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If you do not change direction, you may
end up where you are heading.

— Lao Tzu
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Bengal CMs first task:
Take everyone along

ACKED BY a resounding mandate, the new Suvendu

Adhikari governmentin West Bengal couldn’t be better

placed to address the high expectations of “poriborton™

or change. For the first time in nearly 50 years, govern-
mentsinthestate and at the Centre areled by the same party. But
Chief Minister Adhikari faces tough challenges, too. It will be his
responsibility to ensure that his government does not slip into
the systemic inertias and blind spots that contributed to the
downfall of its predecessor, the 15-year Trinamool Congress dis-
pensation, and before it, the 34-year Left rule.

Since atleast 1977, West Bengal has had a unique form of politi-
cal culture and competition. The CPI(M) made the party a parallel
state and the state an extension of the party. This smudging of
boundaries led to the systematic weakening of governance and
accountability on the one hand and normalised political violence
on the other. If a citizen doesn’t get the ration due to her, should
she go to the government or a party apparatchik? And if the line
isdissolving between the party and the government, who checks
itsmembers when violence and intimidation become part of the
political arsenal? The TMC under Mamata Banerjee did not dis-
mantle these structures, only deepened and expanded them. The
BJP, first and foremost, needs to break the 50-year pattern that
haseroded trustin the state. Thereis also a formidable economic
challenge staringthe new government in the face. Forlong, even
as its once-thriving industrial base has been hollowed out, Ben-
gal’syoung have continued to migrate to other statesin search of
livelihoods and opportunities — cutting across social and econ-
omic strata, from daily-wage earners to college students. It will
be the Adhikari government’s task to create and expand oppor-
tunities at home, leverage all the advantages to bring manufac-
turing and services to the state. Welfare promisesin terms of cash
transfers and subsidies have their place, but they cannot replace
infrastructure spending and employment generation, the back-
bone of sustainable growth.

The 2026 election campaign was shadowed by the Election
Commission’s opaque and flawed Special Intensive Revision of
electoral rolls. The voter turnout has been high and the scale of
the BJP’s victory is formidable and impressive, but questions
about the role of the EC and the judiciary remain. In the days to
come, the polarising rhetoric in the BJP’s campaign, especially
around the spectre of the ghuspaithiya (infiltrator), which became
a term of communal dog-whistle politics, will also need to be
dialled down. After his victory in Bhabanipur where he defeated
former chief minister Banerjee, Adhikari framed his votes in
termsdivisive and exclusionary, claiming that Hindus had voted
for him, not Muslims. After being sworn in as Chief Minister Sat-
urday, he said he was sokoler — now everyone’s. He will have to
walk that talk, he will need to speak to all the citizens of Bengal
— those who voted for him and those who did not. For, todojus-
tice to his mandate, which calls for wide-ranging reforms and
building opportunities, and puts hope above despair, his govern-
ment will need to take all the people along.

Judicial reform
shouldn’t stop at SC

HE UNION Cabinet’s decision to approve a Bill increas-

ing the Supreme Court’s strength from 34 to 38 judges

(including the Chief Justice of India) is a welcome step

towards easing the backlog of cases before the apex
court. However, without structural reforms, the judicial hours
that the four new judges may contribute could be absorbed by
the ever-expanding docket. According to the National Judicial
Data Grid, as of May 7, the Supreme Court is burdened with over
93,000 pending cases — more than a SO per cent increase since
2019, when the number of SC judges was last raised.

Pendency before the SC accounts for only about 0.14 per cent
of total case pendency across all courts. This is negligible com-
pared to around 12 per cent in the high courts and 88 per centin
thedistrict courts. The SCmostly functions at or close toitssanc-
tioned strength. SC judges dispose of roughly 90 per cent of the
cases instituted each year. Additional judges or better calendar
management may marginally ease the pressure on individual
benches, but they cannot address the underlying reasons for
mounting pendency: The Court’sexpandingjurisdiction and the
volume of litigation generated by the state, the country’s biggest
litigant. Last year, Supreme Court Justice BV Nagarathnaunder-
scored this concern. She stressed the need for the government to
“litigate with restraint and be a model litigator™.

