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Crime patterns

The 2023 NCRB report shows rise in
cybercrime and crimes against tribals

nual reports on crime and prison statis-

tics have to be read with a strong caveat —
most of the numbers cannot be compared bet-
ween States because they are largely dependent
upon the registration/reporting of crimes in the
first place. However, certain national trends and
sharp year-on-year changes within States can still
reveal meaningful patterns that could demand
policy intervention. The recent NCRB report for
2023 — delayed by a year — points to a worrying
trend of postponed surveys, reports and even the
Census under the current Union Government.
But there are also three telling numbers: the 2.8%
decrease in murder cases across the country; a
staggering 28.8% surge in crimes against Sche-
duled Tribes (ST), and a 31.2% increase in cyber
crimes. While the decrease in murder cases will
come as a relief to law enforcement — most of the
cases pertain to disputes, personal vendetta or
enmity and “gain” — the other two numbers are
alarming. The steep rise in crimes against STs is
largely due to the ethnic violence in Manipur,
with the registered numbers jumping from just
one in 2022 to 3,399 in 2023 — which a more ef-
fective government could have mitigated. Mad-
hya Pradesh and Rajasthan also recorded signifi-
cantly high crime rates against tribals suggesting
their vulnerability in the central Indian States.
This is not a new phenomenon; previous NCRB
reports have highlighted higher crime rates in re-
gions with significant tribal populations.

With greater Internet penetration across the
country, there has been an increase in cyber-
crime, particularly related to financial fraud and
sexual exploitation. Anecdotally, it is evident that
these numbers must have gone up even further
in the last two years with the greater use of digital
financial instruments in daily transactions and in-
vestment. While policing has tried to keep up
with the growing menace of cybercrime, with
specialised cells, the ubiquitousness and deepen-
ing spread of digital crimes require more sophis-
tication and dedication by the police to tackle
them. Crimes against children rose by 9.2% in
2023 — with the offender known to the victim in
96% of the cases. While the increase could be a
function of improved reporting across States, the
high number (1,77,335 cases) suggests that States
must work on a war footing to sensitise children
about these crimes and inappropriate behaviour
by adults. A subset of these crimes could also in-
clude the application of the POCSO Act in the
case of consensual adolescent relationships and
this is an area that needs to be carefully handled
by the prosecuting and policing agencies. Report-
ed crimes against women registered a modest in-
crease of 0.4%, but this masks a 14.9% spike in
dowry-related crimes, pointing to a persistent so-
cietal problem.

T he National Crime Records Bureau’s an-

Making sense

Krasznahorkai gets recognition for
melancholic stories in an absurd world

t a time of two wars in the world, a writer
A described as a “master of the apocalypse”

has been awarded the Nobel Prize in Liter-
ature for 2025. Hungarian author Laszl6 Kraszna-
horkai was chosen by the Swedish Academy “for
his compelling and visionary oeuvre that, in the
midst of apocalyptic terror, reaffirms the power of
art”. The 71-year-old novelist and screenwriter has
won many accolades and was a perennial candi-
date. Often compared to greats such as Franz Kaf-
ka, Fyodor Dostoevsky and Herman Melville, his
dystopian, absurd and melancholic stories mirror
life in Hungary under oppression and beyond in
the pre and post-fall of the Iron Curtain era, with a
chilling resonance to contemporary times. He
gained recognition with his 1985 novel of ideas, Sa-
tantango, translated into English by George Szirtes
in 2012. It revolves around a group of destitute re-
sidents of a collective farm on the eve of the fall of
communism, waiting for a miracle, which need-
less to say would not happen. The tone is set with
the epigraph, from Kafka’s The Castle: ‘In that
case, I'll miss the thing by waiting for it.” Kraszna-
horkai has collaborated with film-maker Béla Tarr
to adapt his works for the cinema. With his second
book, The Melancholy of Resistance, he began to be
hailed as a postmodern visionary. It was published
in Hungarian in 1989, when the wall came down,
and first translated into English in 1998.

In The Melancholy, a circus comes to a town
with the carcass of a giant whale, and sinister hap-
penings follow. His unbroken sentences — like a
fellow laureate, Jon Fosse, Krasznahorkai too often
omits full stops — are often deemed difficult and
demanding. His translator calls Krasznahorkai’s
work “a slow lava flow of narrative, a vast black riv-
er of type”. Krasznahorkai’s travels to China and
Japan in the early 2000s inspired his contempla-
tive novel, Seiobo There Below. The breadth of his
oeuvre is evident in the homage he pays to literary
giants: Dostoevsky’s The Idiot gets a relook in Ba-
ron Wenckheim’s Homecoming; Melville’s ghost
haunts Spadework for a Palace: Entering the Mad-
ness of Others, a story set in Manhattan. In an inter-
view to writer Hari Kunzru for The Yale Review,
Krasznahorkai says “the apocalypse is now”,
pointing out that “hell and heaven are both on
earth, and they are here now”. About the role of
art in the future, he says: “Art is humanity’s ex-
traordinary response to the sense of lostness that
is our fate.” By awarding literature’s top prize to
Krasznahorkai, the Swedish Academy signals that
it is turning to serious but innovative literature and
art in a world where little makes sense.
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Unemployment is still a core issue in Bihar

nemployment has consistently emerged

as one of the most pressing political

issues in Bihar. In the last two Assembly

elections, jobs and livelihood were
among the top concerns. In 2015, post-poll
surveys conducted by Lokniti-CSDS showed that
‘unemployment/jobs’ was the most important
issue for 9.1% of voters. By 2020, this percentage
rose to nearly 21.0%, making it the second most
important issue for voters. With the employment
scenario still grim, it is an issue that is likely to
dominate voter priorities in the forthcoming
polls.

The situation needs to be looked at objectively,
for which official statistics are useful. Under the
Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS), the latest
State-level indicators on employment are the
April-June 2025 quarterly report and the July
2023-June 2024 annual report, with insights on
Bihar.

Looking beyond the unemployment rate
The quarterly and annual releases cite Bihar’s
unemployment rate as 5.2% and 3%, respectively,
whereas it was 5.4% and 3.2%, respectively, at the
national level for ages 15 and above. To the casual
reader, Bihar’s employment/unemployment
picture seems decent to good. However, such a
superficial reading is misleading. To truly
understand employment conditions, one must
understand three interrelated indicators in the
PLFS — Worker Population Ratio (WPR) or share
of the population that is employed; Labour Force
Participation Rate (LFPR) or the share of the
population either employed or actively seeking
work, and Unemployment Rate (UR) or share of
the labour force that is unemployed and actively
looking for work.

Looking at the UR in isolation conceals the true
picture. The same quarterly and national releases
cite the WPR for Bihar at 46.2% and 51.6%,
respectively while the national WPR is 52% and
58.2%, respectively, which shows that the share of
those employed in the working age population is
much lower in Bihar.

On checking the WPR and LFPR in the table,
Bihar has low WPR, low LFPR, and therefore low
UR. A more holistic interpretation is grim because
many in Bihar are not working (low WPR), and
many are not even looking for work (low LFPR).
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Since those not working are not even looking for
work, the unemployment rate looks deceptively
low. This is a classic manifestation of the
“Discouraged Worker Effect” wherein people
without jobs lose hope of finding employment
opportunities and completely withdraw from the
labour force

A comparison of Bihar with similar/comparable
States strengthens the inference and shows how
bad employment conditions are in Bihar. But it is
important to compare Bihar against States of a
similar size and economic background. In this,
two factors are crucial in determining similarity:
population and per capita income.

For a meaningful comparison, Bihar was
grouped with nine large, low-income States
(population above three crore as in the Registrar
General of India’s 2024 projections, per capita
income below national average for 2025-25).

There are nine States that fall under this
criteria, which are Assam, Bihar, Chhattisgarh,
Jharkhand, Madhya Pradesh, Odisha, Rajasthan,
Uttar Pradesh and West Bengal.

When Bihar’s indicators are compared with the
chosen group of States, the results are alarming.
Bihar ranks the lowest across WPR and LFPR.
Uttar Pradesh fares marginally better but still
hovers near the bottom.

The quarterly PLFS (April-June 2025) shows
that among youth (15-29 years), the picture is even
bleaker: only 28 out of 100 are working. Bihar is at
the bottom in terms of youth work participation
and youth labour force participation. For a
generation that should be building its future, the
doors of employment remain closed.

Since quarterly figures may be influenced by
seasonal fluctuations in employment, it is
important to look at the annual PLFS estimates as
well. Quarterly estimates are based on Current
Weekly Status, in which the reference period used
to determine a person’s employment status is just
seven days.

The annual report also presents Usual Status:
principal+subsidiary status), or figures which give
a more comprehensive and stable picture of
employment over a long term, minimising the
distortions caused by short-term variations such
as festivals, illness or crop cycles. It also captures
people’s subsidiary work. However, these annual
figures too reinforce the same conclusion. For

The employment crisis in Bihar is not a matter of perception but one of hard evidence
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Source: PLFS, Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation, Government of India. All figures are in %; unless otherwise specified, WPR and LFPR are reported for all
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those aged 15 years and above, Bihar’s WPR
stands at 51.6% and LFPR at 53.2%, which are
abysmally low. Only Bihar and Uttar Pradesh fall
below 60% in WPR.

The situation is grave for women. Bihar’s
female WPR is only 30.1%, or out of 100 women
aged 15 years and above, only 30 are working. The
situation is even more distressing for young
women. In the 15-29 age group, Bihar’s female
work participation rate stands at 31.2%, while
neighbouring Jharkhand records 49.3%, which is
nearly 20 percentage points higher.

The quality of jobs in Bihar is equally troubling.
Only 8.7% of workers are engaged in regular
wage/salaried jobs, the lowest among comparable
States. Bihar is the only State — not just in this
group but also in the entire country — with a
single digit proportion. At the same time, 23.8% of
workers are employed as casual labourers, the
highest share after Odisha across these States.
This indicates a lack of secure and formal
employment opportunities.

Such outcomes are in stark contrast to the
claims of the National Democratic Alliance, which
often highlights the formalisation of the economy
as one of its achievements. In Bihar, however, the
labour market remains overwhelmingly informal,
insecure and poorly remunerated.

Migration and the missing numbers

A caveat must be kept in mind while interpreting
Bihar’s employment indicators. The PLFS counts
only those individuals residing in the State during
the reference period. The employment picture
could have been better had the PLFS been
capturing migration as well.

The grim labour market outcomes cannot be
separated from Bihar’s governance record. Chief
Minister Nitish Kumar’s government has failed to
improve literacy and human capital formation.
The same PLFS (annual) shows Bihar’s literacy
rate at only 73.2% for the 5-plus age group, which
is far below the national average. Without
significant improvements in education and skills,
the State cannot hope to generate meaningful
employment opportunities.

Despite frequent announcements, investment
summits and promises of industrial revival, little
has materialised on the ground. Mr. Kumar’s
political manoeuvres and shifting alliances have
yielded little tangible benefits for Bihar’s
economy. The State has underperformed be it
education, job creation, industrialisation and
formalisation.

The employment crisis in Bihar is not a matter
of perception but one of hard evidence. PLFS data
consistently reveal that Bihar lags in all key labour
market indicators. Mr. Kumar’s tenure of nearly
two decades as the Chief Minister has failed to
address these structural weaknesses. For a State
with such a young population, this represents not
just a missed opportunity but a potential social
crisis in the making.

Bihar urgently needs a comprehensive strategy
to revive education, create formal jobs, and stem
the outmigration of its workforce. Anything short
of this risks perpetuating the cycle of poverty,
migration, and underdevelopment that has long
haunted the State.

The real need is a holistic demographic mission

demographic mission, has become a topic

of controversy in social and political
circles. While the stated mission was limited to
monitoring undocumented immigration from
Bangladesh and its implied demographics in
India’s border regions, a holistic demographic
mission seems to be the need as the nation is at
the demographic crossroads. The most populous
nation, with a large youth demography,
undoubtedly becomes a matter of global envy
and local pride. The demographics have never
assumed significance in policy circles except for
its relevance in population control. Demographic
diversity is a blessing in disguise to sustain India’s
population well into the next century. Reading
India’s demographics may not essentially be
limited to the country per se but has to be in
relative terms with other global regions.

T he announcement on August 15, 2025, of a

Need for a broader scope

A demography mission requires examining the
kind of demographic transformation that has
taken place over the last two decades.
Demographic imaginations relating to the three
demographic components of fertility, mortality
and migration are quite limiting but have broader
implications towards regional distribution of the
age-sex composition of population and
households. The agenda of a demography
mission should not necessarily be limited to
reading the future of demography but in
recognition of emerging population features in
terms of capabilities such as education, health
and livelihood features alongside the evolving
institutions in response to the migration
transition. From a human capability standpoint, a
demography mission needs to address the
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imbalanced infrastructure to generate human
capabilities across regions. Consider the case of
education and skill capabilities or a ‘dream India’
emerging as a skill capital in the world — the
educational infrastructure remains skewed across
regions and is not in keeping with middle class
aspirations. This results in inequities with the
affluent being able to achieve things as against the
less affluent failing to do so.

Issue of migration

While there have been major advances on the
fertility and mortality fronts, migration seems to
be a major population balancer across regions.
Hence, policies need to be in place to make the
choice of migration equal for everyone. But then
the political discourse on migration is quite
adverse within India. Despite the constitutional
guarantee of a free mobility of individuals across
all States, migrant identity is often threatened on
various grounds. First, this is not a stated identity
but rather a constructed one. Therefore, the
protection of such an identity should ideally rest
with the state rather than the individual.

Another complexity is the home and host
attribute which needs to have an equal stake
apart from the individual who is a migrant. The
current political discourse on this subject is on
disenfranchising migrants from their right to
voting at home as they do not qualify to be the
‘usual resident of the place’.

The same right could perhaps be bestowed on
them by the host place, where they are equally
disenfranchised. This raises a question on
whether migrants face a constant battle of
belonging. Resolving this puzzle that internal
migrants confront should be the agenda of a
demographic mission which should strive to

restore migrant rights.

On longevity

The changing demography also poses other
puzzles such as growing longevity and the
provisioning of social security. There is sincere
engagement on this issue to redefine ageing and
economically productive years of life, where the
young and the old equally remain productive as
long as they remain healthy and active. The other
implication of social security protection being the
sole responsibility of the state needs a relook as
well, with employers preparing employees to
remain financially secure for their non-earning
years of life. The entire scene of provisioning of
social security needs a rethink with there being
extended years of life.

Recognition of changing demographics is
perhaps necessary in all possible planning, policy
making, evaluation and monitoring. While there
are plethora of indicators being made available to
celebrate progress and achievements, one
wonders whether they are able to account for
changing demographics. When it comes to
allocation and provisioning too, demographics
should dictate the priorities. Unfortunately, the
per capita hangover continues to prevail which
ignores the composition of the population in the
denominator. A demography mission’s
foundation lies in the demographic sensitisation
of a whole lot of intellectual discourse on
mainstreaming, marginalisation and inclusion.
Demography is not a mere discipline to offer a
retrospective and prospective dimension of
population. It is the foundation to build the future
of humanity with a suitable alteration in
strategies in keeping with the evolving global
order.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

The Peace Nobel

The decision to confer the
Nobel Peace Prize for 2025
on Maria Corina Machado is
both vindication and
rebuke. Forced into exile for
challenging Venezuela’s
authoritarian regime, she
symbolises the moral
courage of dissent that
speaks truth to power. Her

global yearning for

control.
Donald Trump’s

and Greenland, and

recognition underscores the

democracy in regions where
elections are mere rituals of

self-advocacy for the same
honour comes as a paradox.
His near-authoritarian style,
threats to annex Canada

poles apart.

Navi Mumbai

unilateral strikes on Iran,
Yemen and Venezuela, all in
the name of democracy, are
far removed from concepts
that go to shape the profile
of a candidate for the prize.
Ms. Machado’s sacrifice and
Mr. Trump’s worldview are

R. Narayanan,

At a time when some circles
were blatantly promoting
the U.S. President, Donald
Trump, for the same
honour, the Nobel
Committee’s choice sends a
clear message to the world
— that peace is earned
through sacrifice and
steadfast commitment to
justice, and not through

power or publicity.

Gopalaswamy J.,
Chennai

The historian from Madras

InFocus’ page, October 10).
As the first woman to
receive a doctorate in

history from the University
of Madras in 1936, it was
enlightening to know that
she became “the greatest
woman scholar that India

It was moving to read about | has yet produced”.
the illustrious but short life K. Chellappan,
of C. Minatshi (‘Tamil Nadu Seattle, U.S.

Letters emailed to
letters@thehindu.co.in
must carry the postal address.

M ND-NDE




Saturday, October 11, 2025

DELHI

THE HINDU

GROUND ZERO

Ll ) T

R ——
o, A

& “ lﬂ a

A bottle of Coldrif cough syrup, manufactured by the Tamil Nadu-based Sresan Pharmaceuticals. A.M. FARUQUI

Killer cough syrup

Twenty-four children have died in Madhya Pradesh and three others are in a critical condition after consuming

an adulterated cough syrup. Lab tests show that the syrup contained a high concentration of diethylene glycol,

an industrial solvent that is never used in medicine. Bindu Shajan Perappadan and Mehul Malpani report

on the horror that highlights the dangers of India’s weak regulatory system

MADHYA
PRADESH

he last words Afsana Khan heard from

her son, Usaid, were the lines of a nur-

sery rhyme — “Anaar ka meetha daana

(The sweet seed of the pomegranate).”
A drowsy and weak Usaid had tried to recite the
rhyme as he lay in a hospital bed at New Health
City Hospital in Nagpur, Maharashtra.

“I was trying to cheer him up. He had started
going to nursery school just two months ago, so I
asked him to recite the rhyme. He fell uncon-
scious after saying these lines and never woke
up,” says Khan, sitting in her two-room house in
Parasia town in Chhindwara district of Madhya
Pradesh (M.P.), about 150 kilometres away.

On September 13, Usaid died due to kidney fai-
lure, after three sessions of dialysis. He would
have turned four yesterday.

Khan’s younger son, 2-year-old Yamaan, is too
young to understand the tragedy. As Khan
speaks, Yamaan crawls under a chair and grabs
an empty bottle of cough syrup. Khan quickly
snatches it from him. “You stay away from this,”
she snaps. Hours later, a team from the State
Health Department arrives to seize the bottle.

The 60-millilitre bottle of the cough syrup,
Coldrif, has been linked to an unfolding tra-

gedy in M.P. Since September, 24 chil-

dren from the State have died. Most of
them were from Chhindwara, while some
were from the neighbouring Betul and

Pandhurna districts. Three more children re-

main in a critical condition in Nagpur. The dis-
covery of contamination in the cough syrup
points to a larger, dangerous problem — India’s
poor regulatory system.

A dangerous prescription

All the 24 children had one thing in common —
they developed a fever and cold, and received
treatment in Parasia, a bustling town 30 km from
the district headquarters.

Parasia is surrounded by the scenic Satpura
mountain ranges and coal mines and is lined
with rows of hospitals, clinics, and pharmacies.
Among them is the hospital of Dr. Praveen Soni, a
popular paediatrician in the area. According to
many parents, Dr. Soni prescribed the Coldrif sy-
rup, along with other medicines, for several sick
children. Other doctors in town, including Dr.
Amit Thakur and Dr. Aman Siddiqui, also alleged-
ly prescribed the same syrup for some other chil-
dren who reported similar symptoms.

The parents bought the prescribed medicines
and went home. They began to worry when their
children complained of a stomach ache after
drinking the syrup. Soon, worry turned into pan-
ic: the children began vomiting and became
drowsy. Their small bodies swelled up. Finally,
unable to urinate, the children suffered severe
kidney damage and died.

Suresh Pipri, a 40-year-old farmer from Para-
sia’s Sethiya village, recalls the last few days of his
5-year-old daughter’s life. “Rishika was diag-
nosed with fever on August 25 and received treat-
ment from Dr. Thakur,” says Pipri. “She was pre-
scribed 5 ml of syrup twice a day. When we gave
her the first dose, she began vomiting green fluid.
She vomited multiple times through the night
and complained of a stomach ache. The next day,
she stopped talking and recognising anyone.”

Pipri took her again to Dr. Thakur, who re-
ferred her to a private hospital in Chhindwara ci-
ty. Despite three days of treatment at the hospi-
tal, Rishika’s condition worsened and she was
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Suresh Pipri, a 40-year-old farmer from Parasia’s Sethiya village, recalls the

not able to urinate at all, he says.

“On September 2, the doctor conducted a so-
nography and some other kidney-related tests.
The results were not good. Her creatinine levels
were extremely high. The doctor referred her to
a private hospital in Nagpur,” he says. There,
Rishika underwent nine sessions of dialysis.
When her condition worsened, she was put on a
ventilator for 4-5 days. She died on September 16.

Pipri stares at Rishika’s dance videos on his
phone and her drawings. “We did everything we
could, but we could not save her,” he says.

A month of deaths and confusion

While most of the children in M.P. had been pre-
scribed the syrup from mid-August onwards, the
first death, of 3-year-old Divyansh, occurred on
September 2 in a private hospital in Nagpur.
More deaths of children were reported on Sep-
tember 4, 7, and 9, but authorities in Parasia and
Chhindwara were unaware of the horror.

“Since the children had been referred to priv-
ate hospitals and had died there, the local health
department had no record of them,” says Dr. An-
kit Sahlam, Block Medical Officer (BMO), Parasia.

On September 16, after five children had died,
health authorities in Nagpur wrote to the
Chhindwara district hospital, informing them
that children hailing from Parasia, or children
who had been referred to hospitals from Parasia
block, had died in Nagpur due to kidney failure.

“This is when we started tracing the cause,”
says Dr. Sahlam. “Our focus was on finding sourc-
es of infection from water, food, or animals.
When we found that the children had been treat-
ed by local doctors first, we told those doctors to
transfer all the children with similar symptoms
to the Civil Hospital in Chhindwara.”

The Chhindwara authorities failed to trace the
cause of the problem. “On September 22, the
doctors at the Government Medical College, Nag-
pur, told us that the kidney damage could have
been caused by some medicine,” says the Chief
Medical and Health Officer of Chhindwara, Dr.
Naresh Gonnade. The doctors also sent the pre-
scriptions issued to the five children in Parasia.

“The Health Commissioner in Bhopal and oth-
er State authorities instructed us to launch a
campaign to find the medicine that had caused
the deaths,” Dr. Gonnade says. The search led to
two common cough syrups in the prescriptions
— Coldrif and Nastro-DS. Dr. Gonnade says the
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Drug Inspector of Chhindwara was asked to start
collecting samples of the two syrups from phar-
macy stores as a precautionary measure.

On September 24, teams of the National
Centre for Disease Control, the Central Drugs
Standard Control Organisation (CDSCO), and the
State surveillance unit of the National Health Mis-
sion in M.P. arrived in Chhindwara to investigate
the deaths and collect samples.

According to a document of the M.P. Health
Department, seen by The Hindu, the teams col-
lected various samples to check for infections
and diseases, including Leptospirosis, Chandipu-
ra, and Japanese Encephalitis. Tests ruled these
out. Finally, the biopsy tests of the kidneys of four
of the five children confirmed Acute Tubular Ne-
crosis, an acute kidney injury.

Dr. Sahlam, the BMO of Parasia, says that it
was only on September 26 that the authorities
suspected Coldrif to be a potential cause. The go-
vernment seized batches from pharmacies and
instructed doctors not to prescribe the syrup.

On October 1, the then Controller of the Food
and Drug Administration, Dinesh Kumar Maurya,
wrote to the drug control authorities in Tamil Na-
du and Himachal Pradesh, asking them to take
action in the matter. While Coldrif had been ma-
nufactured by Sresan Pharmaceuticals in Kan-
cheepuram in Tamil Nadu, Nastro-DS had been
manufactured by Aqunova Pharma, in Hima-
chal’s Solan district. Nastro-DS has since been
cleared following tests by the M.P. Food and
Drugs Administration (MPFDA).

A high degree of toxicity

With the death toll climbing, the State Health Mi-
nistry and the Union Health Ministry sent sam-
ples of various medicines for testing.

The Tamil Nadu government ordered inspec-
tion and testing of samples as well. It found that
one sample of the cough syrup tested showed
diethylene glycol (DEG) contamination at a level
of 48.6% weight/volume. The government issued
a ‘stop production’ order to Sresan Pharma on
October 3 and the CDSCO recommended that the
company’s manufacturing license be cancelled.

On October 4, the Ministry of Health and Fami-
ly Welfare said, “Nineteen medicine samples
which had been consumed by children were col-
lected from private practitioners and nearby re-
tail stores... Out of the initial 10 samples analysed
in the first batch, nine met quality standards. Ho-
wever, one of them, viz. cough syrup Coldrif,
contained DEG beyond permissible limits.”

DEG is a toxic chemical substance typically
used in antifreeze solutions for air-conditioners,
fridges, and freezers, and as a solvent for pro-
ducts, including cosmetics, at very low concen-
trations.

According to the CDSCO, DEG replaces phar-
maceutical-grade solvents, such as propylene gly-
col and glycerin, required for safe human con-
sumption. “DEG is cheaper and has a colourless,
syrupy consistency and sweet taste like glycerin.
It is used by manufacturers to cut costs,” says a
senior official at CDSCO.

Upon further investigation, the CDSCO identi-
fied three products which had been contaminat-
ed — Coldrif from Sresan Pharma (Tamil Nadu)
showing 48.6% DEG; Respifresh TR from Rednex
Pharma (Gujarat) showing 1.342% DEG; and Re-
Life from Shape Pharma (Gujarat) showing
0.616% of DEG.

In its official statement, the Tamil Nadu Drugs
Control Department said the inspection team
found several non-compliances at Sresan Phar-
ma. They noticed 39 critical observations and 325
major observations. “It was found that the al-
leged batch was manufactured using non-phar-
macopoeial grade Propylene Glycol as an exci-
pient, which might have been contaminated with
DEG and Ethylene Glycol (EG), which are known
nephrotoxic and poisonous substances,” it said.

In India, while the Drugs and Cosmetics Act,
1940, and the associated Drugs and Cosmetics
Rules, 1945, do not explicitly list DEG by name,
they prohibit the use of any substance consi-
dered “adulterated” or “substandard”.
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While CDSCO approves new drugs, clinical
trials, and imports, the States handle the
licenses for manufacturing, sale, and
distribution at the State level

RAJEEV SINGH RAGHUVANSHI
Head of Central Drugs Standard Control Organisation (CDSCO)

Who is responsible?

Contaminated, Indian-made cough syrup is a re-
curring health hazard. In 1986, at least 14 pa-
tients, including a child, died of acute renal fai-
lure after being administered glycerol syrup
laced with DEG at Mumbai’s J.J. Hospital. In 2022,
a number of countries reported that over-the-
counter cough syrups for children had been con-
taminated with DEG and EG. These resulted in
the deaths of more than 300 children in Gambia,
Indonesia, and Uzbekistan. A lab analysis in Gam-
bia revealed that the product samples contained
unacceptable amounts of DEG and EG and that
the bottles of syrup had been imported from In-
dia. Yet, the problem persists.

Explaining how drugs are licensed in India, Dr.
Rajeev Singh Raghuvanshi, head of CDSCO, told
The Hindu that health is a State subject. “This
means that while CDSCO approves new drugs,
clinical trials, and imports, the States handle the
licenses for manufacturing, sale, and distribution
at the State level,” he said.

Since the findings, the Tamil Nadu Health De-
partment has suspended two senior drug inspec-
tors in Kancheepuram for failing to carry out
quality checks and for failing to monitor the
drugs manufactured by Sresan Pharma over the
last two years. On October 10, Tamil Nadu Health
Minister Ma. Subramanian told reporters that
while the State had acted against its officials, Cen-
tral drug inspectors, who are expected to con-
duct inspections of drug manufacturing facilities
across India once every three years, have not
done this for six years in Tamil Nadu.

Drugs are licensed in India through a process
overseen by the CDSCO and the State Drug Stan-
dard Control Organisations (SDSCO), following
the guidelines of the Drugs and Cosmetics Act.
The process requires making applications, sub-
mitting documents, and carrying out inspections
to ensure that the drugs are safe, effective, and
manufactured under strict quality standards.

An official of the Union Health Ministry says
that in the case of Coldrif, the company, Sresan
Pharma, got its license from the State govern-
ment in 2011; this was renewed in 2016. “The
company wasn’t in our radar,” the official says.

A senior FDA official in Bhopal in M.P. says if a
drug has been approved by the State in which it is
manufactured, the maker does not need separate
approval to sell it in another State. “No approval
was granted to this syrup by the MPFDA,” he says.
“But we were responsible for testing random
samples of the concerned batch, SR-13 of Coldrif,
which we did not do, apart from not having prop-
er sale and distribution records. Three FDA offi-
cials have been suspended for negligence.”

The aftermath

On October 9, an M.P. Special Investigative Team
arrested G. Ranganathan, proprietor of Sresan
Pharma, in Chennai. They sealed his manufactur-
ing facility located along the Chennai-Bengaluru
highway.

The police also filed a criminal case at Parasia
police station against Dr. Soni. They booked him
and the directors of Sresan Pharma under Sec-
tions 105 (culpable homicide not amounting to
murder) and 276 (adulteration of drugs) of the
Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita, 2023, as well as Section
27(A) of the Drugs and Cosmetics Act, 1940,
which prescribes penalties for the manufacture,
sale, stock, or distribution of substandard and il-
legal cosmetics.

The Indian Medical Association objected to Dr.
Soni’s arrest. Doctors say it is difficult to tell
whether a medicine is contaminated simply by
looking at it. Many medicines that are contami-
nated can look, smell, or taste like non-contami-
nated products. “This is why rigorous and contin-
uous safety checks on medical products to detect
and destroy contaminated medicines, whenever
possible, is essential,” says Dr. Anil Bansal, mem-
ber of the Delhi Medical Association.

The M.P. government is now probing how a
large batch of contaminated cough syrup landed
in Parasia. “Over 600 bottles of contaminated
cough syrup were dispatched from Jabalpur to
Chhindwara, with a large batch sent to Parasia,”
says a source in the Union Health Ministry. The
Chhindwara Additional Collector, Dhirendra
Singh, says 543 bottles have been seized so far.

Dr. Gonnade says at least 1,000 ASHA workers,
3,000 Auxiliary Nurse Midwives, and several An-
ganwadi and health workers have been conduct-
ing door-to-door surveys since. “They are all
hunting for those bottles,” he says.

The CDSCO has asked all the State govern-
ments to submit a list of cough syrup manufactur-
ers in their States and has initiated a joint audit of
these companies. It has informed the World
Health Organization that it has identified and re-
called three contaminated cough syrups — Col-
drif, Respifresh TR, and ReLife — and halted their
production. It has also clarified that none of these
products were exported.

In Dighavani village, about 15 km from Parasia,
Prabhu Dayal and Kunti Yaduvanshi sit in dark-
ness. Their younger son, Vikas, caught a fever on
September 19 and was prescribed Coldrif by Dr.
Soni. “By the time we reached Nagpur on Sep-
tember 22, the doctors said they were suspicious
of the syrup and were testing it. Did he [Dr. Soni]
not know that this syrup had already killed chil-
dren? What was the government doing,” asks
Dayal. All they are left with is a passport-sized
photo of Vikas; he died on September 27.

With inputs from Serena Josephine M. in Tamil Nadu

bindu.p@thehindu.co.in; mehul.malpani@thehindu.co.in
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Double edge

Easier ECBsmay spur dollar flows, but there are risks

fter maintaining a tight leash on External

Commercial Borrowings (ECBs) by

prescribing who can borrow, for what
purposes and at what rates and tenures, the Reserve
Bank of India (RBI) has now proposed sweeping
relaxations in ECB rules for India Inc. The recent
proposals, ifimplemented, will improve India Inc’s
access to foreign currency borrowings, help
companies, banks and NBFCs with good ratings
reduce their cost of funds and result in an influx of
dollar debt capital.

However, stringent safeguards will be
(S) I needed to prevent this debt from turning
| into a millstone around the economy’s neck

in times of global turmoil. There are two
main aspects to the proposed relaxations.
One, RBI plans to do away with its
prescribed interest rate cap (all-in cost
ceiling of 450 basis points over benchmark
rate) for ECBs, to allow borrowings at
market-determined rates. On paper, the
all-in cost ceiling was meant toactasa
check on lower-rated entities accessing
overseas markets. But in practice, some
India Inc entities have used structures such
as Foreign Currency Convertible Bonds
(FCCBs) to side-step these rules. Now,
companies will be allowed to raise ECBs
subject to a quantitative limit of $1 billion
or 300 per cent of their net worth (after
considering both domestic debt and ECB
proceeds), whichever is higher. Regulated
financial sector entities will not be subject
to even these limits. The minimum
maturity period for ECBs will also be
shortened from five to three years.

These relaxations can prompt
lower-rated entities, especially NBFCs, to
tap foreign debt markets at high rates.
However, RBI must ensure that they don’t
leave their currency exposure unhedged.
This is precisely what led to a string of
defaults and rollovers in FCCBs and ECBs
during the taper tantrum of 2012-13. RBI
may need to keep closer tabs on India’s
external debt and upcoming repayments to
pre-empt sudden pressure on the rupee.
Two, the eligible list of sectors allowed to
raise ECBs will be expanded and
restrictions on end-use done away with.
The proposals suggest that all incorporated
Indian entities (including LLPs) be allowed
to raise foreign currency debt, with end-use
allowed for all purposes for which FDI is
permitted.

This is, in fact, a practical tweak.
Eligibility criteria that allowed only
export-oriented or infrastructure
companies didn’t really stop a spate of
low-quality companies from raising
FCCBs/ECBs in 2009-13 and courting
trouble. Flouting of end-use criteria was
also rampant, with layered structures used
to funnel funds to unauthorised uses.
However, these relaxations can encourage
round-tripping; water-tight monitoring is
called for. Overall, if the intent behind these
relaxations is to encourage debt-based
dollar flows into India at a time when both
portfolio flows and FDI are erratic, this may
work. However, it is up to RBI and other
regulators to ensure that private borrowers
don’tharm India’s reputation of being a
frugal and disciplined global borrower.

OTHER VOICES.
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Ceasefire deal: the real work is just beginning

Donald Trump called the pause in hostilities he has brokered the first step to a
“strong, durable and everlasting peace”. No one can do more to determine the
outcome than the US president. This was, for him, a modest statement,
acknowledging that Israel and Hamas had agreed to the first phase of his plan -
it being their decision, not his, to break a multi-point agreement into a
multi-stage discussion. Two parties so far apart agreed on one thing: both
would rather defer the really difficult issues. In Israel and Gaza, there was joy —
however tentative — at the announcement. An end to the annihilation, the
release of all hostages and the resumption of large-scale aid have all been
desperately needed. There is every reason to fear that this will not lead to a
lasting peace, and every reason to strive to ensure that it does. onpbon, octosers)

GLOBAL
TIMES

Rare earth governance safeguards global supply chain
China’s Ministry of Commerce announced measures aimed at strengthening
export controls on certain rare earth-related items and technologies. The new
measures further refine China’s regulatory framework and mechanisms for
controlling the export of specific rare earth-related items and technologies,
drawing attention both domestically and internationally. The new regulations
will help China better safeguard national security and interests, while also
demonstrating the country’s consistent stance of firmly upholding world
peace and regional stability. This decision is by no means an improvised move.
Rather, it is a part of China’s systematic efforts to promote the standardised
management of the rare earth industry. (euinG, ocToser 9)

& The end of
fair trade?

VS SESHADRI

he global trading system

faces a crisis. Anchored so

far by the World Trade

Organization (WTO) anda

rules-based multilateral
order, it is now being reshaped by
geopolitics and contestation, search for
economic security and regulatory
defences, and shock remedies for trade
imbalances. The three trade majors —
the US, European Union (EU) and China
— together accounting for over 40 per
cent of world merchandise trade are
acting very differently pursuing their
narrow interests while seriously
undermining the global trading system.
Stability and predictability which are key
for world trade to thrive, are eroding.

The US, the standard-bearer of free
trade, has turned decisively unilateral.
Any partner with a trade surplus, friend
or foe alike, faces adverse tariff
treatment. Even FTA partners are not
exempt. “Reciprocal tariffs” are now
deployed not only to curb deficits and
bolster domestic manufacturing but also
as leverage on issues far beyond trade —
from trafficking to sanctions on Russian
oil. Additionally, tariffs already applied
or potentially, on “national security”
grounds, have multiplied: from steel and
aluminium under Trump-1
administration to now 15 sectors,
extending to such unlikely products as
kitchen cabinets.

Washington’s trade deals now
demand that partners cut tariffs and
non-tariff barriers for US goods and
digital services, allow import of goods as
per American standards, commit to
investments in the US, purchase US
energy or defence equipment, and open
resource markets to American firms. In
return, the US offers only token tariff
relief. Elements in the Japan deal is
illustrative of the one-sided nature: 90
per cent of profits from Japanese
investments in the US will flow to
Washington, and just 10 per cent to the
investor.

Athree-tier tariff regime has
emerged: the lowest 10 per cent for
partners running surpluses with the US,
ahigher level of 15 per cent for those
with deficits but a deal, and the highest,
mostly above 20 per cent, for countries
without a deal. India, figuring in the last
category presently, on top of 25 per cent
reciprocal tariff is faced with an
additional levy of 25 per cent on account
of Russian oil purchases.

UNDERMINING THE WTO

By discriminating between countries,
Washington breaches the WTO’s
most-favoured-nation principle. Its
tariffs, often far above bound levels,
openly flout multilateral commitments.
By drawing partners into bilateral deals
that do not conform to FTA
requirements, the US effectively makes
them complicit in WTO illegality.
Former USTR Robert Lighthizer and
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TURNING INWARD. The rules-based order that once
powered globalisation is fraying. The US has turned
decisively unilateral, and Europe, regulation-heavy

current incumbent Jamieson Greer have
made clear: the goal is a new two-tier
trading order where “rebalancing” takes
priority and tariff, a “formidable stick”.

CHINA’S DISSEMBLING APPROACH
China, meanwhile, professes support for
multilateralism, inclusivity and
globalisation even as it bends WTO
norms to its advantage. When it joined
in 2001, many expected a shift towards a
market economy. Instead, Beijing has
enshrined its “socialist market economy
with Chinese characteristics” —an
opaque system blending state control
with market mechanisms.

Its strategy is deliberate: build
industrial overcapacity, dominate global
markets including through cheap
exports and create dependencies.
China’s dominance in rare earths,
magnets, semiconductors and
renewable sector is getting leveraged.
There is price to pay for those seen
acting not in conformity with its
interests.

Through the Belt and Road Initiative,
the Asian Infrastructure Investment
Bank, and currency swapping
arrangements China has built a web of
economic linkages that bind countries to
its orbit. Its participation in RCEP,
expanding FTA network, and application

The WTO’s future looks
uncertain. The very
powers that built the
system are now weakening
its foundations

GETTY IMAGES

tojoin CPTPP point to an ambitious bid
for economic leadership. Yet this
approach carries risks to partners — of
debt dependency, supply chain
overreach, and pressure to accept
China’s ever-expanding “core interests”.

Europe, in contrast, has turned
regulation-heavy, using climate and
social goals as veiled tools of industrial
protection. The Carbon Border
Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM)
effectively imposes extra tariffs on
imports from countries that do not meet
EU emissions targets — ignoring the
tenet of ‘common but differentiated
responsibilities and respective
capabilities’ under the Paris agreement.
Other initiatives, such as the
“Competitiveness Compass”, reveal a
new industrial policy mindset. The EU
also boasts the world’s largest network
of FTAs, with over 45 agreements
concluded and more under negotiation.

Notwithstanding its professed
commitment to multilateralism and
WTO rules, Europe too has
compromised. Outraged initially by
Trump’s tariffs, it later struck a
transactional deal with Washington,
pledging investment and purchase
commitments in return for tariff relief.
Its moral high ground has become
harder to defend. Even so it has talked
about building EU-CPTPP structural
cooperation as a way of weathering
ongoing trade policy storms.

INDIA’S BALANCING ACT
Committed to multilateralism and wary
of great-power pressures, India prefers
adherence to WTO norms. Yet with only
2.3 per cent of world trade its leverage is

limited. A persistent and wide goods
trade deficit is an added constraint.
While it has trade surplus with both the
US and the EU it has a ballooning trade
deficit with China of around $100 billion
that also poses a strategic vulnerability.

New Delhi’s four-pronged
self-reliance push involves: filtering
high-risk investments and apps;
strengthening domestic manufacturing
through production-linked incentives in
import dependent and emerging sectors
including semiconductors; forging
supply chain and critical minerals
partnerships with trusted countries; and
expanding its FTA portfolio — with the
UAE, Australia, EFTA and the UK
already in place, and ongoing
negotiations with the EU and a few
others.

All this is work in progress whose
urgency and importance cannot be
overemphasised.

Meanwhile, US has remained India’s
top trading partner. However its present
50 per cent tariff complicates the
relationship. Negotiations on the
bilateral trade agreement (BTA) are
however continuing. It isimportant the
two sides agree on a good deal soon. An
early conclusion of the FTA with the EU
will also be crucial.

THE MULTILATERAL ROAD AHEAD
The WTO’s future looks uncertain
amidst all this. The very powers that
built the system are now weakening its
foundations. Some argue that reform,
not nostalgia, is the path forward. WTO
rulebook certainly needs updating:
subsidies, industrial policy,
state-enterprises and transparency must
all be disciplined anew. Emerging issues
— digital trade, technology controls, the
overreach of “national security”
exceptions and the environment-trade
nexus — demand addressing. While a
full fledged dispute settlement system
needs revival, members must first agree
on the rules such a system will
adjudicate.

Whether the WTO Ministerial in
Cameroon in March 2026 can produce a
meaningful way forward looks doubtful.
Competing visions loom large:

A US-led two-tier system, dividing
the world into “friendly” and
“adversarial” camps under differing
tariff regimes.

AWTO-minus-US approach, where
others uphold multilateral rules while
bypassing Washington — though this
would not curb distortions from
non-market economies.

EU-CPTPP cooperation opening
outwards, spanning a new architecture
built on high-standard trade norms but
may be a tall order for developing
countries.

A surge in bi-lateralism, as countries
hedge through selective deals while
awaiting calmer times.

The rules-based order that once
powered globalisation is fraying. Let us
hope what replaces it may not be raw
power dressed in the language of
fairness.

