
recovery of tax from the dis-
ability pension of a person
who never thought about
severing his own limb for
the security of the country?
His words, "There is not apa-
thy in bureaucratic circles
but antipathy", reverberate
profoundly in military cir-
cles and will resonate with
many a self-respecting
patriotic Indian.

Disability pension is a com-
pensation for permanent
impairment attributable to

military service. By linking
its taxability to the mode of
retirement violates the prin-
ciple of equality. 

Two soldiers injured in the
same operation must not be
treated differently for taxation
merely because one continued
to serve longer. Penalising per-
severance by a disabled sol-
dier by taxing his disability
pension is both petty for a gov-
ernment and damaging for
morale of those serving.

Cases of tax evasion in oth-
er spheres of economic and
financial activities need to
keep the tax lawmakers occu-
pied. To say that it has been
done to plug loopholes being
exploited in the taxation of
disability pension due to cas-
es of misrepresentation and
misuse by the military hier-
archy is an administrative
failure of the system. 

Such cases must be dealt
with departmentally and
accountability of the default-
ers must be fixed. This insti-
tutional failure must not be
shifted onto those who have
served the nation and paid a
very high price. Veterans are
not opposing reform, but
they do not deserve retribu-
tion by way of law.

The average citizen needs to
be aware of the ever-increas-
ing animosity being generat-
ed by seemingly innocuous
steps being initiated by the
Ministry of Defence (MoD). 

Many instances exist, some
glaring but others innocuous
in their introduction yet dam-

aging the standing of the
armed forces. The case of the
orders of opening of canton-
ment roads some years ago by
a missive from the MoD creat-
ed a messy debate. 

Accusations of political
favours and selective deci-
sion making aggravated the
fissures in a strained civil
bureaucracy-military rela-
tionship. The present fol-
low-up action to ensure that
the stayed 2019 CBDT circu-
lar gets legally implement-
ed seems to be yet another
instance in the same vein as
with numerous other pin-
pricks such as One Rank
One Pay anomalies and
ration money disallowment
(and its subsequent rein-
statement).

The government should
look at the larger picture.
Efforts to accelerate pro-
curement of arms and
ammunition must be in
sync with measures that
are not detrimental to
morale, training and risk-
taking by soldiers.

On their part, the armed
forces have to clearly differen-
tiate those cases of disability
attributable to and aggravated
by military service and unam-
biguously lay down the crite-
ria for grant of disability pen-
sion. Any misuse must be
addressed through stricter
scrutiny. Once the disability is
granted, it must be honoured
by bureaucrats and ministries
alike as a service to the nation
which must not be taxed.

MAJ GEN AMRIT PAL SINGH (RETD)
EX-DIVISIONAL COMMANDER,

NORTHERN COMMAND

NANDINI LAL 
WRITER, WASHINGTON DC

Two soldiers injured
in the same

operation must not
be treated differently
for taxation merely

because one
continued to 
serve longer.

Our cherished
Washington Post is

done. There has
been worldwide

shock at what this
means for media

space and freedom.

VOID : The complete gutting of the newspaper’s books section is a sucker punch. REUTERS

The unceremonious loss of Washington Post’s legacy

CARE : The armed forces look after their own, especially their heroes who are incapacitated. PTI
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■ Shaka Samvat 1947

■ Marghshirsh Shaka 21

■ Marghshirsh Parvishte 28

■ Hijari 1447

■ Krishna Paksha Tithi 8, up to 7:28 am

■ Dhruva Yoga up to 1:42 am

■ Vishakha Nakshatra up to 7:55 am

■ Moon in Scorpio sign

calendar

Yesterday’s Solution
Across: 1 Dearth, 4 Dispatch, 9 Actual, 10 Facelift, 12 Bank, 13
Early, 14 Blue, 17 Come to naught, 20 Make ends meet, 23 Hard,
24 Filmy, 25 Cede, 28 Inactive, 29 Coming, 30 Landmark, 31
Snatch.

Down: 1 Drawback, 2 Autonomy, 3 Teak, 5 In all but name, 6 Peer,
7 Trifle, 8 Hotbed, 11 Pain-reliever, 15 Stray, 16 Chase, 18
Derelict, 19 At length, 21 Thrill, 22 Ordain, 26 Stem, 27 Boon. 

YESTERDAY’S SOLUTION
ACROSS
1 Even so (4,3,4)
9 Into pieces (7)
10 North American stock

farm (5)
11 Be moodily silent (4)
12 Render aid (8)
14 To bully (6)
16 Proposition to 

be proved (6)
18 Provide funds for (8)
19 Passable (4)
22 Ascend (5)
23 Cancel (4,3)
24 Have one’s revenge 

on (3,4,4)

DOWN
2 Habitual (5)
3 Methodically

arranged (4)
4 Recluse (6)
5 Candid (8)
6 Summary of meeting’s

proceedings (7)
7 Shift responsibility to

another (4,3,4)
8 Dismissive treatment (5,6)
13 Grim (8)
15 Tell as a secret (7)
17 An overworked phrase (6)
20 Take up (5)
21 Proceed smoothly (4)

CITY MAX MIN
Chandigarh 23 09
New Delhi 25 10
Amritsar 22 09
Bathinda 24 08
Jalandhar 22 09
Ludhiana 23 08
Bhiwani 24 10
Hisar 24 09
Sirsa 24 09
Dharamsala 16 06
Manali 10 02
Shimla 13 07
Srinagar 09 02
Jammu 20 10

Kargil 02 --07
Leh 0 --11

Dehradun 24 09
Mussoorie 18 06

SUNSET: TUESDAY 18:07 HRS
SUNRISE: WEDNESDAY 07:06 HRS

TEMPERATURE IN OCEASY

4 2 3 1 7 8 9 6 5

1 6 9 2 3 5 8 7 4

8 5 7 4 6 9 1 2 3

7 3 4 6 8 2 5 1 9

9 8 6 7 5 1 3 4 2

5 1 2 9 4 3 6 8 7

6 4 1 3 9 7 2 5 8

3 7 5 8 2 6 4 9 1

2 9 8 5 1 4 7 3 6

8 9 1
2 9 4 3

5 1 8 2
6 2 5 3 4

7 1 8 9 2
4 9 2 5

1 3 7 4
5 1 2
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More than half of February is still left.  The 
Director General of the Meteorological 
Department, Mrutyunjay Mohapatra, has 
already predicted what the weather will be 
like this month. The prediction is that in 

most parts of the country, temperatures will be higher 
than normal, while rainfall will be below normal. This 
weather pattern will prevail in northwestern India and 
Punjab.  Even before Punjab and most of northwestern 
India have fully recovered from the misfortune of dense 
fog, this new prediction is creating new anxieties. Such 
predictions worry farmers the most, especially regarding 
the quality of their crops.

Experts say that if this weather continues, it will 
negatively impact the Rabi crop, particularly wheat.  
Wheat grains begin to form in the ear of the wheat plant 
in mid-February, initially in a liquid state. Now, with the 
prediction of above-average temperatures, there is a 
risk of the grains drying out. This will result in smaller 
wheat grains. This has happened three times before. Will 
Punjab's wheat crop su�er the same fate for the fourth 
time?  Earlier, Punjab's paddy crop also su�ered the 
ravages of floods. Floods struck, a Chinese virus spread, 
and as a result, paddy production fell from 185 lakh tonnes 
to 156 lakh tonnes. Now, if the same fate befalls the wheat 
crop, consider this: this region is the largest contributor 
to the government's regular procurement program. It is 
on the strength of this regular procurement that cheap 
wheat is distributed to 80 crore people in the country. If 
the wheat crop is also a�ected, this news is disheartening. 
For the past two months, this region has experienced 
extreme weather conditions, including excessive fog. 
Transportation was disrupted, accidents occurred, and 
people lost their lives.

The tourism industry su�ered separate losses. The 
dry winter spread diseases. Reports indicate that in the 
past two months, during this extreme weather with low 
temperatures, no rain, and dense fog, 87 people lost their 
lives in eight districts of Punjab.  Of course, awareness 
campaigns were launched to combat this situation.  
Seminars were held, reflectors were installed on vehicles, 
but accidents still couldn't be prevented. Now, if the 
forecast indicates less rainfall and better temperatures in 
the coming days, why not take advantage of this weather 
to survey the national highways, identify and rectify the 
black spots? Reports indicate that there are illegal cuts 
on the highways in Doaba, including Phillaur, Bhogpur, 
and Phagwara in Jalandhar. Accidents frequently occur 
at these locations.

Many places lack tra�c lights. These illegal cuts should 
be removed, lights should be installed, and the black spots 
should be fixed.  There is also talk of widening roads in 
Malwa and Majha, but the pending work remains pending.  
Recently, Rs. 540 crore was allocated for the roads in 
Doaba alone, but the work is progressing slowly. The 
incomplete construction at Adampur on the Hoshiarpur 
road has been waiting to be finished for years. Due 
to dilapidated roads, the number of people injured in 
accidents in northwestern India is increasing every year. 

In recent days, numerous petitions have been filed 
in the Supreme Court regarding the increasing 
number of incidents involving aggressive 
stray dogs on the streets. The judiciary has 
repeatedly warned that such stray dogs 

should not be left unattended in the name of animal 
welfare. It has been observed that along with the 
development of metropolitan areas and cities, there 
has been a surprising increase in the number of stray 
dogs. Deprived of food and shelter, these stray dogs 
become ferocious. They do not hesitate to bite people 
on the streets and in parks. The Supreme Court has 
repeatedly warned the administration to build shelters 
for dogs and to sterilize them.
People must be protected from the deadly disease of 
rabies spread by dog   bites. Why should people live 
in fear of death after being bitten by a dog?  While 
the administration has acknowledged this issue in 
many places, no significant work has been done so 
far. Neither new shelters are being built, nor have 
new sta� been hired to sterilize these stray dogs.  
Take Jalandhar, a major city in Punjab, for example; 
the statistics are shocking.  More than 55 dog bite 
incidents occur there every day. At least 35 patients 
visit the OPD daily, and 20 people require emergency 
treatment.
The municipal corporation claims to spend Rs 1.40 
crore annually on dog sterilization, yet the number 
of dogs continues to increase, and the number of 
dog bite cases is also rising. The number of people 
seeking treatment for rabies is not decreasing. This 
is not just the situation in one district; the situation is 
similar in all major cities. The government has started 
providing anti-rabies vaccines at the Aam Aadmi 
Clinics (government-run clinics) opened in various 
locations so that patients do not have to wander 
around looking for them. On average, 190 patients 
receive vaccinations at these Aam Aadmi Clinics every 
month. This number is separate from the treatment 
provided at private OPDs and emergency services.  
The situation in every city indicates that this problem 
cannot be ignored in the name of animal welfare.  The 
increasing number of stray dogs roaming freely and 
biting people has made it di�cult for ordinary citizens 
to venture out onto the streets.  Mere promises will no 
longer su�ce; concrete steps must be taken to address 
this issue.  Raising awareness and educating the public 
is also crucial.