Courts must keep pace with the rising volume of disputes ac-
companying population growth and expanding economic activ-
ity. At the apex court — the court of last resort — it is especially
important to ensure that access to justice is given real meaning;
prolonged incarceration of undertrials due todelays undermines
this right. However, given the overwhelming volume of cases in
district courts, a purely top-down approach to reform is unsus-
tainable. Trial courts account for over 4.92 crore pending cases.
Successive Law Commission reports have highlighted that India’s
judge-population ratio, at roughly 19 judges per million people,
remains far below that of countries such as the US and China,
where the figure is about 150 per million. The move to increase
the number of SC judges must therefore form part of a compre-
hensive plan to reduce pendency across the judicial system.
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In east, lotus has bloomed, now for
governance beyond freebices
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FROM PLATE TOPLOUGH
BY ASHOK GULATI

AND BIDISHA CHANDA

HERECENT round of state elec-
tions in West Bengal, Assam,
Tamil Nadu, Kerala, and Pudu-
cherryhasclearlyshown thatIn-
dian democracy is very much
alive and kicking. It has redrawn India’s
political map with the BJP now staking a
stronger claim from the west to the east.
While the BJP has won a third term in
Assam, its maiden victory in West Bengal
(WB)is particularly noteworthy. Mamata Ba-
nerjee not gracefully resigning from the chief
minister’s post after having lost elections is
unbecoming of the democratic traditions of
India. As for how and why the Trinamool
Congress (TMC) lost its 15-year hold on the
state, there are as many explanations asthere
are experts. We will leave that crowded space
aside and focusinstead on the more pressing
question of revdis vs development. The chal-
lenge before the new government in WB is
straightforward: Can it move the state from
its current 16th rank in per capita income to
the levels of Haryana (third) and Gujarat
(fifth), where it already has the advantage of
longer governance experience?
During Banerjee’stenure from2011-12 to
2025-26, WB recorded an average annual

GDP growth rate of just S per cent — the lo-
west amongst all major states and alsolower
than India’s 6.1 per cent (at constant 2011-12
prices). But this is not merely a story of one
government’s tenure. Over the last 25 years
(2000-01t02025-26), WB’s GDP growth aver-
aged 5.6 per cent, against the national aver-
ageof 6.3 per cent.Itis, therefore, hardly sur-
prising that the state’s ranking in PCI terms
hasslid from 11th to 16th over this period.
That could well be one reason the BJP
managed to win Bengal. But another factor
widely discussed was the lack of good gov-
ernance, which dissuades private-sector in-
vestments. Yet another factor could be the
Special Intensive Revision (SIR). Howevet,
the debate has not focussed much on the
issue of freebies (revdis), which we feel could
have played a critical role in the BJP’s victory
in WB. Freebies have now become astandard
electoral weapon; across states, competitive
populist transfers are becoming the norm.
Take Tamil Nadu (TN). The state has
pioneered two trends. First, it witnessed the
rise of yet another film star entering politics
— continuing its long tradition of cinema
icons transitioning into mass political
leaders, this time with actor Joseph Vijay.
Second, and perhaps more consequen-
tially, TN institutionalised the cul-
ture of freebies in Indian politics.
What began as a developmental
intervention through the mid-day
meal scheme for school children
eventually evolved into a broader
electoral strategy: Give citizens
freebies, and votes will follow. Is
this a bribe for votes or welfarism?
Vijay’s promised welfare bill in
TN, ifimplemented, would cost the

The challenge before the new
government in WB is
straightforward: Can it move
the state from its current 16th
rank in per capitaincome to
thelevels of Haryana (third)
and Gujarat (fifth)?

state exchequer roughly Rs 0.99 lakh crore,
against a total budget of Rs 393 lakh crore.
And this revdi culture exists even when TN
recorded the sixth-highest GDPgrowth at 74
per centbetween FYOland FY26.One could
arguethat GDP growth bypasses the masses,
wholive more on welfare schemes. But there
is more politics for votes in these freebies
than true welfarism.

WB’s case is no different. The BJP mani-
festo did not really introduce a new freebie
model; it merely scaled up what the TMC
had already put in place. The existing
transfers of Rs 1,500 per month for general
category women and Rs 1,700 for reserved
category women were proposed to be
doubled to Rs 3,000 per month for all
women, irrespective of caste. Of the state’s
population of roughly 100 million, about
49.3 million are women, of whom nearly
35.8 million are above the age of 20 (Minis-
try of Health and Family Welfare, 2019).
Even if one takes this as a rough eligibility
benchmark, the annual cost of such a
scheme would be in the vicinity of Rs 1.29
lakh crore. Against a total statebudget of Rs
396 lakh crore for 2026-27, this single prom-
ise could absorb almost one-third of total
expenditure. If the government decides to
go ahead with this bold scheme,
the obvious question is: How does
it plan to finance such a commit-
ment without squeezing develop-
mental expenditures? Will that not
slow down the pace of develop-
ment even further?