The writer is former Ambassador and Senior Fellow,
Delhi Policy Group

Ports can anchor global green hydrogen economy

An Indian PPP initiative can create green industrial corridors and shipping fleets. India’s ports can emerge as green energy hubs

|
R Lakshmanan
Akshima Ghate

to lead, reshaping both the national

and global green hydrogen and
maritime landscapes. The government
has designated Deendayal Port, Paradip
Port and VO Chidambaranar (VOC)
Port located in Gujarat, Odishaand
Tamil Nadu, respectively, as green
hydrogen hubs. Industry leaders have
also committed over X1.5lakh crore in
investments across the ports-linked
value chain.

Recent market signals further
strengthen India’s competitiveness. The
SECI green ammonia tender for the
fertilizer sector achieved price
discoveries averaging around $600 per
tonne, nearly 45 per cent lower than
comparable global auctions such as
Germany’s, setting new international
benchmarks. Similar trends are
expected for green methanol,
reaffirming India’s potential as a
cost-competitive producer of green
e-fuels. Ports offer several advantages as
green hydrogen hubs, including
proximity to industrial clusters,
established infrastructure, and access to
international markets.

The shift provides an opportunity for

I ndian ports are uniquely positioned

ports to become Asia’s new gateway for
green shipping fleets. The recently
launched report, ‘Gateway to Green’
—assessing port readiness for green
hydrogen transition to India, published
by RMI and the Indian Port Association
(IPA) — offers insights into Indian
ports’ infrastructure and investment
requirements to transition into green
hydrogen hubs. It also outlines actions
that port authorities must take to
capitalise on these opportunities.

EMERGING OPPORTUNITIES

The emerging green hydrogen landscape
presents opportunities for ports to
evolve from mere trade enablers into key
players in the green hydrogen value
chain, integrating roles spanning
production, storage, distribution, and
demand facilitation. With targeted
measures in place, ports can now take a
more active role in enabling a green
hydrogen ecosystem.

The three designated green hydrogen
port-based hubs — Deendayal (Kandla),
Paradip, and VOC (Tuticorin) — have
allocated close to 4,500 acres of land for
production, storage, bunkering, and
refuelling infrastructure. To build on
this foundation, a tiered land allocation
strategy could be introduced prioritising
off-takers of hydrogen derivatives, such
as fertilizers, ammonia, and steel. Such a

PORTS. Driving the green agenda

strategy would ensure land use
efficiency, stimulate demand, and enable
trade of hydrogen-embedded products.

Indian ports already handle nearly
five million tonnes of ammonia and
methanol annually. Ports such as VOC
and Jawaharlal Nehru Port, which
already handle ammonia and green
ammonia cargo with dedicated storage,
can leverage this existing infrastructure
and fast track their ambitions to scale.

Adopting a hub-based model through
public and private collaboration could
be a pragmatic path. Ports that adopt
common user infrastructure (CUI)
systems can bridge infrastructure gaps
by minimising redundant capital
expenditure.

A CUI model, where essential
infrastructure such as hydrogen
pipelines, storage, or desalinated water
is shared, enables ports to explore new

business approaches, including shared
revenue and fee-based access. Today,
subsidies play a significant role in
making Indian green ammonia
competitive. Subsidies, such as
electricity charge waivers and capital
support, can reduce production costs by
nearly 40 per cent, making them on a par
with, if not lower than, global auction
prices, as seen in the H2Global auction
in Germany.

The lack of credible offtake remains a
key challenge for the global green
hydrogen industry. Port-based
interventions such as establishing green
shipping corridors (shipping routes
optimised for zero-emission fuels) can
mitigate this. This green supply chain
model can complement India’s cost
competitiveness in the global green
hydrogen market.

Ports can adopt new business models
such as “energy-as-a-service,” leasing
land and infrastructure to hydrogen
producers with performance-based
revenue sharing. They can also become
innovation zones by anchoring green
industrial clusters, creating circular
green hydrogen demand ecosystems.

Lakshmanan is Joint Secretary (Ports, PPP, CS,
Sagarmala-l, &IT), Ministry of Ports, Shipping and
Waterways; Ghate is Managing Director, RMI. Views are
personal
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Strengthening banks

With reference to the editorial
‘Expected credit gain’ (October 10),
the new Expected Credit Loss (ECL)
framework is pragmatic and
farsighted. The new framework s in
line with the aspirations of the Indian
banking system to become globally
competitive and move towards
greater global integration. It will
encourage early granular
understanding of risk, proactive risk
management and will enhance the
resilience of the systemas it
introduces provisioning for potential

future loss. It will also improve
transparency and accountability,
aligning with global standards. The
latest reforms announced by RBI
appears to beaprecursor toa
further consolidation and
strengthening of the banking sector.
Kosaraju Chandramouli

Hyderabad

SEBIreforms

This refers to ‘SEBI rationalises
broker fines, eases bourses rules’
(October 10). The recent SEBI
reforms to standardise fines and

streamline reporting highlight the
need for fairness in market
regulation. SEBI has rationalised
many penalties, introducing
warnings and caps, but smaller
brokers may still face higher
compliance burdens than larger
firms. Past reforms, like those in
2019, overwhelmed many smaller
brokers with fines more manageable
for bigger players. While current
changes aim to reduce these risks by
eliminating redundant penalties and
standardising fines, continuous
monitoring is essential to ensure

S Balasubramaniyan
Villupuram, TN

Economic growth

fairness without placing excessive
pressure on smaller brokers. SEBI
must provide targeted support to
ensure that these changes do not
disadvantage smaller players.

This refers to ‘India on track to
become $5 trillion economy by 2027,
says Gadkari’ (October 10). With the
level of economic activities going on
in the Indian economy, nominal GDP
or even real GDP can be achieved as Chennai

being planned. But what is needed in
Indiais inclusive growth. Every sector
in the country should optimise its
growth. Especially agriculture and
labour-intensive manufacturing
enterprises should register
maximum growth, as they are the
main strengths of the Indian
economy. Also, there should be
sustained human capital formation
in different sectors and to ensure
that involuntary unemployment is
reduced to negligible levels .

S Ramakrishnasayee
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The big jobs
bluff in Bihar

The state has an employment problem,
but government jobs for all households
is certainly an outlandish promise

romises during election campaigns ought to be
taken with more than a pinch of salt—although
they are still important because they give us an
idea about the larger worldview of the political
parties and politicians making them. It is against this
backdrop that Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD) leader
Tejashwi Yadav’s promise of giving a government job
toa person in every household in Bihar ought to be
evaluated. The numbers are beyond ridiculous.

According to the caste survey conducted by the Bihar
government in 2023, the state had 130.7 million people
spread across 27.6 million households. Only about two
million people held government jobs in the state,
according to the data, some of which will be central
government jobs. Now, if Tejashwi is to keep his
promise, the state will have to increase the number of
government jobs by a factor of almost 13, which, in
turn, will increase the government’s salary bill by a
similar multiple. In 2025-26, Bihar’s spending on
salaries is budgeted at 354,697 crore. This number
multiplied by 13 would be more than 3¥7,00,000 crore.
This is more than twice the total budgeted spending of
Bihar in 2025-26, which is X3,16,895 crore. To be sure,
this is an underestimate of the spending involved since
pensions have not been counted here.

Money is not the only problem here. Unless one is
talking about really low-paying government jobs,
where the trend has been to outsource to private
providers, Bihar will find it difficult to find people to
hire. According to the 2024 calendar year Periodic
Labour Force Survey data, the share of graduates in
Bihar’s 18-35-year-old labour force — population
working or looking for a job —was just12.9%, almost
half of what this number is in the rest of the country
(23%). The numbers are lower for Scheduled Castes
(7.4%), Scheduled Tribes (9.4%) and Other Backward
Classes (12%), which the RJD claims to be its core social
base. The short point is that Bihar neither has the
money nor the skilled workforce to roll out what seems
to be Yadav’s promise of utopian managerial socialism.
The promise is so bizarre that it seems the
announcement is not based on even some bare
minimum diligence within the party.

One can dismiss it as election rhetoric—the RJD is
not the only party to make outlandish promises during
an election campaign —or think of it as a sign of the
intellectual bankruptcy of the primary pole of political
opposition in one of India’s most populous and
economically backward states. Tejashwi’s father and
the founder of RJD, Lalu Prasad, is one of the central
characters in the politics of social justice in India. His
political success was based on mobilising the socially
discriminated against entrenched feudal oppression.
However, Lalu Prasad mistook the means of radical
caste mobilisation as an end, whereas the goal should
have been to reinvent Bihar’s moribund economy. It is
this failure that has prevented Lalu Prasad and his
party from winning office on their own in Bihar for two
decades now. This historical challenge cannot be
overcome by making outlandish promises.

To be sure, the current government has not exactly
changed the state’s fortunes. Democracy, in its ideal
form, should not be vulgar sloganeering to animate a
mass of precarity. It should be driven by a genuine urge
to make people’s lives better by making considered and
informed policies. Promises such as providing a
government job to every household in Bihar are an
unfortunate reminder that it is mostly the former
variety of democracy that is still around in our country.

Independent India’s
voice of non-violence
who led a revolution

Jayaprakash Narayan'’s life and
teachings are a testament to the
power of people to bring about
social transformation peacefully.
His teachings emphasise
defending democratic values
and working towards the
building of a just society

n October 11, 1902, in the dharm,
sanskriti and gyan bhoomi of Bihar,
at the confluence of the Ganga and
the Ghaghra in the village of Sitab-
diara, was born the champion of
democracy, Lok Nayak Jayapra-
kash Narayan. Today, we commemorate his
123rd birth anniversary. Fondly remembered as
JP, the architect of Sampoorna Kranti (Total
Revolution), was a statesman, who never
thought about himself, but always
placed the concerns of the poor as his
topmost priority. The title Lok Nayak
was bestowed on him by no great
personality, but by the loving masses
who had assembled at Patna’s Gan-

dhi Maidan on June 5,1974. On this CP
Radhakrishnan

day, I pay my naman (salutations) to
this great leader.

JP’s humble beginnings from Sit-
abdiara helped him stay rooted and
always concerned about the problems belea-
guering the poor. After completing his primary
education from Sitabdiara, he shifted to Patna.
The scholarly and nationalistic atmosphere
in the city sowed the seeds of nationalism in
him. During his intermediate education, the
Non-cooperation Movement against the British
was sweeping through India. It left a deep
impact on him: He shunned all luxuries and
adopted swadeshi.

During his seven years as a student in the US,
JP was attracted towards Marxism, which he
thought offered the solution for all of India’s
problems. However, upon his return to India
and after exploring the feasibility of customising
the philosophy of Marxism to the Indian sce-
nario, he realised that democratic socialism and
Sarvodaya were better suited to address the
problems of India. This practical approach bears

witness to JP’s wisdom and statesmanship. It
reveals that he was not merely a follower of ide-
ologies but a leader seeking change and trans-
formation in society.

In 1952, he thought Vinoba Bhave’s Bhoodan
movement combined with the philosophy of
Sarvodaya could address the land question in
India. His initiatives during 1954-1973, such as
the resettlement of the dacoits of Chambal, and
the formulation of a non-violent Total Revolu-
tion have been acknowledged and recognised
worldwide. He constantly yearned to achieve the
goals of freedom, equality, brotherhood and
peace for the whole of mankind.

Jayaprakashji's understanding of the concept
of the dignity of labour was not theoretical, but
stemmed from his own personal experiences.
During his student years in the US, he had to
support himself financially doing several odd
jobs. These experiences gave him insights into
the issues concerning the working class, which
helped him strengthen his belief that honest
labour deserved respect, fair wages, and
humane working conditions. He
observed that while industrial socie-
ties enjoyed prosperity, the working
class often lived in poverty. When he
returned to India, he carried with him
a strong conviction that the founda-
tion of a just society must rest on the
welfare of the working class. Signifi-
cantly, in 1947, he was chosen the
president of three important all-India
labour organisations, namely, the All-
India Railwaymen’s Federation, the All India
Postmen and Telegraph Lower Grade Staff
Union, and the All India Ordnance Factories
Workers Union.

Jayaprakashji’s journey did not end with the
freedom movement. He was not attracted to
public office, but yearned to do seva (service) for
the people. In the 1960s, Bihar experienced a ter-
rible famine. Jayaprakashji, along with his asso-
ciates and followers from the Bhoodan move-
ment, engaged in relief work to alleviate people’s
sufferings. During this association with the relief
work of Bihar Rahat Committee, he had first-
hand experience of the service-to-the-nation
approach of the RSS swayamsevaks. He was
deeply moved.

‘When he encountered corruption in all walks
of life, Jayaprakashji felt the need to inspire the
youth of the nation to usher in the revival and
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The idea of revolution is often synonymous with violence. But Jayaprakashji’s concept of

Total Revolution was based on non-violence.

reconstruction of Indian society. In 1973, when
people started losing faith in the institutions of
democracy, he restored their hope and faith by
calling for Total Revolution from the Paunar
Ashram of Vinoba Bhave. The ultimate goal of
the Total Revolution movement was to achieve
a humanist version of an ideal society. His
relentless campaign against the corruption
entrenched in the politics of those days was
instrumental in establishing the power of people
in democracy. He galvanised the masses and
channelised their anger into the establishment
of a new order in India in 1977. He demonstrated
that democracy is not about ruling the people,
but about being the voice of the masses.

As a19-year old, it was an honour and great
privilege for me to contribute to the Sampoorna
Kranti movement as its district organising secre-
tary in Coimbatore. My learnings during this
phase, a crucial juncture in the history of India,
helped my transformation into a confident and
socially aware leader. The movement nurtured
within me essential traits of leadership — matur-
ity, ethical judgment, and civic consciousness.

As we fondly remember our beloved Jayapra-
kashji, let us not fail to acknowledge the unfail-
ing support of his spouse, Prabhavati Devi, who
had made a vow of celibacy as an act of selfless-
ness towards the cause of the freedom move-
ment. She channelised and dedicated her energy
towards selfless pursuit of the ideals of Gandhiji.

From the Quit India movement of 1942 to
Total Revolution in the 1970s, the one constant
factor that kept him going was his love for the
nation. Even though he had the opportunity to
seek any post of his choice in the government, he
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never yielded to the lure of office but remained
committed to selfless service to the nation. His
tyag bhavna for the uplift of the poor and the
downtrodden is unsurpassable.

Jayaprakashiji’s life and teachings are a testa-
ment to the power of people to bring about
change, no matter how insurmountable the
challenges appear. His teachings place emphasis
on defending democratic values and working
towards a society where equality, justice, and
peace prevail. He was a visionary leader, who
refused to separate political freedom from social
and economic justice. His teachings continue to
inspire not just politicians but every Indian citi-
zen who believes in the ideals of democracy, lib-
erty, and equality.

The idea of revolution is often synonymous
with violence. But Jayaprakashji’s concept of
Total Revolution was based on non-violence.
Through a non-violent people’s movement, he
was able to lay the foundation of a Bharat that
would uphold the values of humanism and
ethics.

As we fondly remember and pay our tributes
to this great leader, we should pledge to remain
vigilant custodians of the democracy that he
helped to defend.

Our true act of homage on this day will be to
awaken our conscience and work towards the
betterment of Bharat with selflessness, service,
and truth. For all his contributions towards
nation-building, he was awarded the Bharat
Ratna, which I believe, was too little for this
great man.

CP Radhakrishnan is Vice-President of India.

Heading to Oscars, movie
on forgotten Indian soldiers

Imost all the films that are celebrated as
war movies in world cinema are from
Hollywood or Europe. Retrospectively,
one is tempted to ask the question:
Whose world and war do these feature?

Some distinct features mark the war movie
genre. A majority of them are about the two
World Wars, mostly World War I They revolve
around the bravery and sacrifice, the tactical
manoeuvres and strategic failures of white men
and their armies. The rest of the world consti-
tutes the white man’s war arena, where the
natives are part of the background, either as
informants and helpers or, more often, as mere
fodder.

For instance, over a million
Indian troops served overseas dur- /
ing World War I and around 2.5
million in World War II, of which i\
more than 74,000 Indian troops
died in the former and about CS
87,000 in the latter. These soldiers
were fighting as members of the
native regiments of colonial armies
or as mercenaries for whom the
army was an employer or a way out of poverty.
They were rarely celebrated as war heroes or
martyrs. Few memorials were built for them,
and no sagas valorised them. They were all fight-
ing someone else’s wars. If their side won, they
got paid; if they were on the side of the van-
quished, they were killed or taken as prisoners of
war (POWs) to face an uncertain future. In his
essay, An Indian POW in Italy, Amitav Ghosh

Venkiteswaran

recalls watching war movies with his father,
who was a WWII veteran: “When I think back
now, it strikes me that some of the best of these
war movies were actually prisoner-of-war mov-
ies.”

Papa Buka, Papua New Guinea (PNG)’s offi-
cial entry for the Oscars this year, deals with this
erased history of violence. Directed by Dr Biju, a
national award winning director (Saira, Veetti-
lekkulla Vazhi, Perariyathavar, Valiya Chirakulla
Pakshikal, Veyilmarangal), this film, in the Tok
Pisin language and shot in PNG, is about the
journey of two Indian historians, Anand Kunhir-
aman and Romila Chatterjee, to PNG to write a
book on the Indian soldiers who served
with the British and Australian forces
during WW IL It is a road movie of
sorts, where the duo journeys through
remote villages in their attempt to
unearth a slice of forgotten history. In
the war memorial they visit, there are
hundreds of stones without names,
memorialising the fallen men whose
identities are unknown.

On this journey, their local guide is
Papa Buka, an old war veteran. For Chatterjee,
this journey is not just an academic one, but also
very personal — her maternal grandfather was
an Indian soldier who fought for the British
army in WW II in PNG. He died in PNG, but
there was no information as to how he died or
where he was buried. So, for her, it is a personal
journey into her own past. For Kunhiraman, it is
another kind of journey. An Indian academic

Papa Buka is an enigmatic and charming
character, at home both in time and space.
NAFA PRODUCTIONS/AKSHAY PARIJA PRODUCTIONS

from an oppressed community in Kerala, he has
struggled his way up, fighting caste insults and
prejudices. For him, it is a journey that connects
the destinies of indigenous people across the
world.

Papa Buka is an enigmatic and charming
character, at home both in time and space. An
aged man who embodies the island’s troubled
history, he knows the nooks and crannies of the
forest, its trails, and the tribes inhabiting it. His
presence is also ethereal in a way: He joins the
historians in their pursuit and dies in the middle
of the journey, soon after his revelations about
Chatterjee’s grandfather and his death. Though
she is unable to locate the actual site of burial
that only Papa Buka knew, there is a sense of clo-
sure to her pursuit.

But the fact that she never finds the actual site

also leaves within her a more profound and
deeper connect with the Island. It remains a
space where memories and lineages lie buried
deep, not yet physically entombed or memorial-
ised, thus transforming it into something deeper
and more profound. It is the wound of history
that cannot be healed by memorialising, but
only by debunking the very idea of war as noth-
ing but murder. The Einstein quote at the begin-
ning says it all: “It is my conviction that killing
under the cloak of war is nothing but an act of
murder”.

Biju’s visual and narrative treatment, like in
his earlier films, is detached, always one step
removed from the characters. There is no effort
at psychologising or entering into the minds of
the characters; the camera seldom goes close to
them. The mid and long shots necessarily make
the viewer look at the characters from a distance
by placing them within the larger context of
their milieus, surroundings, and landscapes.
The striking frontal portraits of the indigenous
people in all their sartorial splendour at the
beginning and end of the film bracket the narra-
tive, as if the whole film is a message from
beyond, the history that comes back to haunt us.

Papa Buka is a significant film not only as a
co-production between two erstwhile colonial
people who went through similar historical
experiences. It is also a movie about the yet-to-
be-written histories of their entangled pasts; the
tragic junctures where the destinies of faraway
continents were connected by colonial plunder
and wars.

It is also a movie that looks at world history
from the point of view of the non-whites, the
people who paid the price for colonial cam-
paigns, yet were invisibilised and silenced.

CS Venkiteswaran is a scholar of cinema and
a filmmaker. The views expressed are personal

n a recent incident, members of a fringe

Right-wing outfit stormed into the

rehearsal for the Miss Rishikesh pageant

and objected to women contestants wear-
ing “western clothes”, claiming it “polluted the
culture of Uttarakhand”. This is notan outlier
—itis partof along history of using clothes to
curtail women'’s participation and access to
public spaces.

Women'’s bodies have long been, and con-
tinue to be, the site of policing and the imposi-
tion of collective morality. In India, clothes are
not seen as mere self-expression but as sym-
bols loaded with affective meaning. In some
schools and colleges, the hijab is seen as anti-
thetical to education; in temples, the lack of a
head covering isread as immoral or western-
ised; in public spaces, short skirts or sleeveless
tops are equated with promiscuity. One politi-

Clothes and culture: Legal
status of dressing choices

cian even compared women in “bad dresses”
to Surpanakha from the Ramayana, whose
punishment was to have her nose cut off.

Two problems arise when meaning is exter-
nally imposed on women’s clothing. First,
clothing is essentialised to infer
things about a person’s religion,
caste, class, gender identity or sexu-
ality. These inferences, born of ster-
eotypes, reinforce harmful assump-
tions: Veiled women “threaten public
order”; women in skirts “invite”
assault; pageant contestants
“destroy” culture. Second, these
assumptions translate into exclu-
sion-women are denied access to
schools, temples, workplaces, and public life,
sometimes violently.

While the law often provides answers, it

Jwalika
Balaji

remains silent on the right to dress. Clothing
restrictions are usually contested through
other rights, such as religion, gender equality,
or minority culture. However, there is no
explicitlegal protection for dressing choices as
such. Can a woman’s choice to wear some-
thing non-religious or non-cultural, like a
humble T-shirt and pants (at the centre of con-
troversy in Uttarakhand), be protected under
Indian law? One viable route lies in Article
19(1)(a) of the Constitution — the right to free-
dom of speech and expression.
Article19(1)(a) protects expression
through words, art, or gestures, but
courts have rarely extended this to
dress. A notable exception is Aishat
Shifa v. State of Karnataka (2022),
where the Supreme Court consid-
ered the ban on hijabs in educational
institutions. The split verdict saw
Justice Sudhanshu Dhulia hold that
wearing the hijab was protected
expression, while Justice Hemant
Gupta disagreed, stating that uniform codes
amounted to a reasonable restriction. The
issue awaits a larger bench’s consideration.

Locating dress within the right to expres-
sion has clear advantages. This approach does
notdepend on any religious or cultural claim,
and all forms of clothing can be protected sim-
ply as self-expression. Once it is established
that the dress is a form of expression by the
wearer, any restriction must satisfy the “rea-
sonable restrictions” test under Article 19(2).
This requires justification on grounds such as
national security, public order, etc. The recent
Supreme Court decision in Kaushal Kishor v.
State of UP (2023) strengthens this by allowing
Article 19 rights to be enforced against private
parties. This could be an extremely useful tool
for women, for whom unreasonable restric-
tions may follow from the classroom to the
boardroom and into the prayer room.

Clothes are often windows into the self and
if the self has to exist with dignity, autonomy
and agency, the right to dress per one’s self-ex-
pression will have to be fiercely safeguarded,
thread-by-thread, and stitch-by-stitch.

Jwalika Balaji is research fellow,
Vidhi Centre for Legal Policy.
The views expressed are personal
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HT's editors offer a book recommendation every Saturday, which provides history,
context, and helps understand recent news events

FICTION AS RESISTANCE

his year’s winner of the Nobel Prize for litera-
ture, Laszl6 Krasznahorkai, belongs to a long
tradition of European writers who saw fiction
asamedium to reflect on the human condition.
Krasznahorkai, a post-communist Hungarian writer,
isin the lineage of authors such as Franz Kafka, who
created their own unique dystopias to remain true to
their calling. Qi
Krasznahorkai's postmodernist fiction is not easy to :
read. His sentences sometimes extend across pages, RESISTANCE
and the meditative prose is demanding. Of his many
novels, we recommend The Melancholy of Resistance,
translated by George Szirtes, an award-winning poet
and translator, into English. The novel meanders
through events in a small Hungarian town when a cir-

MELANCHOLY

cus troupe arrives with a huge stuffed whale. Thelan-  The Melancholy of
guage in the book —complex thoughtsdrawninover- Resistance
long paragraphs, yet singularly evocative—is reminis-  Laszlé Krasznahorkai

cent of his original vocation as a professional pianist. 1989
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The EU must stand up to Trump

JOSEPH E STIGLITZ

On July 27, the United States (US) and the
European Union (EU) announced a prelim-
inary trade and investment deal in Turn-
berry, Scotland. But nothing was actually
signed, and even if it had been, it would not
have been worth the paper it was written on.
After all, US President Donald Trump did
sign a formal trade agreement with Canada
and Mexicoduringhisfirst term, only totear

itup assoon as he returned to office.

Any agreement with Trump therefore
must be regarded as, at best, a temporary
truce. Itwill hold only until America’s capri-
ciousleader sees or hears someone or some-
thing that makes a new whim official policy.
Still, it is worth remembering the specifics
of the Turnberry deal, because some were
quite peculiar. Given that Europe has 30 per
cent more people and only aslightly smaller
economy (in purchasing power terms) than
the US, standard bargaining theory would
imply that any deal would be roughly sym-
metrical. Instead, it was entirely one-sided.
Inaddition tothe US imposing unfair tariffs
on European imports, Europe committed
itselfto investing in the US and purchasing
US energy.

But, of course, the EU can promise no
such thing. AsThavejokingly pointed out to
EU trade negotiators, Europe is not (yet) a

centrally planned economy. The EU cannot
force Europeans to make specific invest-
ments or purchases; the Turnberry
numbers were offered merely to placate Mr
Trump, allowing him to boast that he had
used America’s power to claim another scalp
and extract more of the value from global
supply chains. Who cares if international
lawwastrampled? That is simply what great
powers do. Just look at Russia, with its war
of conquest against a peaceful neighbour.
As I expected, the cease-fire did not
last. Less than a month later, Mr Trump
was back to threatening Europe, this time
over its Digital Markets Act, which seeks
to ensure market competition, and the
Digital Services Act, which aims to miti-
gate harms imposed on Europe by digital
platforms. Among other things, the EU
requires some “content moderation” to
prevent the kind of algorithmic amplifica-

tion of incitement to violence and misin-
formation that had such disastrous con-
sequences in Myanmatr, and it insists on
taxing big technology companies.
Contrary to what Mr Trump seems to
think, these regulations are not discrimina-
toryagainst the USand itstech giants. They
are applied uniformly against all firms
operating in the EU. They represent the
outcome of a long deliberative process in
which EU regulators and lawmakers care-
fully weighed the benefits and costs associ-
ated with alternative measures in the
context of a rapidly changing world with
rapidly changingtechnology. Asinall such
processes, views differed, with some
worryingthat the rules were too restrictive.
But I and many others worry that the
rules are not restrictive enough. The tech
giants still exercise too much market
power, conduct too little content moder-
ation, and continue to abuse privacy rights.
The situation is having serious adverse
effects on European society, especially its
young people and its democratic politics.

The question facing the EU now, how-
ever, is different. Whatever their views on
existing regulations, Europeans must
decide whether to surrender their sover-
eignty and democratic processes to a bully-
ingauthoritarian populist whois supported
(and often directed) by America’s own tech
oligarchs. By now, we should all know that
capitulation will lead only to more demands
down theroad. It makesnosensetofoldtoa
country that is governed by a lawless presi-
dent-king, aman driven entirely by personal
obsessions, misconceptions about econ-
omics, and unjustified — and therefore
unsolvable — grievances. European values
are too important to be traded away.

Yes, there may be short-run costs to
standing up to Mr Trump, especially for
firms that depend on the US market. But
while economists have long recognised
that there are gains from trade when it is
conducted on fair terms, Mr Trump is
trying to extort as much value added from
global supply chains as he can, which
means that the gains to Europe are greatly

diminished — and may even be negative.

The EU has the economic strength to
withstand Mr Trump’s tariffs, especially
now that it is investing in rearmament to
win the war in Ukraine. Moreover, the
losses that come from giving in would be
much larger. The principles that have gov-
erned international trade since World War
Il are critical for trade to be broadly benefi-
cial. Without the rule of law, markets do
not deliver efficient or fair outcomes.
Investment would be discouraged, growth
would suffer, and democracy would be
further undermined.

When Chinese President Xi Jinping
stood up to Mr Trump, Mr Trump backed
down. And more recently, Brazilian Presi-
dent Luiz Indcio Lula da Silva has made it
clear that some things cannot be compro-
mised: His country’s sovereignty, dignity,
rule of law, and democracy. The EU should
dothe same.

The author is a Nobel laureate in econ-
omics. ©Project Syndicate, 2025
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Investment strategy for CMs
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PLAIN POLITICS

ADITI PHADNIS

Why do some chief ministers come to
power ruling for decades, while others
go home at the end of their term,
sometimes never to be heard of again?
In other words, what constitutes the
political capital of a chief minister?
And what gives them a place in his-
tory books?

Caste arbitrage to secure the top
state job is passe, as explanations go.
Ramakrishna Hegde got the job as
chief minister of Karnataka because
he was an unthreatening Brahmin in
alandscape dominated by the clash of
powerful and ambitious Vokkaligas
and Lingayats. Jayalalithaa got it
despitebeing a Brahmin in a state like
Tamil Nadu, where opposition to
Brahminism was a political ideology.
This kind of politics can get you one
spell in the job. But more than one
term depends, almost entirely, on
what you’ve done in your first term.

Take Bihar, where polls have just
been announced. Till today, Nitish
Kumar and hissupportersliketoclaim
he is “Sushasan Babu”, a description
he gave to himself in his first full five-
year tenure (technically second
because he became chief minister for
the first time from March 3 to March
10, 2000, but that was only a nominal
stint) from 2005 to 2010. He told Busi-
ness Standard how he found only

Remington typewriters and paper
strewn on the floor of the chief min-
ister’s secretariat when he entered his
office. He wrote out his first order by
hand and copied it manually on
another piece of paper because there
was no carbon. The Economist wrotein
2004: “Bihar ... has become a byword
for the worst of India: of widespread
and inescapable poverty; of corrupt
politiciansindistinguishable from the
mafia dons they patronise; of a caste-
ridden social order that has retained
the worst feudal cruelties; of terrorist
attacks by groups of ‘Naxalite’ Maoists;
of chronic misrule that has allowed
infrastructure to crumble, the educa-
tion and health systems to collapse,
and law and order to evaporate.”
Bihar’s turnaround story istoowell
documented to bear repetition here.
But most of the moves in Nitish
Kumar’s first term were adminis-
trative and caste-neutral: Revivingthe
state-owned Bihar Bridge Construc-
tion Corporation (which eventually
posted profit), pushing it to build
bridgesin astate where floods are rou-
tine occurrences. New schools were
built and plans were made to hire
200,000 new teachers with funding
from the World Bank. Key medical ser-
vices like radiological and pathologi-
cal testing were outsourced to private
parties with subsidies for low-income
groups. The Bihar State Electricity
Board was reorganised with gener-
ationand distribution reform. Having
gotoneterm, in hissecond, he consoli-
dated: A scheme offering free bicycles
to gitls, the recognition that women
could be better administrators, and
reserving positions for them in run-
ning schools .... The net result? His
appeal as an administrator continues
to strike a chord among voters. Much
of this work was done in his first term.
Jyoti Basu, the longest-serving

chief minister of West Bengal,
achieved much of what he is remem-
bered for today, between 1977 and
1982. Land reforms and Operation
Barga — recording the names of
sharecroppers (bargadars), which
protected them from eviction from
land and ensured they received their
rightful share of the crop — brought
the Communist Party of India (Marx-
ist), part of the Left Front, to power
repeatedly, and Basu was the man
whom the bloc trusted the most to
lead the government. Land that was
abovethelegal ceilingwas also vested
in the state and redistributed to land-
less peasants, creating a natural con-
stituency. As chief minister, he piloted
the first decision of his Cabinet: That
all political prisoners be set free. A few
investments. Decades of power.

Chandrababu Naidu’s adminis-
trative acumen is well known. But
people forget some of his crucial
social welfare interventions. As far
back as 1999, in his first term, he
launched the Deepam scheme: Pro-
viding gas stovestowomen along with
one million gas cylinder connections.
The World Bank noted that his
administration prioritised economic
reform, infrastructure, and technol-
ogy over large-scale welfare popu-
lism. While that cost him electoral
setbacks, it was also the route for
instant brand recall and he’s still
there, living to fight another day, 30
years after the launch of his Telugu
Desam Party, following the toppling
of the government of his father-in-
law, N T Rama Rao.

Glibtalkabout caste equations can
only explain a part of it: But decon-
struct successive election victories
and somewhere the anchor will be the
administration the government pro-
vided in its first term. Falter on this
front — and you lose.

CJL IPS, IAS & Homebound

Education, reservations, and govt jobs are meant to
bring equality and dignity. That we are a long way
from it is evident in the shoe thrown at the CJI and
the suicide of Haryana IPS officer. The film
Homebound too has a lesson

Three things have come together toraise acom-
bination ofissues related to caste and minorities
thatIndia hasfailed toresolve even 75 years after
its Constitution was born. The caste issue, of
course, has persisted through centuries.

The three things: The shoe-throwing at the
Dalit Chief Justice of India in his court; a senior
Dalit IPS officer in Haryana shooting himself
and leaving a suicide note about years of dis-
crimination, victimisation, and bottled-up fury;
and, third, the somewhat counter-intuitive suc-
cess among the well-heeled of Homebound, by
Neeraj Ghaywan, the most prominent and
powerful Dalit filmmaker in Bollywood.

This is no hit to rival Saiyaara, Pathaan,
Jawan, Animal, Baahubali or Kantara. It also
did not have any of the usual build-up: PR
interviews, sponsored (paid) reviews across
many publications, social media influencers
and definitely no bigstars. If Vidya
Balan’s Reshma in The Dirty Pic-
turetold usthe three-word mantra
that makes a movie successful —
entertainment, entertainment,
entertainment — Homebound
fails it. It makes no pretence of
offering any. It wasn’t designed for
a100-crore opening.

Yet, after a very slow start, it
picked up through sheer word of
mouth, especially among the
upper-crust professionals and
younger entrepreneurs — say,

NATIONAL
INTEREST

SHEKHAR GUPTA

wearealongway fromthatisevidentin the shoe
thrown at the Chief Justice and, sadder still, the
“suicide” of Haryana Additional Director Gen-
eral of Police (ADGP) Y Puran Kumar. By the way,
his wife and 2001-batchmate Amneet P Kumat,
alsoaDalit, is in the IAS. She’s the one who filed
the FIR blaming the state DGP and a district SP
for her husband’s victimisation. Here we stand
then. If a CJI, an IPS, and an IAS officer cannot
get dignity and equality, it shows our systemic
injustices and prejudices are too deep and vis-
ceral tobe fixed after 75 years of reservations. We
must persist, not roll back.

That the three young friends in Home-
bound, Chandan Kumar (Valmiki),
Mohammed Shoaib Ali and Sudha Bharti (also
a Dalit), played by Vishal Jethwa, Ishaan
Khatter and Janhvi Kapoor, respectively, are
competing tobe recruited as police constables,
brings back a conversation with
“Babu” Jagjivan Ram in 1985.Iwas
reporting for India Today in the
first upper (general) caste protests
as the Mandal Commission report
became a talking point. Ram was
now out of power and had time.
For me, he made the best case ever
for reservations.

He talked of an old friend, a
Scheduled Caste (nobody used Dalit
yet) shoe entrepreneur in Agrawith
big exports, lavish house, an
imported car and millions. Yet he

those with eight-figure annual
incomes or in high sevens, the socio-economic
influencer class. Evidence comes from the most
expensive, if small, halls in multiplexes running
tofull capacity in the metros. The social buzz that
I pick up in these circles isn’t that the film was a
bore, exaggerated, overly political, or the usual
line we keep hearing, “it’s obvious that reserva-
tions haven’t resolved inequality in over 75
years”. So, what else can “we” do? Better to just
give “them” good education, facilities, and let
“them” compete. That mission fails at the “we”
and “them”.

On the contrary, among those watching
Homebound, you'd see empathy with the
struggles of three very young and poor rural
Indians with education, smarts and aspiration.
There’s audience acknowledgement of how the
“system” was always loaded tofail them. So, what
do we do now? For perspective, these three
young people represent more than one-third of
India’s population, Dalits and Muslims.

Education, reservations, and government
jobsare meanttobringequality and dignity. That

was pleading with Babuyji to get his
son recruited as an assistant sub inspector (ASI)
inthe UP Police. “You've got all this wealth, why
would you want your son tobecomejustan ASL,”
Babuji asked him. He said, “However rich we
may be, a Brahmin will never treat me or my son
withrespect. Butifhe’san ASL, all juniors, includ-
ing Brahmins, will salute him. That’s how reser-
vations bring equality and power,” Babuji said.

The picture is a bit more complex in Home-
bound, as Chandan insists on competing in the
general category. If he discloses his caste (Val-
miki), he saysthat in the police, they would con-
demn himtosweeping duties. Sudha ultimately
wants to graduate and compete in the UPSC.
And Shoaib, issostreet-smart he outsells his tie-
clad managers while beingjusta peoninawhite
goods company.

The big boss spoke to him in amazement
and used the popular corporate description
“bechoo” for one who's brilliant at selling any-
thing. He’s on way to becoming a tie-clad sales-
man himself until he’s humiliated at the
drunken party atthe boss’ house while watching

a cricket match. Even as he’s celebrating, he’s
asked derisively how he must be heartbroken as
India beat Pakistan.

Both Dalits and Muslims are being crushed
by the burdens of their ancestral past—in
contrary ways. The Dalits because of injustice
over generations for which the oppressor castes
must make amends; and the Muslims because
they somehow must similarly account for the
excesses and subjugation of the Hindu majority
by their Mughal/Afghan/Turk ancestors, and for
Jinnah. These are the two arms of the pincer that
bringacommonality between the fates of Chan-
dan, Shoaib and Sudha, and one-third of India.

In fairness, the Modi government’s vast
array of welfare, direct benefit transfer schemes
don’t discriminate against anybody over ident-
ity. The most important competitive examin-
ations, especially the UPSC, are fair and a
significant number of Muslims qualify. For Mus-
lims already out of top political, constitutional,
orbureaucratic positions, wider challenges also
arise outside the government.

Social exclusion, difficulty in getting jobs
(Shoaib is asked repeatedly for police checks,
parents’ Aadhaar cards) and renting homes are
common. There is also a systematic assault on
businesses generally linked to Muslims — the
meat trade, with multiple and arbitrary bans
during festivals for weeks, even fortnights; the
leatherand animal-hide business; and butchery.
You'd have noticed the large presence of young
Muslims carrying out app-based deliveries,
driving Uber, or comingin through appsdeliver-
ing repairs and maintenance. On social media,
thereisalreadyalarmist clamour, asifit’sathreat
to your families. Then it gets woven into “love
jihad” and conversions, even heinous crimes.

The good fact is, as the RSS chief Mohan
Bhagwat said in his exhaustive talk at Vigyan
Bhawan last month, India’s Muslims are rever-
sing some negative stereotypes. How many
babies they produce being one. Mr Bhagwat
said the birth rates among Hindus declined
first, and now the Muslims are getting there.
Indian Muslims have embraced modern edu-
cation unlike those in Pakistan, even though
they believe they owe their nationalism to Sir
Syed Ahmed and Allama Igbal. If educated,
aspirational job-capable young Muslims are
also forced to ghettoise, it’s unfortunate. It
won’t help the cause of Viksit Bharat.

This isn’t a film review, except to say that
Indiahaschosenitsentry forthe Oscarswell this
year. It’sjust the fact that the film struck a chord
with a demographic we might see as insensitive
and arrogant, and has coincided fortuitously
with two real-life stories where the victims (Iuse
thatword evenifit weighs heavy on my heart) are
inthe most privileged positions India can offera
citizen. I'd take you back to the calumny India’s
first and only other Dalit CJI K G Balakrishnan
faced from the day he was appointed. That
makes for a pattern we can’t let go unnoticed —
particularly as it involves one in three Indians.

By special arrangement with ThePrint

Racing on code, winning on nerves

Do movie sequels really work?

EYE CULTURE

AYUSHI SINGH

The moment the five red lights fade,
the world tightens to a point. Engines
snarl. Tires bite. The air itself seems to
tremble. A million dollars worth of
machinery explodes forward, and in
that heartbeat between stillness and
motion, Formula 1 begins again.

“It’s lights out and away we go!”
the phrase rings through the air, as it
always does, but the race unfolding
today isn’t quite the one fans grew
up with.

For decades, Formula 1 was about
instinct — the split-second courage to
brake late, to gamble on grip, to chase
aline that numbers couldn’t explain.
Two-time F1 World Champion Fer-
nando Alonso once joked, “I knew
he’d brake first. He has a wife and kids
waiting at home.” It was wit, yes, but
also truth — the quiet arithmetic of
fear and nerve, solved at 300 kilo-
metres an hour.

Now, that calculation has a new
participant. Somewhere between the
garage and the grid, instinct has
started sharing the cockpit with code.
Algorithms now study every millisec-
ond of motion, every gear shift, every
angle of tire wear. Peter Bayer, chief
executive officer of Red Bull Racing
puts it simply: “The fight we’re fight-
ing every day is of hundreds and thou-
sandths of a second. For a human
being, it can be overwhelming.”

That sliver of time — too fine for

human reaction — is where artificial
intelligence has made its home. It
doesn’t flinch, or second-guess, or
sweat. It doesn’t imagine victory or
dread failure. It just knows. Torque,
traction, temperature, wind — every
variable modelled before the race
begins. What drivers once felt in
their fingertips now lives inside a
dashboard of graphs. The chaos that
once defined F1is being quietly
rehearsed in code.

The modern F1 car runs as much
ondataas on fuel. Ferrari now feeds
its history into IBM’s watsonx, pre-
dicting outcomes before they happen.
McLaren Automotive’s engineers
push millions of virtual laps through
Google Cloud. Red Bull runs billions
of simulations on Oracle systems,
racing the same race thousands of
times before Sunday ever arrives.

It’s no longer the pit wall of ciga-
rette smoke and gut instinct. The
theatre of tension has shifted from
faces to figures. Risk has been
tidied up, turned into a variable that
can be managed.

And yet, some things resist being
digitised. Sdo Paulo, 2024: Max Ver-
stappen starts 17th on a track glazed
with rain. By the first corner, he’s
already passing cars that, on paper,
should have beaten him. Seventy-one
laps later, he crosses the line first. No
algorithm saw it coming. That drive —
raw, defiant, instinctive — reminded
everyone watching that data can
define margins, but never magic.

Progress always has a price. The

sport is smarter now, safer too, but
perhaps less alive. Formula 1 once
thrived on the edge of chaos, on the
unpredictable blur between skill and
luck. Today, every gust of wind, every
drop of rain, every twitch of rubber
has been reduced to numbers. Sur-
prise is slowly being engineered

out of existence.