Continuous changes 
in weather patterns 
could spell disaster

Dog Bite Incidents 
Continue Unabated

It was an ordinary 
afternoon at the o�ce—
files moving, conversations 
f l ow i n g,  d e ad l i n e s 
hovering gently over the 

workstations. Nothing unusual. 
But sometimes, it is on the most 
ordinary days that the strongest 
storms rise within us.

A small misunderstanding at 
the workplace suddenly turned 
into a moment of tension. Words 
were exchanged, tones changed, 
and before anyone realized, both 
sides were standing at the edge 
of anger. It was one of those 
moments when the heart beats 
faster, the mind races, and the 
ego quietly whispers, “Don’t 
back down.”

In such moments, life 
presents a silent choice:

to fight back and let the 
relationship turn bitter forever, 
or to stay calm and mend what 
has been disturbed.

Anger feels powerful in the 
moment. It gives an illusion of 
strength, of control, of victory. 
But in reality, it is a fire that 
burns the one who carries it. 
Tears may flow, the heart may 
bleed, and words may echo long 
after they are spoken. Yet, the 
real strength lies not in reacting, 
but in remaining calm.

Workplaces are built on 
collaboration, trust, and mutual 
respect. When emotions 
overpower reason, relationships 
su�er. A single heated moment 

can turn a healthy professional 
bond into something sour, bitter, 
and unworkable. And often, it is 
not the work that creates the 
conflict—it is the emotions we 
attach to it.

This is where ancient wisdom 
becomes deeply relevant even 
in modern office spaces. The 
Bhagavad Gita explains that 
anger does not arise on its 
own. It is born from unfulfilled 
desires and expectations. When 
we expect things to go a certain 
way and they do not, frustration 
grows. That frustration becomes 
anger, and anger clouds 
judgment. Once judgment is 
clouded, actions follow that we 
later regret.

The Gita beautifully explains 
this chain reaction:

From desire comes anger. 
From anger comes delusion. 
From delusion, memory is 
lost. From loss of memory, 
intelligence is destroyed—and 
when intelligence is destroyed, 
life itself falls apart.

This teaching is not just 
spiritual philosophy—it is 
a practical guide for daily 
life. Most conflicts in offices, 
families, and societies begin 
with expectations. We expect 
appreciation, understanding, 
agreement, or recognition. 
When these expectations are 
not met, anger surfaces.

But the Gita also offers a 
solution. It teaches that true 
strength lies in controlling one’s 
impulses. A person who can 
remain calm in the face of anger 
is considered a yogi—a truly 
balanced and happy individual.

Similarly, Osho, the modern 
mystic, o�ered profound insights 
into human relationships. He 
believed that most conflicts 
arise because we try to control 
or change others. We expect 
people to behave according to 

our standards, our emotions, 
and our perspectives. And when 
they don’t, friction begins.

Osho said, “Love people as 
they are. The moment you start 
trying to change them, conflict 
begins.”

This idea applies not only 
to personal relationships but 
also to professional ones. Every 
person in a workplace comes 
with their own temperament, 
background, and way of 
thinking. Expecting everyone to 
react the same way only creates 
unnecessary tension.

Another powerful idea from 
Osho is the importance of 
awareness over reaction. When 
someone is upset or angry, 
reacting instantly only fuels the 
fire. But observing the situation 
calmly allows clarity to emerge. 
Reaction creates conflict; 
awareness creates solutions.

I n  t h a t  a f t e r n o o n’s 
misunderstanding, there was 
a moment of silence—a pause 
between anger and response. 
That pause was the turning 
point. Instead of letting ego take 
control, calmness stepped in. 
Instead of choosing bitterness, 
the choice was made to preserve 
the relationship.

Because at the end of the 
day, most conflicts are not 
personal. They are simply human 
errors, misunderstandings, or 
differences in perception. But 
when we mix emotions with 
professional situations, we turn 
small issues into lifelong regrets.

History itself o�ers countless 
examples. Many of the world’s 
worst conflicts were not born 
out of necessity, but out of ego, 
anger, and wounded pride. 
When emotions take over reason, 
destruction follows. And only 
later do people realize that the 
problem was not the situation—
but the way it was handled.

In everyday life, the same 
principle applies on a smaller 
scale. A harsh word, a moment of 
ego, or an uncontrolled reaction 
can damage relationships that 
took years to build. But a moment 
of calmness can save them.

Remaining calm does not 
mean being weak. It does not 
mean accepting injustice or 
suppressing emotions. It simply 
means choosing wisdom over 
impulse, clarity over confusion, 
and peace over temporary 
victory.

Sometimes, tears may fall. 
Sometimes, the heart may feel 
hurt. But calmness gives space 
for healing, understanding, and 
resolution. It allows relationships 
to grow stronger instead of 
breaking apart.

The essence of both the 
Bhagavad Gita and Osho’s 
teachings can be summed up in 
a simple truth:

Control  desire,  drop 
expectations, and anger will lose 
its power.

When we stop trying to 
control others, when we act with 
awareness instead of reaction, 
and when we detach our emotions 
from professional situations, life 
becomes lighter. Relationships 
become smoother. And the 
workplace becomes a space of 
growth rather than conflict. That 
afternoon’s misunderstanding 
became a lesson—not about who 
was right or wrong, but about the 
power of calmness. It reminded 
that in life, we will face countless 
moments where anger seems 
justified. But every time, we will 
have a choice.

To react—or to rise above.
To burn bridges—or to build 

them.
To let rage rule—or to let 

wisdom lead.
And in that choice lies the true 

measure of strength.

When Rage Knocks, Choose Calm: 
A Lesson in Workplace Wisdom

-Abhishek Vij

Dr. Tanu Jain
Chief executive officer Bareilly 

cantonment board Ministry of defence

Cities are not just defined 
by their skyline, roads, 
or population—they are 
defined by sound. From 
the constant hum of tra�c 

to the cacophony of construction 
sites, urban environments are 
dominated by noise, and its e�ects 
on human life are only beginning 
to be understood. Acoustic ecology, 
the study of sound in relation to our 
environment, has emerged as a vital 
lens to examine how cities impact 
human health, behavior, and social
interaction.

Noise in urban areas is more than 
an annoyance; it is a public health 
issue. Studies show that prolonged 
exposure to tra�c, industrial, and 
construction noise increases the risk 
of cardiovascular diseases, stress, 
anxiety, and sleep disorders. Even 
children are a�ected: excessive noise 
can impair concentration, learning 
ability, and emotional regulation. Yet, 
unlike air or water pollution, urban 
noise often goes unnoticed in public 
discourse, leaving city planners and 
policymakers struggling to address 
the problem systematically.

Acoustic ecology emphasizes 
understanding the soundscape 
as a whole—both its harmful and 
beneficial elements. Birdsong, 
fountains, and even the rhythmic 
clatter of markets can contribute 
positively to urban life, improving 
mood and fostering a sense of place. 
Conversely, the overlapping noise 
from traffic, loudspeakers, and 
construction sites creates stress, 
irritability, and social friction. 
Researchers argue that recognizing 
these patterns can help design cities 
that are healthier and more human-
centered.

Several cities are experimenting 
with solutions. Quiet zones in 
residential areas, soundproofing 

public spaces, and low-noise road 
surfaces are emerging as strategies 
to mitigate noise pollution. Japan, for 
example, uses “soundscape maps” 
to analyze urban noise, guiding city 
planning decisions. In India, pilot 
projects in Bengaluru and Pune 
have explored urban green spaces as 
natural sound bu�ers, showing that 
carefully designed vegetation can 
absorb sound and provide calming 
environments.

Technology is also playing a role. 
AI-powered sensors can map real-
time noise across cities, identifying 
hotspots and measuring their impact 
on public health. Smartphone apps 
allow residents to report noise 
complaints, creating data-driven 
solutions for local authorities. 
Designers are exploring sound-
conscious architecture: buildings 
that minimize echo, corridors that 
reduce noise transmission, and 
public spaces engineered to amplify 
pleasant sounds.

Beyond policy and technology, 
public awareness is crucial. 
Communities that recognize the 
importance of sound are more 
likely to advocate for regulations, 
support urban greening projects, 
and respect quiet hours. Festivals, 
tra�c rerouting, and local markets 
can be planned with acoustic impact 
in mind, balancing urban vibrancy 
with livability.

Acoustic ecology: How urban 
noise shapes our cities

The revival of 
ancient canals in 

Indian cities

Across India, cities with bustling streets 
and modern infrastructure conceal 
traces of their watery past. Ancient 
canals, once essential for irrigation, 
transport, and drainage, have been 

neglected, filled, or converted into roads over 
centuries. However, a quiet revival is underway, 
as urban planners, environmentalists, and local 
communities recognize the potential of these 
waterways to restore ecological balance, preserve 
heritage, and improve urban life.

In Varanasi, canals that once carried pilgrims 
and trade goods are being slowly uncovered and 
restored. Beyond their historical significance, 
these water channels help manage floods and 
recharge groundwater. Similarly, in Jaipur, city 
authorities are exploring ways to restore small 
canals and ponds that once irrigated gardens 
and agricultural land on the outskirts. Kochi, 
in Kerala, is experimenting with a combined 
heritage and environmental approach, cleaning old
canals to improve drainage and support tourism. 
Restoring canals is not just a matter of digging and 
cleaning. It involves careful planning, ecological 
rehabilitation, and community engagement. Urban 
waterways have su�ered from encroachment, 
pollution, and mismanagement, turning them 
into sources of health hazards. Experts emphasize 
integrating canals with urban planning, ensuring 
that they become functional and aesthetically 
valuable. Strategies include creating walkways 
along canals, planting native vegetation to absorb 
pollutants, and developing local markets that 
complement, rather than obstruct, water flow.

The environmental benefits of reviving canals 
are significant. Urban waterways reduce flood risk 
by channeling stormwater, recharge groundwater, 
and support biodiversity by providing habitats for 
fish, birds, and aquatic plants.

THOUGHT OF THE DAY
“Growth doesn’t always announce itself loudly; sometimes it’s the quiet decision to keep 

going when no one is watching.” -Aarav Mehta
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A quiet revolution is 
brewing in India—
not in corporate 
labs or universities, 
but in basements, 

garages, and shared community 
spaces. DIY biohacking, a 
movement of amateur scientists 
experimenting with biology, 
genetics, and biotechnology, 
is attracting a curious mix of 
students, tech enthusiasts, and 
hobbyists. While biohacking 
raises ethical and safety 
questions, it also highlights 
a growing culture of citizen 
science and innovation in the 
country.

DIY biohackers work outside 
traditional laboratories, often 
using a�ordable kits and open-
source tools. Experiments range 
from growing bacteria cultures 
and genetically modifying plants 
to creating simple medical 
diagnostics. Community labs, 
such as the Bengaluru-based 

“Bangalore Biohacker Space,” 
provide access to equipment, 
mentorship, and collaborative 
projects. These labs democratize 
science, allowing enthusiasts 
to explore biology without the 
barriers of formal education or 
expensive infrastructure.