It must also be acknowledged
that the BJP can build on some of
WB’s existing opportunities. WB’s
multidimensional poverty head-

count ratio declined sharply from 58 per
centin 2005-06 tojust 9 per centin 2022-23
(NITI Aayog, 2024). Despite this substantial
reduction in poverty, the state’s PCIranking
hasremained persistently amongthe lower
tier of states. This suggests that poverty re-
duction has been achieved more by revdi
distribution than an accelerated growth
model. This may not create ample jobs. No
wonder the BJP promised Rs 3,000 per
month to unemployed youth in its party
manifesto. But such social security
measures can only be meaningful in the
short run. In due course, actual jobs need to
be created. And that inevitably requires cre-
ating an environment where private inves-
tors are willing not just to enter, but also to
stay. Before any government can seriously
pursue such ambitions, however, it must
first confront the condition of the state’s fi-
nances. WBis currently the second-most in-
debted major state in India, with total out-
standingliabilities estimated at 389 per cent
of GSDP in 2026, second only to Punjab’s
46.4 per cent, and well above the national
average of 29.2 per cent (State Finances,
2025-26). This is where the new govern-
ment’sreal challenge begins: Balancing wel-
fare commitmentswith the developmental
expenditures, to place the state on a higher
growth trajectory.

The lotus has bloomed, no doubt, in the
east. But if this victory is based on revdi
promises rather than development, it may
not be a real and sustainable change (pori-
borton). The test of that will begin now with
the new government.

Gulatiis distinguished professor and Chanda a
research associate at ICRIER. Views are personal

Alisn’'tdisrupting education.
It's diagnosing what's wrong

HE ARRIVAL of powerful Al sys-
tems in higher education has

] . ) I citement and anxiety. Students

triggered a familiar cycle of ex-

AT

SUBHASHIS
BANERJEE

It reveals where
we have
substituted
measurable
outputs for
meaningful
learning and
mistaken
fluency for
understanding.
When answers
are cheap,
judgement is
the scarce
resource

can now generate essays, solve
problem sets, write code, and even summar-
iseentire bodies of literature in minutes. Pre-
dictably, concerns about plagiarism, assess-
ment integrity, and the declining value of
education have followed.

But this framing misses the deeper point.
Al does not fundamentally threaten higher
education. Instead, it exposes an uncomfort-
able truth: Much of what we have been
measuring and rewarding in education was
never central to it. Atits core, higher educa-
tion has never been about producing
answers or imparting job skills. It has been
about cultivatingjudgement —learning how
toreason, justify claims, recognise thelimits
of one's knowledge, and decide what can be
trusted. If Al appears todisrupt education, it
is only because we have conflated learning
with its proxies— outputs, surface-level co-
herence, and measurable performance.

Consider computer science. Al can gen-
erate moderately complex code with ease.
However, this does not render the study of
algorithmsredundant. The central issue was
never merely whether a program works, but
understanding why it works, the assump-
tions under which it is valid, and whether
one can provide a convincing proof of its cor-
rectness. A program without clearly spec-
ified preconditions and invariants is notjust
incomplete; it is untrustworthy. Al can pro-
duce code, but cannot certify its correctness
through disciplined reasoning. As Edsger W
Dijkstra famously observed, “Program test-
ing can be used to show the presence of bugs,
but never to show their absence.”

The same distinction applies across dis-
ciplines. A student can produce an essay on
history, but can they distinguish between
competing explanations and defend theirin-
terpretation? A model can report “95 per cent
accuracy”, butdoesthe student understand
what that number means in context? These
are not narrow skills; they are habits of mind
— forms of intellectual discipline and epi-
stemic rigour that cannot be outsourced.

Alsystemsare extremely good at produc-
ing the “artefacts” we treat as evidence of
ability, such as coherent essays, functional
code, and sophisticated-looking analyses. In

scholarly communication is at stake.

standing become essential.

reinforcing failing proxies.

former or cultivating the latter.

doingso, they destabilise the proxieswerely
on. When outputs become cheap and abun-
dant, they cease to be reliable indicators of
understanding. The “assessment crisis” is
not simply that students can cheat more
easily. It is that our methods — take-home
assignments and coding exercises without
personal interaction — were always imper-
fect measures of learning. Al has simply
madetheirlimitationsimpossible toignore.