And when the machines do make
mistakes, it feels different. There’s no
visible panic, no flash of regret, just
silence and data. The human theatre
of triumph and failure has slipped
into the background, buried some-
where in a server farm.

Something else is fading — person-
ality. The sport’s great drivers once car-
ried an aura, a sense of danger, of
unpredictability. Now, their genius is
being flattened into trends and metrics.
Formula 1still has its heroes, but their
edges are being smoothed by code.

Still, the heart refuses to stop beat-
ing. The rain will always fall where
it’s not supposed to. Some drivers will
always brake later than he should.
For all its simulations, the sport
remains addicted to the one thing
machines can’t reproduce — uncer-
tainty. Because without risk, speed is
just math. And a win? Just data,
executed perfectly.

Technology has rewritten how For-
mula 1speaks, but not what it feels.
Beneath all the graphs and telemetry,
every race still begins the same way —
apulse, abreath, and the roar that fol-
lows when the eighth gear kicks in as
the lights go out.

LA
YES, BUT...

SANDEEP GOYAL

The year 2025 has been raining
sequels. But unfortunately, the
box office has not been very kind
to most of them.

War 2, starring Hrithik
Roshan, Jr NTR, and Kiara
Advani, grossed ¥364.35 crore
(%169.39 crore for the Hindi ver-
sion)buthasstillbeendeclareda
flop—its production budget was
said to be upwards of 400 crore
—and the YRF Spy Universe pro-
duction has left behind a trail of
red. Housefull 5, which featured a
massive ensemble castincluding
Akshay Kumar, Riteish Desh-
mukh, Abhishek Bachchan, Jac-
queline Fernandez, Sanjay Dutt,
and Jackie Shroff, was reportedly
made with abudget of T375 crore
but ended up with a box-office
collection of only Y304 crore
worldwide, with India contribu-
ting Y234 crore. Verdict: Average
toflop, despite being only second
to Chhaavaincollectionsin2025.

Baaghi 4 starring Tiger Shroff,
Sanjay Dutt, Sonam Bajwa, and
Harnaaz Sandhu was made on a
budget of about T80 crore. It had
a struggling box-office run,
managing to earn worldwide
gross of aroundY93.19 crore by its
second week. Again, deemed a
flop. Dhadak 2, starring Siddhant
Chaturvedi and Triptii Dimuri,
had an estimated budget of 40
crore but grossed just over320.75
croreinits first 10 days at the box
office, closing eventually at 29
crore. Declared a major flop.

Raid 2 starring Ajay Devgn,
Riteish Deshmukh, and Vaani
Kapoor, made with a reported
120 crore was the only sequel to
buck the trend this year. The
film earned over I242 crore
worldwide, becoming a signifi-
cant commercial success. But
Devgn too had his downer in
another sequel, Son of Sardaar
2, which featured him with
Mrunal Thakurintheleadroles.
The film was reportedly made
on a budget of X150 crore but
went on to become a massive
box-office disaster, earning only
365.38 crore worldwide. Again, a
flop verdict.

Now let us look at the orig-
inals. War1 clockedI475.50 crore
and was declared a blockbuster.
The Housefull franchise kicked
off with 117 crore. Versions 2, 3,
and 4 did X108 crore, 110 crore,
and 276 crore, respectively.

Baaghi launched with a box-
office haul of Y94 crore, climbed
to158.24 crore in Version 2 and
tapered off at ¥137.05 crore forthe
third sequel. The first Raid was a
hit at ¥127.42 crore. Son of Sar-
daar had a great start at 3139
crore — which is why the sequel
has been more than disappoint-
ing. For the record, even Sing-
ham, which started at 157 crore
dipped to X140 crore in the
sequel. So lukewarm sequels is
notjusta2025phenomenon.

With all these statistics
before us, one is left to wonder
whether it was wise that a
number of other planned
sequels did not see the light of
day. Jagga Jasoos 2, Munna
Bhai Chale America, Dostana2,
Ra One Sequel, PK 2, Brahmas-
tra Next were all rumoured, and
sometimes even announced,
but never really took off.

Movie sequels generally
“work” financially by leverag-
ing the proven popularity of an
original film. Sequels usually
underperform the original
when they themselves lack an
original story. While some
sequels fail, many highly suc-
cessful franchises demonstrate
that sequels can work well when
they expand on a beloved uni-
verse or offer audiencesachance
to revisit characters they have
already connected with, and
liked. So where did Bollywood

mess up?

Studios invest in sequels
because they are built on a
known and liked story, char-
acters, and world, making them
asafer financial bet than a com-
pletely new, untested concept. A
successful first film already has
a built-in audience eager to see
more stories and characters
from that universe. Returningto
a popular franchise allows stu-
dios to benefit from existing
brand recognition, which is a
powerful marketing advantage.

Sequels can fail if they are
superfluous, don’tadd anything
new to the original story, or lack
a focused plot, which summed
up much of Bollywood in 2025.
Sequels can risk losing their
audience if they are too similar
to the original (self-plagiarism)
or too different from what fans
expected. Audiences may turn
out for sequels but if they don’t
enjoy them as much as fresh,
original films, then the rehashed
ones face rejection.

Well-executed sequels can
expand the movie’s mythology
and deepen the established
world, making foramore engag-
ing experience. But there is no
universal formula to follow. The
disasters of 2025 should be a big
lesson for sequel producers.
The author is chairman of
Rediffusion
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BECAUSE THE TRUTH INVOLVES US ALL

ON NEW GROUND

Engagement with Taliban acknowledges that, in a competitive
neighbourhood, ties with Kabul are a strategic necessity

VER SINCE THE Taliban seized Kabul in August 2021, India has engaged with
it gradually and incrementally. A big breakthrough came in January 2025, when
Foreign Secretary Vikram Misri met Afghanistan’s Foreign Minister, Amir Khan
Muttaqi, in Dubai. Now on his first official visit to India, Muttaqi on Friday met
External Affairs Minister S Jaishankar, who announced that India will upgrade ties and re-
open its embassy in Kabul. This follows their positive conversation in May, days after the
India-Pakistan ceasefire following the Pahalgam terror attack, which was unequivocally
condemned by the Taliban. The series of engagements confirms that New Delhi recog-
nises the ground reality that the Taliban is the only force, for now, that appears capable of
controlling all of Afghanistan. It is also an acknowledgement that, in a highly competitive
neighbourhood, maintaining ties with the Taliban is a geostrategic necessity.

Relations between the Taliban and Pakistan have deteriorated sharply in the recent
past.Islamabad has accused the Taliban of sheltering the Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan and
has carried out airstrikes inside Afghan territory targeting alleged hideouts. As recently
as Thursday, the Taliban blamed Pakistan for explosions in Kabul and Paktika province.
Meanwhile, Pakistan’s mass expulsion of Afghan nationals has further strained ties. In
this fraught context, India’s position was evident in Jaishankar’s remarks to Muttaqgi on
Friday, where he stressed that India and Afghanistan have a “common commitment to-
wards growth and prosperity”, which are “endangered by the shared threat of cross-bor-
der terrorism” and that there must be “coordinated efforts” to “combat terrorismin all its
forms and manifestations”. New Delhi should use its growing ties with the Taliban to
help prevent Afghanistan from turning into a launchpad for anti-India terror groups.

Beyond food, healthcare, disaster relief, and infrastructure projects, India has shown sup-
port for the Taliban on the global stage recently by joining Pakistan, China, and Russia in
opposing US President Donald Trump’s bid to take over Bagram airbase in Afghanistan.
The Jaishankar-Muttaqi meeting makes it clear that the Taliban wants India to engage
more with Afghanistan, citing “long civilisational and people-to-people ties for centuries.”
Tobe sure, this growing entente coexists with a disquieting reality: The Taliban remains an
autocratic regime with scant regard for human rights, particularly those of women. As re-
cently as Monday, the UN Human Rights Council agreed to establish an “ongoing, inde-
pendent investigative mechanism” to probe abuses in Afghanistan. This is also why, despite
greater engagement, India still refrains from formally recognising the Taliban government.
To not talk, however, carries its own risks. Beijing has already signed major investment
and security agreements with the Taliban, and India cannot afford to let Afghanistan, a
country of immense regional importance, drift entirely into China’s orbit. New Delhi must
therefore maintain a cautious engagement with Kabul, balancing pragmatic interests with
its commitment to the well-being of Afghanistan's people.

DEATH OF A POLICEMAN

IPS officer Y Puran Kumar’s suicide raises disturbing questions of
discrimination and impunity. It must be probed fairly

ERE IT NOT for the tragic circumstances of his death, Y Puran Kumar

would have been seen as an example of social mobility and of the

upholding of the Indian Constitution's promise of equality. He was a

Scheduled Caste (SC) Indian Police Service officer of the Haryana
cadre; his wife, Amneet P Kumar, is an SCIAS officer, and his brother-in-law is an MLA in
Punjab. On the face of it, Kumar and his family had reached the upper echelons of govern-
ment and politics. His suicide and the eight-page note he leaves behind, which alleges
systemic discrimination, including by senior IPS officers, however, casts a shadow on that
image. It also raises disturbing questions about entrenched biases that cramp and dis-
tort institutional spaces. These questions must be addressed, not evaded.

The allegations of “mental and administrative torture” and “caste-based discrimination,
public humiliation, targeted mental harassment and atrocities” by senior officers in Haryana
in Kumar's dying declaration must be probed. The National Commission for Scheduled Castes
(NCSC) has directed the Chief Secretary and Director General of Police, Chandigarh, to submit
anaction taken reportin seven days. The state government and police mustinvestigate Kumar's
suicide urgently, in a transparent manner. The temptation to close ranks in the face of public
and judicial scrutiny must be avoided. Issues of embedded prejudice and discrimination and
their effect on the mental health of those at the receiving end are too important to be brushed
under the carpet. This must be a moment for reflection and introspection for the police.

Casteisa proven factin crime and punishment in India. The Status of Policing in India
Report (2025) by Common Cause and Lokniti found that victims of torture are “most of-
ten from marginalised communities” and that police personnel across states see certain
SC and ST communities as “criminal”. The survey also found that “one in every four
Scheduled Caste (SC) police personnel think that Dalits do not get justice”. The caste-
based, and even casteist, nature of policing in India is an unfortunate remnant of a colo-
nial structure that urgently needs to be consigned to the past. Doing so, however, is eas-
ier said than done, and requires police forces — particularly at the leadership level — to
be open and sensitive as they turn the searchlight inwards. Kumar’s death and his alle-
gations must not be swept under the institutional carpet. The Haryana police cannot al-
low discrimination to go unchecked and unpunished within.

THE WORK OF PEACE

Nobel to Maria Corina Machado shows that democracy is a work
in progress and must be defended every day

VER 20 YEARS ago, when Maria Corina Machado first confronted

Venezuela’s deep institutional rot, she knew the choice was clear: It would

be ballots over bullets. As she challenged the authoritarian regimes of Hugo

Chavez and his successor Nicolas Maduro, demanding free and fair elec-
tions and campaigning against their repressive measures, she was tried for treason, stripped
of her seat in the National Assembly, repeatedly threatened with physical violence, barred
from election and forced to go into hiding. That she has never stopped speaking up and
reaching out to her beleaguered fellow citizens is a measure of her great personal courage.
For the Nobel Committee, which has honoured her long fight with the Peace Prize for 2025,
itis also an exemplar of what it takes to keep the flame of democracy alive.

At a time of deepening authoritarianism around the world, this year’s Peace Prize ac-
knowledges that the work of democracy is never done, that it must be defended as much
against tyranny as against cynicism and indifference. Democracy, as the Nobel Committee
has said, “depends on people who refuse to stay silent, who dare to step forward despite
grave risk and who remind us that freedom must never be taken for granted”. The refusal
to be mute in the face of despotism and cruelty often comes at great personal cost — im-
prisonment, exile, violence and even death — but this is what makes the fight so precious.

Peace, of course, is not just the absence of war. Peace can exist only where there is
freedom, where people have the right to choose and where they have a voice and hand
in shaping their nation’s future. The honouring of Machado’s tireless efforts to restore
democracy in her country is an endorsement of the fact that the work of peace is not just
conducted at the high diplomatic table; it happens in the trenches of the everyday strug-
gle for justice and in the labour of all those who resist tyranny at every level.
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WORDLY WISE
PEACE CANNOT BE KEPT BY FORCE; IT CAN ONLY BE
ACHIEVED BY UNDERSTANDING. — ALBERT EINSTEIN

Relooking at Kabul

Afghanistanis key to ensuring that India manages
fallout of great power geopolitics to its west

S

P

VIVEK KATJU

AFGHANISTAN’S FOREIGN MINISTER Amir
Khan Muttaqi’s visit to India is a time to
mainly look forward but also to remain mind-
ful of past India-Afghanistan developments.
The latter is to ensure that India’s policies to-
wards the Afghan Taliban proceed positively
but soberly. They should not be marked by
the unrealistic enthusiasm that its foreign and
security establishment displayed towards the
Afghan republicin its closing years.

India’s Afghanistan approaches have to
be framed within a changing environment
inits western neighbourhood. The US has de-
cided that Pakistan should play a major role
inIndia’s immediate and extended western
neighbourhood. China is also expanding its
influence in this area. Its ties with Pakistan
remain ironclad, its influence in Iran and in
the Arabian Peninsula has expanded. Russia
has accorded diplomatic recognition to the
Taliban and its bonds with Iran are strong. It
is in this setting that India has to safeguard
its interests to its west in the backdrop of
Pakistan’s implacable enmity. And itis in this
regional setting also that Muttagqi is visiting
India to promote mutual interests.

External Affairs Minister S Jaishankar met
Muttaqi on October 10. He announced that
India would re-establish its mission in Kabul.
It has had a technical team in the Afghan cap-
ital since June 2022; hence, the move to for-
mally reopen its embassy was overdue.
Jaishankar implied that, for the time being,
a chargé d’affaires would be appointed. This
indicates that India does not want to give a
signal that it is diplomatically recognising
the Taliban till there is a consensus in the in-
ternational community to do so. This is the
correct approach.

While it may disappoint the Taliban, it
will ensure that it does not ruffle feathers in
Washington that India has joined the
Moscow-Beijing camp on Afghanistan. It is
necessary to signal this especially as India
had joined the consensus at the recent
Moscow meeting that no country should
have military structures in Afghanistan. Soon,
India should state that it is for the Taliban to

India’s Afghanistan
approaches have to be
framed within a changing
environment in its western
neighbourhood. The US has
decided that Pakistan should
play a major role in India’s
immediate and extended
western neighbourhood.
China is also expanding its
influence in this area. Its ties
with Pakistan remain
ironclad, its influence in Iran
and in the Arabian Peninsula
has expanded. Russia has
accorded diplomatic
recognition to the Taliban
and its bonds with

Iran are strong.

decide their country’s security policies and
foreign relations and no one else.

If India reopens its embassy in Kabul, it
would have to allow the Taliban to control
the Afghan embassy in Delhi sooner rather
than later. That would also imply that it
would fly the flag of the Afghan emirate. That,
too, should not cause India any diplomatic
discomfiture because it would not imply for-
mal diplomatic recognition. The fact cannot
be overlooked that the Taliban has controlled
all Afghan territories since it captured Kabul
in2021. There is no opposition either within
or outside the country that can overthrow it.
This is a factor that the entire international
community has to accept.

Western demands for the Taliban to ad-
here to universally accepted norms on hu-
manrights will continue. Butitis unlikely to
do so. The group is committed to its
Deobandi-Wahhabi interpretation of the
Sharia. It will not abandon its theological
moorings. Jaishankar did well not to venture
into the area of human rights.

This marked a departure from the past.
The India-US 2+2 Joint Statement in
November 2023 had noted, “The Ministers
urged the Taliban to respect the human
rights of all Afghans, including women, chil-
dren,and members of minority groups; and
uphold freedom of travel.” Jaishankar’s si-
lence on the issue is not because India en-
dorses the Taliban approach on these issues
but because it has had to do business with
states, over the decades, that have pursued
almost Taliban-like policies. But they are af-
fluent and, hence, the custodians of human
rights in the West have preferred to turn a
blind eye to their approach to humanrights.

In his opening remarks at the meeting,
Jaishankar referred to the “shared threat of
cross-border terrorism that both our na-
tions face”. These words connote that India
stands with the Taliban against Pakistan’s
covert and overt actions against it. Naturally,
Pakistan and China will be wary of India-
Taliban cooperation in the security field but
it is a natural consequence of threats that

both face from the same quarter.

This is ironic because it was Pakistan that
sustained the group for over two and a half
decades. Pakistan was instrumental in the
Talibaninflicting a strategic defeat on the US
to return to power in Afghanistan. What
Pakistan obviously overlooked is that, as with
other Afghan regimes in power in Kabul, the
Taliban would not accept any interference in
its India policies. Nor would it hand over its
Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP) kin to the
men in khaki. And, of course, Pakistan also
forgot the immutable and historical contra-
dictions between peoples living on the op-
posite banks of the Indus!

Jaishankar spelt out the areas, stretching
from food to health to training and educa-
tion, where India would cooperate with the
Afghan people. He also said that India would
complete stalled projects. The Taliban would
welcome Indian assistance in these areas but
what it would look for is greater liberalisa-
tion in the visa regime for students and the
sick. India should not hesitate to accept more
Afghan visitors subject to security checks.
This is vital to take the relationship forward
and there is little danger of Afghans wanting
to permanently settle in India.

It is also encouraging that Muttaqi de-
sired greater Indian involvement in mining
and other sectors of the Afghan economy.
Clearly, the Taliban doesn’t wish to become
China’s economic vassal evenasitis mindful
of the need for greater investment. India can-
not afford for Afghanistan to become eco-
nomically integrated with western China.

The Taliban will have to manage the ma-
jor powers’ interplay and also Pakistani pres-
sures on relations with India. To do so, it
wants enhanced Indian engagement in
Afghanistan. This is in keeping with tradi-
tional Afghan policies. For India, a firm pres-
ence in Afghanistan is key to ensuring that it
successfully manages any negative impact
emanating from great power geopolitics in
its western neighbourhood.

The writer is a former diplomat

IN ARUNACHAL, INDIA'S STORY

The state is rooted in tradition, yet it looks at the future with confidence

JYOTIRADITYA M SCINDIA

EVERY TIME I set foot in the Northeast, I feel
reenergised. Our Prime Minister calls it the
Ashtalakshmi — a region of diversity and op-
portunity. On my recent three-day visit to
Arunachal Pradesh, I experienced this mov-
ing mural, each frame brimming with her-
itage and progress.

My journey began at the Donyi Polo Airport
inHollongi, a shining example of the success of
UDAN (Ude Desh ka Aam Nagrik), which has
made air travel to India’s remotest skies afford-
able and accessible. In just a few years, the
number of airports in the Northeast has grown
from nine to 17, four of them in Arunachal
Pradesh — a transformation driven by PM
Narendra Modi's push for connectivity. When
I was in charge of the civil aviation ministry,
PM Modi directed us to make these airports
more than transit points. Each was envisioned
as a window into its land, where bamboo-in-
spired structures, tribal motifs, and regional ar-
chitectural designs remind every traveller that
modern India has not left its roots behind.

After a smooth three-hour drive, I found
myselfinZiro Valley for the Ziro Music Festival,
ranked among the world’s top music festivals,
yet unlike any global spectacle. Every element
isdesigned inan all-natural, eco-friendly setup,
ensuring the valley returns toits pristine state
once the music fades. Local artisans showcased
their crafts, and thanks to Digital Indiaand the
Jan Dhan-Aadhaar-Mobile trinity, cashless
payments were effortless.

On stage, a Khasi folk singer followed an
indie band from Mumbai; a French guitarist
jammed with a local drummer; a Swiss
wood sculptor exhibited her work, while a
folk artist from Rajasthan laughed alongside

‘Waste had been turned into
compost, solar lamps lit
homes, and eco-tourism
flourished through
homestays built with bamboo
and polished stones. Here,
fruit plantations of oranges
and kiwis thrived alongside
weaving cooperatives
marketing shawls online
through e-Marketplace. Young
entrepreneurs spoke proudly
of taking their crafts digital,
while elders shared wisdom in
shaded courtyards. This was
the Digital Northeast Vision
unfolding in real time.

Apatani farmers. It was Ek Bharat Shreshtha
Bharat in its truest form, where music be-
came a language of togetherness and a cel-
ebration of India.

The next morning, the valley breathedina
gentler rhythm — the Apatani way of life. A
brisk 8-km walk through the countryside with
the young and energetic Chief Minister Pema
Khandu unfolded like a living painting — mist
trailing over golden paddy fields, flowers
blooming, canals glimmering with darting fish,
bamboo houses standing proud against the
mountain winds. Atits heartlay the UNESCO-
recognised paddy-fish cultivation system,
where ingenuity and nature move in harmony.
And then came a moment that has etched it-
selfin my memory: The Apatani people, break-
ing into song with the playful refrain “Delhi se
aya mera dost,” their voices wrapping around
me in such warmth that I feltless a visitor and
more as if [ had returned home. That emotion
continued as we savoured a traditional Apatani
meal with steaming millet porridge, bamboo
shoot curry, wild greens, and river fish fillets.

Itwas the women of Ziro who left the most
lasting impression. Self-help groups, empow-
ered under the Pradhan Mantri Mudra Yojana
and the Deen Dayal Upadhyaya Grameen
Kaushalya Yojana, are embracing an inclusive
livelihood. From weaving textiles dyed in nat-
ural hues, to fermenting fruits into pickles and
wines, to carving ornaments frombamboo and
stone, their enterprises are vessels of culture,
dignity, and hope. At the Goodwill Enclosure,
I was humbled to meet the 1811 Medium
Regiment, our country’s guardians, before pay-
ing homage to Army martyrs.

InHong Village, | met Tage Rita Takhe, who

left her engineering career to start Naara Aaba,
India’s first woman-led kiwi winery. With the
support of her family, she transformed her or-
chard into a thriving enterprise producing
wines from kiwi, apple, and guava, each in-
fused with the crisp freshness of mountain air.
Her success embodies PM Modi's call for Vocal
for Local, Local to Global.

If Ziro was music and soil, Hun Village was
discipline and vision. Its spotless streets were
adorned with murals and flowering pathways.
Wiaste had been turned into compost, solar
lamps lit homes, and eco-tourism flourished
through homestays built with bamboo and
polished stones. Here, fruit plantations of or-
anges and kiwis thrived alongside weaving co-
operatives marketing shawls online through
e-Marketplace. Young entrepreneurs spoke
proudly of taking their crafts digital, while eld-
ers shared wisdom in shaded courtyards. This
was the Digital Northeast Vision unfolding in
real time.

In many ways, Arunachal Pradesh offers
lessons the world desperately needs:
Sustainability rooted in tradition, women-led
entrepreneurship, digital empowerment,and
community-driven growth. In every corner, |
saw the reflection of PM Modi's vision of Digital
India, Atmanirbhar Bharat, Ek Bharat
Shreshtha Bharat, Startup India, and Jan Dhan
Yojana unfolding into empowering aspirations.
Arunachal Pradesh’s story is India’s story, the
story of a nation that is rooted in tradition yet
looks at the future with confidence.

The writerisUnion Minister for Development
of North Eastern Region and
Union Minister of Communication
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WORLD BANK ON INDIA

DAVID HOPPER, THE World Bank’s top policy
official for South Asia, said that the WB would
expand its lending to India in the next three
years. Hopper added that India was one of the
world’s most creditworthy nations and had
been following every prudent fiscal policy. He
projected a growth rate of six per cent over
the next three years.

SRI LANKA PEACE TALKS

A SIGNIFICANT BREAKTHROUGH in India’s
peace efforts was achieved when the Sri
Lankan government conceded two major de-

epaperindianexpress.com .. .

mands of the militant Eelam National
Liberation Front (ENLF) regarding the func-
tioning of the proposed ceasefire monitoring
committee. Leaders of six Sri Lankan Tamil
groups in New Delhi accepted Colombo’s set
of proposals.

CONSCRIPTION LAW

THE SRI LANKAN government rushed
through legislation in Parliament to create a
national armed reserve and enlist in its ranks
any citizen over 18 years for “the defence of
the country or to quell rebellion, insurrection
or civil commotion”. The new law provides
for the appointment of a competent author-

ity for manpower mobilisation, the establish-
ment of a reserve affairs council and the es-
tablishment and maintenance of any supple-
mentary forces “as deemed necessary by the
security needs of a country”.

PANELS FOR PRICES

PM RAJIV GANDHI has constituted two cab-
inet subcommittees on prices — one to deal
with theimmediate supply situation and the
other to prepare long-term strategies to check
prices. Both are headed bv Finance Minister V
P Singh. The cabinet committee on political
affairs has been reconstituted following the
recent reshuffle of the Council of Ministers.
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Rohit deserves better

Rohit Sharma built the team and read the game like few could.
His unceremonious demotion from One Day International captaincy does him a disservice

SANDEEP DWIVEDI

IMRAN KHAN WAS 40 when he hand-held
Pakistan to the 1992 World Cup title. By the
time the 2027 50-over World Cup is upon
us, Rohit Sharma will also be 40. But, like
The Khan, he won’t have a fairytale
farewell. The national selectors ended his
ODI captaincy the other day by naming 25-
year-old Shubman Gill as his replacement.
It was an unusual and unexpected decision
with no precedent.

Only the eclectic with no worldly desires
or ambitions would have remained unim-
pacted by the demotion. As for Rohit, he has
been a proud captain, a silent chaser of grand
dreams and a winner of two ICC tournaments
in a matter of months — a rare achievement
for a nation that isn’t Australia and that has a
long history of World Cup heartbreaks.

Indian cricket isn’t known to snatch the
captain’s armband from a player who, in his
last outing in India Blues, was the Man of the
Matchinawinning ICC tournament final. The
unreasonable immunity that those with
World Cup silverware have enjoyed was not
extended to Rohit.

Will the snub hurt Rohit, demotivate him
and hasten his retirement? Or will he come
out roaring, channel his anger into run-mak-
ing, be the Tendulkar of the dressing roomand
end his career like the master did on that mag-
ical April 2 evening in 2011 at Wankhede?
When Rohit comes out to open the Indianin-
nings with his successor Shubmanin Australia
in little over a week, the world will get a first
hint of the answer to the above questions.

Chief selector Ajit Agarkar gave many rea-
sons for the intriguing Rohit-to-Shubman
switch. One of them was about the complex-
ity of having three captains for three formats
— Shubman (Tests), Rohit (ODI) and
Suryakumar Yadav (T20). In that case, there
should be just one all-format captain so that
life for the selectors, coaches and administra-
tors would be much simpler.

Then there was one about Rohit getting
too few international outings since the world
doesn’t play too many ODIs, and the former
captain had retired from Tests and T20. So, was
that Rohit’s fault? Isn’t it the BCCI's responsi-
bility to ensure that India’s ODI specialists get
enough match time before the World Cup that
really matters? Virat Kohliis in the same boat
as Rohit. Will we let the world’s best ODI
player rustin London?

Before the second Test, days after he was
named the ODI captain, Shubman would talk
about the importance of Rohit and Virat for
India’s ODI chances. “There are very few play-
ers in the world with such skill, quality and
experience. From that perspective, we are
definitely looking at them (Rohit and Virat)
for 2027, he said. Rohit would have liked to
be “looked at” differently — a gaze that was
more respectful of his impressive ODI record,
which was significantly better than his mod-
est Test numbers.

That's why, when Rohit retired from Tests
— apparently, he was forced to — there was

no outrage. The England series result under
Shubman’s leadership would validate the
bold call taken by Agarkar & Co. Gautam
Gambhir and Shubman ensured the Test
transition was wonderfully seamless. The 2-
2 series result in England saw the emergence
of new stars and a new India.

Generally, a dressing room with a young
captain and a new coach isn’t overwhelm-
ingly welcoming for senior players who
have had an unquestionable reign in the
same premises. A mix of youth and experi-
ence isn’t always a winning combination; in
the real world, it can also mean complex sit-
uations with multiple power centres. The
easy option here was to defang the senior
and empower the young captain. But was it
the right decision?

Did the selectors,emboldened by the suc-
cessful shaping of India’s Test future, get car-
ried away? Picking Shubman as Test captain
was a bold call but making him the ODI skip-
per of a team that had Rohit and Virat has a
whiff of bravado. In the haste toride the “New
India” wave, the time-tested “Good Old India”
was hastily forgotten. Rohit's white-ball lead-
ership is a masterclass for any budding cap-
tainand alonger apprenticeship for Shubman
would have helped him and India.

Since the time he won five IPL titles,
Rohit has known what it takes to win lim-
ited-overs games. It is a precious gift only a
few possess — it was last seenin M S Dhoni.
In three successive ICC events — the 50-over
World Cup in 2023, the World T20 in 2024,
Champions Trophy in 2025 — India had
looked like Australia under Ricky Ponting.
Everybody knew their roles in a team with
11 match winners. It was a unit that re-
spected the conditions and played with a
definite plan. They were entertaining to
watch; they had it in them to sweep this
cricket-crazy nation off its feet.

The only way to get the respect of the
team, Imran would say, is to perform and set

Did the selectors,
emboldened by the successful
shaping of India’s Test future,
get carried away? Picking
Shubman as Test captain was
a bold call but making him
the ODI skipper of a team
that had Rohit and Virat has
a whiff of bravado. In the
haste to ride the ‘New India’
wave, the time-tested ‘Good
Old India’ was hastily
forgotten. Rohit’s white-ball
leadership is a masterclass for
any budding captain and a
longer apprenticeship for
Shubman would have helped
him and India.

CR Sasikumar

an example. Rohit did exactly that. If India
were a crack unit, Rohit was on the front line.
All through the 2023 World Cup campaign, he
would throw caution to the wind, undertake
cricket’s most difficult task — taking on the
best opposition bowlers with a new ball in
hand as an opener.

He was a sly captain — he took the field
with a mind full of ideas but he always
thought on his feet. Well before the 2024
World T20 in the US and West Indies, at the
press conference to announce the team, he
said he had a plan. It turned out he was bank-
ing on the spinners, and it worked wonder-
fully well. Rishabh Pant’s elevation up the or-
der, the use of all-rounder Axar Patel’s batting
prowess, and the short surprise Bumrah spell
in the middle overs were inspired decisions
that won India games.

Fans are said to have short memories. So
doselectors, it seems. Inalong 50-over World
Cup, a team needs a seasoned captain who
knows his team inside out. The present Indian
team is the one Rohit groomed. He has known
Bumrah since the time he joined the Mumbai
Indians as a teenager. He was the one who
gave Kuldeep Yadav the confidence he des-
perately needed. With India’s key all-rounder,
Ravindra Jadeja, he played the 2006 under-19
World Cup. He also understands the enigmatic
Shreyas lyer the best.

There was no tearing hurry either to
make the very talented Shubman the ODI
captain. Rohit should have got one more se-
ries as aleader. This isn’t a petition for an age-
ing captain, nor a plea for giving alonger rope
on sympathetic grounds. Thisis an ode to an
ODI legend and a white-ball Mike Brearley,
who was tragically denied what he had
earned. This is also a reminder that Imran
might not have been the fittest at 40, but he
was the sharpest and wisest and at his
inspiring best.

sandeep.dwivedi@expressindia.com

BY RAM MADHAV

Diplomacy, not romanticism

Amid global churn, India needs to re-evaluate its options

“THE OLD WORLD is dying. And the new
world struggles to be born. Now is the time
of monsters,” wrote the renowned Italian
philosopher and politician Antonio Gramsci.
It applies as much to the 2020s as to the
1930s, when Gramsci pitted his Marxistide-
ology against the Fascist power of Benito
Mussolini. The old world that Gramsci saw
dying was the result of the monstrous poli-
tics practised by leaders like Adolf Hitler and
Mussolini, and even Joseph Stalin, who was
also a Marxist. Others, like US President
Franklin Roosevelt, through his silence, and
British PM Neville Chamberlain, through his
appeasement of Hitler in 1938, helped has-
ten the death of that world.

The chaos of the 1930s resulted in the
outbreak of World War II and the birth of a
new world order. Now, as that order, built on
pillars like democracy, globalism and peace,
crumbles, similar characters in different
countries are causing great upheavals.
Gramsci’s categorisation of such leaders as
“monsters” may not be appropriate in the
present context. Nevertheless, today’s wars
and instability can be characterised in the
same terms as those of Gramsci.

Just as the US’s refusal to join the League
of Nations contributed to its collapse in the
1930s, the UN, created as the bedrock of the
new order, is struggling due to a lack of fi-
nancial support from Washington under
Trump. Many countries see it as a redundant
organisation unable to influence events.

China, in the meantime, is seen enthusi-
astically supporting that institution. It occu-
pies various important positions in the body.
Yet President Xi Jinping shows little interestin
its most important annual event, the General
Assembly, which he has rarely addressed. At
the same time, China is actively building a
new institutional framework for international
cooperation through frameworks like the Belt
and Road Initiative, Global Development
Initiative, Global Security Initiative, and
Global Civilisation Initiative. Completing the
process of building a new order, Xi an-
nounced the formation of the Global
Governance Initiative (GGI) in September this
year, which aims to “reform and improve the
international governance system”.

India should be alert to the consequences
of these developments. The relationships it
spent decades building seem to be coming
to naught. Despite its best efforts through the
“Neighbourhood First” policy, it was unable
to build a stable and friendly neighbourhood.
Destabilised polity in several of its neigh-
bours is testing India’s foreign policy acu-
men. The US has once again tilted towards
India’s archrival to the west, seduced by the
promises of the Prime Minister and the Field
Marshal. It may be naive to assume that
China was unhappy with Pakistan’s growing
proximity to the US. Over the past few
decades, it invested heavily in that country’s
political, military and civil infrastructure.
Pakistan’s overtures, whether to the US or

Saudi Arabia, would not have happened
without the knowledge and consent of
Beijing. In fact, China, as a policy, never pre-
vents its friends from engaging with the US.
It did not stop Kim Jong Un of North Korea
from meeting Trump thrice in just 12 months
during 2018-19.

Trump is eager to clinch a deal with Xi
when the two leaders meet at the Asia Pacific
Economic Cooperation (APEC) Forum later this
month in South Korea. But he is showing no
such hurry in resolving the standoff with India
over tariffs. A breakthrough is anticipated at
the East Asia Summit in Kuala Lumpur on
October 26-27, where Trump and Prime
Minister Narendra Modi may meet. However,
trade talks between the two countries are un-
likely to be concluded before the summit. It
may take some more time before the tariffs co-
nundrum is finally resolved. In the absence of
adeal, the Indian side may see a Modi-Trump
meeting as a futile exercise. Also, Trump is
spending only October 26 in Kuala Lumpurand
skipping the summit scheduled for the next
day, leavingless scope for any detailed engage-
ment between the two leaders.

Meanwhile, initiatives like the Quad and
IMEC may also hit a roadblock given the
emerging new equations in Asia. The US’s in-
terest in the Quad appears low, with the
White House remaining noncommittal
about Trump visiting India to participate in
the summit later this year. Some Western
scholars suggested turning AUKUS — the

Australia-UK-US military alliance — into
JAUKUS by adding Japan, which would have
been a death knell for the Quad. Fortunately,
AUKUS itself is facing the challenge of US
neglect and growing resentment in Australia
over burgeoning defence budgets.

Some may argue that this turmoil is due
to one man, Trump, and normalcy will re-
turn once he leaves office in 2028. Three
years is a long time in international politics.
Trumpian disruption is going to leave its im-
print on the shape of the new order to come.

India responded to Trump’s tariff
regime by standing firm and encouraging
atmanirbharta (self-reliance). Modi deliv-
ered an important message two weeks ago,
exhorting people to adopt swadeshi and
promote indigenous industry.

While that is a commendable response,
what India urgently needs is a comprehen-
sive recalibration of its diplomatic options —
both long- and short-term. Pragmatism
should be the touchstone of its strategy and
diplomacy, not romanticism. Henry
Kissinger once warned that a country that
demands moral perfectioninits foreign pol-
icy would achieve neither perfection nor se-
curity. Diplomacy is, after all, the art of
saying “nice doggie” until you can find a
rock, as American comedian Will Rogers
once quipped.

The writer, president, India Foundation,
is with the BJP
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WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

“The temptation for Israels allies now may be to ease off, acting as if this short-term
tix were a solution. They must instead invest intensified effort to produce the
strong and durable peace of which Mr Trump spoke — which will only be feasible

if it is founded on justice.”

— THEGUARDIAN

Can’t whitewash
the RSS

Its claims of service collapse in the face of its own
record. Its fear of social change mirrors anxieties
of upper castes threatened by modernity

I '

D Raja

THE COMMUNIST PARTY of India and the
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) were
founded in 1925 — one in Kanpur, the other
in Nagpur. But they could not be further
apart in purpose, philosophy, and historical
role. The CPlemerged from the anti-colonial
struggle — it represented the awakening of
India’s working class and peasantry, across
religion, caste, and region against imperial-
ism and oppression. It was an organic part
of the freedom movement, demanding not
merely political independence but social and
economic transformation. The RSS, in con-
trast, stayed aloof from the freedom struggle.
The organisation’s founder, K B Hedgewar,
and later its ideologue, M S Golwalkar, dis-
missed the independence movement as
“political”. Instead, it focused on building a
rashtra rooted in religious exclusivity and
rigid social hierarchy. While Communists
were mobilising people for freedom, and
many were jailed and martyred, the RSSwas
busy conducting drills in secrecy, reinforc-
ing caste distinctions, and pledging loyalty
to the colonial administration.

The CPI's cadres were part of every ma-
jor national upsurge — from the 1930s
workers’ strikes to the Telangana and
Tebhaga struggles, from the Punnapra-
Vayalar uprising to the student movements
of the 1940s. Its vision extended beyond
mere transfer of power; it fought for the
end of exploitation and inequality. The RSS,
on the other hand, was absent from every
defining moment of India’s liberation and
disdainful of the idea of a plural, democratic
India. Instead, the Sangh saw India’s diver-
sity not as a strength but as a weakness. Its
obsession with religious identity suited the
colonial strategy of divide and rule, and its
fear of social change mirrored the anxieties
of the upper castes threatened by moder-
nity, equality, and social justice.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s speech
atthe RSS centenary celebrations was an ex-
ercise in historical reinvention. He credited
the RSSwith “patriotism and service,” claim-
ing that swayamsevaks worked tirelessly
during Partition to help refugees. The truth,
however, is that the RSS’s propaganda and
ideology of hatred were among the sparks
that ignited the communal inferno of 1947,
especially in Punjab and Jammu. The organ-
isation’s literature and speeches of that time
described Muslims as traitors, creating an
atmosphere of suspicion and vengeance. To
recast this as humanitarian service is to
whitewash the role of communal mobilisa-
tion in one of the greatest tragedies of the
Subcontinent. Modi also repeated another
longstanding falsehood: That the RSS was
invited by Jawaharlal Nehru to participate
inthe 1963 Republic Day parade in recogni-
tion of its services during the China war. The
1963 parade included MPs, schoolchildren,
volunteer groups and trade unions. It's pos-
sible thatRSS cadre joined the parade as part
of the Bharatiya Mazdoor Sangh, an RSS-af-

filiated organisation; however, the RSS
wasn't “invited”.

RSS chief Mohan Bhagwat's centenary
address followed the same pattern of half-
truths. He spoke of “swadeshi,” “self-re-
liance”,and “unity”, but his vision of unity is
built upon exclusion. This is the same
Bhagwat who had called for a review of
reservation for the Scheduled Castes,
Scheduled Tribes, and Other Backward
Classes. For all its talk of national unity, the
RSS remains a staunch defender of hierar-
chy —between castes, men and women, and
between the privileged and the powerless.
Itswomen’s wing, the Rashtra Sevika Samiti,
operates under the paternal authority of the
male-led organisation. For the RSS, “unity”
means everyone accepting the supremacy
of the upper-caste Hindu male.

Bhagwat's claim that the RSS has worked
for harmony and service collapses beforeits
own record. Golwalkar’s Bunch of Thoughts,
one of the Sangh’s foundational texts, iden-
tified three internal enemies of the nation
— Muslims, Christians, and Communists.
The RSS has never wavered from this line —
it continues to find “enemies within” to rally
its base. Bhagwat’s invocation of swadeshi
and nationalismrings hollow when the eco-
nomic policies of the government it guides
have handed over national assets to corpo-
rate monopolies and hollowed out smallin-
dustries and agriculture. The Sangh’s idea of
“self-reliance” translates into submission to
crony capitalism; its “cultural nationalism”
translates into communal polarisation.

For a century, the RSS has survived not
by courage but by compromise. During the
freedom movement, it avoided confronta-
tion with the British. After Gandhi’s assassi-
nation, it parlayed with sections of the
Congress tolift the banimposed on it. During
the Emergency, the same pattern was re-
peated. RSS chief Balasaheb Deoras wrote to
the government offering cooperation if the
ban on the organisation was removed.

The Communists, in contrast, fought for
workers' rights, land reforms, education, and
healthcare, helping to shape modernIndia’s
progressive legislation — the nationalisation
of banks and coal, tenancy reforms, labour
protections,and public healthinitiatives. The
CPIland other Left forces have been the con-
science of the Republic, defending secular-
ism, democracy,and social justice againstall
assaults. They stood firmly by the nation in
every war imposed upon it — most notably
in 1971, when India helped liberate
Bangladesh. The Communists supported the
abolition of privy purses, the deepening of
federalism, and the expansion of democratic
rights. They fought separatist forces in Punjab
and the Northeast, losing over 300 comrades
to Khalistani terrorism, and consistently
worked to preserve communal harmony.

The RSS stands opposed to the ideals of
equality upheld by Mahatma Gandhi and B
R Ambedkar. Modi and Bhagwat's speeches
atthe RSS centenary were not reflections on
a century of service but attempts to rewrite
history and legitimise an ideology that has
always thrived on division and deceit.

A hundred years on, it is clear who has
truly served the nation’s soul — not those
whodivided it, but those who keep it united
in the name of justice.

The writer is general secretary,
Communist Party of India

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

HOPE FOR PEACE

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘First steps
to peace’ (IE, October 10). The ceasefire,
though fragile, has broughta glimmer of
hope to West Asia. The jubilant scenesin
both Gaza and Tel Aviv are testimony that
ordinary people yearn for peace, not con-
flict. The diplomatic efforts have been
crucial, and PM Modi congratulating
Donald Trumpis a welcome affirmation
of India’s support. Leveraging our good-
will with Palestine and Israel, India must
be a constructive partner for peace.
Krishan Kumar Chug, New Delhi

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘First steps
to peace’, (IE, October 10). Any ceasefire
without the release of Israeli hostages
will stand on shaky ground. While both
sides may feel pressured into temporary
compromise, genuine peace requires
trust. Yet, the humanitarian plight of
Palestinians must not be sidelined. A just
and enduring peace demands parallel at-
tention to human rights, freedom, and
security for both peoples. Only when dig-
nity is restored on both sides, can the
guns truly fall silent.