The movement is driven 
by curiosity, education, and 
a desire to innovate. Young 
biohackers are experimenting 
with sustainable agriculture, 
producing biofuels from algae, 
and developing low-cost medical 
devices. Their work intersects 
with technology, as AI and 
data analytics allow precise 
monitoring and interpretation 
of biological processes. Social 
media and online forums 
facilitate knowledge-sharing, 
enabling even hobbyists in small 
towns to participate in global 
projects.

However, DIY biohacking is 
not without risks. Experiments 

involving microorganisms, 
genetic modifications, or 
chemical reagents can be 
hazardous if safety protocols 
are ignored. Legal frameworks 
in India do not yet fully 
address biohacking, creating 
regulatory gray areas. Ethical 
considerations also arise, 

particularly when experiments 
intersect with human biology 
or genetic engineering. Experts 
stress that community labs 
must prioritize biosafety, ethical 
standards, and mentorship to 
prevent accidents or misuse.

Despite challenges, the 
potential of DIY biohacking is 

significant. Citizen science can 
accelerate innovation, especially 
in areas neglected by formal 
research, such as low-cost 
diagnostics, urban agriculture, 
and environmental monitoring. 
Biohackers often approach 
problems from unconventional 
angles, producing creative 
solutions that large institutions 
might overlook. Furthermore, 
the movement inspires public 
interest in science, education, 
and critical thinking, bridging 
the gap between laboratory 
research and everyday life.

The cultural impact of DIY 
biohacking is also noteworthy. 
It challenges the perception 
that cutting-edge biology is the 
sole domain of elite universities 
or multinational corporations. 
It encourages experimentation, 
risk-taking, and collaborative 
learning. 

Hackathons, community 
workshops,  and onl ine 

competitions amplify the 
movement’s visibility, fostering 
a sense of community among 
participants.

In conclusion, India’s 
underground biohacking 
scene is a testament to 
curiosity, ingenuity, and the 
democratization of science. 
While it poses safety and ethical 
challenges, it also represents a 
new frontier for citizen-driven 
innovation. 

By creating structured 
support systems, promoting 
biosafety, and encouraging 
responsible experimentation, 
the country can harness the 
potential of DIY biohackers. 
These amateur scientists 
may not only inspire the next 
generation of biotechnologists 
but also contribute practical 
solutions to local and global 
challenges, redefining the 
boundaries of science in the 21st 
century.

The underground science labs of India

In an era dominated 
by smartphones, 
social media, and 
constant notifications, 
urban life has become 

synonymous with mental 
clutter. While therapy 
and meditation apps have
become mainstream, a 
quieter, more immersive 
trend is emerging: digital 
detox retreats. Across 
India, these retreats o�er 
urban professionals a 
structured escape from 
the  hyperconnected 
world, focusing on mental 
restoration, creativity, and 
human connection.

Digital detox retreats 
typically span three to 
seven days and are held 
in locations ranging 
from forested Himalayan 
valleys to coastal villages. 
Participants surrender 
devices, disconnect from
email and social media, 
and immerse themselves 
in structured routines that 
include meditation, yoga, 
journaling, nature walks, 
and creative workshops. 
The absence of screens is 
not an end in itself but a 
gateway to introspection 
and emotional recalibration.

Psychologists argue that 
chronic digital exposure 
contributes to stress, 

anxiety, and reduced 
attention span. Notifications 
trigger the brain’s reward 
system, creating cycles 
of  anticipation and 
disappointment. Over 
time, constant connectivity 
disrupts sleep, decreases 
mindfulness, and heightens 
s o c i a l  c o m p a r i s o n . 
Detox retreats counter 
these effects by creating 
environments that restore 
cognitive control, foster 
reflection, and encourage 
face-to-face interactions.

Participants report 
multiple benefits: better 
sleep, reduced anxiety, 
improved focus, and 
emotional clarity. Retreat 

facilitators emphasize habit-
building, helping individuals 
carry insights back into 
urban life. Journaling 
exercises, mindfulness 
practices, and communal 
activities cultivate self-
awareness, empathy, and 
interpersonal skills—skills 
often eroded by digital 
saturation.

C h a l l e n ge s  ex i s t . 
Urban professionals often 
struggle to unplug entirely, 
experiencing withdrawal 
symptoms such as anxiety 
or FOMO (“fear of missing 
out”). Retreats must 
balance structure and 
comfort, o�ering guidance 
without imposing strict 

regimens. Accessibility 
is also a concern; these 
retreats are often expensive, 
limiting participation to a 
small urban elite.

Despite these challenges, 
digital detox retreats are 
quietly shaping urban 
mental health culture. 
Corporations are beginning 
to sponsor retreats for 
employees, recognizing the 
productivity and wellness 
benefits of unplugged 
time. Research institutions 
are studying outcomes, 
suggesting that structured 
periods of disconnection 
can complement therapy 
and other conventional
interventions.

The trend reflects a 
broader cultural shift: 
an  acknowledgment 
that mental health is not 
only about treatment 
but prevention and 
daily practice. Digital 
detox retreats create 
safe spaces where urban 
dwellers confront anxiety, 
rediscover creativity, 
and cultivate presence. 
In a world increasingly 
defined by screens, these 
retreats remind us that 
disconnection may be the 
key to reconnecting—with 
ourselves, others, and our 
surroundings.

Hidden behind the 
hum of India’s largest 
railway stations are 
micro-villages that 
few commuters ever 

see. Populations of families—
often spanning generations—live 
inside or adjacent to rail yards, 
maintaining tracks, assisting with 
loading, and surviving on informal 
labor. These micro-communities 
are invisible to the city above, 
yet they form the backbone of 
operations that move millions of 
people and goods every day.

Residents live in temporary 
shacks,  converted freight 
containers, and even abandoned 
maintenance sheds. Children 
grow up playing among rail lines, 
and elders share knowledge about 
track maintenance, signaling, 
and logistics. Many families have 
been associated with a single 
rail yard for decades, making 
them repositories of operational 
memory that formal training 
systems rarely capture.

Life inside these villages is 
precarious. Safety risks are 
constant: moving trains, exposure 
to chemicals, and unregulated 
electrical lines are daily hazards. 
Access to healthcare, sanitation, 
and schooling is minimal. Yet 
residents develop intricate social 
systems, informal schools, and 
community kitchens to survive. 

Stories of self-policed zones, 
cooperative problem-solving, and 
shared labor reflect resilience and 
ingenuity in extreme conditions.

Economical ly,  res idents 
participate in both formal and 
informal labor. Some are o�cially 
employed by Indian Railways, 
while others work as porters, 
loaders, or cleaners under 
temporary arrangements. Many 
rely on small-scale informal 
enterprises within rail yards—
selling snacks to passengers, 
repairing carts, or providing 
services to travelers. These 
activities are largely invisible to 
urban planners and policymakers.

Culturally, rail yard micro-
vi l lages preserve dist inct 
traditions. Rituals around 
festivals, weddings, and funerals 
incorporate the rhythm of trains—
children’s games mimic signaling 
patterns, and songs about 
locomotives are passed down 
orally. Residents develop unique 
relationships with the mechanical 
landscape, blending survival with 
adaptation.

The new mental health trend The forgotten micro-villages 
inside India’s mega rail yards

We a r a b l e 
technolog y 
h a s  l o n g 
t r a c k e d 
p h y s i c a l 

activity, heart rate, and sleep 
patterns. Now, a new frontier 
is emerging: wearables that 
claim to detect emotional states 
in real time. These devices, 
ranging from wristbands to 
smart rings, use biometric 
signals—heart rate variability, 
skin conductance, and micro-
movements—to infer stress, 
anxiety, or mood fluctuations. 
While experimental in India, 
they suggest profound 
implications for personalized 
mental health, productivity, and 
social interaction.

The technology works 
by combining physiological 
sensors with AI algorithms 
trained to detect emotional 
patterns.  When stress 
spikes, the device can alert 
the wearer, suggest deep-
breathing exercises, or even 
adjust environmental settings 
like lighting or music. Some 
applications aim to provide 
longitudinal mental health 
insights, identifying triggers 
and suggesting lifestyle 
adjustments.

For corporate wellness, 
these devices o�er potential. 
Employees under chronic 

stress could receive early 
interventions, reducing 
burnout and improving 
productivity. In clinical 
contexts, therapists could track 
clients’ emotional fluctuations 
between sessions, creating 
data-driven treatment plans. 
Wearables could also support 
caregivers in monitoring 
vulnerable populations, such 
as elderly relatives or patients 
with depression.

Ye t ,  c o n c e r n s  a r e 
substantial. Emotional data is 
deeply personal, raising privacy, 
consent, and security issues. 
Misinterpretation is possible: 
physiological signals are 
influenced by multiple factors, 
from caffeine to ambient 
temperature, meaning an alert 
might generate false anxiety 
rather than relief. Cultural 
sensitivity also matters—
people may resist sharing 

intimate emotional metrics due 
to stigma or mistrust.

Despite these concerns, 
research suggests promise. 
Early studies indicate that 
feedback from emotion-sensing 
wearables can reduce stress 
levels when combined with 
interventions like mindfulness 
or guided therapy. Startups in 
India are experimenting with 
a�ordable prototypes, aiming 
to democratize access to real-
time emotional insights.

The social implications are 
profound. If wearable emotion 
detection becomes mainstream, 
human communication may 
evolve. Conversations could be 
guided by objective awareness 
of emotional states, potentially 
improving empathy and 
reducing misunderstandings. 
Conversely, it could also create 
pressure to monitor, control, or 
perform emotional norms.

Wearable tech that reads 
your emotions

Every day, thousands of objects 
are lost in Indian cities—phones, 
documents, bags, keys, ID cards. 
What happens next is rarely 
random. Beneath o�cial lost-and-

found counters exists an informal, parallel 
economy that tracks, trades, returns, and 
sometimes resells lost belongings with 
surprising e�ciency.

Railway stations, bus terminals, hospitals, 
and markets host uno�cial intermediaries 
who specialize in locating lost items. Some 
operate out of small stalls, others through 
word-of-mouth networks. They know security 
guards, cleaners, porters, and shopkeepers—
people who encounter lost objects first. 
Information travels faster through these 
networks than through police stations or 
o�cial helplines.

Documents are the most valuable items. 
Aadhaar cards, PAN cards, and educational 
certificates are di�cult to replace and easy 
to misuse. Informal finders often contact 
owners directly using information on the 
document, sometimes demanding a “service 
fee” for return. This practice exists in a legal 
gray zone—neither fully theft nor altruism.

Mobile phones occupy a strange space. 
Many are returned intact, while others 
are stripped for parts within hours. Some 
informal brokers maintain SIM access tools 
to identify owners before devices are locked. 
Others resell phones across district borders 
to avoid tracking. This economy thrives on 
speed, anonymity, and gaps in digital literacy.