Al tools can summarise large literatures
and generate plausible syntheses, but can
also fabricate citations and produce mislead-
ing conclusions. This raises a question of
epistemic trust: If we cannot distinguish
well-founded knowledge from plausible-
sounding fabrication, the integrity of

The appropriate response then is not to
retreat from Al or increase surveillance, but
to re-centre education on its original pur-
pose. This has severalimplications: First, the
shift from outputs to reasoning. It is no
longer sufficient to ask for answers; we must
ask for justification. Oral examinations and
iterative problem-solving that probe under-

Second, we must prioritise verification.
Students mustbe trained to question claims,
interrogate metrics, and identify assump-
tions. In an information-rich environment,
the ability to decide what to trust is founda-
tional. Third, intellectual maturity involves
an awareness of uncertainty. A student who
recognises the limits of an argument dem-
onstrates deeper understanding than one
who confidently presents a machine-gener-
ated answer. Finally, institutional leadership
must resist framing Al asa mere technologi-
cal upgrade. The challenge is aligning these
tools with educational purpose rather than

Alis not a disruption but a diagnostic. It
reveals where we have substituted measur-
able outputs for meaningful learning and
mistaken fluency for understanding. When
answers are cheap, judgement is the scarce
resource. Higher education must decide
whetheritisin thebusiness of producingthe

The writer is professor of Computer Science
(also associated with the Centre for
Digitalisation, Al, and Society) at Ashoka
University. Views are personal

~Whattoexpect fromour

cities when you are expecting
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EKTA
CHAUHAN

S SOON as I found out I was pregnant, my first in-
stinct was to redesign my life. Should we movetoa
house with a bigger balcony? Rearrange furniture
tomakespace foracrib?Install anti-slip matsin the
bathroom?

As a faculty member in a design school, I am now trained to
notice how design shapes behaviour. Pregnancy sharpened that
instinct. Every corner of my home suddenly felt like a decision
— about safety, comfort, care. But as I adjusted my interiors, a

more unsettling question emerged: What about the city outside?
Was it designed to accommodate pregnancy, or early childcare?
Both experience and evidence suggested the answer is no.

The challenges begin each morning with my commute. De-
spite owninga car, I spend nearly 90 minutes navigating potholes,
uneven roads, unplanned speed breakers, and frequent water-
logging. Potholes, we are often told, are an inconvenience. But
theyarealsodeadly. Government datashow that 9,438lives were
lostin pothole-related accidents between 2020 and 2024. Not just
pregnant women, the national capital’s roads are unsafe for all
vulnerable bodies, including children, the elderly, the unwell.

And then comes the second challenge: On my route, there is
notasinglereliable, safe, and clean public toilet. The only options
are at petrol pumps, often locked, poorly lit, or lacking water. As
pregnancy progresses, sodoes the need for frequent urination —
and with it, the risk of urinary tract infections. Even as the city
ranks high on municipal cleanliness, data from PrajaFoundation
(2024) reveal the scale of the problem: One toilet seat for nearly
10,000 people in Indian cities. It is telling that the most practical
solution suggested to me recently was a personal workaround —
wearing adult diapers. This is how urban India manages — by
pushing individuals to privately solve what are public failures.

If weekdays are consumed by navigating the city, weekends
are spent planning the birth. I was delivered at home by a dai,
whose skilled hands brought most of the children in our neigh-
bourhood into the world. Midwifery, once atrained and respected
practice, hasbeen steadily absorbed into institutional healthcare
since the 1970s. Auxiliary nurse midwives have been redirected
toward immunisation and family planning. India has made re-
markable progress in maternal health. Over three decades, ma-
ternal deaths have declined by 86 per cent. These achievements
conceal a complex shift: Childbirth has become increasingly

As afaculty
memberina
design school, I
am now trained
tonotice how
design shapes
behaviour.
Pregnancy
sharpened that
instinct

medicalised. In 2008-09, caesarean births accounted for just 6.4
per cent of institutional births in India. By 2024-25, that number
had crossed 27 per cent. The World Health Organisation recom-
mends an optimal rate of 10-15 per cent. In private hospitals, the
average now stands at 474 per cent.

Pregnancy,lambeginningtorealise, isnotjust a personal jour-
ney. It is a way of reading the city differently — through vulner-
ability,dependence, and care. It makes visible what cities are de-
signed toignore. That careistreated as private, that vulnerability
is seen as an inconvenience, and that survival often depends on
personal jugaad rather than public systems.

The writer is assistant professor, Jindal School of Design and

Architecture, OP Jindal Global University
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Maharashtraviolence

SEVEN PERSONS were killed, five in police fir-
ing andtwoin stabbingincidents, and several
others were injured, as three towns in Maha-
rashtracame under curfew following arson

| s and violence. Shiv Jayanti celebrationsin the
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lead in Bangla polls

B | Khaleda Zia releascd
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= state concluded onatense note, at leastin
the towns of Nashik, Nanded and Panvel
where alleged stone-throwing at processions
set the pace for violence to follow, state po-
lice controlin Bombay said.