Harsh Pawaria, Rohtak

TATA RIFT

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘Tata mis-
trust’ (IE, October 10). What an irony
that this rift is coming out in the open
around the first death anniversary of

Ratan Tata. It is deja vu at Tata Group,
as four years after the apex court set-
tled the power struggle over the sack-
ing of Tata Sons Chairman Cyrus Mistry,
controversy has entered the board-
room again. The split must be resolved
amicably. The Tata Group is important
for our economy due to its size and
market influence.

Bal Govind, Noida

BALANCED DIALOGUE

THIS REFERS TO the article ‘A future-
facing pact’ (IE, October 10). The visit
of British PM Keir Starmer marks a
major step forward in the deepening
of India-UK relations, with both lead-
ers demonstrating a strong commit-
ment to a modern, future-oriented
partnership. The Comprehensive
Economic and Trade Agreement and
the new defence and technology col-
laboration signal a shift towards
strategic and economic interdepend-
ence. PM Narendra Modi’s emphasis
on a partnership driven by “talent and
technology” and Starmer’s endorse-
ment of India’s “Viksit Bharat 2047”
vision show the relationship now
encompasses innovation, security,
and people-to-people links. India’s
concerns on extremism and illegal
migration were raised candidly,
reflecting a maturing, balanced
dialogue between equals.

Sanjay Chopra, Mohali
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Revisiting India’s industrial barometer: Base year revision of IIP
o)

SAURABH GARG &
MRIDUL SAGGAR

AS NATIONS grow, their economies undergo
a structural change: some sectors lose im-
portance, others gain. Such structural trans-
formation often accompanies long-term eco-
nomic growth, marked by a progressive shift
in the economic structure — from a high re-
liance on agriculture to increased industrial
activity, and ultimately to the predominance
of the services sector.

Issue of industrial growth
InIndia, with brisk growth in services, the
sector’s share in Gross Value Added (GVA)
has doubled since the early 1950s, averaging
62.5% over the first half of this decade.

GDP: GRAPHS, DATA, PERSPECTIVES

Agriculture and allied activities, while still
essential, now contribute to about 15% of the
GVA. Butindustry, at around 22% of the GVA,
leaves scope for improvement.

Initiatives like Make in India, Production
Linked Incentive schemes, ease of doing busi-
ness reforms, and industrial corridors,among
others, are efforts to boost industrial growth.
They have helped improve growth rates in
each of the three sectors covered under the
Index of Industrial Production (IIP) — mining,
manufacturing, and electricity — in the post-
Covid period, compared to before the pan-
demic. Recent GST rate cuts will further shore
up consumption and support industrial recov-
ery. Furthermore, developments related to
deregulation, liberalisation and the emergence
of new industries signal healthy dynamism.

Why revise base year

With a more market-oriented economy,
the need for quick and symmetric informa-
tion has grown. Therefore, the statistical sys-
tems must adapt to capture full and correct
information of the economy. This is espe-
cially true for industry, which not only con-

RECENT DISRUPTIONS in trade and
Washington’s apparent proximity to
Pakistan led many analysts to conclude
thatIndia and Pakistan are again being
hyphenated on the international stage.

External Affairs Minister S
Jaishankar recently said, “The best
way of de-hyphenation is to outstrip
the other party in terms of power and
capability.” While military poweris a
key metric, often the most depend-
able long-term marker of power is a
country’s economic strength, not just
in absolute terms, but also relative to
its neighbours and rivals.

The chart provides a glimpse of why
India is truly an ascendant regional
power. The four lines here map the ra-
tio of GDP (in current US$) between
India and the US, China and Pakistan.
The vertical axis shows the number of
times one economy is of another.

Here are the main takeaways:

1. The US’ economic momentum
has been rather spectacular. The big-
ger an economy, the harderitisforit to

India’s growth trajectory,
in comparative terms

maintain a fast growth momentum.
Yet, as the lines mapping the US vs
Chinaand the US vs India trends show,
the US economy has restricted its slide
over the past decade. Still, relative to
India, the US has lost ground over the
decade: from being 8.6 times India’s
economy in 2014 to 7.5 times in 2024.

kept pace with China’s growth and
hasn’t allowed China to increase the
gap in relative terms. If anything, the
relative ratio has come down: China’s
GDPwas 5.4 times India’sin 2015 but
only 4.8 times in 2024.

has now extended the gap, helped by
Pakistan’s economic mismanagement.
Just over the past decade, India’s eco-
nomic size relative to Pakistan has gone
from 7.5 times to 10.5 times.

and the US show an upward trajec-
tory, while China and Pakistan seem
to be running out of steam.

2. India, on the other hand, has

3. Against Pakistan, India’s economy

Among these economies, India
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of any two countries.

Relative size of economies has been calculated by comparing nominal GDPs (in US$ billion)
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stitutes over a fifth of the economy’s output,
butalso has backward and forward linkages
with other sectors.

The Ministry of Statistics and Programme
Implementation (MoSPI) has been working
on multiple fronts to ensure and improve
data quality amid rapid changes. Towards
this end, one of the steps was to constitute a
Technical Advisory Committee for Base Year
Revision of the All-India Index of Industrial
Production (TAC-IIP).

Apart from the govern-
ment and the Reserve Bank of
India, numerous stakehold-
ers, from businesses to finan-

ECONOMICS

ing the IIP is very much aligned with the
International Recommendations for the
Index of Industrial Production (IRIIP), 2010,
with suitable adaptations to reflect national
requirements and data availability.

Key improvements

The new series will incorporate updates to
the product basket,improved data sources,and
reworked sectoral weights. The following are
some key improvements proposed:

Expansion of scope, cov-
erage: Item-basket is being
revised to capture obsoles-
cence as well as innovations,

cial analysts, use [IP data. The
IIPis a crucial input for quarterly GVA, used
in planning and research.

The compilation of IIP in India com-
menced with the base year 1937. To capture
economic and technological shifts, it has un-
dergone nine subsequent base year revisions.
The TAC-IIP has now recommended a base
year revision to 2022-23, in alignment with
the new base year proposed for the GDP.

Note that the methodology for compil-

by dispensing with several
once-relevant products such as fluorescent
tubes & CFLs, printing machinery, and
kerosene, and capturing new-age products
like laptops, vaccines, LED bulbs, and com-
ponents of aircraft and spacecraft.

As per IRIIP guidelines, the IIP should
cover sectors like Mining & Quarrying,
Manufacturing, Electricity, Gas, Water
Supply, and Waste Management. For the first
time, the new IIP aims to cover minor miner-
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als and gas supply with information captured
from key producing states/ ministries.

Treatment of ‘not elsewhere classified’
items: The selection of the IIP item basket is
based on the Annual Survey of Industries
(ASI),and its classification codes. In this con-
text, MoSPI has undertaken a mammoth ex-
ercise of identifying 276 “not elsewhere clas-
sified” items by revisiting relevant factories.
The new index ensures that 95% of their
weights are assigned to specific items, with
only 5% redistributed, thus significantly en-
hancing information content.

Substitution of factories: So far,once a
factory was included in the sample, it re-
mained part of the index even if it ceased
operations or changed its line of produc-
tion. This often creates a problem when pro-
duction items get replaced with newer
near-substitutes.

To overcome these limitations, the new
[IP series proposes to introduce a systematic
methodology for substituting factories that
have shut down or altered production lines.
Replacement will be contingent on reliable
data for at least 12 overlapping months for

incoming and outgoing firms.

Seasonally-adjusted series: As always,
the MoSPI wants to capture underlying
trends and cycles in output for analytically
meaningful forecasting. This is why the
Ministry is working in collaboration with
TAC-IIP towards putting in place a system to
additionally provide a de-seasonalised IIP, in
line with international practice.

The MoSPI is making sustained efforts
to improve national statistics, the fruits of
which will become increasingly clear over
time. After discussion in the TAC-IIP, the lag
in IIP has already been reduced. The inte-
gration of GST data with national statistics
and greater digital adoption will be a game-
changer.

In this context, the Ministry is treating the
base year revision for the IIP as much more
than a periodic statistical exercise.

Saurabh Garg is Secretary, MoSPIL
Mridul Saggar is Professor at [IM Kozhikode
and Chair of the TAC-IIP.

The views expressed are personal.

ere Bihar’s economy stands

With elections looming, political parties have offered sops such as government jobs. But Bihar’s economic
concerns are manifold, and much more has to be done to alleviate poverty and unemployment

SIDDHARTHUPASANI
NEW DELHI,OCTOBER 10

IN JUST over a month from now, the residents
of Bihar will know who will shape their for-
tunes for the next five years. The votes tallied
on November 14 could shape the next
decade or more, considering the current
Chief Minister, Nitish Kumar, has led the state
for nearly 20 years.

Like every other Indian state, Bihar needs
to create jobs forits residents — 3.16 crore of
them have registered on the government’s
e-Shram portal in search of jobs, second only
to Uttar Pradesh. And if jobs are not found,
continued out-migration for work will re-
duce the possibility of the state reaping a re-
turn on its investments.

Latest data from the government’s
Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLES) states
that Bihar's unemployment rate in the April-
June quarter was a fairly low 5.2 per cent,
compared to the all-India average of 5.4 per
cent for those aged 15 years and above.
However, this was largely due to the Labour
Force Participation Rate (LFPR) in the state
being just 48.8 per cent, meaning that less
than half the working-age population was
actively looking for work. Only Haryana and
Delhi had lower LFPRs.

It gets worse when one considers the (15-
29years), with only 33.9 per cent looking for
jobs in Bihar. This is not only significantly
lower than the all-India average of 42 per
cent, but also the lowest in the country.

It is no surprise, then, that employment
generation has been a key political pitch. On
Thursday, Rashtriya Janata Dal (R]D) leader
Tejashwi Yadav announced that, if elected,
his party would pass a law that would en-
sure one person from every household had a
government job within 20 months.

But are government jobs the way forward
for the state?

Pressure on state finances

Bihar’s budget for 2025-26 expects a
spending of Rs 1.12 lakh crore on salaries,
pensions, and interest on its loans. This is
“committed expenditure” that cannot be
postponed, and comprises nearly 40 per cent
of the government’s total expenditure.

Of course, several other states go beyond
this threshold, but it is safe to say the addition
of a guaranteed government job per house-
hold will not burnish the state’s finances.

BIHAR HAS GROWN FASTER
THAN ALL-INDIA AVERAGE
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BIHAR'S SERVICES
SECTOR IS SHRINKING
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Questions have also been raised about the
credibility of official numbers. “The purpose
of revised estimates in the budget is to pro-
vide a more realistic picture of the ongoing fi-
nancial year, based on actual data for 9-10
months. However, in Bihar, expenditure es-
timates at the revised stage are often unreal-
istic, leading to fiscal deficit estimates being
above the permitted limit,” PRS Legislative
Research noted in its analysis of Bihar’s
budget for 2025-26.

“From 2022-23 to 2024-25, the budget
estimate for fiscal deficit has been 3-3.5 per
cent. However, these estimates increase to
almost 9 per cent at the revised stage. The ac-
tual fiscal deficit was 2.8 percentage points
less than the revised estimate in 2022-23,
and 4.7 percentage points less in 2023-24.
However, actual expenditure is 4 per cent
less than budgeted,” PRS added.

The development agenda

Government jobs have not been the only
promise offered to voters so far. Cash trans-
fers to women, which worked exceedingly
well for the BJP-led National Democratic
Alliance (NDA) in previous state elections,
have appeared in Bihar. Under the
Mukhyamantri Mahila Rozgar Yojana, Rs
10,000 has been given to 25 lakh women (Rs

2,500 crorein total) to start small businesses.
If successful, they will get an additional Rs 2
lakh. Nitish Kumar has promised to expand
the scheme further if voted back to power.

Other promises include a revamped
self-help allowance scheme. Under it, the
government will extend a monthly al-
lowance of Rs 1,000 for up to two years to
unemployed graduates aged 20-25 years
who are not pursuing further studies.

Whether or not these schemes are ‘free-
bies’ — the word has no legal definition — is
irrelevant; what we do know is that they will
all add to the state’s expenditure, specifically,
revenue expenditure. At a time when the
central government is pushing hard on cap-
ital expenditure and calling on the private
sector to invest more, it should be a concern
if Bihar's revenue expenditure as a percent-
age of total expenditure rises. Bihar, in par-
ticular, needs more investments to generate
jobs and lift its residents out of poverty.

For 2025-26, capital expenditure has
been estimated at just under Rs 42,000 crore,
or a third of the committed expenditure, and
just 14 per cent of total expenditure.

According to the NITI Aayog, at 33.76 per

cent, Bihar had the highest proportion of

multidimensionally poor people in the coun-
try in 2019-21. From a consumption perspec-

tive, too, the picture is bleak. An updated
Rangarajan poverty line (constructed by
economists from the Reserve Bank of India),
shows that for urban Bihar, the minimum
Monthly Per Capita Consumption
Expenditure needed to not qualify as poorin
2022-23 was Rs 2,277 — the third lowest in
the country. For rural areas, the figure was Rs
1,724, which was the sixth-lowest.

Progress made, and required

None of this is to say progress has not
been made in Bihar. Its performance in re-
ducing poverty over the last decade has been
particularly noteworthy.

In terms of the headline number, its
growth rate has outstripped that of India as
a whole in recent years (Chart 1). Over the
last three years, Bihar’s Gross State Domestic
Product (GSDP) has grown 11.1 per cent per
year on average in real terms, compared to
India’s average growth rate of 7.8 per cent.
While commendable, it is over a low base -
Bihar's GSDPin 2024-25 was less thanRs 10
lakh crore, or only 5 per cent of India’s GDP.

Retail inflation, meanwhile, has generally
been lower in Bihar, the last couple of years
notwithstanding.

However, this is clearly not enough. The
services sector, which powers growth for
the rest of the country, has shrunk in Bihar
(Chart 2). According to statistics ministry
data, the net value added by Bihar’s tertiary
or services sector has reduced as a percent-
age of the total net state value added, from
61.2 per cent in 2019-20 to 54.8 per cent in
2024-25.The share of the secondary sector
(manufacturing, construction, and utilities)
has risen from 19.2 per cent to 26.6 per cent,
while the primary sector (agriculture and
mining) has remained broadly steady
around the 19-20 per cent mark.

Arising share of the secondary sectoris a
good sign, but India’s growth story over the
last two decades or so has been about the
services sector, which can offer high-paying
jobs — essential for retaining qualified and
local talent.

Even in terms of the number of factories,
Bihar had just 3,386 in 2023-24, as per the
latest Annual Survey of Industries. This was
just 1.3 per cent of all factories in the country.
Of the total number of workers employed by
the Indian industry, Bihar housed just 1.17
lakh, or 0.75 per cent.

These are troubling figures for India’s
third-most populous state.

Maria CorinaMachado, ‘Iron Lady of Venezuela’, winner of Nobel Peace Prize

ARJUN SENGUPTA

NEW DELHI,OCTOBER 10

THE 2025 Nobel Peace Prize was awarded to
Maria Corina Machado, a Venezuelan politi-
cian who has led the country’s democracy
movement for the past two decades, making
her, according to the Nobel Committee, “one
of the most extraordinary examples of civil-
ian courage in Latin America in recent times”.

Dictatorship in Venezuela

Until the 1990s, Venezuela had one of
the longest-running democracies in Latin
America. Today, it has one of the region’s
most entrenched authoritarian regimes.

The erosion of democratic institutions
began in 1999, when socialist Hugo Chavez,
then newly elected as President with mas-
sive popular support, convened a constitu-
tional assembly to draft a new constitution.

What made things worse was that the
anti-Chavista coalition, despite having a sig-
nificant presence within democratic insti-

tutions, chose to support a failed US-backed
coupin2002, and then an oil strike in 2003,
to force the president out.

This gave Chavez justification to go on
a Stalinist purge across all institutions. By
2006, the anti-Chavista coalition had lost
most of the institutional resources. Over
the next two decades, Chavez, and his suc-
cessor Nicolas Maduro became increas-
ingly authoritarian.

The outcome of the 2024 elections,
which saw Maduro retain power, has been
widely disputed in Venezuela and inter-
nationally; as have the results of many pre-
vious polls.

‘Ballots over bullets’

Over the past two decades, Machado has
emerged as one the staunchest opponents
of the Chavista regime.

Borninto a well-off family in Caracas in
1967, Machado obtained a bachelor’s de-
gree in industrial engineering and a mas-
ter’s degree in finance. In 1992, she estab-
lished the Atenea Foundation, which works
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MARIA CORINAMACHADO, 58
“for her tireless work promoting

democratic rights for the people of
Venezuela...”
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with street children in Caracas.

Adecade later, she found Simate, a vol-
unteer organisation whose stated mission
is to monitor elections. In a 2004 article in
The Washington Post, Machado described
how she decided to establish Simate.

“Something clicked... I could not stay at

home and watch the country get polarised...
We had to keep the electoral process but
change the course, to give Venezuelans the
chance to count ourselves... It was a choice
of ballots over bullets,” she said.

In 2003, Simate organised a campaign
to force a constitutionally-permitted ref-
erendum to remove Chavez. The referen-
dum was held in 2004; Chavez held on to
power amid allegations of voter fraud, in-
cluding by Simate. Afterwards, Chavez
branded the leaders of Simate as “conspir-
ators” and “lackeys of the US government”.
Machado was charged with treason and
conspiracy. (The case fizzled out).

Politician with US ties

Machado has long had close ties to
Washington. In 2005, after being accused of
treason, she met with then President George
Bush Jr at the White House. Siimate has also
received generous funding from American
donors, most notably, the Washington-based
National Endowment for Democracy.

Machado on Friday dedicated her Nobel
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toUS President Donald Trump, who haslong
wanted to engineer regime change in Caracas,
and referred to Maduro as a “narco-terrorist”.
“We are on the threshold of victory...we
count on President Trump, the people of the
US, the peoples of Latin America, and the
democratic nations...as our principal allies...
I dedicate this prize to the suffering people
of Venezuela and to President Trump for his
decisive support...,” she posted on X.
However, Machado was not always a
politician. Instead she cast herself as an elec-
tion watchdog, interested purely in the
sanctity of the democratic process. “Our or-
ganisation seeks to preserve citizens’ rights,
and the way to do that is by exercising those
rights,” she told The New York Times in 2005.
It was in the late 2000s that Machado
emerged as one of the most popular figures
in Venezuela’s opposition. She declared her
candidacy for the 2012 presidential elec-
tions but lost to fellow anti-Chavista
Henrique Capriles in the primary. Capriles
would later lose to Chavez in 2012, and a
year later, to Maduro. (Chavez died in 2013).

Uniting opposition

Machado has paid a price for her oppo-

sition to the regime, from facing criminal
charges to intimidation and even the threat
of physical violence by Maduro’s allies.

While many anti-Maduro politicians, in-
cluding Juan Guaidé, who Trump declared
as president in 2019, have fled from the coun-
try, Machado has remained with her people.
And she promises todo so “hasta el final” (“till
the veryend”). This has helped her corral the
otherwise fractured opposition behind her.
That Venezuela has witnessed a catastrophic
economic contraction under Maduro — the
largest outside of war in 50 years, according
to The NYT — has also helped.

Itis in this backdrop that Machadoin 2024
mounted the strongest opposition campaign
in the past 25 years. While she was barred
from contesting herself, it was for her,and not
the little known former diplomat Edmundo
Gonzalez, that the people were voting. And
although Maduro clung on to power,
Machado is likely the most popular figure in
Venezuela today.
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Can Arattai Go One
Up on WhatsApp?

Engaging users is the real test for Indian apps

India has billions online — yet homegrown messaging
appsremainrare. Arattaiiscatchingeyes, butcan itmove
beyondthebuzztochallenge WhatsApp or will itfizzle out
like Koo? Indian social media apps often stumble because
they fall short on the essentials: tech, business and inno-
vation. Thetech architecture of asuccessful social media
appisnotdifficult toreplicate. The business model is also
established around targeted advertising, which is again
not a barrier. The summit lies in the creative expression
of users, where most Indian apps struggle with originali-
ty. Copycat versions of established media platforms can’t
break their network power despite havingalarge potenti-
al customer base. The lack of innovation has posed the
biggest challenge to the development of homegrown soci-
al media, although technical support and monetisation
strategies have also contributed to the overall gloom.

The holy grail for media platforms is
—— creatinganew form of content that ac-
I ™) tivates the network effect. As content

l: tech evolves, it opens a wide field of in-
novative social communication. The
ability topull all existingand emerging
content formats onto one platform, ho-
wever, does not ensure success. Com-
munity development requires special effort through dis-
coverability, where the tech backend comes into play.

The safe course in building an SM platform is to offer a
bundleof servicesthatincludescontentsharing. Instead
of betting on the next TikTok, tech companies are more
comfortable developing a WeChat-like platform that of-
fers a broad range of services, from shopping to playing
games. In either case, Chinese app developers have
shown the way to break Silicon Valley’s stranglehold
oversocial media. Indian apps, unfortunately, score poor-
ly on both convenience and creativity, which makes eve-
ry new attempt at a social media breakthrough a heart-
breakingeffort. Then again, all it takes is one success. So-
cial media will remain a dynamic medium, keeping ho-
pes alive for the eventual arrival of an Indian champion.

Citizen-Gov Contract
Not Just About Polls

This week, Delhi-NCR’s citizens were relieved to hear that the
Yamuna would be clean, Delhi’s landfill mounds will be flatte-
ned, and beautiful gardens will come in their places — ‘before
the next Lok Sabha elections in 2029’. Coming from the Union
home minister, this assurance is, well, assuring. But one won-
ders whether elections were invented for the sole purpose of
governments doing what should be their job anyway. Election
results are, indeed, a report card of the work that a govern-
menthasdoneduringitstenure—providingclues of the work
itislikely to do in the future. At the Delhi Jal Board inaugura-
tion of 19 water and sewerage projects, Amit Shah underlined
this citizenry-government contract, mostly by citing the fai-
lings of previous governments.

But what happens between now and the
long run-up to Lok Sabha polls 2029, or
Delhi assembly elections 2030, is as im-
portant as what happens immediately be-
fore elections. Roads need fixing, public
infrastructure need maintaining, urban
spaces need tending... not just with elec-
tion time targets in mind but by virtue of these structuresre-
quiring attention anyway. One hopes governments —not just
Delhi, but Union and all state governments — never resort to
thiskind of reasoning: why mend roads in 2026 when it makes
more ‘tactical’ sense to fix them closer to 2029.

Deadlines and targets are helpful. But as any organisation,
governments included, should know, they is just one kind of
meanstoanend, nottheenditself. Administrationisthejobof
elected representatives given the duty tomake dailylives of ci-
tizens easier, more pleasant. It’s a round-the-season job. Yes,
for which, citizens reward — or punish — the incumbent go-
vernment every five-odd years. Or, atleast, that’sthe idea.

i
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\What does Maria Corina Machado have
that Donald John Trump doesn’t?

Guess Who Did NOT
Get the Peace Nobel?

What does human rights activist, Venezuelan opposition
leader Maria CorinaMachado, have that Donald John Tru-
mp doesn’t? Well, for starters, the Nobel Peace Prize. But,
of course, what we mean is: what qualities does Machado
have that has got her that one singular thing that Trump
wants in life, and hasn’t— yet? Never mind what we think.
What mattersis what the wannabe thinks to be unfair deci-
dingfactors. One, she’sa woman. Two, she’s from Venezue-
la. Three, the Oslo syndicate that doles out this gong is as
communistas Obama.

But for Don Don, that’s where the differences end. Machado
has spent decades fighting for democracy, enduring exile,
threats and political persecution. That is exactly the very
same parameters that Agent Orange has had to endure over
theyears—accordingto Agent Orange. ET’smolein the Whi-
te House hastold us that Trump tried Googling her the whole
first half of Friday, but got distracted by an ad for ‘Nobel Pea-
ce Prize replica coins made from Pakistani rare earth mine-
rals —now in MAGA red!” Meanwhile, Machado reportedly
said, ‘Thave Peace. He has issues.” Trump’s advisers sugges-
ted he start a human rights foundation. Or; start a war him-
self and then end it. To which, inamoment of clarity, Trump
Truth Social-ed: ‘Maria Machado? Never heard of her. RIG-
GED. SAD! He then demanded —exact quote — ‘arecount’.

/

Amit Kapoor

he wheel wasn’t invented

for decoration. Neither

was the bridge, the book or

the byte. Design — the art

of giving shape to intent —
hasalwaysbeen humanity’s greatest
technology. What we call progress is
when design becomes invisible and
when things simply work. However,
behind every leap forward lies a
mind that decided what workingsho-
uld mean.

India has long excelled at making
things work. It has engineered, imp-
rovised and innovated its way throu-
gh scarcity and scale, turning const-
raint into creativity and chaos into
motion. But in today’s world, func-
tion alone is no longer enough. If In-
dia is to move from a nation that bui-
ldstoonethatimagines—from mak-
ing do to making meaning — it must
learntodesign its way forward.

Designisnotthefinal brushof col-
ouronafinished idea. Rather, it’sthe
structure beneath progress. It’s the
language through which a nation ex-
presses its intelligence, ethics and
imagination.

At its simplest, design is an act of
control — of choosing form, process
and experience with deliberation.
Every system, whether a smartpho-
ne interface or government policy,
carries within it the hopes, fears and
blind spots of its makers. When we
complain that something doesn’t
work, we are often describing a sys-
tem that works perfectly for someone
else. Systems reveal their
designers. The test for In-
dia now is whether it can
design systems — indust-
rial, digital or civic—that
work for many rather
thanfew.

This is not just a ques-
tion of competence but of
temperament. China’s
manufacturing success,
for instance, did not
arise from innate
genius, but from a
culture that learns
by doing. Its facto-
ries built discipli-
nebeforetheybuilt
brands.

Over time, the
gap between know-

P

Countries that design

well manufacture trust.
They create ecosystems
ing and doing nar- Where creativity scales

Can India evolve from a society that tolerates
dysfunction to one that insists on coherence?

Not By Accident

But Design

Seat of all imagination: Paimio chair, desighed by Alvar Aalto, 1931

rowed until knowledge became em-
bodied in muscle memory. Technici-
ans became entrepreneurs. Factori-
es became design studios. The coun-
try’s mastery of production evolved
into mastery of experience. Today’s
drones, smartphones and EVs from
China are not merely cheaper; they
are also thoughtfully engineered,
emotionally resonant and globally
aspirational.

India’s challenge is different. Our
engineersand programmers possess
exceptional intelligence,

but the economy is plagu-
ed by a large ‘knowing-do-
ing gap’. We understand
complexity, but often stop
at understanding. We ana-
lyse before we act, theorise
before we make. Design re-
quires the opposite rhy-
thm: it teaches us to learn
by making, to think thro-
ugh touch, to test, fail and
’\ refine. The ability
S to iterate is the beg-
! =D inningof realsoph-
5 istication.

When we think
of sophistication,
we often think of it
asamatter of luxu-
ry. But it’s a matter
of empathy. True

design anticipates unspoken needs
of its users. The better version of
empathy is structure: policies, inter-
faces and expe-
riences that ca-
re for people
automatically.
Apple built an
empire on that
truth. Itsrivals
often offered
better hardwa-
re or more
open tech.
Android still
does in many
respects. But
Apple’s supremacy came from desi-
gn. Clarity of itsinterfaces, coheren-
ce between devices and emotional
ease of use created something tech
alone never could: belonging. People
don’t just buy Apple products; they
build lives around them. That is
what design can do — it turns conve-
nience into culture. India’s genius
for innovation and improvisation
must now evolve into that same cul-
ture of refinement, where design is
notdecoration but discipline.
Design is equally the architecture
of services. A healthcare process,
public-transport app or delivery net-
work allrely on invisible design deci-
sions that determine speed, clarity

and trust. Delivery of government
services in India, for instance, could
be transformed by applying design
thinking not as jargon but as citi-
zenship. A well-designed policy anti-
cipates human behaviour and redu-
ces friction. It makes honesty easier
than corruption, compliance easier
than evasion.

The question, then, is cultural:
can India evolve from a society that
tolerates dysfunction to one that in-
sists on coherence? We have the raw
material — centuries of craft intelli-
gence, instinctive frugality and the
ability to work with constraint. Our
artisansunderstand balance and pro-
portion better than any algorithm.
Our coders understand complexity.
What the country lacks is a bridge
between thetwo: thedisciplineto int-
egrate artand engineering, empathy
and precision.

Education will play adecisiverole.
Design must move from the margins
of art schools to the centre of every
curriculum. It is not an elective skill
butacivicone. A doctor designs care,
a teacher designs learning, and an
engineer designs relationships bet-
ween matter and motion. To teach
design isto teach responsibility.

India’s growth will not be measu-
red by how many products it ex-
ports, but by how much thought tho-
se products embody. Countries that
design well manufacture trust. They
create ecosystems where creativity
scales, where small enterprises in-

B \When we think of

' sophistication, we
often think of it as
a matter of luxury.
But it's a matter of
empathy. True
design anticipates
unspoken needs of
its users

novate with confidence be-
cause the culture values form as
much as function.

Design is how a nation learns to
think about itself. It is the mirror
through which it sees what it values
and whom it includes. If we want to
movebeyond survival and into signi-
ficance, India must build a design
culturethatisintelligent,ethicaland
emotionally literate. The future will
not be inherited; it will be designed.
And the country that designs best —
not the one that codes fastest or bui-
1ds cheapest — will set the standard
for the century to come.

The writer is chair, Institute for Competitive-
ness. Inputs by Meenakshi Ajith

GST 2.0 Shot for Public Health

(N
Samir Mehta

India’s pharma industry playsa
vitalrole in serving global markets
while ensuring affordable access to
medicines for its own people. As In-
diafacesarising burden of diseases
like cancer; diabetes and cardiovas-
cular conditions, addressing these
challenges requires not just medical
innovation but also policies that make
treatments affordable, sustainable
and — considering the latest spate
of deathsfrom toxin-laced cough
syrup — above all, safe for millions.
Therecentreduction in GST rates
onmostmedicinesfrom12% to5%,
and full exemption on 36 critical
drugs for cancer, geneticandrare
diseases, enhances access to essen-
tial treatments. Rationalising tax
slabs on health and life insurance
premiumes, glucometers and correc-
tive spectacles further supports this

goal. These measures are more than
fiscal adjustments; they also streng-
then India’s healthcare response
and advance universal health cov-
erage (UHC).

By reducingthefinancial burden
of outpatient medicines, this reform
will encourage earlier initiation of
therapy and longer adherence to
treatment — outcomes that are cri-
tical in tackling non-communicable
diseases such as cancer, diabetes
and hypertension, which together
account for the largest share of In-
dia’shealth burden.

It also complements broader visi-
onof UHC and initiatives such as
Ayushman Bharat, as beneficiaries
of GST reforms are likely to be those
living outside the metros. By mak-
ingoutpatient medications more
affordable, it strengthens the pillars
of preventive and continuity care in
healthcare.

The pharma industry is working
closely with stakeholders to ensure
that every rupee of taxrelief reach-
es patients. Compliance across ma-
nufacturers, distributors and retail-
ers must be immediate and univer-
sal. Beyond compliance, the industry
must extend access in tier-2 and tier-3

Keep the beltrolling

cities, where affordability and avail-
ability remain the greatest hurdles.
GST2.0marks an important begin-
ning, but affordability alone cannot
secure India’s healthcare future. To
ensure that today’s gains translate
intolasting impact, cost relief must
gohand in hand with a stronger in-
novation ecosystem. Patients will
benefit most when breakthrough
medicines and therapies are develo-
ped in India, made affordable thro-
ugh efficient regulation, and scaled
up through local manufacturing.
Innovation becomes the bridge that
connects patient welfare, business
growth and national self-reliance.
Building such an ecosystem requi-
res faster and more predictable re-
gulatory pathways, including a sin-

gle-window digital system linking
CDSCO, ethics committees and state
regulators so that approvals keep pace
with global benchmarks. Streamli-
ned trial processes, reduced duplica-
tion in testing and digital tracking
will further enhance efficiency and
transparency.

Strengthen the link between sci-
ence and society. Funding mechani-
sms also need to keep pace through
focused grants, supportive tax poli-
cies and dedicated platforms to at-
tractlong-term investment in phar-
maR&D. Together, these steps will
ensure that reform is not only about
lowering today’s costs but also about
securing tomorrow’s breakthroughs
for patients.

GST 2.0 presents an opportunity to
establish a system grounded in both
accessibility and innovation. For
Indian pharma, this means advan-
cingavision of reform with a heart.
With this momentum continuing,
India could not only continue to be
the world’s pharmacy but also seta
global benchmark for combining
innovation, equity and self-reliance
in healthcare.

The writer is chairman, Torrent Group

Biz Registration, a 24-Hr Challenge

\

Amitabh Kant &
Prateek Goyal
|

India’s transformative decade has
paved the way for unprecedented
entrepreneurial growth. Last year,
nearly 21akh companies were regis-
tered in India—a threefold rise from
adecade ago. We now have 122 uni-
corns. Enterprises are sprouting not
justinmetros butalso in tier-1and
tier-2 cities. Technologies such as
Al drones, space tech and clean tech
present India with an opportunity
toleapfrog in technological advan-
cement. With the newly launched
Z1lakh cr Research Development
and Innovation (RDI) Scheme, along
with DeepTech Fund of Funds, en-
terprises can drive India’s progress
up the technological curve. Register-
inganew businessis the first step
toward realising an idea.

Over the past decade, SPICe+ incor-
poration system and the comprehen-
sive digitisation of government por-
tals have made starting a business
in India easier than ever. More than
80% of registration is done online.
However, manual processing, docu-
ment rejections, backlogs and tech-
nical glitches often delay the process.

Global examples demonstrate that

speed, security and compliance can
be achieved simultaneously through
automated and integrated systems.
» Estonia leads the world with its
e-Residency programme —a paper-
less, secure, blockchain-backed sys-
tem thatlets anyone, anywhere regis-
ter an EU company in hours. Its cloud-
based infrastructure ensures both
transparency and cybersecurity.

» New Zealand enables company
formation within hours, anchored
by NZ Business Number —a unique
ID that unifies all business data in
oneregister. Its single-window system
reserves names in 2 hrs and comple-
tesincorporation in1-2days, with
API-linked, machine-readable data
cutting errors and manual checks.

» Singapore’s Bizfile platform
shows the power of real-time, cross-

agency data integration. Business

registration takes minutes, with :
g 4 both cybersecurity and trans-

‘»ﬁ\/ parency. Establishing regional

Alname-checksand instant
tax and compliance process-
ing. Its ‘register once, up-
date everywhere’ model &.
has cutlicensingfrom .
14forms and 800 fields fi\
tojust one form with i
90fields. et
Over 41 countries
now offerdigital
registration with VZ
Alsupport,real- |/,
time tracking
and blockchain
security. These
examples show
thatease of do-

It’'s high time

ingbusiness depends as much on
tech-driven, user-centric design as
onregulatory reform.

India’s target must be to ensure that
company registration is completed
in24hrs.

P Go Al Integrating Al-driven do-
cument validation and automated
name screening will accelerate pro-
cessing and reduce manual errors.
Through AI, document verification
can be automated, with only excep-
tionsflagged for review. Using risk
scoring and auto-approval logic will
ensure most applications are process-
ed within a day. With the IndiaAI Mis-
sion developinglocal language mo-
dels, aregional language, chatbot-
assisted process can further stream-
line businessregistration.

.. » Strengthen infra Estonia’s

24 /) distributed digital cloud pro-

vides an example that ensures

processing hubs would create a
decentralised architec-
/ ture, dramatically
1 1y, reducingqueue
{ o times and enhan-
i+ cingsecurity.
, P Mutual trust
—1{ + Oncetheprocessis
#il initiated at MCA,
the flow of infor-
liiy mation between

v, MCA and partner
agencies—such as
. CBDTfor PAN and
= TAN, CBIC for GST,
DPIIT for Startup
India, and the Minis-

try of MSME for Udyam registrati-
on—should be seamless. Integra-
ting inter-agency databases, coup-
led with automated multi-agency
registration along the lines of the
Singapore model, can turn sequen-
tial approvals into parallel work-
flows, reducing delays.
» Easeincorporation formalities
This is essential to attract internati-
onal capital. Currently, timelines and
documentary requirements for glo-
bal companies and investors toregis-
ter abusiness in India are complex
and time-consuming. The process
should be identical for both interna-
tional and domestic applicants. Sin-
gapore and the UAE have attracted
global capital thanks to the ease of
company registration for internati-
onal investors. Simplifying incorpo-
ration would accelerate the flow of
capital and technology into India.
Entrepreneurship will be India’s
most powerful pathway to prosperi-
ty, progress and therealisation of a
Viksit Bharat. In this journey, regis-
teringa business should be the simp-
lest and most enabling step. Adopt-
ingacombination of targeted auto-
mation, cloud infrastructure invest-
ment and integration of inter-agency
databases can dramatically reduce
company registration times. Every
hour saved is an hour invested in
growth, creativity and national prog-
ress. Business registration must be
the easiest step on the journey to
building tomorrow’s India.

Kant isformer G20 Sherpa, Gol, and Goyal
is director; Fairfax Centrefor Free Enterprise

THE SPEAKING TREE

True Nature
Of Things

B KBRIJMOHAN

Enlightenment is that state of
awareness in which one sees the
true nature of things, which ena-
bles one to understand why things
are the way they are and respond
appropriately. Now, perhaps more
than at any other time, the world
needs enlightened decisions to
deal with the myriad problems
confronting humankind.

Alotof information is easily
available to most people through
communication technology. But,
as the Bhagwad Gita says, mere
intellectual knowledge does not
lead to enlightenment. It cannot
grant one supreme peace and
freedom. It is only when one has
achieved complete self-mastery
and has intense faith and devo-
tion does true knowledge dawn
within, and one attains liberation
and freedom from weaknesses
and the suffering they cause.

An enlightened soul guides by
example, demonstrating how to
think, speak and act in ways that
benefit all, so that one’s actions
promote peace and happiness.
Such asoul inspires others to
rise above selfish attitudes.

Thelove, kindness and genero-
sity of an enlightened soul spreads
thelight of hope to those who are
in sorrow, giving them the coura-
getobring change within to help
them overcome their suffering.

The enlightened soul does not
discriminate or judge, going into
whoisright and who is wrong. It
unconditionally gives its good
wishes and pure feelings to all.

(Jan 7,1934-Oct 9, 2025)
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‘Petrol’, the New
Flightless Bird

Negotiators from two coastal
nationsmet tofinalise an FTA.
Everything was going smo-
othly until someone misread
‘petroleum’ as ‘penguin’. By
the time the treaty was ratifi-
ed, each country waslegally
obligated to export 10,000 pen-
guinsannually.

The penguins unionised.
One country tried to substitute
inflatable decoys, sparkinga
diplomatic crisis. WTO ruled
that pengu-
ins were
‘non-tariff
emotional
supportcom-
modities’.
Eventually,
both coun-

@== triesagreed
to swap penguins for social me-
dia influencers, citing similar
attention spans and migrato-
ry behaviour.

Moral: Always spell-check
your trade annexes. Or risk
waddling into chaos.

Cheese Badi Hai

An FTA between France and
Wisconsin aimed to eliminate
tariffs on cheese. But cultural
pride got in the way. France
insisted that only cheese aged
in caves with existential dread
could be labelled ‘authentic’.
Wisconsin countered with a
clauserequiringall cheese to
be blessed by a Packers fan
wearing a foam wedge.

Negotiations broke down
when both sides demanded
exclusive rights to the word
‘melty’. Eventually, WTO inter-
vened with a fondue pot from
Geneva. The treaty now man-
dates joint cheese tastings eve-
ry quarter; hosted by aneutral
Swiss referee named Klaus,
not to be confused with Santa.

_ Chat Room |

Noblesse Oblige
Wins Peace Prize

Apropos ‘2025 Nobel Peace Prize
Winner: Who is Maria Corina
Machado, and What Did She Do
for Venezuela? by AasthaRaj
(Oct10), congratulations to Maria
Corina Machado for being bes-
towed the Nobel Peace Prize for
2025. Her fight for democratic
rights as opposition leader in Ven-
ezuela’s politics is well known.
Machado’s dedication and hard
work for restoring democracy
and human rights for the people
of her country won her the recog-
nition in spite of Donald Trump
aggressively pushing his own
candidature. An award hasto be
earned, and those who deserve
itnever ask to be honoured. Tru-
mp’s desperation to win the aw-
ard perhaps went against him
being considered by the Nobel
panel. His false claim of ending
the Indo-Pak war; too, wasared
flag on hisrésumeé for the prize.
SNKabra

Mumbai
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A thought for today

Greater the artist, greater the doubt. Perfect confidence
is granted to the less talented as a consolation prize

ROBERT HUGHES

Cheer Up, Don

Five tips for Trump before next year’s Nobels

Nobody, barring a grand total of 143 men and women, has got it

I :irst thing, Trump, it’s alright not to get the Nobel Peace Prize.

over the past 125 years. That’s seriously rare, but rarer still is
being US prez, which you’ve been twice. So, cheer up. Second, as
Orwell said, war is peace. The converse must be true then —peace is
war. Indeed, there were 338 nominees for this year’s peace Nobel. We
hope you were in the fray, but we won’t know for 50 more years,
because that’s the rule. Suppose you weren’t even in the running... the
7, or 70, or 700 wars you stopped this year was sheer selfless service

then. Feel good about it.

Third-Orwell again—waris indeed
peace. That’s why Venezuelan Maria
Corina Machado got the peace Nobel,
and you didn’t. Just look up the past
winners and you’ll find most weren’t
present at or behind an armistice. Like
God, peace works in mysterious ways.
Sometimes, it involves defusingnukes,

at others it means standing up for rights of women and children.
Often, like Machado, it requires fighting for rights and democracy

within a country.

Fourth, if it ain’t broke...don’t break it. US has been a model of
democracy, free speech and rule of law. Don’t turn it into a tinpot
dictatorship-1like Maduro in Venezuela-with your executive orders
and national guard deployment. You won’t win any awards for starting
acivil war, but your successor might win a Nobel for stopping it.

Fifth, keepupthe good work. You’veleashed Netanyahuand paused
thekilling in Gaza. Now, make sure the peace holds. If itholdsayear
fromnow, youwillhavea very good chanceat winning. Youmightfly
away with $1.1mn on that $400mn Qatariplane. Just make sure tomake
it tax-free with an executive order first.

Phantom Police?