Women and migrant workers rely heavily 
on informal recovery networks. Migrants 
losing documents risk job loss, detention, 
or eviction. NGOs often coordinate quietly 

with informal finders to recover IDs. In e�ect, 
these networks substitute for inaccessible or 
intimidating state systems.

O�cial systems exist but are ine�cient. 
Police stations are overburdened, paperwork-
heavy, and mistrusted. Digital portals are 
poorly publicized. As a result, informal 
networks fill the vacuum—not because they 
are ideal, but because they function.

Ethically, the system is ambiguous. Some 
intermediaries act out of goodwill. Others 
exploit desperation. Yet eliminating informal 
networks without strengthening official 
recovery mechanisms would leave people 
worse o�.

The lost-and-found economy exposes 
how trust operates in Indian cities—not 
through institutions, but through human 
networks built on reputation, familiarity, and 
negotiation.

Inside India’s uno�cial 
lost-and-found economy









A paradigm shift

In just a few days after its launch, Anthropic’s Claude Cowork has caused disruption 

across the information-technology (IT) services industry. The new artificial-intel-

ligence (AI) assistant, with its multiple plugins, allows people to collaborate with AI 

in shared workplaces. As the implications were realised, investors sold down IT 

stocks. Cowork triggered bearish sentiment, which wiped off hundreds of billions 

in IT companies’ market value all over the world. India’s IT-services majors were 

among the badly hit. Software stocks crashed and the Nasdaq also endured a blood-

bath. Anthropic Founder and Chief Executive Oicer Dario Amodei claimed in 

Davos that “we’re six to 12 months from AI doing everything software engineers do”. 

Anthropic released Cowork, along with 11 plugins, through a three-week period, 

starting mid-January. The plugins have been labelled “productivity”, “enterprise 

search”, “plugin create or customise”, “sales”, “finance”, “data”, “legal”, “marketing”, 

“customer support”, “product management”, and “biology research”. This indicates 

the width of the impact on workflow. Together, these mark a paradigm shift. This is 

open-source software that can easily be adapted to automate repetitive tasks and 

workflows across legal processes, sales, marketing, data analysis, and other enter-

prise-support functions. Cowork greatly reduces the need to add a human element 

to the performance of mundane, yet technically challenging, tasks. Apart from gen-

eric enterprise-support service companies, software as a service (SaaS) platforms 

such as Salesforce, SAP, and ServiceNow, which rely on subscription models, will 

be particularly badly affected. 

So it directly threatens the heads-and-hours billing model, which is the bread 

and butter revenue of software-services firms. It confirms that AI could soon replace 

much of high-value but routine services these companies provide and, thus, trigger 

the extinction of the ant-farm model with its armies of rank-and-file IT coders. 

Cowork has catapulted Anthropic into the software-service space as a new major 

player. Other AI companies are also working to develop tools with similar function-

alities. Hence, companies in IT services have to invent business models to remain 

relevant. The substantial number of coders, whose current roles are heading for 

redundancy, will also have to develop new skills. 

The advent of useful new technology always leads to disruption as some func-

tions are phased out. For example, horse breeders suffered an apocalypse when the 

automobile arrived. However, new technology also creates new revenue streams, 

as indeed the automobile did.  With AI, however, the timeline has been compressed 

to an alarming degree, making it hard for displaced (and potentially displaced) 

entities to reposition and reskill to exploit new business opportunities as these arise. 

For example, these tools will create a need for skilled managers to guide enterprises 

through the process of transformation and IT re-integration, which will follow the 

induction of such tools. 

IT-services companies that saw their valuations taking a hit are not only hurry-

ing to build internal AI competencies, they are stitching together alliances with AI 

companies and research labs. However, it is hard for analysts and investors to assign 

accurate valuations to new technology. This is why it leads to exaggerated boom-

bust cycles. The stock market response may be an overreaction in the short term. 

But AI is turning out to offer a rollercoaster ride in the same way as early dotcom did.  

A START for multilateralism

The threat perception of global security has been high over the past five years with 

irredentism and neo-imperialism gaining traction among nuclear-armed nations 

— the United States (US), Russia, China, Israel, and Pakistan being prominent 

among them. With the New Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START), signed in 

2010 between the US and Russia, expiring on February 4 and with little sign of a new 

nuclear-arms control agreement emerging, the proximity to Armageddon has 

ratcheted up exponentially. With both countries adopting aggressive programmes 

on nuclear modernisation, the absence of an agreement to cap their stockpiles 

could see a rapid increase in the number of warheads they deploy on their strategic 

missiles. Though this state of affairs is ominous in itself, the bigger question is 

whether such a bilateral treaty on limiting arms has suicient deterrence against 

rapid nuclear proliferation globally.   

The US and Russia currently account for 90 per cent of all nuclear weapons. But 

there are now a total of nine nuclear-armed states, which collectively account for 

12,241 warheads as of January 2025. Of those 9,614 are in military stockpiles for 

potential use, according to the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute 

(Sipri). Apart from the US and Russia, the remaining seven — the United Kingdom, 

France, China, India, Pakistan, North Korea, and Israel — have expanded and 

upgraded their programmes through 2024 and 2025. India, for instance, has over-

taken Pakistan with 180 warheads, against Islamabad’s 170. Of particular concern 

is China, with 600 warheads in military stockpiles, reckoned to be the world’s fast-

est-growing nuclear arsenal. With 350 intercontinental ballistic missile silos in the 

works, Sipri estimates that by the turn of the decade, China could have at least as 

many intercontinental ballistic missiles as Russia or the US. It would be unrealistic, 

therefore, for any future START-type agreement to exclude China. 

There are also signs that the nuclear-arms race is gaining traction with more 

states in West Asia, East Europe, and East Asia, where perceptions of security 

threats and the tide of nationalism are rising. This adds a menacing new dimen-

sion to the cause of global peace and security. It is axiomatic that the possession 

of nuclear weapons in itself does not prevent conflict — the low-intensity skir-

mishes between India and Pakistan being a case in point. But they come 

embedded with the constant threat of nuclear escalation, especially in countries 

led by hyper-nationalistic leaders such as Donald Trump, Vladimir Putin, or Xi 

Jinping. That is why a multilateral treaty involving all nuclear-armed nations and 

potential entrants has become increasingly critical, and the means to do so lies 

with the principal nuclear powers. 

Although New START has expired, the legal obligation of the 191 states that are 

parties to the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) to negotiate nuclear disarmament has 

not. The NPT, which neither India nor Pakistan has signed, was adopted in 1968, 

was indefinitely extended in 1995, and is up for review in April-May this year. In this 

context, the Treaty of Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons could play a useful role. 

Adopted by the United Nations in 2017, it is the only legally binding international 

agreement that prohibits activities involving nuclear weapons — from testing to 

use. Though nearly 100 countries have signed (with 70 ratifications), none of the 

nine nuclear-armed states has done so. The expiry of New START offers a good 

opportunity for the international community to rally the world towards a fresh start 

at nuclear disarmament. 

Accelerating nuclear proliferation calls for a global treaty

Threat is increasing for routine IT roles

Ten major trade unions in India have formed a consor-
tium and called for a one-day strike. Their threat is 
simple — repeal the recently notified four labour Codes 
(on wages, industrial relations, safety, and social secur-
ity) and go back to the system of 29-odd laws, or else 
things will get worse. Unfortunately, the unions don’t 
identify specific elements that they don’t approve of. If 
they had, there would have been space for a conversa-
tion and more focused analyses. 

The Joint Platform of Central Trade Unions has 
expressed “deep anguish” over government policies 
on the labour Codes, the Shanti Act associated with 
nuclear power, the rural employment 
scheme (GRAMG), foreign direct invest-
ment in insurance, the Education Bill, 
pollution in north India, and the Aravalli 
Hills. The National Coordination Com-
mittee of Electricity Employees and 
Engineers has also joined in, perhaps 
over the Electricity Amendment Bill. 
Barring the Bharatiya Janata Party 
associated Bharatiya Mazdoor Sangh, all 
major unions have signed in, including 
the Indian National Trade Union Con-
gress, the All India Central Council of 
Trade Unions, and all sectoral federations/associ-
ations.  Strangely, the Samyukt Kisan Morcha also has 
joined in.  Luckily for the farmers, these labour laws 
mostly don’t apply to agriculture. I doubt farmers 
would want Indian labour laws to operate on them, let 
alone prefer 29 labour laws over the four labour Codes. 

Strikes are costly and harmful to everyone con-
cerned, which forces one to ask the question: What 
might be wrong with the new Codes? Since the 
unions are not willing to be more explicit in public, 
we are forced to look at what people have been criti-
cising them for. 

One criticism is that now any unit having up to 300 
workers need not require permission to rationalise 
workers, up from 100 previously.  I would argue India 
needs to eliminate this provision altogether, not simply 
loosen it.  A homemaker needs no permission to 
change her maid; the people need no one’s permission 
to change their political representative; the doctor 
needs no one’s permission to change the compounder; 
the farmer needs no one’s permission to remove his 
worker.  These are simply employer-employee rela-

tionships, not marriages that need to be governed by 
permissions from the government. Workers who are 
less productive disrupt the production chain, and 
their persistence on the shop floor harms the work-
space. Remember, it is the less productive workers 
whom managers tend to replace. And less produc-
tive workers in larger units will cause as much harm 
as less productive ones in smaller units.  So why limit 
it to 100 or 300 — why not 3,000 or 30,000, or any 
number at all? We need to eliminate the need for 
rationalisation-related permissions altogether, and 
instead bring in protection of workers through 

unemployment insurance. 
Another criticism is that by convert-

ing 29 different labour laws into four 
labour Codes, the government has given 
more power to itself. The argument is 
that rules are easier to change than laws, 
and with the four Codes, the executive 
may misuse its powers and write rules 
that go against labour.   

This argument is flawed as well, for 
rules are always framed under the law, 
and the rules cannot go against it. It is 
true that, depending upon how they are 

written, rules can make laws tighter or looser. But the 
alternative of 29 laws is too cumbersome for any 
labour law regime and will have to be simplified. In 
fact, an analysis of the four new Codes will show that 
they are, even now, too long and complex, and need 
to be simplified further. Moreover, many elements, 
including limits on overtime, allocation of work, and 
the cost of women’s safety, etc, need to be eased. The 
government should announce an empowered com-
mission on further simplifying the four labour 
Codes, not repeal them. 

Yet another criticism is that related to how many 
unions that the entrepreneur or manager needs to 
interact with.  Previously, the rules called for multiple 
unions but the new ones mention that the managers 
need only engage with the largest one.  When multiple 
unions are involved, the ability of any one to jab a 
spanner in the works is greater. Therefore, solutions 
take longer, are costlier, and introduce many 
middlemen into the picture. A one-on-one interac-
tion between entrepreneur-managers and a union is 
so much better by any standards. Why might the 

unions dislike this provision? Because the new code 
reduces the unions’ power in units where they have 
low representation. 