BJP’s Gandhian Socialism

THE BJP adopted an 11-page economic policy
statement formulated by its national execu-
tive. The second plenary session of the party

NCTF) legislutors

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

adopted some minor amendments to the pol-
icy, whichis based on Gandhian Socialism
and the Integral Humanism of former Jana
Sangh president Deendayal Upadhyaya. The
prime thrust of the economic programmeis
to provide full employment and removal of
poverty by strengthening the agro-rural base
andinculcating the spirit of Swadeshi.

Bangladeshvotecount

THE BANGLADESH Election Commission at
last resumed tallying the votes inits violent
and chaotic parliamentary elections, break-
ing a deadlock created following the suspen-
sionof resultsin 116 seats. It now appears that
the Jatiya Party will get a simple majority but
not the two-thirds majority required to en-

New Delhi

dorse the actions of President Ershad’s four-
year-old military rule. Meanwhile, Khaleda
Zia, who was put under house arrest two days
before the results, was released.

NC(F)MLAstoquitenmasse

PRESIDENT OF the National Conference
and former chief minister Farooq Abdullah
said he would seek the resignation of all 32
members of the assembly of his party and
present them to state Governor Jagmo-
han. He did not disclose when he would
submit these resignations. He indicated
that he feared the Congress (1) would stake
aclaim for the formation of a government
with the help of 14 Independent members
of the assembly.
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Labour’s collapse and Reform UK’s
breakthrough... reflect the rapid
fragmentation of the political landscape
— Le Monde, France
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EVsin India have moved on subsidies.
Delhi p()hcy shows clearer path

AMITABH KANT

NDIA'S TRANSITION to clean mobil-
ity has reached a decisive moment.
Within the span of aweek, two critical
policy developments unfolded. The
Government of Delhi released itsdraft
EV Policy 2.0 for public consultation, and the
Bureau of Energy Efficiency (BEE) circulated
arevised draft of the CAFE-3normstoindus-
try stakeholders. Each of these is significant.
The next few months will determine
whether India can move from incremental
progress to large-scale transformation.
Delhi hasonce again set the pace. Histori-
cally, the capital has often incubated urban
transport innovation. Its early adoption of
metrorail created atemplate for the country.
Its transition to modern bus systems re-
shaped public transport expectations. In
electric mobility, Delhi’s first EV policy in
2020 became a benchmark for other states.
Thenewdraft builds on thatlegacy, but more
importantly, it marks a shift in approach.
The most important element of the pol-
icy is the proposed phase-out of internal
combustion engine vehicles in key seg-
ments. The plan to stop new registrations of
ICE three-wheelers from January 2027 and
two-wheelers from April 2027 is an ambi-
tious and strategic intervention as the seg-
ment constitutes almost three-fourths of
motor vehicle salesin Delhi. It movesbeyond
incentives and establishes a clear regulatory
direction. This distinction is critical.
India’s EV journey so far has relied
heavily on subsidies. While these have
played animportant role in market creation,
they have not delivered scale on their own.
Whatdrives sustained adoption is certainty.
When the industry knows that a transition
isinevitable, itinvestsaccordingly in manu-
facturing, supply chains, and innovation.
Consumers, in turn, respond to falling costs
and improved availability. Global experience
reinforces this. Jurisdictions that have
achievedrapid EV adoption have done soby

LETTERS
ToTHE EDITOR

Challenge for states

THE ELECTION outcomes in
Assam, West Bengal, Tamil Nadu,
and Kerala highlight ashared
economic concern that
transcends politics (‘Four states,
one economic challenge’, IE, May
9). While Assam shows promise,
the other states struggle with slug-
gish growth and mounting debt.
Borrowing to fund salaries and
cash transfersinstead of produc-
tive assets weakens long-term sta-
bility. Governments must redirect
spending toward infrastructure,
industry, and skill development.
These mandates offer achance to
reset priorities — toward
disciplined finances, innovation,
and inclusive progress.
KChidanand Kumar, Bengaluru

Eroding trust

THE RECURRING friction
between elected mandatesand
gubernatorial discretion reflects a
deeper constitutional imbalance
in India’s federal structure. (‘Lok
Bhavan needsto respectlok’s
mandate’, IE, May 9). Offices
meant to function as neutral con-
stitutional safeguards are increas-
ingly perceived through partisan
lenses, weakening public trustin
institutions. In Tamil Nadu, the
hesitation over inviting the single-
largest alliance revived concerns
previously seen in Karnataka and
Maharashtra. The Supreme Court
hasrepeatedly upheld the floor
test asthe only democratic
measure of majority.

Muskan Kumari, Patiala

Climateinaction

AS A Gen Z myself, the writer’s
analysis was thought-provoking
(‘For Gen Z, climate awareness
isn’t turning into action’, IE, May
9). The main concern hereisthe
lack of impactful action despite
being fully aware of the situation.
This ignorance exists amongboth
decision-makers and citizens.
Although environmental protec-
tion finds its place in the Consti-
tution under Article 21 (PartIII),
itsimplementation remains
limited. Leaders should be at the
forefront of bringing change, ac-
companied by citizens, to create
realimpact.