Seoul has a hologram cop. Not everyone’s thrilled

life-size apparition in uniform, if you find yourself in Seoul’s

I I e doesn’t quite crash land but takes form all a sudden - a

popular Jeo Dong Park. Don’t let him spook you - it’s only a
hologram of a cop, appearing every two minutes between 7pm and
10pm to, well, spook those up to no good. Police claim the made-in-UK
‘assistant officer’ lowered crime rates in the bustling neighbourhood
under Seoul Jungbu police station by as much as 22%, between
Oct 2024, when the pilot was launched, and May 2025. The cop

was officially posted in the park in Aug. So, if
you’re wandering around, under the influence
of whatever’s your poison, and itching to pick
up afight, well, chances are the sight of a ghostly
cop could nudge you to abandon the idea. No
need to break into a cold sweat or run, for he’ll
disappear in two minutes.
‘ Sowhatdoesthishologram copdoif itcomes
across a fight? He can’t chase, let alone handcuff

you. Yet. ‘Enhanced features’ are work in progress. His role now
is surveillance, a deterrent to low-key ‘impulsive’ crime. Privacy
may be globally dead but still, the idea hasn’t gone down well with
everyone. Visitors find him annoying, while his ghostly presence
is fast creating an urban legend of a ‘haunted park’. Clearly, tech
savvy policing isnot yeta smooth walk in the park.

How Do You Create
A Hot Tech Hub?

Via a culture that’s open to change and
normalises risk-taking

he US-China big power
competition is the defining
geopolitical issue of ourtimes.
Undergirding this dynamic
is the race for tech, especially Al In
The New Geography Of Innovation:
The Global Contest For Breakth-
rough Technologies, Mehran Gul
investigates whether US’s Silicon
Valley still retains near-monopoly
over cutting-edge tech, or have other
global locations such as China’s
Shenzhen and even the greater London
area taken over that mantle. Plus,
what’s truly conducive for creating
a hot tech eco-system? Is there a
secret sauce that America has and
China appears to have replicated?
The answers are complex.
At first glance,
China’s breakneck
development in tech

is enough to confirm US’s continued
tech dominance: Apple became the
first American tech company to cross
atrillion-dollar valuation in 2018 with
seven other American companies
joining it since, but the rest of the
whole world, including China, doesn’t
even have one.
Whatthenisthesecrettosuccessful
tech eco-systems? The author inter-
views scores of tech entrepreneurs
and stalwarts across geographiesand
comestoasomewhatunderwhelming
answer: there isnosetformula. Almost
all successful tech companies look the
same. But they can come up in very
different circumstances. In UK, the
greater London area is where all
the action is. But that has come at
the cost of increasing
regional disparity
that not only puts

over the last decade

SHORT TAKES ON BIG IDEAS

London at risk but

appears to be eclip-
sing Silicon Valley.
But closer inspection
reveals a nuanced
picture. True, Silicon
Valley is undergoing
change - described
in the book as a
vibrant rainforest
being converted into
controlled farmlands.
But that necessarily
doesn’t translate into
US tech decline, the
author says. New
American tech hubs
are coming up in New York, Miami
and Austin that are taking the flame
of Silicon Valley forward.

China, ontheotherhand, hascreated
its own tech champions like Tencent,
Baidu and ByteDance in record time.
It certainly has speed on its side, and
its quality and volume of research
has also improved tremendously.
But it’s still not doing pathbreaking
research like US. Why? A combination
of factorsthat includes strict guardrails
of the Communist Party —exemplified
by the 2021 crackdown on Chinese
tech firms - a Chinese university
system that is not quite yet at par
with American universities, and an
environment where govt policy guides
the direction of innovation.

Butto settle the debate, one statistic

also undermines
the dynamism of
UK’s tech story. This
disparity was also a
reason for Brexit.

Switzerland and
Germany have great
education and no
shortage of talent or
infra, but their local
cultural preference
for stability over
risk means they are
justnotabletorealise
the same tech inno-
vation potentialas US
or China. South Korea and Singapore
created their miracles through huge
govt support. But there are also limita-
tions to this approach as seen by calls
toreform Korea’s chaebols.

But one thing appears clear,
accordingtotheauthor;societies that
are more receptive to change appear
to have a better chance of fostering
tech successes. That means openness
to talent, openness to innovation,
and openness to risks. In the Indian
context, we may have Bengaluru. But
we need many more Bengalurus that
incentivise tech entrepreneurship
and risk taking. That means a policy
framework that fosters innovation
and a culture shift that normalises
failure. India has lots of catching up
todo.

Leaving Mumbai, Learning Goa

A city writer goes to the gaon. Away from civic failures and ugly aesthetic of Indian metros, he
finds nature and clean air, plus locals who loathe his tribe

Siddharth Dhanvant Shanghvi

In 2011, when I first moved to Moira, in
north Goa, the phonerange was solousy
thatI’'d have towalk tothe end of mylane
just to make a call. On the way, a local
farmer once accosted me for harbouring
a python in my garden that had eaten
his cat. This caused a ruckus, so the next-door uncle,
two feni in, arched his neck over the wall to take in the
tension. There were power-outs for hours, there still
are. One monsoon, my roof flew away.

How didIenduphere?

I had had an enviable life in Mumbai. My family
moved to Juhu when it was a stretch of marsh. By the
time I was eight, Bollywood stars lived so close to us, I
could monitor their domestic strife. As a young man
(by then, a writer of modest success) I had a place
at many tables where champagne was vintage and
everyone was plotting some kind of usurping, usually
of companies, cooks and husbands (cooks were the
most prized).

I left for many reasons, including ineffable ones;.

like stickingaround in one placesolong youcanonly::.
get sick of it. In my thirties, Mumbai’s transfor-
mation from adorable puppy vibes to burly,
man-eating monster wasrapid.

Skywalks appeared - they resembled
worms from the small intestine. Then came
the metro project - this was infra projects as
intergenerational trauma. My grandmother
had died by the time the one in Vile Parle was
looping across my best friend’s yard, where
it looked ready to collapse even before some
neta would inaugurate yet another functional
ugliness. of

Yes, functional ugliness is the de facto =~ &
aesthetic of modern Indian cities.

Govt-funded functional ugliness competes
with privately funded ones. A billionaire builta
27-floor, cantilevered ode to such revolting taste-
that the architect ought to be publicly flogged
(ArundhatiRoy willfilemy humanrightsrecord -
under ‘appalling’). Near the Worli Sea Link, public
art was so vile it doubled as cautionary. ‘Become
an accountant,” one might warn a child. ‘If you
become a city artist, you’ll make this.’

Perhaps the wisest thing to do with a big Indian
city is to leave it. I did. It wasn’t cool then, the way
movingto Goaisnow,butitwasanact(as Orry mightsay)
of self-care.

First, what had I left behind? The Juhu-Colaba
commute was longer than the flight from Mumbai to
Goa, thanks to dug-up roads and endless traffic. Tom-
Tom’s 2024 index puts Mumbai drivers at roughly
29 minutes per10 km at peak, with about 100+ hourslost
to rush-hour traffic annually. Kolkata and Pune now
rank among the world’s slowest. Mumbai offers roughly
1.24 sq m of public open space per person. It’s brave to
call it ‘space’ and delulu if you imagine itas ‘open’.

Mumbai, like Delhi, is breath-taking, meaning it
takesyourbreath away, leaving youraspingonthefloor
for oxygen. We still have to beat Delhi’s world record
as the most polluted capital - we’re working on it!
And so a city writer — gasping, gasping — turned to
the pastoral.

Well, I'm not the only one. Some came to Goa to
make art, others to save their marriages or raise their
children. In Moira, there’s
a joint for a child to learn

carpentry — as a hobby,

not institutionalised labour. Many were climate-change
exiles from north India, where kids were hacking out
their lungs before they turned four.

All of us prized nature the way city counterparts did
Birkins. We didn’t want bragging rights to a Jor Bagh
barsati as much as straight out sunset skies across
the Socorro plateau. There were retirees and misfits.
There were writers. And restaurateurs who had failed
in Mumbai-who, later, also failed in Goa.

Welearned torecognise a poiseller’shorn. We began to
haggle for fish in Mapusa market in strange, postcolonial
accents. Goa’s pandemic-era influx of remote workers
anddigitalnomads wasn’tbigon ghar wapsi. They stuck
around. And brought friends. Understandably, the
locals now loathe us, our noise, our WhatsApp groups
where we fight for kombucha strains.

From time to time, someone asks why I traded a city
of museums (never enough), bookshops (too few), and
cinemas (somewhat thrilling) for villagelife that counts
onimaginative stamina—and emergency power backup.
Because our cities failed us.

You cannot build a civic culture on a string of charming
accidents, like when a pothole turns into a pond
and your kid floats a paper boat on it. Youneed rules that

prize the commons; billionaires who commission
parks and libraries instead of heliports and
garba performances; a planning regime
that isn’t, essentially and shamelessly, a
builder lobby.
Relax. Statsshow the great migration—
nationally speaking-isstill the great stay.
Indians are continuing to live in cities.
They’rejusthatingtheirlives there more
than ever. The village-versus-city binary
isuseless. Cities win.
But most Indians are now desperate
for better cities—cleaner air, parks without
prowlers and beaches without miles of
rubbish, acommute that doesn’tkill you or
tap water that isn’t flavoured with jaundice,
diarrhoea or sewage. We want to stay but
we simply can’t, and those of us (a silently
growing tribe) who left, did so from an
existential crisis (orasdesigncritique). Or,
frankly, because we love Goa.
Shanghvi is the author of “The Lost
Flamingoes of Bombay’and ‘Loss’

Chad Crowe (USA)

We Are All Stalkers & We All Get Stalked

Surrendering degrees of privacy for the sake of convenience is a Faustian bargain. For celebs it’s
more extreme, but the rest of us also have to contend with weirdos getting all up in our business

Bikram Vohra

She is a mini celebrity — recognisable
butno trumpets play when sheentersa
% room. She had just settled herself in
her seat on an aircraft, ready to do a
.| couple of hours’ of good reading. The
| passenger next to her was busy on his
computer so no perfunctory greetings
were exchanged. But a sudden visual
unease in the corner of her eye made
her look at his screen more closely. He had scrolled
her page, her history, her images and was blatantly
lookingfor more.

She said with asperity, “What the heck do you
think you are doing?”

He said, “Working on my computer. Why do you
ask?”

“Because you are sitting next to me and reading
aboutme, that’sinvading my privacy.”

“Actually, you are invading mine. I am within my
rightsto see whatI want whereverIam, itisnone of your
business. My seat, my computer, sojust don’tlook.”

Shesaid she would call the crew. He said she could call
the Captain for all he cared, he wasn’t doing anything
wrong, whatever he was downloading she had directly
or indirectly put there, so blame yourself, lady.

The crew came, tried with sincerity, could do nothing
and for the next two hours she sat and seethed in the
debris of her privacy, feeling stalked, as if she was in
the presence of a predator, who continued to trawl the
material on her that he had downloaded while waiting
for the doors to close before takeoff.

Columnist
based in Dubai

Everything is so invasive now that °
the rulebook has been arbitrarily 0‘ the And Love

hurtling towards the cliff but we don’t see it.

None of us is far from the dilemma on the plane, in
our helpless surrender to the new electronic god, the
algorithm, slavestoadisembodied database that knows
our cravings better than our own mothers. We offer up
our location data for a faster food delivery, our search
history for amildly amusing cat video, and our so-called
friendly networks for a fleeting hit of social validation.
We are like tragicomedies, proudly polishing the
bars of our own cage, convinced the sheen is a sign
of progress.

3 it "\\ < -

Our smartphones are not just phones; they are digital
sirens, perpetually screaming our location, our desires,
and our private thoughts into the electronic ether. We
carry them everywhere, these disloyal snitches in
our pockets, broadcasting a live feed of our existence to
corporate overlords who compile the data, a more
accurate representation of who we
are than our own self-image. We

rewritten. We can take pictures with STORIES OF THE WAY WE ARE become the stars of our own reality

impunity and no longer need to ask
permission. We can tape conversations without clearance.
Blatantly disrespectful conduct is now the norm and
the law is fragile and protection feeble. Like lemmings

shows, with an audience of bots.
Bought and paid for even if we haven’trealised it.

In a world that feels increasingly vast and anonymous,
a ‘like’ is a candle flicker of warmth, a share isa moment

of significance. We have become emotional panhandlers,
holding out our digital cups for the small change of
acknowledgment. Please sir, can I have some more?

We post pictures of our children’sfirst steps, offering
their nascent identities up as content. We chronicle our
heartbreaks and triumphs on platforms that cruelly
turn our emotions into commodities, our most vulnerable
moments into data points, all for an engagement graph,
desperately seeking the laugh track of social approval.
We accept cookies without a second thought, munching
onthedigital equivalent of a Trojan horse.

Inthesocialmediaenvironmentdigital communi-
cation is often asynchronous and disembodied,
severing the real-time, physical feedback loops that
ground human connection. This fosters what some
experts call ‘artificial intimacy’, a performance of
closeness that mimics real connection without fully
deliveringit, leadingustoacclimate to the simulation
and forget what genuine depth feels like. We are
mentally skating on the thinnest of ice.

In this Faustian equation a subtle trade-off often
occurs.We surrender degrees of personal freedom
and liberty for the sake of convenience, mistaking
this digital captivity for a form of connection and
< efficiency. The convenienceof havingthe world at your
2 fingertips is undeniable, but it is worth periodically
£ reflecting on what is being exchanged for that ease.

The final, tragicomic twist is the normalisation
of it all. We shrug when an ad follows us from a casual
conversation. We laugh about our phone ‘listening to
us’, as if it’s a quirky feature and not a fundamental
breach of human trust.

We are so busy performing our lives we have forgotten
how tolive them off-stage. The line between the curated
self and actual self has blurred into oblivion, like
a painting left in the rain. A recent app says it all.
Download and learn more about yourself than even
you know.

Like the celeb on the plane, we are canaries in a
cageflailingtono avail.

Calvin & Hobbes

HI, CANIN ! WHAT ARE YOU
DOING, MAKING PAPER
HATS? CAN T MAKE

DONT BE RIDICULOVS. TWIS
IS THE OFFICIAL CHAPEAY
OF OUR TOP-SECRET QLUB,
GRO.SS.— GET R\D OF
S GRRLS /!

Sacredspace
T KNowW THATS DONT GET GUNK ;
"SLMY | REDUNDANT, ®UT ‘Gé‘éh?l' ON ME. T TOOK Weqften think of
OTHERWISE \T y | A BATH LAST peace as the
poesNT seew | [SLIMY! ) saturosy ano absence of war;
ANNTHING.  NoW TM AL QLEAN. that if powerful
countries would
reduce their

weapon arsenals,
S , we could have
peace. But if we look deeply into the
weapons, we see our own minds — our
own prejudices, fears and ignorance.

Thich Nhat Hanh

Blueprint For Lasting Peace In Palestine

Saniyasnain Khan

ecently, US President Donald
RTrump unveiled a detailed plan for
Gaza. It called for an immediate

ceasefire, hostage exchanges, and a
staged Israeli withdrawal, while placing
Gazaunder temporary international
supervision with promises of large-scale
humanitarian aid and economic
development. Though ambitious, such
frameworks often struggle because they
overlook deeper moral and psychological
roots. Maulana Wahiduddin Khan, in his
Ten-Point peace formula offered a realistic,
transformative path forward.

Attheheart of this proposalisthe
principle of Hudaybiyyah, drawn from
Prophet Muhammad’s treaty with the
Meccans in seventh century. The lesson is
clear: pursue peace even when it requires
compromise, because it opens possibilities
later. Rather than insisting that every
demand be met first, the priority must be
to stop bloodshed and build conditions
where opportunity can flourish.

The Quran commands believers to

adopt peaceful reconciliation (4:128).
Violence has dominated the region for
over six decades, yet it has brought neither
justice nor progress. True change
will come only through nonviolent
engagement. The Quran also teaches
that hostility can turn into friendship
when evil is repelled with good (41:34).
This means choosing patience, dialogue,
and generosity instead of revenge.
The formula emphasises that

focus on practical methods that deliver
real improvement rather than symbolic
gestures of defiance.

A vital component is therejection of
violence against innocents, including
suicide bombings. The Quran declares
thatkilling a single innocent person islike
killing all of humanity (5:32). Such acts, far

from achieving any moral or political
goal, violate core principles and
remove blessing from any cause

peace must precede justice.
Justice cannot thrive inan
atmosphere of rage and
retaliation. Peace, even if
incomplete, provides the

they claim to serve.

Instead of hostility, the
proposal calls for building
common ground through
cooperation. Historically,

stability needed for progress

THE SPEAKING TREE Muslims and Jews lived and

through political, legal, and
diplomatic means. Without peace, the

call for justice remains trapped in cycles

of conflict.

Another key principle istoremain
result oriented rather than emotional.
The Prophet described a true believer as
one who abandons actions that bringno
benefit. Decades of violent resistance
have yielded little. It isnow essential to

worked together in fields such
asscience, medicine, and trade. In modern
times, there are many shared arenas—
education, technology, agriculture—
where collaboration could yield mutual
benefit. Rekindling this cooperative
spirit could transform the Holy Land
intoamodel of shared prosperity.

The formula also recognises that
today’s world operates through democracy

and power sharing. Exclusive control by
one side isunrealistic. The Quran offers
the example of Prophet Yusuf (12:55),
who served honourably in anon-Muslim
government. By participatingin
inclusive systems, communities can
help shape their destinies within

plural frameworks.

Finally, the vision stresses self-
reform and abandonment of blame. The
Quran (42:30) teaches that misfortunes
often arise from one’s own actions. This
means moving from a mindset of victim-
hood to one of responsibility, focusingon
education, development, and opportunity
rather than constant protest.

The essence of this message is simple
yet transformative: ignore problems, avail
opportunities. Peace isnot the end goal; it
isthebeginning. Peace enables healing
and truly durable solutions. Once peace is
achieved, justice can follow, cooperation
can grow, and the Holy Land can again
become a centre of learning, spirituality;
and coexistence.

The writer is trustee, Centre for Peace and
Spirituality International
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OUTOFLINE

ON ARTISTIC TRANSGRESSION AND URBAN CHAO

he death penalty is back
in the spotlight. In the US,
five inmates are scheduled
to be executed in the next
eight days. Here in India,
the Supreme Court on Wednesday
declined the Centre’s plea to issue
victim-centric or society-centric
guidelines in heinous-offence cases
where death penalty is imposed.

The Centre, in its 2020 applica-
tion, had argued that the existing
framework (from Shatrughan
Chauhan v Union of India, 2014) is
overly focused on the accused and
convict. It asked that executions
follow within seven days after a
black warrant is issued. The Court’s
dismissal suggests that this debate
—accused-centric vs society- or vic-
tim-centric - still lacks judicial con-
sensus.

I have long opposed the death
penalty. I believe in reformative jus-
tice. If we now give up on the worst
in society, we also erode our belief in
what is best. If we assert someone is
beyond redemption, we lose our
own claim to humanity.

People often say: “But what
about deterrence? What about jus-
tice for victims?” Let’s grant, for
argument’s sake, that deterrence
works. Even then, the costs are too
high. Evidence from multiple stud-
ies shows no credible link between
executions and reduced crime. The
Death Penalty Information Centre
notes state and regional data in the
US show no meaningful correlation
between capital punishment and
lower homicide rates.

Scientific American similarly
summarises that evidence fails to
support deterrence claims; it warns
the death penalty is “ineffective,
often botched, and a much more

Anish Gawande

mirrorfeedback@timesofindia.com

ath on trial

The debate around capital punishment isn’t about
criminals; it’s about the conscience of a nation

expensive punishment than life
imprisonment.”

Beyond deterrence, there is the
spectre of error. In India, six men
sentenced to death for rape and
murder in 2009 were acquitted in
2019 - declared innocent after years
on death row.

The system is not infallible.

Blackstone’s Ratio reminds us: “bet-
ter that 10 guilty people escape
than one innocent suffers.” One
wrongful execution is state murder
with no remedy. The death penalty
also allows us to evade collective
responsibility. We condemn an
individual monster and absolve the
society that shaped them. In cases

of child sexual assault — take
Badlapur, for instance — many
demand execution. Yet when death
is meted out repeatedly, the struc-
tural failures remain: Few CCTVs in
schools, no standard psychological
protocols, poor implementation of
laws like the Shakti Act.

Execution becomes a political

gesture, not a solution. I expect criti-
cism. Many will see me as insensi-
tive to victims, as prioritising the
criminal over suffering. But I take
inspiration from Gopalkrishna
Gandhi'’s book, Abolishing the
Death Penalty, where he frames this
as a question of moral courage. |
invite readers to engage, to read, to
question: Is our demand for venge-
ance overshadowing our duty to jus-
tice grounded in dignity?

Globally, momentum has turned
against capital punishment. Over 85
countries have abolished it entirely;
more than 70 per cent of nations
have ended it in law or practice.
Even here, India’s use has been
sparse: Over the last 25 years,
despite thousands of death sentenc-
es passed, only eight executions
have been carried out. In 2022
alone, India had 539 prisoners on
death row, a 40 per cent increase
from 2015 according to Project 39A.
Yet, the Supreme Court and High
Courts commute or overturn nearly
all death sentences. So, the question
is not whether the death penalty
should exist somewhere. The ques-
tion is: Do we, as a society, deserve
the right to decide who lives and
dies? And with what certainty?

I hold to the belief that justice
must evolve, not regress. That
human dignity cannot be surren-
dered in moments of rage. If we are
to sustain a justice system worth its
name, we must demand that every
sentence, especially the gravest, be
grounded in fallibility, humility, and
repair, not spectacle.

Death may be irreversible. Our
courage to stand by what is must
not be.

Anish Gawande is a
writer and translator

THE PARENTPLAYBOOK

STRATEGIES FOR GROWING UP, TOGETHER

Piya Marker

mirrorfeedback@timesofindia.com

Toddlers and teens: Not the same, yet not that different

The systems we put in
place in the toddler years
will hold us in good stead
through the teen years

nderstanding the similarities
U between the brain develop-

ment of toddlers and teenagers
can help us stay patient, provide
structure, give support, and teach
safety across both stages of child
development.

As parents of toddlers, we seem
far more vested in routines, sleep,
nutrition and behaviour modifica-
tion. Somehow, the moment they
hit the teen years, we resign our-
selves to children who sleep less, eat
erratically, have random schedules
and behave any which way they
please. This is our mistake.

The teen years, like the toddler
years, need us to step up, be vigilant,

be particular and be present, perhaps
even more than the early years. Both
stages of development see height-
ened emotional reactivity. Toddlers
have tantrums while the teens erupt
into mood swings. This stems from
changes occurring in the brain.
Brain growth needs energy, ener-
gy comes from sleep, food and exer-

cise. Prioritise your teen’s sleep the
same way you ensured your toddler
had a good night’s sleep. Ensure
your teen consumes wholesome
meals the same way you ensured
your toddler had balanced nutrition.
Ensure your teen has physical activi-
ties and a healthy offline life the
same way you focussed on your tod-
dler’s physical development.

Our toddlers run around explor-
ing everything in sight. It is through
this exploratory stage that they start
to understand their environment. It
is this very similar heightened
reward-seeking behaviour that leads
our teenagers to risk-taking behav-
iours. Their behaviour reflects trial
and error, curiosity and a fierce need
for autonomy. It does not stem from
malice or from the need to make
your life a misery.

Knowing that these are the two
most dynamic stages of child devel-
opment, we must be prepared. We,

the parents, our peers and our
extended ecosystem are sometimes
collateral damage. Remember, the
systems we put into our homes from
the toddler years will hold us in
good stead through the teen years.

The foundation of a peaceful
home environment with a teenager
living in it comes from our ability to
keep prioritising all those things we
taught our toddlers to hold good a
decade later. The inside voice, kind
hands, the magic words, the delayed
gratification, the validation, the
praise, the uninhibited love and
laughter, it is all still possible.

Both stages, toddlerhood and
adolescence, are similar as they are
characterised by rapid brain remod-
elling, neuroplasticity and a mis-
matched system development. A
mismatched system is one that
develops faster emotional systems
but lags in control and regulation.
Both these child development stages

offer multiple opportunities for
growth as well as vulnerabilities.

Environmental factors like rou-
tines, family connections, physical
exercise and play, along with posi-
tive social relationships with peers
as well as adults enhance the child’s
quality of life and accelerates cogni-
tive and emotional growth.

So, whichever stage of parenting
you are at, work on being emotion-
ally responsive, open, warm, and
respectful. Nurturing environments
are buffers against peer conflicts,
peer pressure, risk-taking behaviours
and managing stress. Teenagers with
strong parent-child bonds exhibit
greater success when faced with dif-
ficult situations. And isn’t that our
primary goal as a parent to raise a
child who manages life, stress and
relationships with confidence and
resilience?

Piya Marker is a parent coach
and special educator
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GAZA CEASEFIRE
DEAL EXPLAINED

Hostage and prisoner release has been finalised, but other points of
friction between Israel and Hamas appear to remain unresolved. And
the question of who would finally govern Gaza is still not clear

| Susannah George, Sammy Westfall
mirrorfeedback@timesofindia.com

he announcement of a deal
between Israel and Hamas to
release Israeli hostages in ex-
change for Palestinian prison-
ers and a partial ceasefire was
met with celebrations in Israel and
Gaza, but public information is lim-
ited and much remains unresolved.

What we know
The Israeli government formally
approved the first phase of the deal
early on Friday, as set out in an ini-
tial agreement signed on Thursday,
with Israeli troops starting to partial-
ly withdraw from positions in Gaza.
Earlier, Shosh Bedrosian, a
spokesperson for Israeli Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu'’s
office, said the Israel Defence Forces
will pull back during that first
24-hour period to retain control of
53 percent of the Gaza Strip. Hamas
would then have 72 hours to release
the remaining alive Israeli hostages.
About 20 of the remaining hostages
held in Gaza are believed to be alive.
Trump said on Thursday that the

remaining Israeli hostages held by
Hamas would be released Monday or
Tuesday — and that he would travel to
Egypt for a signing of the agreement.

Under Trump's framework,
unveiled last week, Israel would
release 250 Palestinian prisoners
serving life sentences, along with
1,700 people detained from Gaza
since October 7, 2023 - including all
women and children who were
detained. That list is still being final-
ised, according to Bedrosian.

What we don’t know

Some of the most significant points
of friction between Israel and Hamas
remain unresolved, and mediators
are yet to publicly announce the
ceasefire’s logistical details.

It appears mediators are waiting
until the second phase of the talks to
tackle some of the thornier “day
after” issues, such as the disarma-
ment of Hamas, the future govern-
ance of Gaza, the presence of inter-
national forces in Gaza and the com-
plete withdrawal of Israeli troops.
None of those issues have been
addressed publicly.

Trump’s framework called for the

formation of a government of
Palestinian technocrats to run the
enclave’s day-to-day affairs and for
international troops to take over
security in Gaza after Hamas is dis-
armed and Israel withdraws.

While the Trump administration
framework was used by mediators to
launch talks in Egypt this week, it is
unclear how closely the final cease-
fire agreement will adhere to that
20-point plan.

It is also unclear how humanitar-
ian aid could be brought into Gaza
and by whom under the deal agreed
to Wednesday night. Trump’s origi-
nal framework says that “upon
acceptance of this agreement, full
aid will be immediately sent into the
Gaza Strip” and will be distributed
by the United Nations and other
international organisations.

Hamas officials said the main
assurance they were seeking in the
negotiations was a guarantee from
the United States that Israel would
not resume bombing Gaza as soon as
the hostages are released. It remains
unclear whether anything more than
a verbal guarantee was offered by the
US and other mediators.

As part of a deal, Hamas would
release the bodies of hostages some-
time after the release of live captives.
The group has said it could take
longer than 72 hours to retrieve all
of the bodies and cautioned that it
would need unimpeded access
around the Gaza Strip to transfer
them.

Trump’s plan
The peace plan put forward by
Trump, which forms the basis for
the ongoing talks, includes a
phased withdrawal of Israeli forces
from Gaza, the return of all hostag-
es to Israel, the disarmament of
Hamas and the eventual formation
of a Palestinian government under
the supervision of a new interna-
tional body. The first two parts of
that plan constitute much of the
initial phase of the agreement
signed Thursday. The rest remains
under discussion.

Residents would not be forced to
leave Gaza under the Trump frame-
work, unlike in earlier proposals by
Trump and Netanyahu to forcibly
displace Gazans. “We will encourage
people to stay,” the proposal says, a
point Trump reaffirmed in remarks
Thursday. It also includes points on
a “Trump economic development
plan to rebuild and energise Gaza”.

As the initial phase takes shape,
key issues that could stand in the
way of a larger agreement include
questions on Hamas’s disarmament,
the extent and pace of Israeli with-
drawal from the Gaza Strip, the pres-
ence of foreign forces, the nature of
an interim governing body, the role
of the Palestinian Authority in
Gaza’s future and contested lan-
guage around the objective of realis-
ing a Palestinian state.

Hamas did not reject calls for its
disarmament in the Trump plan, but
the group also didn’t explicitly
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accept that element of the plan
either. A European official briefed on
the negotiations said the group has
agreed to disarm but insists it would
hand weapons over only to the
Palestinian Authority, the body that
governs the Palestinian-controlled
parts of the West Bank — a condition
Israel is expected to reject because
Netanyahu is opposed to a future
role for the Palestinian Authority in
Gaza.

Without providing further
details, the plan says that Hamas
members “who commit to peaceful
coexistence” are to be given amnes-
ty and that members of the group
who wish to leave Gaza should be
provided “safe passage to receiving
countries”.

The question of who would gov-
ern Gaza remains open.

The Trump plan calls for Gaza to
be governed by Palestinian techno-
crats overseen by a “Board of Peace”.
Trump would chair the board; for-
mer British prime minister Tony
Blair would be a member. The board
would oversee strategic and diplo-
matic decisions, supervise security,
work with Israel and coordinate
with US allies in the Persian Gulf,
who are expected to fund much of
the reconstruction.

The government would eventual-
ly hand power back to the
Palestinian Authority, according to
the Trump plan, but only after the
Palestinian Authority has
“reformed”. Netanyahu has called
for the “enduring transformation”
of the Palestinian Authority, includ-
ing changes to school textbooks and
an end to policies that support the
families of Palestinians killed in
clashes with Israeli troops.
Netanyahu reaffirmed his objection
to a role for the Palestinian
Authority in remarks from the
White House last week.
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Emission targets

Carbon-heavy sectors put on notice

HE Greenhouse Gases Emission Intensity

Target Rules, notified by the Centre earlier

this week, are a major step towards curbing

industrial pollution as well as environmental

degradation in India. These rules have fixed
the country’s first legally binding emission reduction
targets for carbon-intensive industries. Production units
that emit less than their assigned target can earn tradable
carbon credit certificates, while those exceeding it must
purchase equivalent credits from the Indian carbon mar-
ket or pay a penalty. As many as 282 industrial units inthe
aluminium, cement, pulp & paper and chlor-alkali sec-
tors are required to reduce their greenhouse gas emis-
sions from the 2023-24 baseline levels. Notably, some big
names feature in the first compliance cycle: aluminium
smelters operated by Vedanta, Hindalco, Nalco and Bal-
co and large cement plants owned by UltraTech, Dalmia,
JK Cement, Shree Cement and ACC. The government
has sent a strong message that the high and mighty must
lead by example in the pursuit of green goals.

India is the world’s third largest emitter of green-
house gases, with China on top and the US at the second
spot. The new rules, which incentivise industries to
reduce emissions, build on the PAT (Perform, Achieve
and Trade) energy efficiency scheme, which had set
energy-saving targets. The Central Pollution Control
Board, which is tasked with imposing penalties and
overseeing time-bound recovery, needs to act strictly in
accordance with the legal framework. The board must
be well prepared for a pushback from industrial giants.

It's heartening that India produced more solar and
wind power than ever before in the first half of this year,
even as carbon dioxide emissions fromits power sector fell
by 1 per cent on a year-on-year basis during this period.
Greenhouse gases from human activities are regarded as
the most significant driver of climate change. India, which
haswitnessed a spate of climate impact-related calamities
this year itself, must go all out to promote clean energy.
Sustainable development should be at the core of the
march towards a climate-resilient, carbon-neutral future.

Punjabs sports push
Big talk on building stadiums, bigger test ahead

UNJAB'’s Rs 1,194-crore plan to build 3,100 vil-
lage stadiums may sound like a golden goal —
but the question is, who will keep the game
going? Chief Minister Bhagwant Mann and
AAP leader Arvind Kejriwal have packaged it
as awar on drugs and arevival of Punjab’s sporting spir-
it. The intent is noble; but it is the execution that will
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What Afghan women want

Indian women journalists may have asked Muttagi this guestion to which he has no answer

THE GREAT GAME

JYOTI MALHOTRA

O you keep the kar-
wa chauth fast?”
Make no mistake,
that’s a googly, not
a question, that has
been asked of North Indian
women over the years. Not just
because you're damned if you
do (by feminists looking
askance), ordamned if you don’t
(by the growing Sanskritisation
of Middle India, which believes
there’s only one answer to any
riddle wrapped in an enigma),
but because the question itself'is
a pigeonhole. Better not to
answer it. Better to read the book
that Ruhi Tewari has just writ-
ten, called, What Women Want.

Ms Tewari’s book is about
“understanding the female voter”
in India, but the questionisa larg-
er one. If you have the imagina-
tion, you can broaden the canvas
and ask it elsewhere too, includ-
ing in neighbouring Afghanistan,
where the Taliban regime carries
out the most repressive actions
against its own women.

In fact, the news from Delhi is
that the Taliban Foreign Minister,
Amir Khan Muttaqgi, who is on a
six-day visit to India, during which
time he will visit the Taj Mahal,
the monument to love, as well as
the Deoband seminary, refused to
invite any Indian women journal-
ists to his press conference in the
capital on Friday.

Perhaps Muttaqi was worried
what people would say back
home if he was seen mingling
with Indian women. And even
though the press conference was
held in the Afghan embassy,
technically Afghan soil, the Tal-
iban leader lost a huge opportu-
nity to signal to half his popula-
tion back home, why the Islamic
Emirate of Afghanistan should
be given another half chance to

ﬁ
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emerge from the Dark Ages.

The Indian women journalists
may have asked Muttaqgi the
question to which he doesn’t
have an answer : What is it that
Afghan women want? And if all
they want is only half the sky,
why don’t the mullahs in Kan-
dahar give it to them?

Except, the answers are all
there, if you really want to see
them. This reporter was in Kabul
on the first anniversary of the Tal-
iban takeover of Kabul, in August
2022, and went into the ICU ofthe
Indira Gandhi Children’s Hospi-
tal to see how women nurses and
doctors dealt with the toughest
cases. The ICU was clean and
sanitised. The women doctors
and nurses wore a uniform but no
face covering. They were there to
save lives, especially that of strug-
gling neonates, not because they
were women but because they
had a skill, an expertise and a
commitment to do so.

In Delhi, certainly, both India
and the Afghan regime will want
to downplay this avoidable ker-
fuffle over the exclusion of
women journalists and urge
everyone to look at the big pic-
ture — which is, that India has
gone back on its own reserva-
tions about the Taliban and will
now upgrade its mission in Kab-
ul to a full-fledged embassy. This

The sadpartis thatit
took the Indian govt
aboutadecadeto
realise its own mistakes
in the Aighan theatre.

i1s truly a big step not just in
India’s neighbourhood policy,
but also signals a welcome
return to pragmatism.

The sad part is that it took the
Indian government about a
decade torealise its own mistakes
in the Afghan theatre. New Delhi
was so heavily influenced by the
Americans, especially by the
Afghan-origin former US ambas-
sadorin Kabul Zalmay Khalilzad,
that it forgot it was a heavyweight
in the region. The US should
have depended on India’s histor-
ical perspective and current
analysis, not the other way round.

India should have played arole
in the distribution of power inthe
Kabul landscape — at first help
sort out the power struggle
between Hamid Karzai and
Abdullah Abdullah; then when
the Americans were parachuting
Ashraf Ghani into Kabul, told
them it was a terrible idea; once
hewas inserted, Delhi could have
helped build a coalition against

the emerging Taliban, even as it
talked to the moderate Taliban to
broker a deal between all sides.
Today, the story in Delhi is —
look how smartly India has
brought around the Taliban! But
the tragedy is that the Taliban
were ready to be brought around
a really long time ago — talk to
any Taliban or non-Taliban
Afghan in Kabul and elsewhere
in Afghanistan, male or female,
Pashtun, Tajik or Hazara, and
you will realise the incredible
affection and regard Afghans
have for Indians. Bollywood
heroes and heroines, permanent-
ly on karva chauth and beyond,
remain such a rage even today.
Never forget that the Taliban are
also Afghan — Hamid Karzai
reminds you about this fundamen-
tal truth each time you speak to
him. The significant of this is that
they will never really bein hock to
the Arab. The question as to why
Osama bin Laden left the moun-
tains of Tora Bora to finally live
within spitting distance of a Pak-
istan military establishment in
Abbottabad, has its own answers.
The truth is that the Ministry
of External Affairs (MEA) has
gone through convoluted hoops
toarrive at this moment today —
which is that Delhi and Kabul
have a very special relationship
that goes back centuries. Every-

one else has always known that.

Here’s a second truth : India
has seceded from its own neigh-
bourhood and allowed other
players to take precedence. Chi-
na, Russia, the US and Pakistan,
each of them are significant
players in the Indian subconti-
nent — across all the nations that
stretch from the Karakoram
mountain ranges to Cox’s
Bazaar on the Indian Ocean —
and while they are welcome to
play, India must return toits pre-
eminent spot in this space.

The first step has been taken
by hosting Amir Khan Muttaqi.
The second must be to reopen
India’s consulates in Herat,
Jalalabad, Kandahar and Mazar-
i-Sharif — shut down under one
pretext or another, mostly under
US pressure and latterly, the fear
of the Taliban takeover in 2021.

Perhaps the MEA should send
a few of its amazing women
diplomats to these consulates,
just like it did in 2001 when Vijay
Thakur Singh, the redoubtable
diplomat on the Afghanistan-
Pakistan desk, wassent to Kabul
after the US bombed the Taliban
into submission after the 9/11
attacks — along with Gautam
Mukhopadhaya, Rudrendra
Tandon and Vivek Katju, as
India’s ambassador; Katju, now
a columnist with The Tribune,
was part of the team in Decem-
ber 1999 which negotiated with
the Taliban on the Kandahar tar-
mac for a full week to send the
passengers of IC-814 safely back
home. Who says India doesn’t
know the Taliban?

An Indian ambassador in Kab-
ul is hardly a hardship posting.
It’s like going home. That’s what
Muttaqgi should have told all the
Indian male and female journal-
ists he should have invited to his
Delhi press conference on Friday
— and patiently answered all
their “what do women want” and
all other questions.

Breakfast in Delhi, lunch
in  Amritsar-if-you-can’t-go-to-
Lahore and dinner in Kabul? As
Dr Manmohan Singh’s famous
phrase resounds across the
ether, you can imagine him hav-
ing the last laugh somewhere.

decide ifit turns into a legacy or a liability. The project’s
vision is sweeping: modern multi-sports grounds spread
across villages, offering space for football, hockey, athlet-
ics and traditional games — even recreation for the eld-
erly. For a state racked by addiction and disillusionment
among its youth, sports offer discipline, purpose and
pride, If the stadiums truly become community hubs,
they could help channel Punjab’s restless energy into
something productive and unifying.

But as experience shows, building facilities is the easy
part. The real test lies in ensuring sustainability. Many
projects across states turned into neglected grounds due
to poor maintenance, lack of equipment and absence of
coaching. Without trained coaches, tournaments and
local sports management, Punjab’s new fields risk
becoming photo-op showpieces rather than engines of
change. Inclusivity is equally critical. Access must
extend to girls, the elderly and the differently abled. And
traditional rural games like kabaddi, wrestling and gatka
should not be sidelined by modern ones. Moreover, trans-
parency in fund utilisation and measurable indicators —
such as participation levels and changes in drug-use pat-
terns — will be essential to assess real outcomes.

Punjab’s plan could indeed turn the tide — but only
if it is matched by long-term vision, transparent man-
agement and measurable outcomes. Done right, it can
strengthen community bonds, improve mental health
and even unearth hidden rural talent. Otherwise, these
3,100 stadiums risk becoming what many past schemes
did: political trophies, not public assets.

ON THIS DAY...100 YEARS AGO

Che Tribune.
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India’s productive wealth

IN a previous article, we stated that the scheme of the economic sur-
vey recommended by the Visvesvaraya Committee was much too
elaborate and costly for the present condition of India, besides being
unworkable in respect of certain details. Throughout its report, the
committee has, indeed, been guided by the example set by Western
countries and the statements made by Western economics; and the
scheme recommended is also designed to suit Western ideals. One
thing that the committee has ignored is the fact that India is not, like
other advanced countries in Europe and America, a self-governing
state, pursuing economic advancement, more or less in the same
manner as they do in Germany, England or Canada. One of the
objects mentioned inthe resolution passed by the Legislative Assem-
bly, asking for an enquiry into the economic condition of India, was
to test the “capacity of the people to bear the existing burden of taxa-
tion (including land revenue)” and to ascertain whether “the man-
ner in which the burden of taxation is distributed at present between
thedifferent classes of population” isjust. Itis gratifying that the Eco-
nomic Enquiry Committee has made some important suggestions
with this end in view, many of which can with advantage be adopted
at a cost which is not likely to be heavy. It is very important to ascer-
tain the total productive wealth of India from yearto year and also the
income of the principal classes of the people.
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The Taliban could take our pens and books, but they couldn’t stop our minds from thinking, —malata Yousatzai

When madaaris
castaspell

BiLAL AHMAD SHAMIM

l l NTIL the 1990s, madaaris — street magicians, jug-
glers, conjurers, snake charmers, monkey and bear
handlers, acrobats, rope dancers/walkers and stilt per-

formers — were the principal source of raw and unfiltered

entertainment for both children and adults.

The mere sound of'a dugdugi or damru, or the lilting melody of
a flute, would send little children scampering, older ones rushing,
and even the elders hurrying briskly to the spottowatch the show.
Even passersby could seldomresist lingering a while towatch the
madaari at work. Young girls and women, however, often viewed
the spectacle from behind half-open doors or through curtained
windows, stealing furtive glances at the unfolding tricks.