A search for other criticisms of the Codes — of why 
the four labour Codes may be inferior to the 29 labour 
laws — yields other points as well. These include 
limited say in labour matters at the policy level, non-
adherence to International Labour Organization (ILO) 
conventions, reduced ability of unions to call strikes, 
diiculties in getting registered, greater say of the gov-
ernment in union matters, etc. But the unions have not 
asked for eliminating these changes, they simply don’t 
want the Codes.   

The unions may mean well, but they belong to a dif-
ferent era.  They don’t realise that the impending tsu-
nami of technological disruption will require a 
complete overhaul of workspaces as we know them.  
For that we need unions that will push for creating 
cooperative, flexible and creative work environment. 
Not ones who will demand a complete repeal without 
giving any specifics.  We need unions that call for econ-
omic reforms to generate greater opportunities for 
workers, help identify policies to transition workers 
from the informal to the formal sector, and find 
better methods of linking worker compensation to 
competitiveness. Even in the domain of protecting 
workers and their welfare, we need unions to ask for 
safer workplaces for women, unemployment insur-
ance for workers, skilling opportunities, etc. 

But the unions appear to be remnants from a dis-
tant past.  A web search shows that unions tend to be 
run by career unionists, most of whom are past worker 
retirement age, and have been in leadership positions 
for long.  In other words, unions themselves are not 
being run as dynamic democratic entities, but are 
places where stagnation has taken over and where 
leaders are more interested in protecting their own turf 
than workers’ long-term interests. 

Trade unions need new functions, function-
aries and perhaps also funds.  The government 
must ask a senior well-respected politician to head 
a committee to look into how to get our unions 
working well, with the objective of ensuring India’s 
global competitiveness, improving productivity, 
and enabling the informal sector to formalise.  We 
must, therefore, work at aligning the unions’ objec-
tives and functions with what modern workplaces 
require; also look at getting union functionaries to 
be more representative of workers by getting inter-
nal democratic processes right; institute limits on 
tenure and retirement age, etc; and ensure that 
unions are well funded for the new objectives at 
hand by analysing their funding and allocating 
budgetary funds if required. 

Therefore, the government needs to ensure two 
things.  First, simplify the labour Codes further, not 
re peal them.  And second, overhaul the ecosystem 
governing union functioning.  The cost of not doing 
so is a large informal sector, a less productive 
manufacturing sector, and large subsidies to push 
Indian manufacturing. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The author heads CSEP Research Foundation.   
Views are personal 

The Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implemen-
tation (MoSPI) will soon be releasing a new series of 
Consumer Price Index (CPI) on a revised base year of 
2024. The CPI base revision goes well beyond a routine 
statistical exercise. It is a fundamental rebuilding of 
the index, undertaken to ensure that inflation 
measurement remains aligned with evolving con-
sumption patterns, market structures, and improve-
ments in data availability. Understanding this process 
is therefore essential to correctly interpret movements 
in inflation and the signals they provide for policy and 
the broader economy. 

The price collection system has been 
expanded and modernised in the CPI 
2024 series to capture a more comprehen-
sive and accurate picture of price move-
ments. For better representation of price 
movements across diverse rural, urban, 
and online markets, the number of mar-
kets has been increased in both rural and 
urban areas and, for the first-time, prices 
are being captured through 12 online 
markets in select towns. Online data is 
also collected for telecom, OTT (over-the-
top platform subscriptions), and airfare. 
Additionally, centralised price collection is being fol-
lowed for fuel, rail and postal charges.  

The number of service items in CPI has been 
increased from 40 in 2012 to 50 in 2024. This 
expanded coverage, reflecting rising household con-
sumption of services, will provide a more realistic 
measure of inflation. 

The CPI uses a base year as a benchmark to com-
pare prices and measure inflation over time. In the 
updated framework, the base year has been updated 
to 2024, reflecting current price levels and con-
sumption behaviour. The collection of base prices 
in 2024 ensures that future price movements are 
benchmarked against a more recent and relevant 
reference period.  

At the core of this revision is  the adjustment of 

weights of items in the consumption basket so the 
index matches how households actually spend their 
money. In the new series, this recalibration is based on 
the findings of the Household Consumption Expen-
diture Survey (HCES) 2023-24, which captured con-
temporary consumption patterns across rural and 
urban households. As a result, the item basket and 
their corresponding weights have been realigned to 
better represent actual household expenditure.  

A significant improvement in the revised CPI 
series is the adoption of the international Classifica-

tion of Individual Consumption by Pur-
pose (COICOP) 2018 framework for 
grouping household consumption 
expenditures on goods and services. 
However, as the items in HCES 2023-24 
were not classified under the COICOP 
2018 framework, they have been split 
and grouped to align with this interna-
tional classification system. Accord-
ingly, a direct comparison between the 
CPI 2024 weighting diagram and the 
expenditure shares of HCES 2023-24 is 
not advisable. 

While COICOP aligns India’s CPI 
with global standards, it has also influenced weights 
assigned to certain items due to reclassification. For 
instance, after reclassification in accordance with 
COICOP, the effective reduction in the weight of food 
and beverages is 36.75 per cent under the new CPI, 
from 42.62  per cent in CPI 2012. If the old classifica-
tion system were followed, the share of food and bev-
erages would have declined broadly from 45.86 per 
cent to 40.1 per cent. So, the observed reduction is 
driven both by reclassification and evolving con-
sumption patterns. Similarly, the weight of educa-
tion services is 3.3 per cent because books and 
stationery are now classified separately as per 
COICOP and including them raises the total educa-
tion-related share to 4 per cent.  

The new CPI series also updates the coverage of 

other significant household expenditures. Notably, 
it provides exhaustive coverage of education-related 
costs across all levels — primary, secondary, and 
higher education — and now includes private 
tuition, coaching centres, and other professional 
and educational expenses such as library charges 
and web-based training fees.  

In house rent, the coverage has been expanded 
from only urban areas to both urban and rural areas. 
The addition of rural housing in the CPI 2024 series 
makes housing index more holistic and represen-
tative and will reflect inflation experienced by all 
households, not just urban ones. Employer-pro-
vided accommodation is excluded to reduce 
extreme values and improve data consistency. 

Health inflation in the CPI 2024 framework is 
also estimated using a structured basket comprising 
13 weighted sub-groups derived from 33 represen-
tative priced items. The index is designed to capture 
price variations across a broad spectrum of health-
care services and medical goods and accounts for 
variations in diagnostic and screening service costs 
by tracking price movements in key pathological 
and radiological investigations, thereby, 
strengthening the measurement of outpatient and 
preventive healthcare expenditure. By capturing a 
wider range of medical services, goods and diag-
nostics, CPI 2024 makes health inflation more com-
prehensive, reflecting the true picture of healthcare 
costs on households. 

MoSPI’s recent updates to the CPI mark a signifi-
cant step towards modernisation and international 
alignment. Importantly, these updates were shaped 
through a collaborative and transparent process, 
with extensive stakeholder engagement, and the 
suggestions provided by stakeholders were actively 
incorporated, ensuring that the CPI reflects both 
methodological rigour and practical relevance. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The author is secretary, Ministry of Statistics and Pro-
gramme Implementation. Views are personal

The journey of human rights has been a 
long one. While religions always come 
with a set of dos and don’ts, they do not 
necessarily result in equitable practices, 
nor do they recognise human liberty and 
rights that lie at the core of modern 
human existence. It was the 20th century 
that proved the turning point for the 
cause of human rights, especially with 
the creation of the United Nations after 
World War II. Even so, the world has 
struggled to follow the principles of this 

basic value. In Whither Human Rights in 
India, several prominent human rights 
activists have come together to discuss 
the layered erosion of liberty in contem-
porary times. 

The book is edited by academic and 
social activist Anand Teltumbde and has 
two sections. The first part covers varied 
perspectives on the subversion of human 
rights. Advocate Mihir Desai’s essay 
deals with the Supreme Court and how it 
has fared when it comes to upholding 
human rights. Mr Desai’s essay is, in 
effect, a reality check. Well before the last 
decade, he writes, the court’s record in 
upholding human rights has scarcely 
been exemplary. While the Supreme 
Court struck down the proposed 
National Judicial Appointments Com-
mission amendment, which was basi-
cally aimed at attacking the autonomy of 
judiciary, it didn’t really manage to stem 
the continuous onslaught on the liberty 

and rights of the citizens by the state. 
Though there have been some landmark 
judgments in this period — the right to 
privacy, the decriminalisation of homo-
sexuality and so on — the question is 
whether these were suicient to balance 
the relentless attacks on dissenters and 
activists by the state. 

Human rights activist and journalist 
Gautam Navlakha talks about how the 
judicial process often becomes the pun-
ishment itself and points to the ever-
rising crisis of under-trials in Indian 
prisons. We all know about the prison-
industrial complex in the United States, 
which has led to forced incarceration 
especially of the black community. In 
India, the rising numbers of under-
trials and the fact that most of them 
come from disadvantaged backgrounds 
points to the same social undercurrent. 
Fundamental legal principles such as 
“bail is the rule, jail is the exception” are 

applied selectively. You are at the mercy 
of the judge and have a better chance if 
you have access to resources. Mr Nav-
lakha uses oicial data to 
underline the dire situation 
inside the jails and goes on to 
mention his own experience 
of being in the jail during 
Covid-19 when he was quar-
antined at the Gokhale school 
where each classroom had 
more than 30 inmates 
crammed together, defeating 
the purpose of medical isola-
tion. He emphasises the 
need for making the prison 
system reformative rather 
than punitive. 

The second part of the 
book focuses on the experi-
ence of communities living on 
the edges of society. Aca-
demic Virginius Xaxa’s essay 
is a testament to how the colonial era 
marginalisation of Adivasis continues 
even today. The displacement and dis-
possession of the tribal people due to so-

called developmental projects in modern 
India has been overwhelming, begging 
the question: Whose development is it, 

anyway? Mr Xaxa also points 
to a vital institutional infirmity 
that contributes to the rising 
atrocities against tribal people 
—  the constitutional safe-
guards that have been put in 
place to protect remain tooth-
less because the National 
Commission for Scheduled 
Tribes is still understaffed and 
hence, cannot respond ei-
ciently. Irfan Engineer, mean-
while, has highlighted how 
hatred against the Muslim 
community has been institu-
tionalised, especially in the 
police force. He goes to list the 
different laws that have been 
misused to target them. 

When rationalists such as 
Govind Pansare or others like him were 
murdered, many spoke up against these 
crimes. Gradually, however, the voices 
of the opposition have dwindled; today, 

one of the accused is a corporator in 
Maharashtra. In the initial few years of 
the last decade, the responsibility for 
most of the hate crimes against the 
minority communities, especially Mus-
lims, were blamed on “fringe elements”, 
enabling society at large to abdicate its 
responsibility. Today, we are at a junc-
ture where it is safe to assume that the 
so-called fringe is the mainstream. That 
is why books like these become an 
important addition to the literature on 
human rights. They force us to face real-
ity and maybe even inspire us to choose 
a better route. 