Mayookha Manoj, Delhi

combining incentives with clear phase-out
timelines. India has been cautious in em-
bracing this approach. Delhi’s draft policy
signals a departure from that caution. Itisa
stepintheright direction, and one that other
states would do well to study closely.

Atthenational level, the revised CAFE-3
draftisequally important. Passenger carsare
aweak link in India’s electrification story,
with EV penetration at only around 4 per
cent. CAFE norms are the principal regula-
torytool available to influence this segment.

The latest draft reflects some positive
changes. The earlier provisions that dispro-
portionately favoured small petrol vehicles
have been tightened. The introduction of
mechanisms such as credit pooling and the
option to purchase compliance credits intro-
ducesflexibility while ensuring accountabil-
ity. These are pragmatic features that can
ease the transition for manufac-
turers while maintaining pressure
toimprove efficiency.

However, important concerns
remain. The continued use of
super-credit multipliers for hybrid
technologies is one such issue.
Strong hybrids, plug-in hybrids,
and flex-fuel vehicles are not zero-
emission solutions. While they may
serve as transitional technologies,
offering them generous com-

While subsidies have played
animportantrolein EV
market creation, they have not
delivered scale on their own.
India has been cautious in
embracing policies that give
incentives while clear phase

ILLUSTRATION: C R SASIKUMAR

pliance creditsrisks diluting the signal toin-
vest in full electrification. If we get locked
intointermediate hybrid technology, we will
lose two decades. We need to technologically
pole vault as we did in digital public infra-
structure and mobile telephony. If the objec-
tiveistoaccelerate the shift to zero-emission
vehicles, the regulatory framework must re-
flect that priority clearly and consistently.

Equally important is the issue of timing,
CAFE-3hasbeen under discussion for more
than three years. Multiple drafts have been
circulated, and extensive consultations have
taken place. Yet, the standard remains unfi-
nalised. This delay has tangible conse-
quences. Inthe absence of regulatory clarity,
manufacturers defer investment decisions,
supply chains evolve more slowly, and the
broader ecosystem remains uncertain.

Policy ambition must be matched by
timely execution. Finalising CAFE-
3is nolonger a matter of refine-
ment. It is a matter of urgency.
Trucks account for only 3 per cent
of India’s vehicle fleet, yet they con-
tribute around 44 per cent of trans-
port emissions. This imbalance
makes freight one of the most criti-
cal sectors for decarbonisation.
And yet, it remains largely outside
the current policy focus.

India’s existing framework for

out timelines

heavy-duty vehiclesis based on model-spe-
cific fuel efficiency standards. While this
represents astarting point, it does not create
the kind of systemic pressure needed to
drive transformation. Thereisno fleet-aver-
age mechanism and no meaningful incen-
tive for manufacturers to introduce zero-
emission trucks. As a result, the regulatory
signal toinvestin electric or hydrogen-based
freight solutions remains weak. What is
needed isa more comprehensive approach,
a framework similar in spirit to CAFE but
tailored to the realities of the commercial ve-
hicle sector. This should be based on fleet-
average performance, differentiated by pay-
load categories, and designed to reward the
adoption of zero-emission technologies.
Without this, even well-intentioned
schemes to promote electric trucks like the
Ministry of Heavy Industries e-Truck initi-
ative will struggle to achieve scale.The ab-
sence of a robust regulatory push in the
freight sector is a gap India can ill afford.

India imports close to 90 per cent of
itsoil. The vulnerability is structural, and the
answet, electrification of transport, is known.
What hasbeen missingis coordinated policy
execution. Delhi has now shown what that
looks like for two- and three-wheelers. The
draft policy deserves strong public support
during the 30-day comment period
and should be strengthened, not diluted,
before notification.

The BEE also needs to function more
decisively as a regulator rather than a con-
sultative agency. Ithasspent more than three
years on CAFE and fuel efficiency regula-
tions for medium- and heavy-duty trucks.
This must cometoan end. BEE must finalise
CAFE-3, and set an ambitious EV trajectory
for passenger cars. It must then move ur-
gently on a fleet-average framework for
trucks through fuel efficiency regulations.

We have a renewable energy revolution
underway. We have the manufacturing base.
We have the domestic market. What we need
is for the Bureau of Energy Efficiency to
match the ambition of the moment and fin-
ish thejob it started three years ago.