These street performers, usually accompanied by their families,
roamed the dusty village paths carrying their modest parapherna-
lia: adugdugi, aflute, a ‘magic wand’ — called churlu in their parl-
ance — a stick, some rags and bags, and a miscellany of sundries
for their tricks. They required neither a decorated stage nor an
elaborate costume. A bare patch of ground on a humble street,
large enough for five score people to gather, was all they needed to
bring their performance to life. Occasionally, the madaar would
summon a boy from the crowd to assist him. This boy, known as
the jamoora (stooge), became an essential part of the show,

He had a large repertoire of tricks up his sleeve and a rare
ability to elicit gasps from the crowd. To begin, he would pose
some silly and simple questions to the jamoora, such as:
“Jamoore, meri chadar mein ek janwar chhupa hai — bata, tu
1sse ladega ya bhag jaega?” or “Bata, tu shaad: kis se karega?”
Such playful exchanges invariably evoked peals of laughter.

Once he had the audience under his control, the madaari
would perform tricks one by one: sleight-of-hand illusions, pro-
ducing pigeons out of an empty bag, bringing sweets seemingly
from thin air, pulling iron balls from his mouth, and many more.
Between tricks, he cracked jokes to keep the crowd engaged.

Once, a classmate of mine was chosen as the jamoora. Hold-
Ing a tin can in one hand, the madaar told the boy to touch his
nose, head, cheeks and ears one by one, then put his hand into
the can — each time, a coin would drop with a clink. My class-
mate, lured by the sound of money;, tried to dip his hand into his
own pocket. The spectators laughed at this innocent attempt.

Almost every show ended with an act that was painful to watch,
though it was nothing more than a contrived manoeuvre designed
to evoke sympathy and make spectatorsloosen their purse strings.
The madaari would cover a family member under a thick cloth
and stab him with a knife, even producing fake blood. He would
then urge the crowd to drop coins into a bowl that was passed
around. Some kids, and even a few adults, would quietly slip away
—some out of fear, others unwilling to part with their money:

Once ubiquitous across Indian villages and towns,
madaaris exist only in memory today.

:
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LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Diminishing purpose of sports
Refer to ‘Don’t infect sports with politics’;
sports has always served as a bridge between
nations, transcending boundaries, ideologies
and conflicts. Allowing politics to infiltrate the
sporting arena not only undermines the spir-
it of fair play but also distorts the values of
teamwork, respect and unity that games are
meant to promote. Athletes represent the
essence of discipline and dedication — they
are ambassadors of peace and goodwill. Deny-
ing them the opportunity to interact or com-
pete freely due to political tensions diminish-
es the universal purpose of holding sporting
events. History has shown that sports diplo-
macy often achieves what political dialogue
fails to deliver — mutual respect and under-
standing. It is, therefore, imperative that gov-
ernments, sporting bodies and media refrain
from politicising games.

PARVINDER SINGH, MOHALI

‘No handshake’ spectacle

Refer to ‘Don’t infect sports with politics’;
unfortunately, politics is everywhere, be it
sports, defence services or the judiciary. If we
decided to play against Pakistan even after
the Pahalgam terror attack and Op Sindoor,
how could a handshake have altered the
state of affairs? If the Indian team skipper
acted on instructions from the government,
it was a wrong step. One can only hope that
if the Women’s World Cup final is played
between India and Pakistan, the spectacle of
‘no handshake’ is not repeated. Pakistan is
our enemy on the battlefield, but on the play-
ground, we are just rival teams — fighting
with bat and ball, not guns.

WG CDR CL SEHGAL (RETD), JALANDHAR

Farmers are frontline workers

Refer to ‘Stop blaming farmers, start sup-
porting them’; stubble burning is not an
environmental crime — it is a symptom of a
broken agricultural support system. Farmers
are not villains; they are frontline workers
feeding the nation. If India truly wants clean-
er air, it must stop criminalising farmers and
instead make them a part of the solution by
providing incentives and respect, and pro-
moting innovation. Sustainable change will
come from collaboration — where farmers

are not seen as the problem, but as partners
in building a cleaner, healthier future.
GAURAYV BADHWAR, ROHTAK

Overcoming the visa divide
Refer to ‘Beyond trade deal’; considering
the rising cost of US visas and tightening of
mobility rules in the UK, there is a golden
opportunity for India to discourage brain
drain. For decades, our brightest minds have
sought career growth abroad due to better
opportunities and research ecosystems
there. Now, as the usual destinations become
less accessible, India must act decisively —
by investing in higher education, promoting
innovation and ensuring dignity and fair pay
for skilled professionals. Instead of lament-
ing the loss of talent, India should focus on
creating conditions that retain and even
attract Indian minds back home.

HARSH PAWARIA, ROHTAK

Vigilance needed in festive season
Amid the uproar over deaths caused by
killer cough syrups in Madhya Pradesh and
Rajasthan, the Central and state govern-
ments must step up efforts to curb the sale
of spurious sweets and dairy products in
the festive season. Unscrupulous elements
exploit this opportunity to make a quick
buck by selling adulterated paneer
(cheese), khoya (milk solids) and skimmed
milk that constitute the main ingredient of
sweets., The Food Safety and Standards
Authority of India must conduct special
enforcement drives so that every citizen
gets to enjoy unadulterated food products
during festivals. Public awareness drives
should also be carried out.

KRISHAN KANT SO0OD, NANGAL

Human lives at risk on roads
Driving has become increasingly difficult
due to bad roads and heavy traffic. Earlier,
congestion was limited to a few rush hours
around school and office timings, but now it
seems to persist throughout the day. By
promising delivery “within minutes,” food
aggregators have created a hazardous sys-
tem, putting the lives of motorists, pedestri-
ans and, above all, delivery boys at risk.
BALVINDER, CHANDIGARH

Letters to the Editor, typed in double space, should not exceed the 200-word limit.
These should be cogently written and can be sent by e-mail to: Letters@tribunemail.com
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SHYAM BHATIA
LONDON CORRESPONDENT,
THE TRIBUNE

ILE
whisky and
machinery
grab head-
lines, the

most sensitive chapter of
the UK-India trade deal is
professional mobility, the
ability of Indian nurses,
engineers and IT special-
ists to work in Britain with
fewer barriers.

The issue touches the
core of both nations' ambi-
tions. India wants its
skilled citizens to move
freely in a global market;
Britain wants growth with-
out reopening the door to
mass migration. The trade
pact, signed in July and
now reinforced by UK
Prime Minister Keir
Starmer's visit to India,
fries to square that circle.

The deal was concluded at
Chequers on July 24 when
India’s Prime Minister
Narendra Modi travelled to
the UK for the signing of
the Comprehensive Eco-
nomic and Trade Agree-

ment. Nearly 7,000 new UK
jobs were announced dur-
ing Modi's visit. "These
investments are a powerful
endorsement of the UK's
global standing and eco-
nomic potential," Starmer
saild while hosting him,
"Nearly 7,000 new jobs
spread across every region
of our country will mean
more opportunities, more
innovation, and make work-
ing people better off."
Business and Trade Sec-
retary Peter Kyle added
that Indian companies
were now "investing bil-
lions of pounds to back
thousands of jobs," proof,
he said, of the scale of
opportunity this presents
for British businesses.
Three months later, when
Starmer arrived in Mumbai
for his first visit to India as
Prime Minister, he was
determined to show that
July's deal was more than a
photo-op. "It was an honour
for me to host you in the
United Kingdom in July,"
he told his hosts. "We struck
the UK-India Comprehen-
sive Economic and Trade
Agreement in July."
Speaking to business
leaders, he added, "I think
the opportunities are
already opening up. Our job
1s to make it easier for you
to seize the opportunities.”
At the Global Fintech Fest,
he urged Indian entrepre-

neurs to use Britain as their
gateway: "We want the UK
to be your number one
partner of choice for
finance and fintech."

He also announced that
more than 10,000 further
jobs had been created dur-
ing his delegation's visit
and described India as "on
track to become the third-
largest economy by 2028,
with the UK perfectly
placed to be a partner in
that journey."

Yet the deal's long-term
gains remain modest. A
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seeks India’s markets, not its workers
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igration white paper tightens several visa routes. REUTERS

For India, freer
movementis the
tangible reward that
turns trade rhetoric
into human
opportunity.

House of Commons brief-
ing projects a GDP boost of
only 0.13 per cent, or about
£4.8 billion. Most benefits
will come in services such
as finance and education,
where the free flow of peo-
ple is crucial.

The government itself
admits that India remains
one of the most protection-
1st markets, with non-tariff
barriers that have long
restricted UK exports.

RAND Europe, a research
instiute, called the agree-
ment "as much politics as

economics,” warning that
strict quotas and narrow
sectoral focus could limit its
broader impact.

The mobility clause 1is
where that political tension
is sharpest. The so-called
Mobility Partnership is
designed to smoothen the
way for Indian profession-
als, not only doctors and
engineers but also creative-
industry specialists, fintech
analysts and chefs.

In practice, Starmer's new
immigration white paper
tightens several other visa
routes, creating an uneasy
contradiction. "The deal's
economic logic rests on tal-
ent flows," one Warwick Busi-
ness School economist said,
"yet politically, talent mobili-
ty remains the hardest sell."

Trade unions share the
ambivalence. They wel-
come skilled labour but
fear that without safe-
guards, wages could fall
and contract work may
spread. For India, mean-
while, freer movement is
the tangible reward that
turns trade rhetoric into
human opportunity.

Industrial Britain has its
own stake. Tariffs on Scotch
whisky are dropping from
150 to 75 per cent immedi-
ately and to 40 per cent
within a decade; machinery
and automotive compo-

nents also gain. But in the
Midlands, where small

engineering firms already
face cheap imports, enthu-
slasm 1s cautious. One
chamber official told me,
"Investment promises don't
always reach the shop floor.
Many small and medium-
sized enterprises — or
SMEs — still need help nav-
igating Indian standards
and customs processes."

Large players such as
Tata, Mahindra, Infosys and
TVS are expanding, yet
smaller suppliers worry that
partnership could shade
into dependence. The man-
ufacturers' body, Make UK,
warned that trade deals
alone do not rebuild facto-
ries; they must be matched
by skills, investment and
infrastructure.

Ultimately, the success of
the UK-India pact may not
be measured in whisky bar-
rels or export tonnage but
iIn human movement, the
students, nurses, engineers
and entrepreneurs who
make the corridor between
London, Birmingham,
Mumbai and Bengaluru
busier than ever.

As Starmer put it recent-
ly in Mumbali, "Our job is to
make it easier for you to
seize the opportunities.”
Whether Britain's politics
allows him to deliver on
that promise may decide if
this deal becomes a mile-
stone, or just another
memorandum.

Taliban strips Afghan gitls of their last liteline to education

GORDON BROWN
FORMER PRIME MINISTER,
UNITED KINGDOM

OUR years after

the Taliban
excluded girls and
women in

Afghanistan from
secondary and higher edu-
cation, the regime shut
down the internet, depriv-
ing them of one of their last
opportunities to learn. What
started as a ban in a few
provinces to "prevent
immoral activities" escalat-
ed to a nationwide internet
blackout on September 29,
2025. While access was
restored on October 1,
many Afghans say that
service remains slow and
unstable.

The nearly 2.2 million
Afghan girls barred from
attending school beyond
the primary level now live
in fear that they will lose
their last lifeline to an edu-
cation.

Remote learning is one of
the few available alterna-
tives (together with under-
ground and homeschool-
ing) for these girls to
receive a secondary educa-
tion while remaining in the
country.

Over the past four years,

Education Cannot Wait
(ECW), which I once
chaired, UNICEF, and

strategic partners have pro-
vided education to 1,60,000
Afghan girls excluded from
the classroom by scaling up
community-based and
accelerated learning pro-
grammes in remote and
underserved areas.

But many of these pro-
grammes have an online
component and, thus, are
almost impossible to con-
tinue when the Taliban cur-
tails access to the internet.

While the regime has yet
to give an official explana-
tion for the recent shut-
down, it knew that such a
cut would deny Afghans —
in particular, girls and
women — access to knowl-
edge from the outside world.,

The Internet blackout is
only the latest example of
the Taliban's increasingly
brutal assault on the rights
of girls and women.

After banning girls over
the age of 12 from getting
an education, the regime
barred women from most
forms of employment,
excluded them from nearly
all public spaces and pro-
hibited them from traveling
anywhere without a male
chaperone.

The Taliban's draconian
dress code requires women
to wear burqgas, covering
them from head to toe.

By 2024, the Taliban's
edicts became even more
repressive. Women —
already banned from speak-
ing in public — were pro-
hibited from praying aloud
or reciting the Koran in the
presence of other women.

In 2025, as part of a broad-
er ban outlawing the teach-
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BRUTAL: With Internet blackout, the Taliban is depriving girls of even online education. SANDEEP JOSHI

ing of human rights and
sexual harassment, the Tal-
iban removed books written
by women from universi-
ties. This included titles
like 'Safety in the Chemical
Laboratory', which the
regime found to be of "con-
cern" due to "anti-Sharia
and anti-Taliban policies."
Against this backdrop of
tightening restrictions,
access to the online world
was one of the few freedoms
Afghan girls and women
were allowed. "The only
hope left for us was the
Internet and online learn-
ing," one woman from the
northern province of Takhar
explained to the BBC.
"When I heard that the Inter-
net had been cut, the world
felt dark to me," she added.
Another woman, who
lives in an eastern province,
described feeling "helpless”
in the face of internet out-
ages: "(My sisters and I)

The Talibans cruel
policies have
long-term
consequences not
only for Afghan girls
and women but also
for the country’s
economic growth.

dreamed of finishing our
education and helping our
father financially, but now...
we all sit at home doing
nothing."

The Taliban's cruel poli-
cies and human rights vio-
lations have long-term con-
sequences not only for
Afghan girls and women,
but also for the country's
economic growth.

According to UNESCO,
the lost income from the
exclusion of women and
girls from education will
total $9.6 billion — equiva-
lent to two-thirds of today's
GDP — by 2066. Such a
huge loss would be cata-
strophic for a country where
roughly 85 per cent of peo-
ple live on less than $1 a day,
and around half the popula-
tion needs humanitarian
assistance to survive.

This is not the future
Afghans want. A recent
United Nations Women

report found that 92 per
cent of the country's popu-
lation supports girls' sec-
ondary schooling.

Afghan girls continue to
risk arrest by sharing
their powerful testi-
monies and demanding
the right to study in
ECW's #AfghanGirlsVoic-
es campaign.

The UN must urgently
classify gender apartheid —
defined as "Inhumane acts
committed within the con-
text of an institutionalised
regime of systematic dis-
crimination, oppression,
and domination by one
group over another or oth-
ers, based on gender, and
committed with the inten-
tion of maintaining that
regime" — as a crime
against humanity.

Such a move would repre-
sent an important step
towards holding the Taliban
accountable for its systemic
efforts to segregate, control
and silence girls and
women in Afghanistan.

Muslim-majority  coun-
tries have vociferously crit-
icised the Taliban's educa-
tion ban.

Qatar, which has long
served as a mediator
between the regime and the
West, expressed deep con-
cern about the policy.

Saudi Arabia also con-
demned the decision,
which it described as
"astonishing in all Islamic
countries" and as "contrary
to giving Afghan women
their full legitimate rights,
foremost of which is the
right to education.”

The United Arab Emirates

pushed for the ban's swift
reversal, denouncing it as a
violation of "the teachings
of Islam."

Islamic teaching does
indeed support girls' educa-
tion. ‘Igra’, meaning to
read, is the first word of the
Koran.

"The seeking of knowl-
edge is obligatory for every
Muslim," states Al-Tirmid-
hi, Hadith 74, one of the six
canonical teachings in Sun-
ni Islam and a sign of the
faith's deep commitment to
learning by men and
women alike.

In accordance with these
beliefs, the Organisation of
Islamic Cooperation is
working "to unite scholars
and religious authorities in
the Islamic world against
the decision to prevent girls
from education.”

Although the Taliban's
Internet blackout was
abruptly lifted, the expan-
sion of its assault on girls'
education into the online
realm is a worrying devel-
opment.

The regime's leadership,
in particular its religious
leaders who reside in Kan-
dahar, must be reminded as
often as possible that there
is no foundation in Islamic
law for the Taliban's efforts
to revoke the right to learn.

And the international
community must take steps
to hold the Taliban account-
able, especially as its activi-
ties penetrate well into Pak-
istan, and before it pushes
its inhumane policy to yet
another new extreme.

Copynight: Project
Syndicate, 2025
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Editor’s

TAKE
Celebrating discovery

creativity, and peace

The 2025 Nobel Prizes shine a spotlight on
remarkable human achievements across science,
literature, economics and peace

Gaza: Diplomacy and the mirage of peace

As President Donald Trump prepares to unveil an ambitious peace plan in Jerusalem,the region stands at a familiar crossroads:
hope staged against history, and diplomacy contending with the unyielding memory of loss

NILANTHA
ILANGAMUWA

The Nobel Prizes, established by Alfred Nobel's will in 1895,
are undoubtedly the most coveted prize on the planet. Over
the years it has become an ultimate recognition of one's
work. Indeed it it has evolved into the most prestigious
global accolade, celebrating human achievement in science,
economics literature, and peace. This year, in the field of
medicine, Mary Brunkow, Fred Ramsdell, and Shimon
Sakaguchi have been honoured for their pivotal discoveries
concerning peripheral immune tolerance.

The Nobel Prize in Physics has been awarded to John
Clarke, Michel H. Devoret, and John M. Martinis for their
experiments demonstrating macroscopic quantum
mechanical tunneling and energy quantisation in an electric
circuit while in Chemistry, Susumu Kitagawa, Richard
Robson, and Omar Yaghi received the prize for their
development of metal-organic frameworks (MOFs). But when
it comes to Nobel for peace and literature there are different
view points as they are highly subjective.

VS Naipaul the celebrated novelist had a long wait to get
it. This time around, Hungarian author Lészl6 Krasznahorkai is
awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature for his compelling and
visionary oeuvre that, in the midst of apocalyptic terror,
reaffirms the power of art. The Nobel Peace Prize, perhaps
the most scrutinised of all, has been a subject of controversy
over the years. This year, former US President Donald Trump

Well, my days in Jerusalem, Gaza, and Tel Aviv a
few weeks ago were in substance no different from
my time in Tehran last year. They are arch-
enemies, locked in a conflict whose roots are as
ancient as they are intractable, a struggle over bib-
lically evolved claims to land and memory. One
thing is consistent among both Iranians and
Israelis: people are treated not merely as adver-
saries to be vanquished but as existential embod-
iments of deeply entrenched national and religious
imperatives. While Iranians endure one of the
most severe economic constrictions in living
memory, Israelis too confront anxiety and auster-
ity, albeit within a militarily assertive framework.

The attacks of October 7,2023, orchestrated by
Hamas, were followed by powerful Israeli coun-

formed, more sophisticated in its strategicrea-  tance are inculcated early, ensuring successive
soning. The 2011 release of YahyaSinwar and generations absorb a militant ethos even as they
thousands of prisoners was more than a polit- yearn for normalcy. In other words, the very
ical concession; it reshaped Hamas's tripod strat- ~ crises external actors seek to ameliorate are co-
egy of urban guerrilla persistence, hostage opted into Hamas' enduring ideological strate-

= diplomacy, and ideological recruitment. Sinwar, gy.
terstrikes, culminating in a devastating crescen- "([ 113 central to the October 7 attacks, exerted influ- Trump's plan, ambitious in intent to stabilise
do that left grief, ruin,and communities profound- ¢ woneer ence surpassing even the assassination of and rebuild, must contend with this dual reality:
ly traumatised on both sides. Two years on, the I T-43ELYIJl founder Sheikh Ahmed Yassin in 2004. In the ~ Gazais bothaspace of human desperation and
aftershocks of these hostilities are still being mea- ongoing peace talks, Hamas is demanding acrucible of sophisticated asymmetric strategy.
sured-not only in lives lost but in the psycholog- Israel hand over his body-a move rich in sym- Demilitarisation clauses, technocratic over-
ical and societal scars that will shape generations. bolism that highlights the organisation's ability  sight, and economic incentives confront an
What unfolds is less a conventional conflict than toturnloss into legitimacy and destructioninto  organisation that repeatedly adapts, hybridises,
a palimpsest of pain, where each eruption leaves enduring political currency. and weaponises both suffering and opportuni-
indelible impressions on the civilian psyche. There Only time will reveal whether Hamas has ty. The evolving Gaza paradigm is one of simul-
is no precise formula predicting the next chapters, absorbed the strategic acumen and reconcilia- taneous vulnerability and resilience, where

THE TRUMP PEACE
PLAN, AUDACIOUS
IN ITS AMBITION,

was nominated for his role in facilitating peace agreements, butt'hese are undeniably consequential times_, as SEEKSTO tory vision of Mand_ela's A_frican National con\_/entional assessments of military or diplo-
blv between Armenia and Azerbaiian. and his efforts Premdent_‘l’rump prepares to _Iand atBenGurion  CONVERT A Congresg, or Whether it remains bo_und _to_ t_he matlc_ leverage are contln_ually dest_ablllsed by
notably . o : jan, . Airport this weekend, ostensibly to address the REGION doctrinaire extremism and hierarchical rigidity  historical memory, ideological commitment, and
toward ending conflicts in the Middle East and Ukraine. Knesset. The Trump peace plan, audacious in its of the Muslim Brotherhood, perpetuating cycles  organisational adaptability.
However, US President Donald Trump did not get it as the ambition, seeks to convert a region saturated with SATURATED WITH of militancy and ideological inflexibility. Gaza, is less a territory to be pacified than a
Nobel Peace Prize 2025 was awarded to Maria Corina griefand militancy into a deradicalised, econom-  GRIEF AND Internal debates within Hamas further com-  crucible of asymmetric power, where historical

ically revitalised, and politically stabilised polity.
Its twenty points articulate a quasi-utopian
vision: a terror-free Gaza overseen by tech-
nocrats, suffused with humanitarian aid, subject-
ed to international oversight, and economically
incentivised to renounce armed struggle. Yet the
challenge lies not in the written agreements but
in Gaza's historical substratum, where ideologi-
cal sediment is deep and resistant. By mandating
atemporary Palestinian technocratic committee
supervised by a Board of Peace led by Trump and

MILITANCY INTO A
DERADICALISED,
ECONOMICALLY
REVITALISED, AND
POLITICALLY
STABILISED POLITY

plicate the picture. A pragmatist bloc around grievance, religious fervour, and opportunistic
Khaled Mash'al advocates measured moderation:  strategy intersect. The Trump plan, for all its ambi-
integration into the PLO, recognition of two-state  tion, presumes that structural and economic
frameworks, deferral of arms to PA authority,and interventions can recalibrate the incentives
repositioning as a political actor rather thana shaping Hamas' behaviour. Yet the peace
purely militant entity. Conversely, the hardline  process is far more than ceasefires, prisoner
faction led by Khalil al-Hayya insists that exclu-  swaps, or infrastructural rehabilitation; it unfolds
sive control of Gaza and leverage over hostages inaspace where every concession and manoeu-
remain non-negotiable. This schism embodies vre is read through the prism of historical
afamiliar tension in insurgent movements: sur- memory. Hamas has evolved into an entity that
vival versus maximalist assertion. Interestingly, simultaneously joins negotiation and cultivates

Machado, Venezuela's main opposition leader who is in
hiding. Machado, also known as Venezuela's Iron Lady for her
work in promoting democratic rights. The controversy
surrounding the Nobel Peace Prize often stems from the
complex nature of global politics.

While the prize aims to recognise individuals or
organisations that have made significant contributions to
peace, the selection process can be influenced by geopolitical
considerations, leading to debates about the true intentions

behind awarding the prize. In fact so far two people have
refused to accept the Nobel prize. Jean-Paul Sartre and Le

Duc Tho voluntarily refused a Nobel Prize. Sartre declined it

in the Nobel Literature Prize in 1964 as he rejected all

official honours, and Tho declined the 1973 Peace Prize due

to the ongoing conflict in Vietnam. US Secretary of State

Henry Kissinger received the peace prize in 1973 but it is still

debated for the rationale.

At the end of the day Nobel prize is just an honour for
someone’s achievement but does not define the person.
Interestingly enough, Mahatma Gandhi never won a Nobel
peace prize but he stands taller than all those who won!

A woman shows her hands decorated with henna on the occasion of the

‘Karva Chauth' festival, in Amritsar
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FRAGILE TRUCE AS ISRAEL, HAMAS
AGREE TO INITIAL CEASEFIRE

Israel and Hamas have agreed to
the first phase of a Gaza
ceasefire under a US-brokered
plan proposed by President
Donald Trump, marking a
cautious step toward ending
months of bloodshed.

Announced after indirect talks
in Egypt, the agreement - signed
on October 9, 2025 - awaits
final approval by Israel's
security cabinet and parliament.

Under the plan, Israel will halt
military operations within 24
hours of ratification, following
which Hamas is expected to
release 20 hostages, along with
the remains of several others.

In return, Israel will free
between 1,700 and 2,000
Palestinian prisoners, and
humanitarian aid into Gaza will
be significantly scaled up.

The truce comes at a
politically tense moment: Israeli

Prime Minister

Benjamin Netanyahu faces
growing international isolation
and domestic dissent, while
Hamas is under mounting
pressure from regional allies to
de-escalate.

A reduction in hostilities
could stabilize West Asian
markets, ease global oil supply
anxieties, and enhance India's
trade and energy security.

It may also open space for
deeper diplomatic engagement
between India, Israel, and key
Arab states.

However, observers caution
that the agreement remains
fragile. The United Nations and
concerned nations must sustain
diplomatic pressure to ensure
that this temporary truce
evolves into a durable,
verifiable ceasefire.
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Tony Blair, and by demanding Hamas' demilitari-
sation, the plan presupposes a linearity to con-
flict resolution that reality rarely affords. It

assumes that structural reforms, conditional
amnesties, and international economic infu-
sions can eclipse the cultural memory of martyr-
dom, imprisonment, and dispossession. Yet this
linearity underestimates Hamas' capacity to
convert sequential crises into strategic advantage,
revealing a profound misreading of the organisa-
tion's adaptive acuity.

Hamas, having survived the decapitation of its

The writer is a columnist
based in Colombo

@ dailypioneer
@ @TheDailyPioneer

@ The Pioneer

senior leadership-including once-untouchable
figures-has emerged not weakened but trans-

one could argue that, rather than weakening the
organisation, this internal debate has sharpened
Hamas's strategic sophistication, allowing it to
project moderation internationally while main-
taining coercive authority domestically.
Meanwhile, the humanitarian crisis in Gaza
exposes the profound moral stakes of the con-
flict, a reality Hamas has exploited to mask its
atrocities and cultivate global sympathy through
a highly sophisticated propaganda apparatus.
Recruitment, radicalisation, and community
mobilisation are facilitated by palpable existen-
tial grievance; narratives of victimhood and resis-

coercion, participating in technocratic and
humanitarian frameworks while retaining the
instruments of asymmetry that sustain its
authority-a strategic sophistication inseparable
from the human suffering it exploits and perpet-
uates. Unsurprisingly, this duality has been
quietly rejected by the locals. Yet radicalisation,
economic deprivation, and brutal terror tactics,
often fuelled by external actors colluding with
Hamas and other militant groups, continue to
dictate their daily existence. This is precisely
where any genuine solution must be sought-
though history offers little hope.

The easy path and the hard truth!

SANJAY
CHANDRA
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We often take the easier, well-trodden path rather than
the trail that does not exist. This instinct is the result of con-
ditioning since childhood.

Achance observation during a therapy set me thinking.
I first used my right hand before switching to the other for-
taping magnets on my palms. It was the easier way as |
am a right-hander. | recalled how,during college exami-
nations, we always attempted the easier questions first,
leaving the tougher ones for later. That was not taught in
any syllabus in the school or the college. We were guided
by our instincts and the lessons learned from seniors by
word of mouth.These are not isolated incidents. All of us
would have similar stories to narrate. The seemingly harm-
less habits formed during the formative years often

shape our attitudes as adults. They may even make us indif-
ferent to others, not knowingly or out of malice but simply
because of conditioning.

A video was shared on our society WhatsApp groups
which illustrated this quite well. It showed a house help
sitting on the bench in the lawns with the pet of her employ-
ers and talking loudly on her telephone. The clip sparked
outrage.Some objected to her sitting on a bench meant
only for the residents, others to her gossiping on the tele-
phone while occupying the seat, and many to the pet being
allowed free access to the lawns.There were also counter-
arguments about the rights of every living being. | suspect,
both the view points had roots in the lessons absorbed early
in life. One of the roads from Gurgaon to Faridabad runs
through the Aravalis. The landscape is a beautiful lush green
after the monsoon rains. It would be a beautiful drive if it
were not marred by grey and brown patches. The construc-
tion debris and other waste material including plasticw
are dumped by the roadside. My daughter's friend
observed that only a decade ago he used to run along this
road in the mornings. It is easy for the authorities to issue
instructions for the waste disposal at designated sites. It
is easier for the builders and us to scar the lovely landscape.
We were taught to keep our homes clean. Nobody told us
to keep our surroundings clean too.

A common sight on the roads is the presence of traffic

policemen in hordes at signals. They pounce upon the errant
riders and drivers. It is often amusing, though tragic,when
we find the law enforcers and the defaulters huddling
together to negotiate. Many cannot resist the temptation
of an easy way out and others the lure of easy money.

Yet, not all is bleak. We encounter many who do not hes-
itate to go the extra mile for the good of fellow being sbe-
lying the oft repeated sentiment that people are short of
time and devoid of empathy in an ever-increasing fast-paced
world. I find strangers going out of the way to render assis-
tance to the old for crossing the road or carrying bags for
them or any other chore. We, and two other couples, were
on vacation in Austria. We caught a bus and realized that
we had overshot our destination by some distance. A helpful
young lady not only got off the bus with us,but also walked
with us till our destination to ensure we were not lost. There
are many such examples. Small gestures like these reaf-
firm faith in humanity.

Doing the easy is wired into our psyche. But that alone
is not enough. We must learn and also teach to take the
more difficult path.Each of us must become a leader in
thought and action. It is not a price to pay. It is an obliga-
tion - to ourselves and to humanity.

The author is an electrical engineer with the Indian
Railways and conducts classes in creative.
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Chidambaram Questions ECI

Senior Congress leader and former Union Finance
Minister P. Chidambaram on Thursday questioned the
Election Commission of India's (ECI) special intensive
revision (SIR) of electoral rolls in Bihar, citing serious
concerns over inclusions, exclusions, and duplication
of voter entries.In a sharp statement, Chidambaram
demanded transparency, asking: "What is the estimat-
ed adult population of Bihar, and what proportion of
itis reflected in the electoral rolls? What happened to
the rest? How many names are gibberish, and how
many house numbers are blank or invalid? How many
voters appear twice?" He urged the ECI to answer these
questions "in the interests of fairness and public con-
fidence."

The ECI has been accused of failing to publish the final
list of deleted voters, amid claims of over five lakh dupli-
cate entries in the state's rolls. Chidambaram assert-
ed that the current revision exercise "creates more doubt
than clarity."His remarks come at a crucial juncture, as
the Supreme Court is hearing petitions related to the
Bihar SIR. With Assembly elections scheduled in two
phases on November 6 and 11, and vote counting on
November 14, the controversy over electoral integrity
has added a new dimension to Bihar's political climate.

BHAGWAN THADANI | MUMBAI

Nobel for the Science of material

The 2025 Nobel Prize in Chemistry has been awarded
to Susumu Kitagawa, Richard Robson, and Omar M.
Yaghi for their pioneering work on metal-organic
frameworks (MOFs) - crystalline structures that link
metal ions with organic molecules.

Their discovery represents a breakthrough in
material science and a profound reminder of chem-
istry's higher purpose: to transform power into sus-
tainability and harmony with nature.MOFs, with
their vast surface area - a few grams equalling that
of afootball field - can absorb and release gases with
remarkable precision. They hold promise for carbon
capture, hydrogen storage, water and air purification,
and even extracting drinking water from desert air
using solar energy.

Robson conceived the architecture, Kitagawa
proved its durability, and Yaghi refined it into the dis-
cipline of reticular chemistry. Together, they have
redefined chemistry not as the art of reaction, but as
the science of renewal. Their work stands as both a
technological milestone and a moral reminder -that
true innovation lies not in mastering nature, but in
learning to coexist with it.

VIJAY SINCH ADHIKARI | NAINITAL

The cost of technological progress

The explosive growth of artificial intelligence, especial-
ly large language models like GPT, is creating an unex-
pect-ed strain on global water supplies. Studies show that
a single major Al model can consume millions of
gallons of water every year, primarily to cool massive data
centers. This silentdrain is particularly alarming in water-
stressed regions such as Texas, the Middle East, and parts
of England. Tech giants like Google and Microsoft are
investing in recycled water and energy efficient cooling,
yet their efforts lag behind the accelerating demand for
Al services. The question remains: are we willing to trade
vital natural resources for digital progress? As innovation
surges ahead, communities already grappling with
drought and scarcity face mounting risks. Without
urgent global attention to sustainable water manage-
ment; the future may confront a paradox-where our
smartest technologies contribute to one of humanity's
oldest challenges: survival. If unchecked, Al's progress
could deepen the world's water crisis, turning innova-
tion into an ecological liability. Every digital leap must
be matched by environmental foresight Unless global
leaders and tech giants treat water as seriously as data,
the cost of intelligence may well be thirst - a future where
progress flows, but the planet runs dry.

HASNAIN | PATNA
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Ladakh: A mirror cracking under climate change

It's easy to think of Ladakh as India’s most remote area, useful for tourism brochures and border maps. In reality, it is a mirror that shows our common fate.
You can see the hunger of the farmer in Bihar, the thirst of the worker in Delhi, and the worry of families on the beaches in those glaciers that are melting

ACHARYA
PRASHANT

Late September brought Ladakh back in the
news. There were violent protests in Leh that
led to a number of unfortunate deaths.
Curfews were putin place, and environmen-
talist Sonam Wangchuk was arrested under
the National Security Act. Protests have since
extended to Delhi, Chandigarh, and Dehradun,
but the national awareness of the core issue
of climate change remains low.

Why doesn’t a cry from the roof of the world
resonate down to the plains? Ladakh is not
warning about an administrative issue or a
border grievance. It's an existential problem
that will eventually affect every family in India.

The Roof of the World Is Cracking

The Himalayas, often termed “India’s north-
ern sentinel”, are a wall of ice and stone that
protect the subcontinent. But scientists tell
us that this wall is still new and weak. A large
share of India’s climate-related disasters
now strike the Himalayan belt. Cloudbursts
in Himachal, landslides in Uttarakhand, and
glacial-lake bursts in Sikkim are just a few
examples.

Satellite studies from 2000 to 2021 show
that almost all of Ladakh'’s glaciers have lost
mass, and many are melting at rates never
seen before. The Parkachik Glacier in the Suru
Valley used to be considered stable, but it cur-
rently shrinks by around twenty metres
every year. Seventy-seven glaciers in the Drass
region got thinner by more than a metre
between 2000 and 2020. There are now glacial
lakes where ice used to be: silent lakes
whose fragile rims can fail without warning.

Glaciers don’t melt gently. First, there is a
flood when lakes overflow and break their
banks. Then comes drought, when the reser-
voir itself dries up. The cycle of pehle baadh,
phir sukha (flood first, drought after) is
already happening in villages from Kargil to
Nubra.

A Desert of Ice, Now Without Ice

Ladakh is different from the rest of the
Himalaya because it is in a rain shadow. It only
gets about 100 mm of rain a year; practical-
ly all of its water comes from melting snow.
As the snowline rises each year, springs dry
up, crops die, and people start to move.

A 2023 study by the Wadia Institute of
Himalayan Geology revealed that groundwa-
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ter levels in parts of Leh and Kargil were
dropping quickly because glaciers were no
longer feeding the aquifers. Local engi-
neers like Sonam Wangchuk devised “ice
stupas”, fake glaciers that hold winter melt
for summer irrigation: an ingenious but
temporary fix for a dying cryosphere.
Extreme weather events in India are
now routine. The India Meteorological
Department recorded 314 days of such
events in 2022 and over 310 by 2024, with
the Himalaya bearing the biggest share.

Hunger, Heat, and Feedback
Loops

Climate change affects us three times a
day: at breakfast, lunch, and dinner. The
FAQ’s 2023 report says that over three
billion people are malnourished in some
way. This will get worse because of the
Himalayan situation. Research in Nature
Climate Change shows India’s main crops
— wheat, rice, maize, bajra, and jowar —
are expected to have lower yields by mid-
century, with losses up to 25 percent
depending on the scenario. When supply
shrinks, prices rise; the poorest, who
spend most of their income on food, will
be hurtfirst. Snow and ice reflect sunlight.
Lose that albedo and dark rock speeds the
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thaw. Soot from diesel traffic and road-
work makes glaciers darker, making them
absorb more heat. Water vapour, a green-
house gas, rises from melting ice. Warmer
oceans release carbon instead of absorb-
ing it. These aren’t lyrical metaphors;
they're feedback loops that can be mea-
sured. If the average global temperature
goes up by 2 °C, northern India could rise
by 4 to 8 °C. Think about Delhi or Jaipur
at 55 degrees Celsius. At that temperature,
even air conditioners break down, tyres
fuse with asphalt, and people stop
working outside. This isn’'t prophecy; it's
science.

Water, War, and the Illusion of
Growth

Thirst will come along with food insecu-
rity. In the next few decades, more than
a hundred towns around the world are
expected to face severe water shortages.
Thirty of these cities are in India. Jaipur,
Indore, Thane, and Srinagar are all on the
same line as Bengaluru.

In the past, wars were fought over
colonies and then over oil. Unless coop-
erative frameworks like India’s river-
sharing agreements with its neighbours
grow to put shared resilience first, the
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battles of the future may be for water.

If the threat is so clear, why don’t more
people act? Because we are all distracted.
Endless entertainment, fights between
groups, and the cult of GDP are all drugs.
People think of climate change as some-
thing far away or too technical, even as it
eats away at life itself.

We now worship GDP. Yet India has
already lost about ten percent of its
growth in recent years because of climate
change. In the worst-case scenario, the
loss might be as high as thirty percent by
mid-century. Crops wrecked, infrastruc-
ture ruined, deaths due to heat — the harm
is real. Some say that India should focus
on development first and that taking
action on climate change is only for the
wealthy. But this is not a real choice:
climate change has already hurt our
growth; therefore, real development must
now mean being able to adapt. We build
buildings to show progress, while the
mountains that feed our rivers are falling
apart. The contradiction is clear: growth
eats the land it stands on.

A Mirror and a Warning

Research from the Indian Institute of
Science shows the average temperature
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in Leh has gone up by roughly 1.6 degrees
Celsius since 1980. Over the past two
decades, Ladakh’s glaciers have lost about
14 percent of their mass. It's easy to
think of Ladakh as India’s most remote
area, useful for tourism brochures and
border maps. In reality, it is a mirror that
shows our common fate. You can see the
hunger of the farmer in Bihar, the thirst of
the worker in Delhi, and the worry of fam-
ilies on the beaches in those glaciers that
are melting. All of the feedback loops hap-
pening there —melting ice, unpredictable
monsoons, and tired soil — will eventual-
ly reach the plains. The Himalaya is not just
a beautiful sight; it is the subcontinent’s
cooling system. When the engine gets too
hot, every field and faucet below will
tremble.

The Real Logic Behind the
Protests

The protests going on lately are not just
about Ladakh'’s political position or inde-
pendence. They are a warning for civilisa-
tion. Sonam Wangchuk and local farmers
are on a hunger strike to draw attention
to something deeper than government
negligence.

It would be just as foolish to ignore
them because they are from a faraway dis-
trict as it would be to ignore the smoke
alarm because it goes off in another
room. Ladakh needs to be declared an eco-
logically vulnerable zone right away,
with limits on construction and tourism
that can be enforced. These are not hard
things to ask for. They need political will,
not technological marvels.

Freedom from Denial

Sonam Wangchuk should indeed be
released, but real freedom comes from
working together to safeguard Himalayan
habitats, encourage sustainable con-
sumption, and prioritise renewable
energy. Ladakh isn’t yelling for itself; it's
yelling for all of us. The Himalaya has
already made its statement — in ice, in
floods, and in silence.

Not just ice melts there; so does human
awareness. We need to look in the mirror.
And when we do, we’ll understand that
the protests in Ladakh aren’t acts of
rebellion; they’re acts of remembrance,
reminding a distracted civilisation that
when the roof collapses, every room
below is lost.
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Reviving the spirit of discipline through a
better-trained National Cadet Corps

GURMEET
SINGH
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One of the most useful youth organisations
created immediately after Independence was the
National Cadet Corps, the genesis of which was
to create a force of young minds at the nation-
al level to train young boys and girls to be better
citizens and future leaders of our vast country in
all walks of life, including the defence forces. This
was rightly realised by our leaders through a com-
mittee under Pandit H N Kunzru in 1946, and sub-
sequently, after a series of meetings at various
levels, it came into existence on 16th July 1948
under the NCC Act XXXI of 1948 under the
Ministry of Defence with the following aims:
© To develop character, comradeship, ideals of
service and capacity for leadership in the youth
of the country.
o To stimulate interest in the

the Directorates in different states was never
properly planned, without looking at the
resources. There were no proper buildings to
house these NCC establishments during the
period of this mindless expansion, till about 1988.

There were very few regular officers to look
after these various Units. Many retired and re-
employed officers were given the charge of Units
and Groups. These officers had no interest in the
upkeep of these NCC offices and in imparting
serious training to cadets. The NCC cadets were
not being given the right picture about officers’
lifestyles, officer-like qualities and turnout. The
quality of training was far below the desired stan-
dard. Most of the service-related issues were
either neglected or presented in a very shabby
manner. Probably no Unit or Group was fully
equipped to give proper training in the right spirit,
either because of the lack of the right kind of staff
or lack of resources.

Other than in some big cities, there was no sem-
blance of training equipment and resources at
the local levels in rural areas. The officers posted
in these rural areas were least interested in the

development of NCC. They were just

defence of the country by provid-

ing service training to youth.
© To build up areserve to enable the

Armed Forces to expand rapidly in

a national emergency.

The National Cadet Corps was given an inter-
service image in 1950 when the Air Wing was
added, followed by the Naval Wing in 1952. While
elementary military training was given to school
students (cadets of the Junior Division), college
students (cadets of the Senior Division) were
trained as potential officers of the three wings
— Army, Navy and Air Force. Following the
Chinese Aggression, to meet the requirement of
the nation, National Cadet Corps training was
made compulsory in 1963. However, on the resis-
tance of students against compulsory National
Cadet Corps training and also on the suggestions
of some Vice-Chancellors, entry into the NCC was
again made voluntary in 1968.

Till 1968, NCC's Senior Division was being taken
very seriously, and good regular officers were
given the charge to look after the management
at the Directorate, Group and Unit levels. The
resources, stores, logistics, furniture and office
accommodation in respect of Group
Headquarters and Units were being taken care
of in a very proper and planned manner.