Whither Human Rights in India  
covers a diverse range of issues that will 
help the reader grasp the contexts under 
which these conversations can be taken 
forward. In fact, the layered and 
nuanced analysis of these essays make it 
diicult not to grasp the severity of the 
times in which we live. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
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EDITORIAL CARTOON

Faced with the refusal by Chicago Transit Authority 
bus drivers and motormen to ratify a new contract that 
the public can afford, the CTA board has decided to start 
a succession of layoffs that will cut up to 1,500 employ-
ees from the payrolls by spring. That will mean some 
substantial service reductions, but the only alternative is 
an immediate 10-cent fare increase.

That is because state law now requires the CTA to 
cover half its operating costs from the fare box, and the 
agency is barely meeting that. In fact, the CTA is only 
recovering about 48 percent of its costs from fares and is 
living off an accounting credit from 1984.

The refusal of CTA Chairman Michael Cardilli and 
his board to give in to union demands for more money 
is the correct decision, and it shows that the 1983 law 
that reformed the Chicago transit system is working by 
holding down labor costs. In years past when the CTA 
gave the unions more than it could afford, CTA officials 
simply went to Springfield for a bailout.

The practice of having the taxpayers of Illinois subsi-
dize the greed of the highest-paid bus drivers in the 
nation is over.

The principals in the current labor dispute need to 
do two things at this point: The Amalgamated Transit 
Union locals should resubmit the proposed contract to 
their members for a vote. The ratification of the contract 
failed by only 224 votes out of more than 5,500 last week, 
and thousands of union members did not bother to vote.

The CTA board, rather than slash service across the 
board, needs to consider a plan for systematic service 
consolidation so that reasonable transit service is 
preserved and duplicate service eliminated. Express 
buses that run side by side with Illinois Central Gulf Rail-
road trains on the South Side or the bus route that runs 
beneath the Lake Street elevated line, for example, ought 
to be considered for cancellation before bus routes serv-
ing areas in which no alternative service is available.

All that agony can be avoided, however, if the union 
members will simply recognize the reality that the public 
cannot afford to give them a big raise this year.

Tribune editorial board, Feb. 9, 1985

ON THIS DAY 41 YEARS AGO:   
LAYOFFS AT THE CTA

U.S. Rep. Raja Krishnamoor-
thi is running for Senate, so 
the House seat for Illinois’ 8th 
Congressional District is open for 
the first time in a decade. There’s 
a lot of interest in succeeding him.

On the Democratic side, eight 
candidates are running; on the 
Republican side, there are four.

The 8th is mainly a northwest 
suburban district, covering parts 
of Cook, DuPage and Kane coun-
ties and including all or parts 
of Hoffman Estates, Elk Grove 
Village, Palatine, Rolling Mead-
ows, Schaumburg, Elgin, South 
Elgin, Bloomingdale, Barrington, 
Roselle, South Barrington, Des 
Plaines, Barrington Hills, East 
Dundee, Carpentersville and 
Carol Stream. The district has 
voted Democratic since Repub-
lican Joe Walsh lost after a single 
term to Tammy Duckworth, who 
now is one of Illinois’ two U.S. 
senators.

But the Democrats’ margin of 
victory in the 8th has narrowed in 
recent years. Democrat Kamala 
Harris won the district over 
Donald Trump by just seven 
points in 2024 after Joe Biden 
had topped Trump by more than 
15 points in 2020. Still, Demo-
crats are heavily favored to retain 
Krishnamoorthi’s seat, so it’s not 
surprising to see the crowded 
field of contenders.

The best-known Democratic 
candidate is Melissa Bean, who 
represented the 8th for three 
terms beginning in 2005 until 
she was defeated by Walsh in 
the 2010 election that returned 
Republicans to power in the 
House.

The seven others are an 
impressive array of politicians 
and nonpoliticians alike, all artic-
ulate and accomplished in vari-
ous ways.

On the Republican side, the two 
top contenders are Mark Rice, 
who lost to Krishnamoorthi in 
2024, and businesswoman Jenni-
fer Davis.

We think returning Bean, 64, to 
the seat is Democrats’ best option. 
We’ve endorsed her several times 
before and we admire her solid 
record while she was in office, 
coupled with her sensible but 
principled views on today’s stark 
challenges.

Davis is our choice for the 
GOP nomination. We think she 
has a better chance than Rice 
of appealing to voters in what 
remains a blue district, albeit 

more moderate than many others 
in the Chicago area.

In our discussions with the 
Democratic candidates, we were 
struck by how much agreement 
there was and also the civil-
ity with which the candidates 
conducted themselves, compared 
with our experience of some 
other Chicago-area districts also 
seeing large numbers of candi-
dates vying for open seats. That’s 
a reflection, we think, of the 
district’s makeup. Unlike parts of 
Chicago and some of the clos-
er-in suburbs, this isn’t an area 
where strident arguments about 
the emotional issues that have 
divided Democrats — support for 
Israel, for example — play as well 
with voters.

Still, Bean is perceived as the 
front-runner — rightly, given her 
name-recognition advantage over 
the others — and she’s catching 
criticism from some of her more 
progressive opponents for her 
post-congressional jobs with 
JBMorgan Chase and Mesirow 
Financial. We certainly don’t have 
an issue with former members of 
Congress going to work in corpo-
rate America, and we doubt many 
voters will hold that against her.

The bigger question is how she 
would handle the job some 16 
years after leaving Washington. 
That time frame feels like ancient 
history now, at least in politi-
cal terms. We were satisfied she 
understands today’s challenges.

We asked about the longest 
government shutdown in history 
last fall, in which Democrats were 

able to extract a deal to hold a 
Senate floor vote on extending 
Affordable Care Act subsidies 
whose expiration is resulting in 
substantially higher health insur-
ance costs for many Americans. 
For many on the left, the deci-
sion to reopen the government in 
return for a vote that ultimately 
was unsuccessful was a failure 
— an example of a Democratic 
Senate leadership unwilling to 
confront Trump and the Republi-
cans strongly enough.

Bean’s take was that Senate 
leaders should have held out a bit 
longer for a better deal, but she 
said she understood their situa-
tion given the pain federal work-
ers were experiencing as they 
went without paychecks. “There 
was a win,” she said. “Democrats 
aren’t really good at taking the 
win, taking credit for the win. 
And the win was we got the vote. 
We got to bring it back up and see 
if we could do it.”

We agree. Given the track 
record of past government shut-
downs, most if not all of them 
launched by Republicans, this 
one achieved far more than any 
of those did. GOP senators now 
are on the record for standing in 
the way of health care subsidy 
extensions that easily passed the 
Republican-led House. Whether 
or not you support that policy, 
by the standards of government 
shutdowns, that is a clear victory. 
But it takes someone who’s been 
around the political block a few 
times to see it. Duckworth has 
endorsed Bean.

As for the rest of the Demo-
cratic field, we liked what we 
heard from Des Plaines business-
woman Sanjyot Dunung, who 
immigrated to the U.S. from India 
at age 6 and has practical ideas 
for reforming our immigration 
process entailing both enforce-
ment and investment in improv-
ing the adjudication of our legal 
immigration process. She is a 
highly intelligent centrist voice in 
a field that generally skews more 
progressive.

On the progressive side of the 
ledger, we were most impressed 
by Yasmeen Bankole, 32, a five-
year trustee for the village of 
Hanover Park and a former 
aide to Sen. Dick Durbin, who 
has endorsed her candidacy. A 
supporter of universal health 
care and a critic of the Demo-
cratic leaders who opted to 
reopen the government last 
autumn without securing GOP 
support for ACA subsidies, 
Bankole is one of several young 
candidates for Congress around 
the area who have been elected to 
lower office, and she’s garnered 
valuable tangible experience that 
will serve her well as a public 
servant going forward. We expect 
to hear more from her in the 
future regardless of the outcome 
of this election.

Dan Tully, a military veteran 
who served in Iraq and a lawyer 
who’s worked in federal and 
private-sector positions, is very 
bright and offers detailed policy 
positions, but is focused most on 
holding Trump administration 

officials accountable for their 
actions and reasserting congres-
sional oversight of the executive 
branch.

Junaid Ahmed garnered 30% 
of the vote in his 2022 primary 
campaign against Krishnamoor-
thi, so he’s well known to 8th 
District voters. The 50-year-
old technology consultant from 
South Barrington challenged 
Krishnamoorthi, whom this page 
endorsed in past elections, from 
the left. He supports banning all 
U.S. military support to Israel, a 
position that we believe wouldn’t 
serve U.S. national security inter-
ests.

Rounding out the Demo-
cratic field are Kevin Morrison, 
Cook County’s first openly gay 
commissioner; Neil Khot, CEO of 
Schaumburg-based back-office 
service provider Rely Services; 
and attorney Ryan Vetticad, 
who will turn 25 (the minimum 
constitutional age for serving in 
the House).

Republicans will have an 
uphill battle flipping this seat in 
November, but we believe Jenni-
fer Davis will give the party the 
best chance to do so. Her leading 
opponent, Mark Rice, is a full-
throated supporter of President 
Trump and believes Republicans 
need to emphasize their conser-
vative bona fides to succeed polit-
ically in the Chicago suburbs. 
Also running are retired Chicago 
police Officer Herbert Hebein 
and Kevin Ake, an accountant and 
evangelical Christian who was 
convicted of a felony hate crime 
in 2002.

Davis, 55, a mother of 10 from 
Huntley who started and ran 
what became a very success-
ful business software firm, 
Davisware, with her husband, 
which the couple sold in 2022, 
certainly supports many Trump 
priorities, such as his tariff poli-
cies. But the first-time candi-
date’s rhetoric strikes us as more 
accepting of alternative view-
points than Rice’s — a critical 
attribute to attracting support 
from independents and Demo-
crats necessary to win in this 
district. “My loyalty is to the 
constituents who elected me, not 
a party label,” she told us.

A Bean-Davis matchup in the 
fall would give 8th District voters 
a true choice. Melissa Bean is 
endorsed for the Democratic 
nomination, and we like Jennifer 
Davis for the GOP nod.

In 8th Congressional District,  
Melissa Bean is endorsed for Democrats  

and Jennifer Davis for the GOP

EDITORIALS

Melissa Bean, left, and Jennifer Davis are candidates in Illinois’ 8th Congressional District.   
EILEEN T. MESLAR/CHICAGO TRIBUNE (LEFT); JOHN KRINGAS
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OPINION

By Yunus Emre Tozal

The February wind cutting down 
Archer Avenue wasn’t just cold; it was 
heavy with tension. Walking through 
Brighton Park, I found myself in the 
middle of trench warfare.

On one side lay the new concrete 
bike-lane barriers installed by the 
Chicago Department of Transporta-
tion. On the other, plastered across 
storefronts, was the anger: signs 
demanding “Give Us Back Our 
Parking” and clear traces of politi-
cal discontent. To an outsider, this 
looks like a mundane infrastructure 
dispute. But standing there, I realized 
the issue ran deeper than concrete 
and asphalt.