The writer is chairman and chancellor, NIIT
University and chairman, Fairfax Centre for Free
Enterprises. He was India’s G20 sherpa and CEQ,
NITI Aayog. Views are personal

G SBAJPAI

THE UNION Home Ministry’s decision to
convene a multi-stakeholder conference to
review the reforms required for the consist-
ently failing system of plea bargaining in
India is laudable. Plea bargaining is a pre-
trial, negotiated agreement in which the ac-
cused admits to a lesser charge or accepts a
reduced sentence . Itappliesto offenceswith
penalties of less than seven years.

In several countries, this system is a
major means of decongesting the criminal
justice system. While India uses plea bar-
gaining at very low levels, of less than 1 per
cent,inthe US, approximately 90-95 per cent
of criminal cases are resolved through plea
bargaining. In Canada, the figure is around
85-90 per cent. In Australia, about 80-90 per
cent of cases end in such pleas.

Plea bargaining was introduced via the
Criminal Law (Amendment) Act, 2005, into
the Code of Criminal Procedure (CrPC). But
it was soon evident that parties were not in-
clined towardsiit.

Addressing the non-implementation of,
and indifference, to plea bargaining is cru-
cial, as the courts have almost ex-
hausted their capacity — 58.8 mil-
lion cases are in pendency. The
movetoidentify reform areasisim-
portant, more so because the new
criminal laws lost the opportunity
toreform plea bargaining,.

One reason for this failure per-
tains to the stigma of conviction.
A successful plea bargain under
Section 294 of the Bharatiya Na-

One reason for this failure
pertains to the stigma of
conviction. A successful plea
bargain under Section 294 of
the Bharatiya Nagarik
Suraksha Sanhita (BNSS)
yields a formal conviction

garik Suraksha Sanhita (BNSS) yields a for-
mal conviction. As per NCRB data for 2023,
of the 1.65 crore criminal cases tried, only
35,889 were resolved through plea bargain-
ing, resulting in a disposal rate of 0.216 per
cent. Plea bargaining does not result in a
straight acquittal, as the accused must
undergo a reduced sentence.

In contrast, BNSS’s section 359 pro-
vides for the “compounding” of offences,
allowing victims and accused parties to
settle specific minor offences to avoid trial.
Compounding acts as a formal settlement,
resulting in the accused’s acquittal. Com-
pounding has, therefore, dealt a blow to
the prospects of plea bargaining. Prosecu-
tors have not done enough to actualise the
idea of plea bargaining. Rather, their indif-
ference and lack of training and expertise
have significantly undermined the plea-
bargaining system.

The proposed conference can make the
applications of plea bargaining slightly
more stringent by establishing compliance
systems and accountability among the of-
ficials responsible. Thereisaneed
to reconcile the conflicting situ-
ation in cases of compounding
and pleabargaining. Thereisa per-
ception that pleabargainingisless
attractive given that compound-
ingresultsinacquittal. Guidelines
must be developed in this respect.
A guided process will ensure that
the choices don’t conflict.

Anegotiating prosecutor, inter-

Pleabargaining, a reform
new criminal laws missed

ested in effective and quality disposition of
plea-bargaining cases — and not high con-
viction rates — is preferable. The Canadian
model is a good example. Mandatory train-
ing for legal aid lawyers, who represent the
majority of undertrials, must accompany
this reform. All this requires complete judi-
cial evaluation, even when parties have
agreed on adisposition, with thejudge moni-
toring the agreed charges, ensuring the rel-
evant facts are proved, and imposing a sen-
tence within the sentencing range.

Adirection from a high court can ensure
implementation of all this without a legis-
lative amendment. A high court-mandated
data dashboard requiring monthly district-
level reporting, disaggregated by offence cat-
egory, outcome, and time-to-resolution,
would create the accountability mechanism
currently absent in pleabargaining. Further,
district courts require a standalone plea-bar-
gaining mediation cell with a trained facili-
tator, legal aid officer, and victim liaison.

Plea bargaining can be made more at-
tractive by two measures. One, the attached
punishmentin pleabargaining canbe made
stigma-free by removing any disqualifica-
tion arising from the effects of imprison-
ment. Second, acquittal can be introduced
asone of the outcomes of the negotiated plea.
Prisoners coming through plea bargaining
may be favourably considered for measures
like parole, remission, and aftercare.

The writer is vice chancellor, National Law
University Delhi. Views are personal

On hate speech,
SCverdict
narrows the
laws scope

éRINDA KARAT

HE SUPREME Coutrt’s (SC) judgment holding that

Anurag Thakur, then a Minister of State in the Fi-

nance Ministry, and Parvesh Sahib Singh Verma, MP,

did not commit a cognisable offence of hate speech

inJanuary2020isboth surprising and deeply disap-
pointing. We often hear that the process itself becomes the pun-
ishment. This case raises the opposite concern: Can the process
besuchastolead tono punishmentat all —especially when those
involved occupy positions of power?