The whole NCC under the first DG onwards was
being planned and expanded in avery careful and
controlled manner, under the command and
control of regular and efficient officers, keeping
in mind the needs and financial resources of the
country. After this, the NCC expanded in a very
haphazard manner, mindlessly from 23,000 in
1950 to about 14 lakh cadets at present, with the
aim to expand this to about 17 lakh in the next
three years. This expansion of Units, Groups and
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passing their time without proper
teaching of service matters and of mil-
itary training schedules, particularly
in rural belts. In addition to service
subjects, very little attention was
being paid to some of the important aspects like
parade training and turnout. These were being
neglected everywhere.

The impression was given that parade train-
ing was a waste of time and served no purpose
other than physical fitness, which is covered
under sports. Parade training is one of the most
important aspects of the training that helps in
developing focus and concentration among the
youth but unfortunately has not been paid due
attention. It was generally seen that anyone
taking parade training seriously had the best focus
in their day-to-day schedule as compared to
others. It has been seen, though not properly doc-
umented, that those who take parade training
seriously performed much better in all activities
as compared to those who neglected it. In the big
cities, the Units were reasonably well-equipped
but in rural areas things are in an utter state of
neglect. The entire NCC logistics in many states
are in a state of absolute neglect. Looking at the
benefits, these are sheer minimal compared to
the amount being spent. The audit carried out
every year into these offices is also a matter of
questionable sanctity. Too many senior officers
are holding charge of NCC activities who are not
able to pay proper attention towards manage-
ment and planning, which can be better looked
after by officers at the Group Commander level.
On the general front, the refreshment provided
is highly inadequate and should be improvedin
quality and quantity. On the brighter side, there
are some excellent and useful activities provid-

ed to cadets which are impossible to get other-
wise, like the Republic Day Camp, Advance
Leadership Camp (most useful for personality
development), Hiking, Trekking, Rock Climbing
Training Camp, Yachting Regatta and other such
activities specialised in the Naval and Air Wings.

One of the best programmes established is the
Youth Exchange Programme, where cadets visit
foreign countries, thereby helping in internation-
al understanding. Cadets are being sent abroad
regularly. The selected candidates also get
opportunities to have overseas deployment, but
unfortunately, the opportunities for all these
above-mentioned programmes are given only to
a handful of cadets from our country and need
to be expanded further to be available to a larger
section.

A large section remains all through without
these benefits. A large number might not have
even heard about these activities because of the
poor training uniformly being provided all over.

Though on paper there is an opportunity for
cadets to become commissioned officers after
clearing the ‘C’ Certificate exam, the number
remains dismissively low. This should also be
expanded further to benefit a larger number of
cadets. Finally, when we look at the list of DG NCC,
in the initial phase some had a tenure at the 2-
star rank level for close to 15 years, which is not
understandable. Were there no other suitable
young officers at that stage, or were these offi-
cers not considered fit for further promotion or
for any other suitable assignment that they were
stuck in the NCC for so long? As a consequence,
these long tenures made these officers uninter-
ested in proper planning and development of NCC
as compared to an officer who would be much
more enthusiastic towards this if given a shorter
tenure. The cadet’s handbook has some excel-
lent suggestions, but no one at any level ever
monitors it. If we need to revamp this institution
of NCC in the proper direction, we need to have
excellent officers to encourage students through
their personal examples. After considerable
efforts at universities and academic levels,
approval could be obtained for giving up to four
credits towards their graduation degree under
NEP-2020, so that we are able to get eventually
not only wonderful defence officers but also excel-
lent citizens for our nation, which is equally impor-
tant for our nation’s all-round development.

It can be said that NCC is the finest organisa-
tion for youth for overall personality development
if proper training is imparted, but there isa huge
gap between the planned schedule and the actual
work being done, and therefore its performance
can be rated as far below the level of satisfaction.

o 9 dailypioneer
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Cotton: Weaving prosperity
with environmental resilience

_ CHANDRAKANT
‘?ﬁ KUMBHANI

Cotton is more than just a fabric; it is a fibre that
weaves together economies, ecosystems, and
human lives across the globe. From the clothes
that warm us to the livelihoods that depend on
its cultivation, cotton remains at the heart of both
global trade and rural prosperity. As the world
seeks more sustainable ways to grow and live,
cotton offers a powerful example of how farmers
can lead this change — preserving the environ-
mentwhile building more secure and rewarding
livelihoods.

India, one of the largest cotton producers in the
world, sits at the forefront of this opportunity. For
generations, the crop has supported millions of
smallholder farmers, shaping rural economies and
communities across the country. Today, even as
the sector faces challenges such as climate vari-
ability, groundwater depletion, and market fluc-
tuations, a quiet revolution is taking place in cotton
fields across India.

Sustainability is no longer a choice but a
necessity, and a powerful lever for growth.
Across India, an increasing number of farmers are
beginning to adopt practices that make cotton
both more productive and more
resilient. Examples of organic and
regenerative farming, crop rotation,
intercropping, and integrated pest
management are showing encourag-
ing results — improving soil health, conserving
water, and reducing dependence on chemical
inputs. These approaches are restoring degrad-
ed land, lowering production costs, and helping
farmers adapt to unpredictable weather patterns.
The challenge now lies in taking these proven prac-
tices from scattered successes to widespread
adoption, ensuring that cotton remains viable even
in the face of climate change. However, the change
cannot stop at the farm. For real impact, farmers
must have a stronger voice and fairer access to
markets. Today, most smallholder cotton growers
still sell through long chains of intermediaries,
leaving them with little bargaining power and a
minimal share of the final value. While examples
of farmer collectives and producer organisations
are emerging across India, they still represent only
a fraction of the cotton sector. Expanding these
models is key to ensuring that farmers can
aggregate their produce, improve quality, and
negotiate directly with ginners, textile units, and
responsible brands. When smallholders are
better organised and connected to markets that
value sustainable cotton, they gain not just
higher incomes but also greater stability. Building

o1 PN
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these pathways at scale is essential if sustainabil-
ity is to translate into real economic empower-
ment for India’s cotton farmers.

Equally significant is the social transformation
taking place alongside these economic shifts.
Women, who form a large and often under-recog-
nised part of the agricultural workforce, are
increasingly being acknowledged as essential con-
tributors to cotton’s success. When women
farmers have equal access to training, technolo-
gy, and financial resources, entire communities
benefit. Strengthening women’s participation and
supporting farmer cooperatives and producer
organisations that promote equity helps create
systems where knowledge, opportunity, and
profits are more evenly shared.

Of course, challenges remain. Climate stress, soil
fertility, and labour inequities continue to test the
resilience of farming communities. Yet the solu-
tions to many of these problems already exist;
what is needed now is scale. Proven practices that
conserve water and promote efficient use, restore
soil health, and improve working conditions must
reach far more farmers to make a lasting differ-
ence. This is where collaboration becomes criti-
cal. Civil society organisations, corporates, govern-
ment agencies, and philanthropists all have vital
roles to play in driving farmer education, aware-
ness, and capacity-building.

Encouragingly, this growing ecosystem of col-
laboration demonstrates that cotton’s future
can indeed be sustainable — one where produc-
tivity, environmental balance, and human well-
being advance hand in hand. When
sustainability becomes central to
how cotton is grown, processed, and
valued, it safeguards not only the
crop itself but also the millions of
families whose lives are interwoven with it.
Cotton’s story has always been deeply human. It
is the story of hands that sow, pick, spin, and
weave, of livelihoods sustained and futures built.
By embracing sustainability, India can demon-
strate how time-honoured farming practices
and contemporary approaches can join forces to
safeguard both communities and the environ-
ment. The stakes could not be higher, but neither
could the potential. Cotton remains the world’s
most widely used natural fibre, and the decisions
made today — from farm to fabric — will deter-
mine whether it continues to support the liveli-
hoods of millions of farmers and their communi-
ties. India can lead the way in making cotton a
model of sustainable growth, showing how a tra-
ditional crop can secure both environmental
health and more stable, equitable livelihoods for
rural families.

e dailypioneer
@ @TheDailyPioneer

@ chandrakant-kumbhani-
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What Trump’s Gaza plan means for the two-state solution

DF. ABDEL AZIZ ALUWAIBHEG

onald Tromp's peace plan

s focused on Gaza, but i

includes a vague referenc

[0 Palestimiarn statendood

The plan wenl throaagh

a number of iterations
faking into acoaunt el fromn the various
parties, Foint 19 ol the edibed version of
the plan, as released by the White House,
states: “While Gaza redevelopment ad

vances and when the PA reform program is

Fatthfully carvied out, the conditions may
Iiidly be in place 1or a credibie pathway Lo
Palestinian self-defermination and state-
hood, which we recognize as the aspir
tion of the Palestinian people.” Notice that
it says that conditions “may fAnally be in
place” for a "pathway to Palestinian state
hiooed.”

To reassure Israsil Fraime Minister
Beqpamin Netanyaliu even farther, polil
W states the US. nidd the UN or other
mediators, “will establish a dialogue
between Israel and the Palestinians to
agree on a political horizon for peacefual
A prosperomns coexistence,”

[Chese conditions Lhe plan attaches o

After many years
of rejecting even
stitch remote and
vague references,
Nelanyvahu is
changing course

peace moves beyvond Gaza were clearly
soane of the edits that Netanyahu insisted
on o accept the plan. The White House
accqulesced to get the deal through. Still,
this is sipnificant becawse, after many

vears of rejecting even such remote and

-
Vagne relerences, Netanyaliu 1S changing !"
polise, 1 s also the st timee that Tramp, R -

in his second term, has expressed public
support for a Palestinian state

['he momentum toward the realization of
a two-state solution appears to be unstop-
pralale The: Gara pemocide has finalky
persuaded the doubiers of the heavy price
of reluctance amnd hesitatbon. Too many
Counires have watklbed 1oo long 1o srani Lhe
Palestimans what is their doe in the form
of an independent and viable state.

[he New York Declaration and the
High-1.evel International Conference for
thie Peacelul Settemant of the Quiestion of
Palestine and the Implementation of the ' ticat affirs ar
['wo-State Solution marked the high poinis : e e s
of this vear's UNGA. ORI S

e Globhal Alliance for the Implemen- %: Pubeahamud]
Latiog of the Two-State Solution, e by

Saiddt Arabia, Framce, Norway, the Arab wwra Arphnawe comsopinion

I- 5 -~
]
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League and the EU, has generated so much
interest that almaost every nation in the
warbd ha= joined. The New York Declara-
Hom, which was endarsed Iy the TUNGA,
iclucles a clesr pallivway (o [l Pales-
tintan statehood. The alliance has several
WOFRITEE ETTHIS,

The curment Israell povernment 1S in
chear oppasition to these moves. In panic,
it has hastily adopted a plan to establish
laree setilements disseciing the West
Bank, with the purpose of making a Pales-
Dimkan =iate iMool to achieve, Under tha
guidance of its most extremist ministers. i
has unleashed violent settlers 1o burm and
terrorize Falestinian villages. 1ts minister
af finance, another right-wing fanatic, has
withheld hundreds of millions of dollars
actrued to the Falestinian Authority from
customs revenues in order to starve Pales-
Hnkan institution of fands

[n response, the Emergency Coalition
for the Financial Sustainability of the
Palestinian Authority was announced on
Sept. 27, following the UN conference
and the announcement of the Trump
plan, Belgium, Denmark, France, [oeland,

Ireland, Japan, Norway, Saudi Arabia,
sSlovenia, Spain, Switzerland and the
UK announced the Baunch of the new
gronipdng to deal with the urgent and
unprecedented financial crisis confronting
e PA

e imvrmecate purpose s To =stabi]iz
the PAS inances and preserve iis abality
I pover, provide essential services,
and maintain security, all of which are
mdispensable to regional stability and
[ PFESErVENE thve Towh-S1ate sl WO,
acCorting toa statemenl released By 1
coplition, which was formed in the belief
that short-term aid alone is not sufficient
Whal s needed 1% a sustainabde, predict-
able and coordinated funding mechanism,
working with international Anancial
institutions and key partners to mobilize
FESOIERCeS, SUPpOrt ongning governince
aied econamibc reforms, amd enscre full
Iransparency and acocountabality

[rump's peace plan for Gaza is a good
start, but the work of the lobal alliance is
needed now more than ever to continue
By ey foowapad Che realization of a
sovereirn and viable Palestinian state.

.

I am worried that
every sirategic
European decision
is being inlluenced
by whatever
Moscow does
or thinks

EU is diverting from its core goals and mission

oday, | see that Europe

s diverting from its core

Erekls and mus=ion, 1 am

worried thai 1= ahsession

with Russia will hinder

its expansion or even its
sprowith a9 a single market. It sees Moscow s

hand in everything bad that hbappens. While

deterrence and security have always been
part of the EUV or any hloes construction, it
wis alw Vs guncled by something more, ke
higcher values, especially when it came o
s construction and cxpansion. It 15 like the
mare you iy to avoid the tree on the road,
the more likely you are to hit it

[ am warried that every strategic
Evropean decision s bepng miiverced by
whatever Moscow does or thinks. There isa
Il cRIfN e Feace bt weseny Lhe ELs positionng
aaines the Sonvief Undon amd ils postioning

EHALED ABOU ZAHR

)

L

todday azainst Moscow. Heing ready and
prepared for any risk was only part of its
posiioning durimg e Codol W Ehee B gser
picture was bididing a pmsperous bloc and
avolcing wars betweon its members, while
offering equal opportunities to all,

There was a clear posithoe example of
what Europe stood for when Spain peined
the European Commumnities in 1986, This
meAse came a decade after the end of Franco's

chictatorship and the adogaion of a democratic
svstem. The same can be said of Giesce,
which became a member in 1981 after the
end of its junia period. For both countries,

poiming the bioe helped stahilize their political B s |
svSieEms and moadernaze thelr economies, Thes . |

" 1
e panseon was naliimal and [or the bepelat ol ol shaciin

Europeans, not focused on an enemy Al-WERTRN A-ATal
But thines have changed. The construc
ton ol the ELT 5 now being bed by tactics

Wharhd' AF aEn S Do o pEndan

nid a long-term strategy or a focus on
ichieving real poals. We can clearly see how
AMoscow s even pukling the EU'S relatons
with Turkive. This is demeaning both for
Brussels and Ankara.

Aoreover, one shonabd ok whetlyer the
discussions about Ukraines candidacy are
being pushed for the right reasons or only
as a part of a tit-for-tat with Moscow,

We cannot avoid stating that Brexit and
the weakening of Pans and Beatin have
shaken the palkars of the EUL Moreover
overregulation amd the imposition of
plicies — such as immigration policics
that no longer seek to unite but {o ermse
national entities in favor of a European
ane are, i my view, the same core issue,
The overcentralization of the EU's opera-
Homs, instesd] of empowering a confedera-
Lrodn, 15 the real issue. TE s me for Eurogse,

as it builds up its defense and develops
real deterreno , ECF E10ET [ TheXA |l|'|.-.-|

o its construction and to shift toward the
butlding of a confederation.

A confederation would allow defense,
[orelEm podkcy, ecomomie policies and trade
I b= unified in b oentral Europe=an inst-
tution, while the individual states would
retain their anthority. This step would allow
the EL to be more than an econoiiic 2o
that clumsdly does geopaolithes, T could
resed itsell and come wp with a real amd
clear political vision that atlows counimies
iy CoOpsErate Cclosely an important ssaes,
such as security and sconome stability,
while preserving natwonal sovercignty and
cultural identitics.

e EL needs to evalve into a confedera-
tion, while preserving reghonal aubonomy,
Thi= 15 115 tme strenaeth
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COP30 may be the most significant climate summit yet

OF30, the latest edition

of the annual UN climate

change conference, ks com-

Ing at a time of accelerating

climate issues and risk.

Scientists are increasingly
warning that tropical forest systems
egpecially the Amazon — are approaching a
tipping point, Recent assessments also reveal
that much of the Amazon is already degraded

existing commitments fall far short of what
climate science indicates is necded. The
deficit s not only in ambition but also related
to the capacity for implementatbon and
funding.

COPI muest focus on several issues ancd
areas that are intertwined and it should also
pay special attention W particular regions
wihose stakes are disproportionately high.

First, halting deforestation and forest

or deforested to the point degradation must be at the

that even modest further ii core of the discussions, The

losses could push it past a Amazon biome is essential

leev threshold The conference in and the accumulated losses
This means that the efforts Brazil must ensure of forest cover and degm

of the next few vears will fi diation are threatening its

chetermine whether global policy, linance ecological integrity and s

warming can be limited] to and local action capacily tofunction as i

the targeds sed out in the proportionate carbon sink. It is akso mpor-

Pars Agreement. 5o, next to the scale of tant to restore degraded

month's COF30 is critical lamds and ensure that

anid shiould be more than ﬂiﬂdﬂﬂ!l‘l' econamic development does

a dlipomsatic meeting. 1t ol drive further forest Joss

st ensure policy, Anance and local action
prcyperticaeate (o the scabe of the danger.

Hosting the conference in Belem, Brazil,
has more than symbodic importance. Hoddimng
the nepotiations at the edege of the Amazon
places the forest, ks people and its ecolbosy at
the heart of ghohal climate discussions. This
sipoukd force podicymakers and delegates
to directly confront what is at risk —nod in
absiraction but in living ecosystems and
communities.

Moreover, the urgency of scaling finance is
greater than ever. As a result, COPS0 ought
by axdddress the gaps, a8 many couniries’

Second, in terms of climate finance, devel-
opdng coumniries — particularty tropécal forest
nations, small sland states and least devel-
oped countries — face severe shortages. Asa
resuli, the international community shoulkd
ncrease transparency, ensure accountabdlity
and chanmel funds directly o subnational
actors and vulnerabile populations.

Thirxd, the rights and participation of
mdigrnous peoples should be puaranteed
This means supporting local livelihoods,
respechng land tenore and lemtorzal
povernance, avoiding displacement and
imvoluntary resettbement, and ensuring that

DR. MAJID RAFIZADEH
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benedit-sharng oocurs.

Fourth, many regions are already experi-
encing climate mpacts — intensified storms,
Roods, droughts and fires, threats (o wiater
and food security, anvd damage to infrastruc-
ture, Therefore, COP30 ought to strengthen
aclims that help societies bufler, adapt 1o
and recover from harm.

The Baku to Belem Roadmap and Brazil's

proposed Tropical Forests Forever Facility

toward powerful actors.

Implementation capacity could akso be
nnever. Many of the proposalks depsend
on strong local governance amd the legal
enforcement of rights, which in many paris
of the Ameazon remaain fragile. Timelines and
aceouinialiliny are erithcal. Progaeals misd
rcd onaly be adopted on paper but also have
clear, monitored deadlines and enforce-
menit. Without these moves, CORP30 will

aldress some of the core only create declarations and
deficits in climate fnance, ii rosnckrneape that will nod be
especially for forests, transkated into sustamed,
adaptation and the need for Its sucoess will long-term change:,
results-based pavmenis. ﬂE']lE ether COP30 in Belem may
Mare J'm|:-|:-1'ta]::.1}5', the pend on wh prove to be one of lll::r
inelusion of indigenous it leads to lﬂ'!lhl“ mast consequenial
peoples, civil sochety ounicomes that climate summits ever. The
and local povernments are cemaented stakes are exceptionally
in |ﬂrlm_1m_r: rmcl.mﬂx_l’m' in binding 1_=|i1..*h eim*h_: tm.-_]imﬂntlini
goverance reforms are collapse ol portions of the
positne signs. commitments Amazon. The proposals

Nevertheless, there are
siill somee substantial zaps. First, the scabe of
the fimance proposed may be insufficient,
as Lhe estimates for whal is necded to avoid
catastrophic chimale change — in forests
and globally — are far larger. The ambition
for $1.3 trillion annually is meaningful, but
disbairsement, monitoring and ensuring
that money reaches those who need it most
remain a challenge.

Furthermore, inclusion could be
threatened if representatives [rom
vulnerable regions or nonstate aclors
are unable to attend or participate fully,
meaning the ouicomes may be skewed

alrcady on the table could

he effective. But the sommit s success will
depsend on whether it lesds to tangible
otilcomes that are cemented in binding
comumitments.

The importance of COPS0 shoukd not only
e it the convening of global actors, but
in them taking concrete action that shilts
climate governance toward greater justice
andd effectiveness. “This includes whether
fimance 15 delivered at the scale peeded and
whethier the voices of those most allected —
imdigenons peoples, kocal commmunitses and
poorer nations — are genuinely heard and
empowered

Green shipping could mean a green Africa

n early September, African leaders

convensd in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia,

for the Second Africa Climate Sum-

mit, which focused on overcoming

the ahstacles to climate-resilient

development on the continent. In
thetr efforts to devise solutions, dive in-
nowateon and attract financing, these leaders
are reshaping global climate action, As part
of that process, they are increasingly reoog-
nizing that decarbonizing

victory for multlateral climate sctbon and
sigmals the beginning of the end of shipping®s
dependence on fossil fuelks.

Eut the real test will be how this pivotal
pedicy is desipned and implemented over the
next few vears, For African governments,
Lhe biggest question is how the reveniies
generated from the Intermational Marrtime:
Crganization’s pricing mechanism, projected
to be 310 hillion 1o 515 hillion per year by

2050, will be usexd.

shipping — an industry that .’ii If distributed equitably,
generates nearly 3 percent of these funds coulkd heldp
global greeniwonuse gas emis- Until now, Africa Africa chose its huge
e avovatl  luas faced challenges 70 B ol
industrialization. indevelopingits 0.0 andinvestin
Afncan governments abundant renewable  transmission networks and
have :h‘E.!il.!.'Hl‘l‘u‘!-l‘ﬁH‘l.:&.ﬁ resoLIrCes W]} gricks that could unboeck
overradclomtiopin  DecRmse of theligh T LUCO L
emissions. Earlier this year, cost ul"mplml grothermal, wind and
they helped secure the solar, A resilient grid is also

approval of the Net-Zero Framework af

the International Maritime Organization,
the UN's maritinee regulator. Included in
the framework ks the workd's first nding
pricing mechanism on greenhouse gas
emissions from ships. This measure, which
the Intermational Marifime Organization is
expected to adopt formally at its upoonins
October sessbon, represents an important
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essential for the production of repewahle
hydrogen and other green e-fucks — the
most promising long-term clean energy
solution for the shipping industry. This
wioild] likely provide a boost o Alrica’s
exisling green hydrogen projects and spur
new ones, in the process acockerating
industriakization, boosting gross domestic
prochact and positondng the continent as a
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elobal energy exporier,

Until mow, Africa has faced challenges
in developing its abundant renewabice
resources largely because of the high cost of
capital, African economies remain weighed
choam by unsustainabde debt bardens and
lorwy credit ratings, wihich make it probib-
tiveldy expensive to invest in clean energy.
Given the percelved risks, the continent
currently recemves anly about 2 percent of
global imvestment in renew-
ahbles. But the revenies

_i-_- -_-_-

inmcreased use of bofuels woiald be particu-
larly catastrophic for African couninies.

Like many other African couniries, Nigerta
bies everyviling it takes to become a leader
in sustainable shipping fuels, inchuding
abundant sun and wind and a young
workforce. Now it just needs the right invest-

rnetits. If designed property, the Interma-
tiomal Maritime Organkeatbon’s framework
coduld help provide the funds that Afrca
needs to ramp up its renew-
able encrey capacity. Faihure

raised from the International fo create an ambitiouns,
Maritime Organdzation's new Like many other equitable policy nisks
carbon-pricing mechanism African couniries, limiting Africa's prospects.
conabd be usedd to losver indtial As the International
oosls, de-risk clean energy Nigl.‘l'i:l has Maritinee Organksition
investments and pave Uhe evervithing it takes  gathers in London this
way for Africa to power to become a leadey  month to adopt its Net-£ero
gdobal shipping. Framework, African

Crucially, the International in sustainable countries must show the
Maritime Organizathon must shipping fuels same leadership and deter-
surpport this drive to hamess minatiod as

Africa’s renewahle resouroes by creating
strong incentives for o-<fucls. Otherwise,
cheaper options such as liquefied natural
gas, which is far more destructive to the
planet, and crop-based biofecls, which
increase pressure on food systems, risk
undercutiing green hydrogen and impeding
Alrican countries’ effors toachieve
sustainable growth and development. The
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Trumps militarisation of law enforcement

The president is putting the
neutrality of US armed

forces under threat

As National Guard troops from Texas
and Illinois arrived in the Chicago area
this week, Donald Trump escalated his
feud with Illinois governor ]B Pritzker,
who has vocally opposed their deploy-
ment to the city. Accusing him of failing

to protect federal immigration officers
— the ostensible purpose of sending
Guard troops — the president fumed
that Pritzker, and Chicago’s mayor
Brandon Johnson, should “be injail”.
Chicago is the latest place where the
president is bent on breaking the pre-
sumption against deploying the military
for law enforcement on US soil. National
Guard soldiers have already gone into

Los Angeles and Washington DC, and a
small number into Memphis, Tennes-

see. A court has temporarily blocked
their use in Portland, Oregon. Trump

insists they are needed to fight crime,
and protect Immigration and Customs
Enforcement agents and federal prop-
erty amid his mass deportation pro-
gramme. His orders look instead like a
dangerous power grab aimed at creating
a domestic military force answerable to
him — and which can be used against the
will of stateexecutives.

The president has used a favourite

ploy to circumvent the Posse Comitatus
Act that prohibits the use of the military
to execute domestic laws: declaring a
crisis that requires emergency meas-
ures. The grounds he is citing to put
National Guard troops under federal
control are entirely specious. Trump
has called Portland a “war zone” and
“war-ravaged” city. But district judge
Karin Immergut, a Trump appointee,
said the claim that federal troops
were needed to control a protest at an

ICE facility was “simply untethered
to the facts”. The president has called

Chicago a “hell hole” of crime, though
crimes including homicides have

dropped sharply since Covid-era peaks.

Trump is also taking these steps only
in Democrat-run cities. But an academic
study this year found that electing a
Democrat rather than a Republican as
mayor made little difference to crime
and arrest rates.

Federal immigration agents are using
military-style tactics, often with TV
cameras on hand. In a raid on Chicago’s
South Side last week, said to target con-
nections to the Venezuelan Tren de Ara-
gua crime gang, agents used unmarked

trucks to surround an apartment block,
some reportedly rappelling from heli-
copters. Residents including children
were zip-tied, according to an immi-
grant and refugee rights group. Such

heavy-handed methods provoke pro-
tests, which can then be a pretext to call
in Guard troops.

The dramatisation of supposed inter-

nal threats such as Tren de Araguais the
domestic complement to the president’s

attempts to turn Venezuela into an
external bogeyman for the US. Address-

The country
urgently needs
the Supreme
Court to rule on
what the tests
are for ordering
soldiers on to
American
streets

ing top US military officers last week,
Trump claimed that America was
“under invasion from within”, Fighting
this “enemy within” would now be a
major part of the military’s mission.

US courts have put up some resistance
against the president’s militarisation of
law enforcement. Judge Immergut
issued temporary restraining orders
blocking deployment of both Oregon

and California National Guard troops to
Portland. A federal judge last month
barred soldiers from law enforcement
activities across California, but the jus-
tice department said it would appeal.
Thankfully, Trump has so far com-
plied with judgments. But as the
restraining orders and appeal rulings

mount up, America urgently needs the
US Supreme Court to rule on what the
tests are for putting the US armed forces
on American streets. The political neu-
trality of the military has long been a pil-
lar of US democracy and its constitu-
tional order. With alarming speed,
Trump has broughtit into question.
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How China could pull
ahead in the Al race

Ann Kiernan

Dan
Wang

ach month brings fresh
indications that China is
catching up with the US on
the development of artifi-
cial intelligence.

At the end of 2024, the Chinese
start-up DeepSeek decisively demon-
strated that Silicon Valley possesses
no monopoly on frontier models. It’s
large language Al model was shown to
achieve a comparable performance
using far fewer chips than those of the
US. In the wake of DeepSeek, models
released by Alibaba, ByteDance,
Moonshot Al and other Chinese labs
have demonstrated new capabilities.
Even China’s beleaguered, sanctioned
chip sector has seen the production of
Al chips surge.

Within Silicon Valley, more start-up
founders and venture capitalists are
gaining an appreciation of the scale of
China’s broader achievements. They

[t has advantages in
power generaton,
technical talent and
data on manufacturing

grow more impressed by its ability to
master complex manufactured prod-
ucts at scale, such as electric vehicles,
as well as the ability to make enor-
mous investments in electrical power.

That has been accompanied, over
the past 10 months, by a sense of
unease about the Trump administra-
tion’s policies, including limiting the
employer-sponsored H-1Bs visas
widely used by the tech sector.

By nearly all measures, the US still
maintains the global lead on AL It pos-
sesses the most important asset: com-
puting capacity, as represented by the
most advanced Al chips. But comput-
ingpower is not the only component of
Al. China enjoys other structural
advantages in the competition. So it is
time to ask: Is there a potential sce-
nario in which China pulls ahead of the
USon AI?

Data centres demand fantastic
amounts of electrical power. Here,
China has a towering advantage over
the US. In the first half of 2025, Ember
Energy calculated that China installed
256 gigawatts of solar capacity — that’s
12 times the 21 gigawatts installed in
the US. While China has 32 nuclear
reactors under construction, the US
hasnone.

Meanwhile, President Donald
Trump has been actively hostile to
the deployment of solar and wind,

denouncing these technologies as “the
scam of the century”, and directing his
administration to cancel offshore
wind development.

In the longer term, the US might
run into power problems caused by
hungry data centres. China, a state
that takes pains never to deny power
to heavy industry, faces little of
thatrisk.

Al is created by a class of human
technical talent that is highly skilled
and very expensive. Tobuild up Meta’s
capabilities, Mark Zuckerberg has
reportedly offered pay packages
worth hundreds of millions to individ-
ual engineers. Many of the publicly
listed hires at Meta’s Al lab earned
their degrees at Chinese universities,
including Tsinghua, Peking and Zhe-
jiang University.

These Chinese engineers tend to be
fluid creatures, sometimes moving
between labs in Silicon Valley, some-
times repatriating when attracted to
China or disenchanted with the US.
Here again, Trump’s policies have the
potential to destabilise competitive
dynamics. The intensity of the Maga
movement’s xenophobia could
prompt more of them to take their
skills back to China.

Alis not a simple “race”. What mat-
ters is not just creating the technology
but what each country does with it.
Silicon Valley has been obsessed with
superintelligence, as if it were possible
to build God in a box. Beijing has been
interested less in treating Al as a
supernatural goal, and more as a tech-
nology to be harnessed — Chinese aca-
demics and policymakers consistently
talk about AI as a practical tool for
enhancing existing industries.

Al will help both countries deepen
their specialisations. Think about it
this way: America is better in service
sectors such as consulting and litiga-
tion; with Al it mightbe able to gener-
ate even more lawsuits. China, which
has far superior training data on
manufacturing, might grow even bet-
ter at producing electronics, drones
and munitions.

The main obstacle on China’s path
towards Al mastery is the lack of
computing capacity. But here, Trump
might still offer relief. In an unprece-
dented deal, the US president is set
to provide exceptional export licenses
to Nvidia and AMD to sell to China if
they hand over 15 per cent of these
revenues.

China’s Al development prospects
would certainly be brighter if US
constraints were relaxed. Not only
could it close the gap on training Al,
it would be able to give its tech talent
much greater computing power and
a more robust manufacturing base
toimprove.

The writer is a fellow at Stanford’s Hoover
Institution and author of ‘Breakneck:
China’s Quest to Engineer the Future’
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Why off-exchange trading is bad for investors

Your recent Alphaville article on the
convergence of proprietary trading
firms and quantitative hedge funds
(FT.com, September 29) highlights the

systemic risks of “strategy crowding”,
where different firms’ models
increasingly overlap and compete for
the same opportunities. However, one
important implication was overlooked.
As competition intensifies and
strategies converge, hedge funds have a

greater incentive to avoid signalling
risk by executing trades away from

public exchanges, in dark pools or

through internalised venues (where
orders are matched within a firm’s own
systems rather than on open markets).

This is not a hypothetical concern:
Bloomberg reported in January that,
for the first time on record, the
majority of US equity trading now
takes place off-exchange, with hidden
trades accounting for more than half of
total volume. Analysts warn the shift
looks increasingly permanent.

If more liquidity migrates to opaque
channels, the integrity of price
discovery in public markets is at risk.

Exchanges exist to aggregate supply
and demand transparently. Their
erosion undermines not just traders
but all investors and issuers who rely
on reliable benchmarks of market
value.

The “quant quiver” may therefore
be less a passing tremor than a sign
of creeping opacity; and one
policymakers and practitioners should
treat with urgency.

Daniel Schlaepfer
President and CEO, Select Vantage
Toronto, ON, Canada

Takaichi reveres Thatcher,

but may be more like Truss

Sanae Takaichi’s victory in the
leadership race of the Liberal
Democratic party has put the focus on
Japan’s financial markets, as analysts
had predicted a fall in the price of
Japanese government bonds if she won
(“Japan set for first female PM after
Sanae Takaichi wins leadership race”,
Report, FT.com, October 4).

Margaret Thatcher, whom Takaichi
reveres, is associated with market-
based policies, including the
privatisation of state-owned
enterprises, deregulation and tax
reform. However, Takaichi’s campaign
pledges are the exact opposite. While
she promises aggressive fiscal stimulus
to cope with high prices, she is not
afraid to say publicly that raising the
consumption tax “would be stupid™.
Financial markets are understandably
concerned.

Takaichi apparently intends to
inherit the economic policies of Shinzo
Abe. However, while “Abenomics” may
be a booster shot to end chronic
deflation, it does not contribute to a
fundamental solution. The time for the
Japanese economy to rely on stop-gap
measures has long passed; there is an
urgent need to cut expenditures and
spend wisely. If she ignores this reality,

she may end up following in the
footsteps of Liz Truss, not Thatcher.

Takeo Tamashiro
Tokyo, Japan

Protectionism is rarely
patriotic, but always costly
Martin Wolf’s analysis (“Trump’s
tariffs won’t deliver many jobs”,
Opinion, October 8) is timely. I have
long believed that Donald Trump’s
trade wars amount to little more than
taxing his own countrymen and
women — raising input costs, fuelling
inflation and eroding consumer
welfare, all in the name of protecting
industries and American jobs.

What puzzles me is not the policy’s
economics but its politics: who is
clapping for Trump after all? The
average American worker gains little,
with no new jobs, while small
manufacturers lose competitiveness
due to higher raw material costs.

Two additional risks deserve
mention. First, retaliatory tariffs from
trading partners will inevitably hit US
exports in the agriculture and
technology sectors that have been
America’s global strengths. Second, by
undermining rules-based trade, the US
is ceding moral leadership to China,
which can now pose as a defender of
globalisation.

Tariffs may win applause at rallies,
but they weaken America’s credibility
and consumers alike. As history shows,
protectionism is rarely patriotic — but
it is always expensive.

Rakesh K Chitkara
Dubai, United Arab Emirates
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Big retailers’ food inflation
complaints miss the point
Ashley Armstrong’s article

“Big retailers to be spared rates rise
after food prices warning” (Report,
October 3) highlights the pressure
major supermarkets are placing on the
government over proposed business
rates increases.

But to suggest this is a
straightforward concern about food
inflation misses the broader context.

The sector in question has a long
record of leveraging the reliefs
available on empty properties to its
advantage. Many of the largest sites are
in effect warehouses, not traditional
retail spaces. In recent years retail,
office and warehouse spaces owned or
operated by these companies — who
often land bank and thwart
developments — have benefited from
grants and exemptions during periods
when smaller businesses received
limited support. This history
complicates claims that the sector is

uniquely burdened today.
Yet the narrative in the FT article

glosses over such a reality. Instead large
retailers frame rising costs such as
wages, national insurance and
packaging taxes as justification for
both reduced support for smaller
businesses and the reason to pressure
the government to find mitigation
elsewhere. References to other taxes
are largely a deflection from their
broader responsibilities, including
environmental and community
obligations.

If the major retail sector
demonstrates a transparent,
constructive approach to its role on the
high street, government engagement is
more likely. Without that, the
perception remains that the sector is
prioritising its own self-interest, which
risks a tit-for-tat with policymakers at
a time when the reputations of retail
and property sectors are under
scrutiny.

Shaylesh Patel
Founder and CEO, ASTOP, London W6, UK

Israel's role as arbiter of
peace plan is a problem

There is much to be welcomed in the
Trump 21-point plan for peace in Gaza
(“A long-awaited plan for ending the
war in Gaza”, The FT View, October 2).
But there are lessons from the
relatively recent past that highlight the
difficulties and the dangers.

In the Northern Ireland peace
process it was only after the US
intervention and the appointment of
former senator George Mitchell as
chair of the peace talks, alongside the
participation of the Republic of
Ireland’s government, that real
progress was made. Prior to that the
UK government was seen as both a
participant and in many ways also the
referee, with troops on the ground and
therefore not trusted.

In this case, a plan developed by
President Donald Trump in discussion
with the Israelis and with minimal if
any Palestinian involvement suffers
from the probable ongoing role that
Israel will play as umpire or arbiter of
the post-hostage release/prisoner
exchange ceasefire.

Based on events in Lebanon, the
most likely outcome is that Israel will
shortly after the exchange of hostages
and release of prisoners declare that
there has been a ceasefire breach and
recommence military activities in Gaza
and we will be back to a situation close
to the start.

Only the determined and ongoing
involvement of President Trump, who
deserves credit for forcing acceptance
of the plan on Israel, could prevent or
reverse such Israeli action.

Can the Palestinians and the rest of
the Arab states depend on this? Given
the recent unchallenged reiteration by
Israel’s prime minister, Benjamin
Netanyahu, that there can be no
Palestinian state in future, the omens
look bleak.

Sir Mark Moody-Stuart
Hassocks, West Sussex, UK

An unfortunate phrasing

I am sure your leader about the
synagogue attack in Manchester was
meant to be genuinely sympathetic
("The Manchester tragedy and
antisemitism in Britain”, The FT View,
October 4). Unfortunately, it contained
a very questionable sentiment because
you write about British Jews feeling
unwelcome.

I am a proud Jew, born here more
than 92 years ago; my parents were
likewise born here. I was educated here
both at school and in my profession.

I am English, so why on earth do 1
need to feel “welcome” here? That
expression is apt for guests. I am not
a guest in the country.

The wording reveals a most
unfortunate attitude, and you should
give it a thought.

Michael King
London HA7, UK

[

Banking alliance’s demise
hits climate finance hopes

+ The collapse of the Net-Zero Banking
Alliance (“Global banking climate
alliance folds four years after launch”,
Report, October 3) isn't just the end of
a well-meaning initiative.

It lays bare a deeper flaw in the
global strategy for climate finance, a
flaw rooted in the hope that private
capital, left to its own devices, could
lead the charge.

Back in 2021, the NZBA was greeted
with optimism. It seemed like the
private financial sector was ready to
drive the shift to net zero.

Fast forward four years, and that
optimism has evaporated. Political
backlash, coupled with growing legal
risks, has driven major US and
European banks to quietly step away.
What began as a bold commitment has
been reduced to another set of
nonbinding guidelines.

This was always the risk — placing
faith in voluntary co-operation to
achieve what are, at their core, public
goals. In the absence of regulatory
muscle, even the most ambitious
alliances can fall apart.

Political cycles shift, lawsuits loom
and markets still reward emissions
more often than they punish them.
Finance has the power to experiment
and influence, yes — but it cannot

enforce collective responsibility.
The takeaway? The climate

transition cannot rest on the shoulders
of private finance alone. It’s time for
governments and regulators to turn
promises into policy; by weaving
climate risk into capital frameworks,
requiring transition strategies and
setting standards that don’t shift with
market whims.

Rather than seeing the NZBA's
dissolution as failure, we should see it

for what it is: a turning point. The era
of good intentions and voluntary
gestures is winding down. What comes

next must be built on hard rules, real
accountability and public leadership

that doesn’t blink.
Apostolos Thomadakis

Head of Research, European Capital
Markets Institute, Centre for European

Policy Studies, Brussels, Belgium

Recalling Vreeland’s quip
on an Indian fashion shoot

The Pink Un’s copy editors should
perhaps have taken out their blue
pencils and at least inserted an extra
pair of quotation marks within
Nicholas Cullinan’s comment regarding
the pink theme of the upcoming British
Museum ball that “it is the navy blue of
India” (“British Museum steps out with
glitzy BM ball”, Arts, September 8).
After all, it was Diana Vreeland,

a columnist at Harper’s Bazaar and
later Vogue editor-in chief, who
famously first coined the phrase some
60-plus years ago.

Joe Spitzer

Hong Kong

Grand Duke flummery

has no place in the FT

Was there really a need to give the
story about the Grand Duke of
Luxembourg handing power over to his
son such a prominent place on page 3
(“Pass the duchy: Luxembourg’s Grand
Duke hands over to son”, Report,

FT Weekend, October 4)?

The FT is indeed a fine paper but
may [ suggest some common sense
when allocating precious space to such
stories? Especially at a time when there
is no shortage of important topics
deserving of attention.

Nigi Riffat

Bayside, NY, US



Friday 10 October 2025

* FINANCIAL TIMES

17

Opinion

Americais sucking in growth from the rest of the world

FINANCE
Gillian
Tett

hat on earth — or in

cyber space — is hap-

pening to business

investment in America?

A decade ago, when

capital investment seemed deplorably

weak, economists were asking that
question with a tone of alarm.

No longer. The current mania for arti-

ficial intelligence is contributing to such

eye-popping levels of tech investment
that capex has become the key driver
for America’s recent growth.

Unsurprisingly, US President Donald
Trump is crowing. This week, the White
House website trumpets the claim that
he has delivered $8.8tn of new invest-
ment pledges — that amounts to around
a quarter of the entire economy.

The governments of UAE, Qatar,
Japan and Saudi Arabia apparently

account for much of this — a collective
$4.2bn. However, companies such as
Apple and Nvidia have also promised at
least $500bn capex, each. So have anon-
ymous “EU companies”.

Is this real? The answer is not easy,
since investment flow data is notori-
ously patchy and late. However, if you
scrutinise sources such as fDi Intelli-
gence (an FT-owned group), the Federal
Reserve, the Peterson Institute for
International Economics and a new
report from McKinsey, you get both
“yes” and “no”. Because there are at least
four striking points to note about FDI.