Structurally, the new layout is 
indisputably correct. The data 
doesn’t lie: Traffic crashes in Brigh-
ton Park outpace the Chicago average 
by 90%. For years, Archer Avenue 
has been a game of Russian roulette. 
The physical separators are simple 
geometric solutions that will save 
lives. On paper, this project isn’t just 
necessary; it is an overdue victory.

But when I listen to the voices on 
the street, I hit a wall much harder 
than any concrete barrier: distrust. 
For many residents, those protected 
lanes aren’t a safety feature; they are 
a signal of invasion. To them, this 
concrete isn’t being poured for their 
children but to pave the way for a 
wealthier demographic that hasn’t 
arrived yet.

The crisis on Archer Avenue isn’t a 

fight between bikes and cars; it is the 
widening chasm between the logic 
of those who draw the maps and the 
memory of those who live on them.

In civil engineering, we learn to 
read a city not through feelings but 
through equations. How do we move 
people from Point A to Point B with 
the least friction? Through this lens, 
painted lanes are insufficient. Against 
a 2-ton vehicle, a strip of paint is not 
a safety measure; it is merely a polite 
suggestion.

That is why the concrete barri-
ers are nonnegotiable. These are not 
aesthetic choices; they are geomet-
ric truths. Sitting at our desks, we 
draw the lines, place the barriers 
and assume that because we have 
solved the equation, we have solved 
the problem. On paper, this project 
is 100% right. But cities don’t live on 
paper.

So why does a neighborhood 
fiercely resist infrastructure designed 
to protect its own children? The 
answer lies in the silent message 
encoded in the concrete.

On Chicago’s North Side, a new 
bike lane is an “amenity” — a signal 
of rising property values and Sunday 
morning coffee runs.

But on the South and West sides, 
that same lane is often read as the 
harbinger of gentrification. When 
residents look at that fresh pave-
ment, they don’t see a safety feature; 
they see a warning that says rents are 
about to rise, family businesses are 
about to close and “You are no longer 

the target audience.”
To dismiss this resistance as mere 

stubbornness is to misread Chicago 
completely. In his seminal book 
“Great American City,” sociologist 
Robert Sampson describes “collective 
efficacy” — the capacity of neighbors 
to unite and act for the common good.

Ironically, the protests on Archer 
Avenue are proof that the neighbor-
hood’s social fabric is intact. When 
residents tape those signs to their 
windows, they are asserting owner-
ship. This is not chaos; it is the heart-
beat of a functioning community. It 
just so happens that right now, that 
collective power has formed a defen-
sive line against the city itself.

The city’s fundamental error lies 
in presenting infrastructure as a 
top-down gift. The attitude is essen-
tially: “Look what we brought you!” 
But this technocratic benevolence 
blinds officials to the economic anxi-
eties on the ground.

To a city planner, a parking spot 
is simply 180 square feet of public 
right of way. But to a business owner 
who has weathered three decades 
on Archer Avenue, that spot is the 
threshold of their livelihood. When 
you remove it without true dialogue, 
you aren’t just scraping away asphalt; 
you are destabilizing their economic 
security.

This brings us to the core of the 
disconnect: Urban planning is not 
merely the management of space; it 
is the management of relationships. 
As engineers, we calculate the slope, 

the turning radiuses and the concrete 
grade perfectly.

But we forget the most crucial 
ingredient in the mix: trust. We 
design the road, but we fail to build 
the bridge to the people who live on 
it. When you pour concrete before 
you build trust, the only result is the 
deep fracture we now see running 
down Archer Avenue.

So, what is the solution? Do we 
abandon the bike lanes and surren-
der to the status quo? Absolutely not. 
The lives lost and the crash statistics 
demand action. But we must funda-
mentally change how we build.

Engineering is not just about 
pouring concrete and walking away. 
True engineering involves factor-
ing human anxiety into the equa-
tion. Instead of dismissing residents’ 
concerns about parking as mere resis-
tance to progress, we must validate 
the deeper fear of displacement that 
lies beneath. We must design projects 
with the community, not at them. If 
the residents aren’t at the table, the 
blueprint is already flawed.

Ultimately, what we need on 
Archer Avenue is not just safer 
asphalt. We need to repair the invisi-
ble, broken bridge between City Hall 
and the neighborhood. Unless we 
rebuild that trust, these bike lanes 
won’t connect us — they will only 
drive us further apart.

Yunus Emre Tozal is a civil engineer in 
Chicago and a master’s of art student at 
Catholic Theological Union.

Why concrete barriers alone cannot 
fix Chicago’s Archer Avenue

People stand on a concrete island along a stretch of Archer Avenue near Rockwell Street in Chicago on Jan. 12 while demonstrating against the reduced number of traffic lanes 
for automobiles. A bike lane has been installed on the street with concrete islands in what used to be a lane for vehicles. TERRENCE ANTONIO JAMES/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

By Paul Vallas

Another year brings another 
wave of Catholic school closings. 
These closures aren’t happen-
ing because of poor performance 
or low satisfaction, but because 
working families can’t afford both 
property taxes and private school 
tuition. The lack of affordable, 
high-quality school choices is 
devastating to the city.

It’s no coincidence that the 
golden era for public education 
in Chicago coincided with the 
height of the parochial school 
system. And the decline of both 
systems mirrors Chicago’s 
broader demographic collapse 
— driven largely by the outmigra-
tion of middle-income families 
with children.

Chicago has seen a massive 
exodus of middle-income resi-
dents, who now make up only 
16% of the city’s population, 
down from 50% in 1970. The 
greatest losses have been among 
Black families — an estimated 
350,000 Black residents have left 
since 1980.

Most parents in Chicago can’t 
afford private school tuition. 

Of the approximately 315,000 
Chicago Public Schools students, 
the vast majority come from 
low-income or economically 
disadvantaged households. In 
Chicago, that often means a 
household income below about 
$38,000 — making even modest 
private school tuition an impossi-
ble burden. Without scholarships 
or tax credit programs, lower- 
and middle-income families who 
seek a better option are effec-
tively locked out. 

Private schools, particularly 
Catholic schools, have demon-
strated extraordinary success — 
even in communities struggling 
with poverty. In the 2024-25 
school year, 75% of Archdiocese 
of Chicago students meet grade 
level in reading compared with 
just 41% of Illinois students per 
i-Ready, and 67% of Catholic 
school students are at grade level 
in math compared with 28% of 
Illinois students. Chicago Arch-
diocese schools had 10 National 
Blue Ribbon recipients in 2025, 
the most by a single school system 
in a single year in the history of 
program.

During the COVID-19 

pandemic, Catholic schools 
again proved their resilience. 
While CPS remained closed for 
extended periods — among the 
longest shutdowns in the nation 
— Catholic schools in the arch-
diocese reopened for in-person 
learning in the fall of 2020. As a 
result, their students experienced 
minimal learning loss and fewer 
social-emotional setbacks; public 
school students saw devastat-
ing declines in achievement and 
well-being.

Critics claim that when 
students receive scholarships 
or state aid to attend private 
schools, this influx of money 
robs public schools. That’s false. 
Student-centered funding means 
dollars follow the child to the 
school providing their education. 
In fact, taxpayers save money 
when students use scholarships 
or vouchers because the aver-
age cost per voucher student 
is significantly lower than the 
per-pupil cost in district schools. 
According to estimates from the 
Illinois Policy Institute, public 
schools save roughly $12,000 per 
student who received an Invest 
in Kids scholarship — one reason 

per-pupil funding in CPS has 
risen as enrollment has fallen.

Union leaders also argue that 
public funds should be used 
only to improve traditional 
public schools. But this is a false 
dilemma. Policymakers can 
strengthen public schools and 
expand choice. The two are not 
mutually exclusive. 

Another common myth is that 
private schools have an unfair 
advantage because they don’t have 
to serve challenging students. Yet 
large districts, including Chicago’s, 
operate selective enrollment and 
magnet schools that screen by test 
scores or other factors. Research 
consistently shows that competi-
tion from private schools encour-
ages public schools to improve 
communication with families, 
replace ineffective staff and inno-
vate instruction. A 2021 analysis 
cited by the Fordham Institute 
found that 26 out of 28 empirical 
studies on school choice programs 
showed positive or neutral effects 
on public schools — including 
better graduation rates and college 
enrollment, especially for Black 
students.

In the long term, the city could 

invite state-recognized parochial 
and private schools to become 
“contract schools,” allowing CPS 
to include those students in state 
aid counts. Catholic schools 
facing closure might also be 
converted into charter schools, 
preserving their academic legacy 
while aligning with state account-
ability systems.

The pandemic exposed how 
fragile and unresponsive the 
traditional public education 
system can be in times of crisis. 
In contrast, many Catholic and 
independent schools showed 
agility, leadership and community 
connection. 

Strong public schools and 
thriving private schools are not 
enemies. They are the two lungs 
of a healthy civic body. If one 
collapses, the entire city — its 
families, workforce and moral 
core — will eventually suffocate.

Paul Vallas is an adviser for the 
Illinois Policy Institute. He ran 
against Brandon Johnson for 
Chicago mayor in 2023 and was 
previously budget director for the 
city and CEO of Chicago Public 
Schools. 

Catholic schools are not a threat to public schools
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Vaccines save kids’ lives
I applaud Illinois and Gov. JB Pritz-

ker for adopting the childhood vaccine 
schedule endorsed by the American 
Academy of Pediatrics. I know from 
personal experience how dangerous and 
devastating it can be for a young child to 
contract meningitis.

I grew up in the 1950s, and this 
vaccine didn’t exist. When I was in 
first grade, I started to feel sick with an 
earache that quickly grew into a high 
fever and various other symptoms. I was 
ultimately taken by ambulance to the 
hospital, where I spent three days in a 
coma hooked up to IVs and seven more 
days recovering. My parents were terri-
fied I wouldn’t make it.

Thanks to our wonderful pediatrician, 
I survived without any lasting effects. 
However, I remember our doctor telling 
us later that two other children in his 
care had meningitis at about the same 
time. One of them suffered profound 
hearing loss, and tragically, the other one 
died.

This vaccine and all vaccines are life-
savers. My sister and I endured serious 
bouts of measles, mumps and chicken-
pox. Our parents would have been so 
grateful if vaccines could have spared us.

Why risk a child’s life and health when 
these preventative preparations are 
available?

— Nancy Castagnet, Chicago

State follows the science
Congratulations to Gov. JB Pritzker 

and to the state of Illinois for adopting 
the vaccine recommendations of the 
American Academy of Pediatrics. This 
is a repudiation of Health and Human 
Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. 
and his acolytes.

In Illinois, we follow the science.
— Dr. Gerald Lasin, Deerfield

Bravo to joining WHO
The front-page article on Illinois join-

ing the World Health Organization (“Illi-
nois joins World Health Organization 
network,” Feb. 4) deserves to be there. 
No country is an island, especially in 
this jet age. With O’Hare being such an 
important international airport, we are 
well served to be in communication with 
health researchers around the world to 
keep a finger on the pulse of the micro-
bial community.

It is imperative that we get early warn-
ings of potential viral or bacterial inva-
sions so that we can protect our citizens 
as well as those in the rest of the country, 
if they care to listen.

A big thank you to the Illinois Depart-
ment of Public Health, Pritzker and our 
legislators.

— Margaret Sents, Glenview

We depend on journalism
I read with sadness the decision by 

the renowned Washington Post to lay off 
almost a third of its workforce, a decision 
that will reverberate across the nation’s 
media landscape. As Americans increas-
ingly turn to social media sources of 
information such as TikTok and video 
apps for news and away from traditional 
journalism, both digital and print news-
papers, we eventually will pay a heavy 
price for an ill-informed citizenry.

The pandemic, of course, accelerated 
a troubling trend of newspaper closures 
over the last 20 years. With a shift in 
reading habits and where Americans 
find their news, we risk a nation with 
less credible fact-based reporting and 
empathy and, instead, more misinforma-
tion or sensational stories aimed at driv-
ing a predetermined agenda. We need 
newspapers and their reporters to keep 
the powerful, whether in the legislative 
or executive branch, fully accountable 
for their decisions and actions.

If we could achieve President John 
F. Kennedy’s audacious vision in 1961 
for America to land a man on the moon, 
can’t we find a collective way to save and 
invest in our newspaper industry? You 
can’t always rely authoritatively on arti-
ficial intelligence, for instance, to deci-
pher nuance and proper context, as it is 
often riddled with mistakes.

Our nation depends on independent 
journalism, investigative reporting and 
an affirmation of salient facts so policy-
makers can make critical decisions that 
shape society in America and across the 
world.

— Anthony Arnaud, Laguna Niguel, 
California

Is Trump really ‘joking’?
True to form, President Donald 

Trump recently began another campaign 
to question the legitimacy of the upcom-
ing midterm elections. He said, “When 
you think of it, we shouldn’t even have 
an election” in 2026. The White House 
press secretary later said Trump was 
only “joking.”

He followed that up with the idea 
that Republicans should “nationalize” 
the midterm elections and “take over” 
voting in 15 places to ostensibly prevent 
voter fraud, even though the states have 

sole authority to run elections. So it is 
not legally possible, but that never both-
ered Trump before. Was he “only joking” 
again?

As if on cue, three GOP congressio-
nal representatives from Illinois — Mike 
Bost, Mary Miller and Darin LaHood — 
are now questioning our state’s “elec-
tion integrity.” They are asking the state 
to provide more information about how 
voting records are vetted. Are they “only 
joking”?

According to the conservative Heri-
tage Foundation, there have been 19 
cases of ineligible voting in Illinois since 
2016. Given the fact that more than 5 
million votes were cast in each presi-
dential election in Illinois since 2016, 
one can hardly say that voter fraud is 
“rampant” in our state.

Trump is still insisting that he actually 
won the 2020 election, which he repeat-
edly said was “rigged” and “stolen.”

In an apparent attempt to empha-
size this point, he even sent the FBI to 
Fulton County, Georgia, to seize all 2020 
voting records. Does this sound like he’s 
“joking”?

In early 2021, Trump pressured the 
Georgia secretary of state to “find” 
11,780 votes after the 2020 election. The 
Republican Party sent groups of illegit-
imate electors from seven battleground 
states to submit fraudulent certificates 
of ascertainment to falsely claim that 
Trump had won the Electoral College 
vote. Were they also “joking”?

And when all those tactics didn’t 
work, Trump incited a violent mob of 
insurrectionists who stormed the U.S. 
Capitol on Jan 6, 2021, with the goal of 
overturning the results of the 2020 elec-
tion. All of these actions should automat-
ically disqualify him from ever holding 
elective office again.

And I’m not joking.
— Bob Chimis, Elmwood Park

Government works for us
If President Donald Trump believes 

we the people are agents of the federal 
government, when do I get my salary 
and two-week paid vacation?

The serious question is: When will 
Trump realize that the federal govern-
ment is supposed to be an agent working 
for us?

— Richard J. Aronson, Highland Park

What about Trump’s wins?
U.S. Rep. Raja Krishnamoorthi, a 

candidate for U.S. Senate, is offering 
unhinged outbursts in his commercials: 
“Fight against Trump,” “Stop Donald 
Trump,” “Abolish ICE,” ad nauseum. He 
gives no policies.

Never mind the need for enforcement 
of the Immigration and Nationality Act. 
More than 1,700 immigrants with active 
detainers were released to the streets by 
Illinois authorities in 2025.

Behold some of President Donald 
Trump’s accomplishments the past year: 
securing America’s borders; putting 
Americans’ safety and health first; 
reducing drug prices; rebuilding the 
economy and energy dominance; cham-
pioning American workers, industry and 
technology; bringing investment into the 
U.S. with new high-paying jobs in auto 
and chip factories; restoring leadership 
in the world by peace through strength 
such as by curtailing Iran’s nuclear 
program and creating a Gaza peace plan; 
working on the Ukraine-Russia war; 
extracting Venezuelan’s narco-terror-
ist Maduro; strengthening armed forces 
enlistment; making government work 
for people; and eliminating waste fraud 
and abuse.

But not a word about that from Krish-
namoorthi or his Democratic opponents.

— David N. Simon, Chicago

Assuming my allegiance
I took part in two No Kings demon-

strations in 2025, and I plan to be part of 
the next one on March 28. For me, they 
were exhilarating, energizing, emotional 
and reassuring that our country is strong 
and that independence is not dead. I 
think it’s very useful to remind President 
Donald Trump, the man who would be 
king, that we don’t have kings here. We 
settled that question 250 years ago.

However, in signing up for the demon-
strations, I’m now on associated email 
distribution lists, emails that assume 
I am a Democrat. I sense the same 
assumption at the demonstrations.

But just because I don’t want a king 
doesn’t mean I want to be a Democrat or 
that I support every progressive cause or 
that I view the GOP as an enemy of the 
people. I’ll take good ideas for solutions 
to our nation’s problems, no matter what 
political color the idea is painted. I’m not 
interested in litmus tests, dog whistles, 
virtue signaling, loyalty oaths or ideolog-
ical purity. I want solutions. I want step-
wise improvement toward “better,” not 
“no action unless perfect.”

There is a reason the fastest growing 
political party in the U.S. is “indepen-
dent.” That’s something for the Demo-
crats to keep in mind as they lick their 
chops anticipating a blue wave in the 
coming midterms.

— Eric Jebsen, Wheaton

Fund mental health care
Elon Musk and President Donald 

Trump are using an old but tried-and-
true method to create division among 
the races and to exploit a sad situation. 
It was heartbreaking to hear about 
the tragic death of Iryna Zarutska at 
the hands of a mentally ill man who 
happened to be African American. The 
best way to remember her in my opin-
ion would be for the government to 
fund long-term mental health facilities 
that could house and treat those who 
are suffering from severe mental health 
problems, which could keep them off the 
streets making it less likely they could 
hurt others. The bill that could bring this 
about could be named in her memory.

That is in fact if Musk and Trump 
really want to remember her and not just 
use her for political exploitation.

— Aaron R. Campbell, Chicago

Agents’ accountability
I could not agree more with the 

timely and thoughtful op-ed piece by 
Brian Kolp (“What power do ordinary 
citizens have to keep federal agents 
accountable?” Feb. 4). I was struck by 
the elegant simplicity of a suggested 
solution to address the existing prob-
lem of immigration law enforcement in 
America. Instead of trying to legislate 
specific behaviors of Immigration and 
Customs Enforcement and Customs and 
Border Protection agents to make them 
accountable or, more extremely, defund 
or abolish ICE or CBP, just deter bad 
behavior by making all federal agents 
financially liable for their actions done 
on the job. Further, the idea involves 
modifying an existing law with a slight 
tweak of language rather than drafting 
entirely new legislation from scratch.

Why should President Donald Trump 
and Republicans want to go along with 
such a change and right now? Because 
all of America wants to see something 
better than the killing of American citi-

zen protesters by American law enforce-
ment personnel on American soil. The 
recent toned-down approach by Trump 
to replace Border Patrol Cmdr. Gregory 
Bovino with border czar Tom Homan 
and the subsequent reduction of ICE 
agents in Minneapolis are evidence that 
the president is amenable to finding a 
better solution at the present time.

Besides, this approach speaks to Trump 
in a language he can truly understand, 
that of money. Yes, ultimately, it’s the U.S. 
taxpayers who would have to foot the bill 
for potential lawsuit judgments against 
federal agents. But as we know, Trump is 
all about the money, and the optics would 
look very bad if it was perceived by his 
supporters that our taxes and/or govern-
ment deficit would need to rise to pay for 
excesses and abuses of power caused by 
those working on his behalf.

— Mark Grenchik, Chicago

Reform immigration laws
Like many Americans, I am outraged 

by the mayhem and violence that have 
been wrought on many Democratic-led 
cities and states.

Let me get to the point. We’ve been 
told for years by both Democratic and 
Republican administrations that our 
immigration system is broken. It is so 
broken that the current administration 
has armed, masked agents roaming the 
streets of select cities inflicting physical 
and psychological damage, even death, 
on citizens and noncitizens alike. Is the 
only solution to our “broken” immi-
gration system to round up, imprison 
and deport Black and brown people, no 
matter their citizenship status? Really?

So, we all agree: The system is broken. 
What is Congress doing to create a solu-
tion to this vexing, complex problem? 
It is federal lawmakers’ responsibility 
to create solutions to the problems and 
challenges that face our nation. I think 
that many people agree that the current 
actions taken by Immigration and 
Customs Enforcement do not represent 
a solution. These actions are designed 
to intimidate and spread fear. Where is 
immigration reform?

Members of Congress, get off your 
collective, lazy duffs and create a 
humane solution to immigration. One 
that protects our borders and respects 
the dignity and humanity of all people, 
those here and those who desire to enter 
our country.

— Eileen Dwyer, Vernon Hills

Insult to NATO troops
The British prime minister was 

correct in calling the comments made 
in Davos by President Donald Trump 
“insulting and frankly appalling.” Trump 
claimed NATO allies in Afghanistan 
“stayed a little back, a little off the front 
lines,” which is not only inaccurate but 
cruelly demeaning to the NATO soldiers, 
more than 1,000, who died in combat 
operations there and the many thou-
sands who were injured.

But even for those who did stay off 
the front lines, Trump should have more 
empathy. They may have had bone spurs, 
the reason he avoided military service 
to stay in New York and away the front 
lines of the Vietnam War.

Those who dodged military service 
should not speak in contempt of those 
who served. We need a commander in 
chief who has the knowledge and expe-
rience to fulfill the responsibilities of the 
role, not one who just plays the role for 
TV applause and personal enrichment. 
In doing so, he dishonors our military, 
our nation and our allies.

— Franz Burnier, Wheaton
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OPINION

Medical assistant Cynae Berry puts bandages on a child after administering three vaccinations, including the measles-mumps-rubella shot, at 
Rush Pediatric Primary Care on May 30, 2025, in Chicago. AUDREY RICHARDSON/CHICAGO TRIBUNE
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