First, Trump’s $8.8tn is almost cer-
tainly an exaggeration. As Olivia White
of McKinsey notes, historically only
about two-thirds of FDI pledges become

real projects. And the shortfall this time
could be bigger, since countries like
Japan made pledges under duress (to
avoid tariffs) that may be challenged.
“Trump’s quest may boost US inflows
above levels recorded in 2023 and 20241,
and perhaps approach $400bn in 2025,
but will fall short,” says the Peterson
Institute. Even allowing for massive Big
Tech capex pledges — worth $300bn
from Amazon, Meta, Microsoft and

Alphabet — this does not approach $8tn.

The second key point, though, is that
“just” $400bn of FDI nevertheless sig-
nals a startling shift in the tectonic
plates. In recent decades, America’s out-
bound FDI easily outstripped inflows,
because its companies were building
manufacturing operations in cheaper
locations including China.

However, {Di Intelligence calculates

Western nations are
Investing in each other
while China is investing
IN non-western markets

that in Trump’s second term “the
inbound-to-outbound ratio is 41.4 per
cent”, the second highest figure for
more than 20 years. Thus “the US is
becoming almost as prominent as a des-
tination asitis as asource of FDI”.

To be fair, this started before this
administration: Joe Biden’s Inflation
Reduction Act ignited a remarkable
green tech manufacturing investment
boom, which Trump is now partly

unwinding. But Trump is now deter-
mined to suck in growth from the rest of
the world to a truly remarkable degree
— particularly from Europe.

Third, China’s role in global FDI is
shifting almost as fast as America’s. The
Middle Kingdom used to attract far
more inflows than outflows. However,
McKinsey reckons that western invest-
ment into China has slumped by 70 per
cent since 2022. The inbound to out-
bound ratio has collapsed to 30 per cent
during the Trump era — meaning that
China “now exports way more FDI capi-
tal than it imports,” fDi calculates.

That reflects geopolitics: western
countries are investing in each other
while China is investing in non-western
markets (and, to some degree in

Europe). Friends are huddling together.
Fourth, FDI flows used to be driven by

western companies seeking cheap man-
ufacturing for consumer goods. But
since 2022 three-quarters of greenfield
FDI has gone into “future-shaping”
industries like digital infrastructure and
green tech, McKinsey says.

Thus “FDI projects announced since
2022 could quadruple current battery
manufacturing capacity outside China,

nearly double the global data centre
capacity that powers Al, and draw the
United States into the circle of top lead- :
semiconductor-producing :

ing-edge
nations,” it adds. Thisis startling.

A cynic might challenge that rosy pre-
diction. America does not currently :
have enough trained labour to staff high
tech factories. The recent immigration :
raid on a Hyundai factory in Georgia
alarmed investors. And tariffs are rais- :

ing the cost of investment.

Then there is another issue: the explo-
sion in Al-linked capex is so extreme
that it seems highly unlikely to produce :
the returns investors expect. Worse, the
valuations of companies such as Nvidia
and OpenAl are being raised by danger- :
ously circular financial flows. That cre- :
. he may not have to exhaust himself. Gen
. Z,which makes up an increasingly signif-

But until that happens, the key point
is this: America’s role in the global FDI :
. fitness. This may prove a good thing, not
ner that needs to be more widely recog-

. tunity for how the military and govern-

ates a risk of a market crash which could
cause investment pledges to shrivel.

game is shifting — fast — and in a man-

nised. Whether you love or hate Trump,

it might yet be one of the more conse-

quential legaciesof his tenure.
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The battle to
dismantle
Blair's Britain

POLITICS

Robert
Shrimsley

former Conservative MP

tells how he once saw Mar-

garet Thatcher asked what

she considered her greatest

political achievement.

“Tony Blair and New Labour,” she

replied. “We forced our opponents to

change their minds.” She may have

given other answers over the years but

this one always rang true. Thatcher saw
politics as ideological warfare.

Now, 50 years after she won the Tory
leadership, her disciples see things dif-
ferently. Blairism is not her greatest
achievement but when the country took
a wrong turn. The battle to unpick that
erais now an animating agenda for both
the current Conservative leadership and
Nigel Farage’s Reform UK.

For many years the Blair administra-
tion was seen less as a consensus-shift-
ing government than as one that simply
embedded and softened the Thatcher
settlement through investment in pub-
lic services and social policy goals such
as reducing child poverty and getting
more women into the workplace.

But today’s right wing has changed its
mind. It believes Blairism defined poli-
tics for two decades with Tory leaders
from David Cameron to Theresa May,

and even partially Boris Johnson,
accepting much of his social agenda. In
the mind of the new right (I include
Reform UK here in spite of its economic
interventionism), the New Labour era
shifted powers away from the executive,
expanded welfare and imposed values,
regulations and social protections that
the right believes stifle enterprise and
ushered in so-called “woke” culture.
Brexit and then the immigration
debate perhaps disguised the breadth of
the right’s ambition but this year’s party
conferences have made explicit what
perhaps seemed piecemeal. Dashing the
pro-European dream was just the begin-
ning, both an end in itself and a vehicle
for bringing down the administrative
and social pillars of Blair’s Britain.
Legislation that one or both parties
intend to scrap or rewrite includes a lit-
any of New Labour laws; the Climate
Change Act, the incorporation of the
European Convention on Human Rights
into UK law, the Constitutional Reform
Act that created the Supreme Court and
passed the power to appoint judges from
the Lord Chancellor to a new independ-
ent commission. Also in the line of fire
are the Equality Act and hate crime laws.
Reform plans to review the autonomy of
the Bank of England in an echo of Donald
Trump’s attacks on the Federal Reserve
and the wider populist dislike of inde-
pendent regulators. Even Scottish and
Welsh devolution face some questions.
The Blair dream of 50 per cent of stu-
dents going into higher education is now
seen as a mistake, asis the creed of mul-
ticulturalism, the belief in multina-

tional institutions and globalisation
generally. And, of course, Blair is also
blamed for the wave of immigration
from eastern Europe. Tories and
Reform view New Labour’s welfare poli-
cies as the catalyst for the current high
levels of in-work benefit payments.

The rising salience of religious Christi-
anity and natalism in parts of both par-
ties has left some women fearful of a
more traditionalist approach to their
rights. Nigel Farage has already backed
stricter abortion rules, calling the UK’s
24-week limit “totally out of date”.

In many areas there is a legitimate cri-
tique here. Even Prime Minister Sir Keir
Starmer accepts the UK is over-regu-
lated, with unaccountable officials and
quangos creating a democratic deficit.
There is an issue with judicial activism.

Conservatives mistake was
their willingness to sign
up to his liberal agenda,

the new right argues

Welfare bills are too high. But the right’s
agenda also reflects a broader desire to
pare back the state’s social missions.
The new right wishes to return to the
original Thatcher settlement (perhaps
forgetting her early support for climate
action or the single market). They argue
the Conservatives’ biggest mistake was
their admiration for Blair and willing-
ness of Cameron and others to sign up to
what they saw as his liberal agenda.
There are risks in this for Conserva-
tives who need to rebuild their coalition
and who, wisely, are now focused on
restoring their economic credibility.
There is no path back unless they can
regain the southern seats lost to the Lib-
eral Democrats. Many of those former
Tory voters quite liked the Blair era.
Blair’s social democracy offered a
vision of a market economy in which

growth could be tailored to global chal-
lenges and social justice, a middle route

between the harshest version of the free
market and socialist interventionism.

There is a case that it has ceased to
deliver in a low-growth economy, but
without it the only alternative to

the new right will be left populism.

to be seen as the primary alternative to

prevails, this is the right’s new agenda.

power; in opposition not so much.

numbers or immigration policies.

Politics is a never-ending battle of :

ideas and the fight to deconstruct the
Blair settlement is gathering momen- :

. of the armed forces. Belonging to an
. association was like belonging to a bowl-
. ing club, but with a purpose. Volunteer

tum. Things can only get bitter.

robert.shrimsley@ft.com
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Why powering business is the real lightbulb moment for Africa

David
Pilling

n a changing world, one thing has
remained numbingly constant. The
answer to the question how many
people in Africa lack access to elec-
tricity is always the same: 600mn.
That was true 15 years ago, and is true
today. It reflects a population that, in
running up-the-down-escalator fashion,
appears to be increasing as fast as pro-
viders can electrify. Which is not much
consolation if you're sittingin the dark.
In 2010, according to the Interna-
tional Energy Agency, of those people
without electricity, more than one-third
were Africans. Today, as poorer coun-
tries in Asia and Latin America have
illuminated, 80 per cent of the 740mn
people without electricity are in Africa.
The World Bank and the African

Development Bank are doing something
about it. Last year they launched, in col-
laboration with other organisations, a
$90bn scheme to connect 300mn peo-
ple to electricity in Sub-Saharan Africa
by 2030. That is a laudable aim if only
because it galvanises effort.

The fact that it is a plan dreamt up by
multilateral institutions should give
pause, though of course many countries
have electrification targets of their own.
Some 30 states have signed “energy
compacts” under the Mission 300 initia-
tive, securing funds in return for regula-
tory and other pledges.

Of more concern than the provenance
of the scheme may be the underlying
assumptions. Moussa Blimpo, assistant
professor of economics at the University
of Toronto and an expert on electrifica-
tion, argues that Mission 300 is putting
the cart before the horse. Its aim, he
says, is to bring electricity to poor peo-
ple whether they can afford it or not. To
him that is a recipe for unsustainable
subsidies, financially stressed electric-
ity providers and government debt. The
aim, he suggests, should be the reverse.

Electricity should be a development
tool to create jobs and economic growth
so that people can afford electricity at
commercial rates — if they want it.

This may seem like an argument
about angels dancing on the head of an
electric filament. But Blimpo’s theory
goes to the heart of how development
works. If people have money, they will

Electricity will have a
bigger impact when formal
companies use 1t to create

jobs and tax revenue

send their kids to school, purchase elec-
tricity or put a roof on their house.
“When we think about development in
terms of solving the 25 problems people
have in their life, we end up spreading
ourselves thin,” he told the Afronomics
podcast. He would prefer to create an
enabling environment, particularly for
businesses, by making the existing power
supply cheaper and more reliable.

Take a concrete example. Until
recently, South Africans were subjected
to rolling blackouts, the result of ageing
generators, poor maintenance and mis-
management at state electricity pro-
vider Eskom. Economists calculated
that sporadic electricity — which meant
factory shutdowns, unrefrigerated food
and transport delays — cost the econ-
omy $235mna day.

South Africa has made power cuts far
less frequent. That was a much better
use of the government’s time and
money than it would have been to, say,
extend the failing electricity grid to peo-
ple living in isolated rural communities.

The proposal to improve electricity
supply for those who can already afford
it sounds heartless. But, as Angus Dea-
ton, a Nobel economist, writes in The
Great Escape, when economies take off,
some people benefit first. Deng Xiaop-
ing, father of China’s economic miracle,
made the idea that some people get rich
first the core of reforms that upended
the egalitarian assumptions of China’s

Communist party under Mao Zedong.
Mission 300, with its focus on off-grid

will become micro-entrepreneurs.

cessful economies — use it to create jobs,

economic growth and tax revenue. As
Ken Opalo of Georgetown university, :
writes: “The hoped-for blooming of
. deploy to support hospitals or help dis-

The idea that millions of individuals :
using a tiny number of kilowatts can
. UK’s Duke of Edinburgh scheme spent
symptomatic of a flawed “small is beau-
tiful” ideology. As countries that have
successfully moved out of poverty have
. Gen Z-ers — eager to find community
. and protect their homelands — would

Once people have real economic pros- : likely heed the call.

micro-entrepreneurship won’t cut it.”

budge an economy up to the nextlevel is

demonstrated, thinking big and creat-
ing life-shifting growth is a better bet.

pects, few will choose to sit in the dark.

david.pilling@ft.com

Ask what

your gym can
do for your
country

Elisabeth
Braw

at troops are tiring to look at,”

Pete Hegseth told America’s
assembled generals at a meet-

ing in Virginia last week. Luck-
ily for the US secretary of war,

icant proportion of the world’s militaries,
is known for its devotion to health and
just on a personal level, but as an oppor-

ment think about protecting society.
Long before Hegseth’s remarks, west-

ern military recruiters were worrying
. that the lifestyle of the younger gener-
. ations was becoming too sedentary for
. even lighter military tasks. Moreover, at
: atime of rising security issues, declining
. birth rates mean there are fewer young
: people and hence a smaller base for
| : armed forcestorecruit from.

Now Gen Z seems to be resolving part

W1 : ofthe problem onits own. Accordingtoa

k recent survey in Europe, North America
. and Asia, 36 per cent of this generation
. exercise regularly and 50 per cent want
. to start doing so. They also seem keen to
. serve their countries; the number of
. applicants to Germany’s voluntary mili-
. tary service has increased by 15 per cent
. compared to last year. Finland’s Reserv-
. ists’ Association has gained some 4,000
: new members this year.

Some of this stems from a desire to

. find community. AsRobert Putnam doc-
. umented, we no longer bowl together
: like we used to. Nor do we join other
. clubs, and we certainly don’t participate
in worship as frequently as previous
. generations did. Asaresult, 7 per cent of
. people in England and 13 per cent of

B . Gen Z-ers fitness obsession

may give governments
an opportunity to expand
civil defence groups

. EU residents report feeling lonely most
The politics of the right is now a battle :
. olds, the figure is higher.
Labour. Reform clearly has the upper :
hand but to retain it the party must :
destroy the Tories as a viable option. :
Even a modest Conservative revival will :
rapidly shift calculations. But whoever
. Estonian airspace by Russian MiGs and

There are counter-arguments to the :
critique of the Blair settlement. Not all :
regulation is bad. For all the legitimate
questions about judicial activism and :
over-reach, do we really want toreturn
to judges appointed by cabinet minis- :
ters? It might feel good when you are in
tarily set up auxiliary homeland protec-

But both parties have sniffed the elec-
toral winds and sense a country seeking :
a shift of direction. Even Labour isrevis- :
iting the Blair agenda, be it on university :

or all of the time. Among 16- to 24-year-

Meanwhile, our societies are grappling
with another undeniable trend: insecu-
rity. In the past few weeks, there have
been Russian drone incursions into
Poland and Romania, a violation of

drone disturbances at Danish and Ger-
man airports. That means that military
and government officials alike are hav-
ing to think much more seriously about
how members of society might have to

help protect their countries.
Gen Z gym rats are not going to volun-

tion units, nor would we want them to.
Instead, governments should seize the

unexpected opportunity and launch —
or expand — such civil defence groups.

During the cold war, Sweden operated
nationwide associations of radio opera-

tors, dog trainers, truck drivers, para-
chutists and much else — all in support

. defence was a national movement then,
. and now it’s thriving again. These asso-
: ciations still exist and are growing; in
. the first months after Russia’s invasion,
. the associations received as many new
. members as duringanormal year.

Though they support the armed

. forces, the voluntary defence organisa-

. tions have very little to do with weap-

electricity and renewable energy — itself
a stretch in a continent with a laughably :
low carbon footprint — takes the oppo- :
site view. It is essentially a levelling-up
exercise. If ithasa broader development
goalitis based on the idea that, by bring- :
ing electricity to very poor people, some
. tries have Home Guards and a smatter-
This has a nugget of truth. But elec- !
tricity will have a bigger impact when
formal businesses — the motors of suc-
: 22,000 people to operate drones), no

ons. Instead they specialise in areas
ranging from radio operations to driv-
ing lorries and training dogs. Today,
some 380,000 Swedes are active in such
organisations, doing work that would
otherwise have to be taken on by the
armed forces. While some other coun-

ing of volunteer groups (which these
days include an Estonian cyber unit and
a new Lithuanian scheme that will train

other country has matched Sweden’s.
Other nations should follow suit. Pro-
tection corps could regularly train, then

able suspicious drones. During the pan-
demic, some 330,000 participants in the

1.8mn hours volunteering. If govern-
ments teamed up with civil society to
create similar new opportunities, many

. The writer is a senior fellow at the Atlantic
: Council and advises Gallos Technologies
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A free-speech comedian
walksintoa Riyadhbar ...
Jonathan Liew

< Continued from front

a US-made F-15 Eagle over a Houthi-
” controlled area of Yemen. And yet,

understandably, there were areas where
even these brave messengers of truth feared to tread.
A leaked contract issued to performers outlined
topics that would be deemed unacceptable to the
hosts. Jokes about Saudi Arabia itself were strictly
off limits: its royals, its legal system, its government.
Any religious material was a no-go. Presumably, too,
the country’s human rights record.

Which feels slightly incongruous, given the fact
that so many of the festival’s performers pride
themselves as advocates of free speech. Carr,
forinstance, has called himself “a free speech
absolutist”, which is certainly a very noble way of
describing what he does for a living. Chappelle has
long railed against a cultural consensus that prevents
him telling the jokes he really wants to tell while -
confusingly - also allowing him to tell those very
same jokes to packed arena audiences every year.

But of course it is not hard to divine the true

motivations of the new Saudi court jesters. By and
large, these performers are established comedians,
already financially secure and simply leveraging their
reputation in pursuit of another lucrative payday.
A few of them have even been helpfully explicit in this
regard. As Davidson explained: “I see the number, and
I go: ‘T’'ll go’.” The more interesting side of the equation
is what the Saudis think they are getting out of it.

ecause the point that has been
overlooked in much of the
commentary on this is that Saudi
Arabia boasts its own rich and active
comedy scene, albeit one that rarely
lives on the lit stage. Some of the
better-known Saudi comics - Amy
Roko, Hisham Fageeh, Bader Saleh

- are stars of YouTube and TikTok. Naturally they
operate within strict constraints, and with culturally
appropriate material. Saudi humour also lives in late-
night cafes, in WhatsApp groups and voice notes, on
the less regulated corners of the web and shielded by
multiple layers of irony and deniability. Sometimes,
this leads to mortal danger: in June a journalist called
Turki al-Jasser was executed for allegedly running

a satirical X account critical of the regime.

The Russian literary theorist Mikhail Bakhtin
deployed the term “carnivalisation” to describe the
disarming characteristic of laughter: its ability to
dissolve conventions, social norms and traditional
hierarchies of power. But what is realistically possible
at a festival organised by state decree, where tickets
cost up to £200, and where performers are given
five-star treatment and a list of proscribed topics?

In a way, Riyadh’s investment in comedy can
be seen as an ambitious but doomed attempt by
the Saudi government to buy the kind of authentic
grassroots culture it is unable to produce for itself.
Doomed because ultimately the very materials
that produce good comedy - irreverence, human
ingenuity, artistic freedom, intellectual courage, a
sense of common shared values - are anathema to
the dictatorship. This is in essence the equivalent
of the Abu Dhabi Louvre, the Qatar World Cup, the
gold-plated Oval Office. You can buy comedians,
but you can’t buy a sense of humour.

The US comedian Sinbad once famously
observed that “comedians are funnier when they’re
riding the bus”. And perhaps both Saudi Arabia and
its hired entertainers are labouring under a kind of
convenient delusion. The naivety of the government
in imagining that comedy can whitewash its crimes is
matched only by the naivety of the comedians, some
of whom genuinely believe their presence is a kind
of cultural bridge, a force for positive change.

Of course art can change minds - change worlds -
but only if the will to do so truly exists. Or, as a world-
renowned standup comedian almost put it: I stand
up for your right to do standup comedy in a medieval
autocracy. But please know that you’re wrong. You’re
living in a fantasy land, and after you leave nothing
happens. So, you know. Stop being a fucking child.
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Israel-Palestine

Trump's deal offers Gaza
the hope of peace-buta
real solutionis still distant

Donald Trump called the pause in hostilities he has
brokered the first step to a “strong, durable and
everlasting peace”. No one can do more to determine
the outcome than the US president. This was, for him,
a modest statement, acknowledging that Israel and
Hamas had agreed to the first phase of his plan - it
being their decision, not his, to break a multi-point
agreement into a multi-stage discussion. Two parties
so far apart agreed on one thing: both would rather
defer the really difficult issues.

In Israel and Gaza, there was joy - however
tentative - at the announcement. An end to the
annihilation, the release of all hostages and the
resumption of large-scale aid have all been desperately
needed. There is every reason to fear that this will
not lead to a lasting peace, and every reason to strive
to ensure that it does. In finally reining in Benjamin
Netanyahu, and in offering Qatar a security guarantee
that persuaded it (with Egypt and Turkey) to lean
more heavily upon Hamas, Mr Trump has created an
opportunity which must be seized.

To recognise that his intercession has brought this
ceasefire is also to acknowledge that Mr Trump, and
Mr Biden before him, could have ended this conflict
long ago. More than three dozen of the hostages taken
by Hamas-led militants on 7 October 2023 are believed
to have been Kkilled in captivity. More than 67,000
Palestinians have been killed by the Israeli military
in Gaza. The tens of thousands of children who have
been orphaned or are suffering acute malnutrition

offer some indication of how profound and lasting
the damage will be.

The Hamas atrocities of 7 October, and the
genocide in Gaza, have pushed both Israelis
and Palestinians towards seeing the underlying
conflict as, more than ever, an existential struggle.
Hostilities could easily resume - though for now, at
least, both Hamas and the Israeli government seem
to believe that a deal will be better for them than
continuing the conflict.

Hamas has no desire to disarm. The bulk of
Mr Trump’s plan says that Israel will not occupy
or annex Gaza, but offers Palestinians in essence a
colonial administration under Mr Trump and Sir Tony
Blair, with only the wispiest suggestion that they
might prove themselves deserving of statehood in the
future. Mr Netanyahu has already rejected that.

Israel’s prisoner release will not include the
highly popular Marwan Barghouti, jailed for
ordering murders in the second intifada and seen
by many as the figure most capable of bringing
Palestinian factions together. Mr Trump may not
remain invested in this crisis for long once he has
taken his victory lap. Strikingly, the breakthrough
came shortly before the Nobel peace prize is to be
announced, on Friday (though the committee held
its last meeting on Monday).

Emmanuel Macron, whose diplomatic initiatives
helped pave the way for this moment, stressed on
Thursday that it should lead to a political outcome
based on the two-state solution. The growing
international pressure upon Israel, itself a reflection
of public opinion’s impact upon the governments
of its allies, and the increased involvement of the
region, were critical. The temptation for Israel’s
allies now may be to ease off, acting as if this short-
term fix were a solution. They must instead invest
intensified effort to produce the strong and durable
peace of which Mr Trump spoke - which will only be
feasible if it is founded on justice.

Scotland and Wales

As the UK parties struggle,
the SNP and Plaid Cymru
could cause earthquakes

Viewed through the Westminster prism, UK electoral
politics seems a five-party contest. The narrative
has been well aired in the conference season. The three
established parties - Labour, Conservatives and Liberal
Democrats - are each battling to peg back the Reform UK
surge, with the Greens hovering in the wings. In Scotland
and Wales, however, there are different pictures that
the Westminster prism does not see. In both countries,
the UK parties still fight their corners. Yet the main
nationalist parties - the Scottish National party and Plaid
Cymru - are reaping the benefit. In Scotland, the SNP
has a clear polling lead, while in Wales, Plaid is head-
to-head with Reform UK. Caught between the two, the
established parties find themselves battling for survival.

With the nationalists holding their respective annual
conferences this weekend, and crucial elections next
spring to the devolved parliaments, observers across
the UK need to be clear. Much of the political wind in
2026 will blow from the north and the west. Next year,
both the SNP and Plaid Cymru could be government
parties, a familiar role for the former, but a spectacular
turnaround for the latter.

Plaid’s rise means its Swansea conferenceis a
pivotal opportunity for the party under its leader,
Rhun ap Iorwerth. Plaid owes its recent rise to many
things, including a sluggish economy, UK Labour’s
unpopularity, and Welsh Labour’s lacklustre record.
A Senedd byelection on 23 October in Caerphilly, a
seat Labour has never lost, will be a bellwether of the
wider mood, and of Plaid’s appeal in the valleys.

You have to go back to 1918 to find an all-Wales
election in which Labour did not come first. Labour
has also won every time the Senedd has been
contested, as it will be again in May. Yet, if the most
recent Wales-wide poll holds good, that is set to
change. Plaid will instead be the largest party, just
ahead of Reform UK, with Labour third. Though still
a minority, Plaid would be in government. In Welsh
terms, that would be a political earthquake. Perhaps
in Britain-wide terms too.

An SNP victory in May’s Holyrood contest would
hardly be an earthquake, after 18 continuous years
of nationalist government. It would, though,
signal a remarkable comeback from a period of
eclipse, and from an often dismal record on public
services. For Labour, which did so well in Scotland
in the 2024 general election, it would signal a crisis
moment, imperilling Sir Keir Starmer’s leadership.

A fifth SNP term could put independence back
on the agenda, too, with the party arguing that
a separate Scotland is the best way to escape
Nigel Farage. The SNP’s John Swinney published
a new independence proposal this week. Although
mainly aimed at the party’s debates in Aberdeen
this weekend, events after May could give his ideas
another lift. Support for independence is already on
47%. It might not take much more to tip the balance
the SNP’s way.

Both nationalist parties scent victory. But the two
movements march to the beat of different drums.
Plaid has re-emerged as an as-yet untarnished
centre-left alternative to Labour and the right. By
contrast, the SNP is doing well in the polls in spite
of its record. The Scottish Social Attitudes survey
published this week found only 22% satisfied with
the NHS, while trust in devolution is also down.
Neither party looks set for majority government. As
rival parties have also found, winning the support of
unhappy voters may prove easier than putting the
party visions into practice.
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Tt's over! It's

/

over!, wecry.

But fear still

haunts Gaza

Hassan
Abo Qamar

esterday morning, I didn’t wake
up to the sound of explosions but
to my brother shouting: “It’s over!
It’s over!” For a moment I thought
I was dreaming. I wondered: what
is happening? Has another loved
one been targeted? What is over?
e Then he told me that Donald Trump
had said it. “I am very proud to announce that Israel
and Hamas have both signed off on the first Phase
of our Peace Plan,” the US president wrote on his
social media platform. For the first day in a long time,
people in Gaza woke up to news that could be called
happy. The ceasefire went into effect at noon. The
sound of Israeli warplanes still echoed in the sky
- but for once they didn’t feel frightening.

The first phase of the ceasefire agreement only
includes the exchange of prisoners. That means
20 Israeli hostages in Gaza thought to be alive
and up to 1,950 Palestinians from Gaza. Israel has
arrested hundreds of people over the past two years
without reason. Among them are a relative of mine,
detained after Israel’s bombing of the Tel al-Sultan
displacement camp earlier this year, and Dr Hossam
Abu Safieh, taken from his workplace while performing
humanitarian duties in Kamal Adwan hospital.

But fears remain: is the genocide really over?

I went out into the streets to see friends and
neighbours and exchange political observations.
People seem to be trying to make the most of this
first phase, as there is no guarantee that it will last.
Families await the fresh arrival of gas, flour and sugar,
not just to consume but to stockpile, fearing a new
siege or sudden price hikes if the truce collapses.

My friend Ahmed shook his head: “After the
prisoners are handed over, Israel will find a thousand
ways to torture us.” Meanwhile, my friend Khader
laughed jokingly: “I don’t care about anything; I just
want to eat chicken and get gas into the house.”

For most Palestinians in Gaza, the ceasefire

V.
Celebrations
in Khan
Younis after
the ceasefire
announcement

PHOTOGRAPH:
RAMADAN ABED/
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Families
await the
arrival of gas, flour
and sugar - not just
to consume but to
stockpile, fearing
price hikesif the
truce collapses

means no more than these small details: hot meals,
cooking gas, and a break from the smoke of firewood
that causes headaches and eye irritation. These
simple hopes reflect a longing for normal life; for
education, food and a peaceful night’s sleep.

Others felt nothing. They said it was too early
tojudge the truce, and that their lives had been
destroyed to the point where little could be saved.
People in Gaza are haunted by the faces of loved ones
buried under rubble and the thought of spending
winter in threadbare tents. Most people here now
live in tents and wonder if Israel will repeat what it
did during the previous truce by refusing to bring in
rubble removal equipment or temporary housing
units. The Israeli army still controls about 55%
of Gaza, preventing people in border areas from
returning to their homes - or what remains of them.

Although the people in Gaza are happy that the
bloodshed has stopped, the catastrophe is not
over; they remain displaced - refugees in their own
homeland. Entire cities such as Rafah and Beit
Hanoun are still under direct occupation, and they
may have to wait for the second or third phase of
the agreement for the army to withdraw.

While those in Gaza cling to these fragile hopes,
politics on the other side of the border threatens
to erase them. Israel’s prime minister, Benjamin
Netanyahu, will continue to face intense pressure
from his far-right coalition partners, who view
any truce as a betrayal. Israeli ministers such as
Bezalel Smotrich and Itamar Ben-Gvir have warned
in the past that they would topple Netanyahu’s
government if the prime minister agrees to what
they call “surrender”. His political survival depends
on these extremists, and his power depends on the
continuation of the conflict, given the legal troubles
that could send him to prison once out of office.

aught between international
pressure for peace and domestic
pressure to keep fighting, Netanyahu
seems to be walking a tightrope.
Washington and Arab and Islamic
capitals are pressing to maintain the
truce, and European countries have
started hinting at economic sanctions
in recent months. But inside Israel, the far right
demands what it calls “total victory” - a phrase that,
for Palestinians in Gaza, means the expulsion and
ethnic cleansing of Gaza’s population.

This deal may be a gateway to ending the
genocide or a corridor to continuing it in an even
harsher form once the world’s attention moves
elsewhere. Yet it remains a relief for people in Gaza:
about 400 trucks entering daily could revitalise the
health sector with supplies, and opening the Rafah
crossing on the border with Egypt in both directions
could allow hospital patients, stranded students
and families separated by the conflict to travel.

The war has taken so much from us, our homes,
lives and loved ones, but it has not taken away our
desire to live, to rebuild and to drink a morning cup of
coffee without fear. As I write these lines, the sounds
of celebrations rise and people are repeating the same
words: “It’s over.” I wish I could believe it completely.
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MARTIN ROWSON

Educating kids

at home? Now

[finally get it

Emma
Brockes

f you want to get rich, a friend of mine said
recently, set up an exam centre. We were
talking about her decision to home school
- or unschool, or home educate, depending
on your tribal affiliation - her two children,
making her simultaneously part of a broader
trend and also somewhat strange to herself.
The cliche of home schooling still leans on
the idea of a fringe choice made by fanatical parents
who produce a poorly socialised child - if you said
of a child: “They’re home schooled”, you’d trigger
a knowing look that implied: “Say no more.”

Well - maybe - all that is changing. Home
schooling is still a fringe choice, but the numbers
are soaring. In 2024, UK councils received 66,000
notifications of children moving to education at

home, more than double the number from 2020

and bringing up the total to some 111,700 children in
England. Given that there are about 9 million school-
age children in England alone, this still represents a
tiny proportion. But the leap in last year’s numbers

is significant, not least because it seems to encompass
families who previously would not have imagined
themselves taking this path in a million years.

I spoke to two parents, one in London, one in
Yorkshire, both of whom moved their kids to home
schooling after or towards the end of primary school,
both of whom are loving it - albeit sheepishly - and
neither of whom believes it is prohibitively difficult.

Both are atypical to some extent, since neither
of them was acting for religious or health reasons,
or in response to failures in the threadbare special
educational needs and disabilities (Send) provision
in state schools, which are traditionally the primary
motivators for pulling kids out of mainstream
schooling. Of both I wanted to ask: how can you stand
it? The staying across the curriculum, the never getting
time off and, chiefly, the teaching of maths, which
presumably entails you having to do some maths?

Tyan Jones, in London, has a son turning 14 who
would be in year 9 and a 10-year-old girl. Her eldest
son left school after year 6, when he didn’t getinto a
single one of his requested high schoolsin a London
borough where the choices aren’t great. Her daughter
left year 3 a few years later after her son’s departure
seemed to work out. She is a single parent who runs
her own business and can be flexible around when she
works. This is the main thing about home schooling,
she says: it permits a form of “concentrated learning”
that allows you to determine your own schedule.

I mean, to me it sounds like hell. But talking to
Jones - who says that if her daughter feels like having
a “reading day” or “a complete day of cello”, then she

goes ahead and permits it - I can see the appeal. Not
everyone does. So strong are the feelings triggered by
people making choices for their kids that you might
not make for your own that my friend in Yorkshire a)
asks to remain anonymous and b) says she has lost
friends by deciding to home school her kids.

Her 15-year-old daughter and 19-year-old son
are so highly motivated that her son, earlier on in
his teens, bought all the textbooks himself, got up
before 5am each day to study and has now returned
to sixth form, where he is on course for top grades for
all his A-levels (he took some time out before sixth
form to be sure that going back to school was what
he wanted to do). “He was a boy who loved ballet
and the Brontés and hated football - he didn’t fitin
at secondary school,” says my friend, who is an artist
married to a teacher. Her daughter, meanwhile, was
“quiet at school” but has flourished at home, and
combines ploughing through the curriculum with
a day of dance and youth theatre a week.

I couldn’t doit. I think I know this about myself.
During the pandemic, when I was up against a
deadline to finish writing a book, my five-year-olds
spent six weeks almost exclusively on TikTok and
did none of the school worksheets. But, says Jones,
if you can pull it off, “it’s less stressful than school.
My favourite day is Thursday, a ‘wellbeing day’,
when we clean the house, the kids do all the cooking,
and we chat and chill.” When my friend in Yorkshire
first pulled her kids out of school, she was full of
guilt and panic. But here’s what she discovered: that
if your kids “don’t fit the mould”, there is another
option, and it’s not as hard as you think.

“There’s more time to be alive,” she says of the
way they have figured things out - and that includes
taking holidays in term time at a fraction of the cost:
that’s one thing parents with kids in school dream of.
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unning for president in 2024,
Donald Trump vowed to avoid
overseas US military interventions
such as those in Iraq and
Afghanistan. Yet within months of
his inauguration, US forces were
bombing Yemen and Iran. Looking
south, Trump threatened to seize the
Panama canal. Now, the Pentagon is gearing up for attacks
on “terrorist” drug cartels deep inside Colombia and
Mexico. Of most immediate concern is a possible renewed
effort to forcibly impose regime change on Venezuela.

Nicolas Maduro, Venezuela’s hard-left authoritarian
president, believes the US is already waging “undeclared
war” on his country after several deadly strikes on
Venezuelan vessels in international waters - Trump shared
avideo of the latest attack, which killed four people, on
his social media last Friday. The president also notified
Congress that the USis engaged in “armed conflict” with
drug cartels. He claims, without providing evidence,
that the targeted boats were carrying US-bound illegal
narcotics. He has placed a $50m bounty on Maduro’s head.

Latin American governments are fretfully watching
a big US military buildup around Venezuela, including
warships, F-35 fighter jets, an attack submarine and
2,200 marines. Such powerful assets are not much use
in drug interdiction. But they could be used offensively,
or to support special forces raids and airstrikes. Last
Thursday, Venezuela accused the US of an “illegal
incursion” by at least five F-35s. Maduro says he is
readying a state of emergency to “protect our people
...if Venezuela [is] attacked by the American empire”.

What is Trump up to? Drug smuggling is a serious
problem - but killing people on a whim on the high seas,
while common and difficult to prosecute, is still illegal.
And anyway, the UN says, most of the cocaine entering
the US comes from Colombia, Peru and Ecuador, and is
mostly not trafficked through Venezuela. Draft-dodger
Trump likes to act the tough commander-in-chief.

Heis now trying to deport Venezuelan migrants, many
of whom fled to the US to escape sanctions he himself
imposed. Some analysts suggest he covets Venezuela’s
abundant oil, gas and mineral resources.

It’s true that Trump and John Bolton, his then national
security adviser, hoped to replace Maduro in 2019 in what
Caracas claimed was a regime change plot. It’s also true that
Maduro’s 2024 re-election victory was widely condemned
as fraudulent. Given a free choice, Venezuelans would
almost certainly sack him. And clashing ideologies are
a factor, too. Maduro, unworthy heir to Hugo Chavez’s

The US approach

has become negative,
prioritising unilateral
action and dominance
rather than partnership
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Bolivarian revolution, is an affront to Trump’s imperial
idea of a US-dominated western hemisphere, where
the 1823 Monroe doctrine rules again and neoliberal,
free-market capitalism operates without restraint.

Yet given his hapless blundering on other key foreign
issues, the most likely explanation for Trump’s behaviour
is that he hasn’t got a clue what he’s doing. He throws his
weight around, makes impetuous misjudgments, stokes
fear of foreigners and bases policy on whether he likes
other leaders. In 2019, with Maduro on the ropes, Trump
blinked. Full-scale military intervention in Venezuela
remains unlikely. More probable is an intensified
campaign of destabilisation, sanctions, maritime strikes,
and air and commando raids.

Far from weakening and isolating the regime, Trump
may achieve the exact opposite. Maduro is already using
the crisis to assume “special powers” and rally public
opinion behind patriotic calls for national solidarity.
Trump’s bullying of other left-leaning Latin American
countries such as Colombia - and presumptuous
cheerleading for rightwing populists in Argentina and
El Salvador - is spurring a regional backlash, too. Most
governments abhor the thought of areturn to the bad old
days of Yanqui meddling in Washington’s “back yard”.

Trump’s attempt to use punitive tariffs and sanctions
to strong-arm Brazil into pardoning its disgraced former
hard-right president Jair Bolsonaro backfired spectacularly
last month. Crowds took to the streets of Brazilian cities
to defend what they rightly saw as an assault on Brazilian
sovereignty. The popularity of Bolsonaro’s successor,
Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva, soared. “We are not, and never
again will we be, anyone’s colony,” he declared. Lula told
Trump, in effect, to get lost. Then, when they met at the
UN general assembly, Trump backed off and played nice.

The perception of a leap backwards in US-Latin America
relations grows ineluctably. “His administration views
Latin America as a security threat, associating it with drug
trafficking, organised crime and incoming migration,”
Irene Mia, of the International Institute for Strategic Studies,
warned earlier this year. “The US approach has become
negative, prioritising unilateral action and dominance
rather than partnership,” she said, adding: “The region
isbeing treated less as an equal partner and more as a
sphere of influence to be controlled.”

Trump’s hawkish advisers are
% Simon Tisdall part of the problem: notably Stephen
is a Guardian Miller, deputy chief of staff, and Marco
foreign affairs Rubio, a former Republican senator for
commentator Florida who is secretary of state and
national security adviser. For Rubio, a

critic of leftwing rulers in Cuba and Nicaragua, Maduro is
unfinished business. Defending the attacks on boats, he
declared: “Interdiction doesn’t work. What will stop them
iswhen you blow them up ... And it’ll happen again.”

Trump’s efforts to reprise the role of Latin American
neighbourhood policeman are regressive, dangerous
and self-defeating. Long-term, the winner will most
likely be Beijing, an increasingly influential regional
actor, investor and leading member of the Brics
group of nations. As the US burns its bridges across
the world, Trump is making China great again @
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A Road signsin
the rural west of
Ireland, in both
the Irish language
(Gaeilge) and
English

ALAMY

The Irish language

isajoy - the portal to

punk and poetry

Una Mullally

mid aboom in Irish culture across
music, literature, film and fashion,
the Irish language - Gaeilge - is also
experiencing arevival. Once the
majority’s native tongue, it was
assailed and diminished as a
daily, working, spoken language
under British colonialism and
became largely confined to rural west coast districts for
much of the 20th century, kept alive by generations of
families. But over recent decades the number of schools
teaching the national curriculum exclusively through
Irish has risen from fewer than 20 in the 1970s, to more
than 200 today. The 2022 census showed a 6% increase
in the number of people able to speak Irish compared
with 2016. Irish is a core subject on the curriculum and
compulsory in all schools.

Yet in the 2024-25 academic year, a record number
of pupils - 14% of the post-primary school population
- were granted exemptions from studying Irish.
This makes me sad for the young people who will miss
out - not just on the growing professional opportunities
it provides, but the richness of the language and the
window into Irish culture it cracks open.

The number of Ukrainians attending school in Ireland
explains at least some of the rise in numbers seeking
to opt out. There are close to 7,000 Ukrainian pupils in
post-primary schools across the country. Exemptions
can only be sought if a student was born outside Ireland,
was educated outside Ireland for a significant period, or

has needs that affect learning a language. And yet many
Ukrainians are learning and studying Irish - along with
significant numbers of Poles and Latvians. The broader
issueis longstanding and systemic, where the language
is still not seen as a priority by some Irish parents, or is
perceived as overly challenging or even superfluous.

How the language is taught in schools has been a matter
of debate since the foundation of the state a century ago.
For decades, the same grievances have been repeated,
with some justification: primarily that while Irish
language, literature and poetry are studied, there isn’t
enough emphasis on everyday usage.

Iattended a post-primary Gaelscoil (Irish-medium
school) in Dublin in the 1990s into the 2000s. Studying
one’s entire curriculum through Irish was sometimes
viewed as idiosyncratic or nationalistic. But the language
was a shared code among my school friends, and I
maintained it on leaving school.

Although I struggle with rustiness and confidence in
speaking and writing it, “keeping” my Irish is probably
the greatest gift  have given myself. Irish is a portal, a
lyrical language intrinsically connected to the natural
world. Early Irish literature is among the oldest vernacular
literature in western Europe. As a spoken language, Irish

predates English by a millennium.

#UnaMullally English has nothing on the spirit

is a columnist for of Irish phrases, and the evocative,
thelrish Times, poeticjourneysthey can take.

and editor of Soif you wanted to playfully yet
Repeal the 8th emphatically berate someone, you

could say “go n-ithe an cat thil, agus go
n-ithe an diabhal an cat” (“may the cat eat you, and may
the devil eat the cat”). There are dozens of words for penis
in Irish, including blitican (a wild carrot).

Enter the Kneecap effect. Many younger people
- inspired by the Belfast and Derry rap group - are
now embracing Irish. Kneecap themselves repurpose
old terms for a hard-partying present. But it’s their
declaration of Irish as a punk language and part of a
process of personal decolonisation that has become
amotivating and mobilising cultural and political
force. Last month, 25,000 people marched in Dublin
demanding more investment in the language and in
Gaeltacht (Irish-speaking) areas, with organisers framing
the language as “an inclusive one, one that stands
against far-right extremism and fascism”.

Despite the rise in school exemptions, the enthusiasm
for Irish, and a growing collective confidence in speaking
it, isincreasingly evident.

But perhaps the most revelatory moments happen in
private. During the pandemic, myself and my wife - who
grew up in the Irish-speaking area of north-west County
Donegal, but “lost” her Irish over time - began speaking
it more frequently at home. Having moved to Dublin in
the late 1980s, she had also lost her Donegal accent. But
Gaeilge has dialects and accents (caniiint) that instantly
identify one’s geographical roots. When she spoke Irish,
I heard her true accent for the first time. With it, came the
unique vocabulary of her home county’s landscape and
culture. An oral artefact, as though preserved in amber,
was suddenly - or as we say, “go tobann” - alive again @
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