OnJanuary 30,2020, the Election Commission debarred Tha-
kur and Verma from campaigning for violatingthe MCC and the
Representation of the People Act. Thakur, attacking the anti-CAA
protests, described the movement as anti-national and ended
with the slogan: “Desh ke gaddaron ko, goli maaro saalon ko.”
Verma, referring to the same protest, warned that “they will ab-
duct and rape your daughters”. In criminal-law terms, the
speeches fall squarely within the ambit of Sections 153A, 153B,
295A and 505 of the IPC.

Yet, the Delhi Police saw no offence. They took no action on
thejoint complaint filed by my late colleague KM Tewari and my-
self — even before the EC’s order — forcing us to approach the
trial court. The court sought an action taken report from the Delhi
Police, which setup aninquiry under the Crime Branch. Its report
was extraordinary: “The connotation/meaningof ‘gaddar’ is trai-
tor and as such does not refer to any community. Thus, it does
notamounttoany cognisable offence.” Further, “quaallegations
regarding Mr Verma, it is stated that the speaker has only ex-
pressed his position on the ongoing protestin Shaheen Bagh and
not targeted any specific community or its members”.

Thisreasoning defies both logic and law. Speech cannot be di-
vorced from context. Thiswas a highly communalised campaign
by the ruling party and its supporters against the anti-CAA pro-
teststhat portrayed the protests — centred at Shaheen Bagh and
led largely by Muslim women — as anti-national and the partici-
pants as traitors. In such a charged environment, the identity of
the “gaddar” or those “who will abduct and rape your daughters”
was neither abstract nor ambiguous. A public call to “shoot trai-
tors” carries a foreseeable risk of
real-world harm, as subsequent vi-
olent events against protest sites
demonstrated. For the police to
argue that hate speech exists only
when a community is explicitly
named is to empty the law of
meaning. It legitimises a form of
coded incitement and opens up a
new and dangerous path of legal
sanction for the proponents of
hate speech.

The trial court heard detailed
submissions challenging the po-
lice report. After reserving judg-
ment, it finally dismissed the petition on technical grounds: That
prior sanction was required even to file an FIR. But if sanction
was indeed the threshold issue, why not decide it at the outset?
Why call for a police inquiry? Why hear arguments?

The High Court’sjudgment on appeal affirmed that prior sanc-
tion was necessary and insisted that the “only” issue before it was
deciding on this technical requirement. Yet it went further, re-
cording the police conclusion that no cognisable offence was
made out — something even the trial court had not done. If the
matter was confined to a technical question, why enter the merits
at all? Notably, while the police report found place in the judg-
ment, the submissions challenging it did not. Such a selective
process raises a further set of questions.

And then finally the SC. The appeal was first heard in April
2023. The two-member bench issued notice to the Delhi Police.
In the course of the hearing, Justice KM Joseph remarked, “gad-
dar means traitor, I believe? Certainly here ‘goli maaro’ was not
in terms of a medical prescription,” meaning thereby it isnot a
pill Thakurwas referring tobut abullet. Justice Joseph retired in
June that year, the case shifted to another bench, and the judg-
ment came three years later.

The SC rejected as wrong the technical argument that prior
sanction isrequired tofile even an FIR. This welcome clarification
untethers the hands of courts dealing with hate-speech com-
plaints. But without following up on the notice issued earlier to
the police, without hearing the petitioners’ arguments, it pro-
nounced judgment. Thus a process which stated categorically
that it was not dealing with the merits of the case at variouslevels
concludes with a judgment precisely on the merits of the sub-
stantive issue without hearing arguments. The exoneration of
Thakur and Verma is on the basis of a flawed Delhi Police report.
At no stage have the arguments challenging that report been
answered. No court has set out why the speeches should not be
treated as hate speech. For that absence, the conclusion and the
process need reconsideration.

The writer is a senior CPI(M) leader
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AND ANDREA M WOJNAR

PUSPANJALIBHUYAN, awoman sarpanch,
had aplan. Before the gram sabha, the village
assembly, met in Namanguda, a village of
nearly 5,000 people in Odisha, she gathered
the women together. In that earlier meeting
of the mahila sabha, they discussed what
concerned them most: Violence women
faced behind closed doors and in public
spacesthat felt unsafe, girlswho had stopped
goingto school,and women shut out of econ-
omic opportunity. By the time the larger vil-
lage council convened, the women arrived
with a unified voice and a deliberated
agenda. The gram sabha passed aresolution

From womenin panchayats, message for Parliament

declaring zero tolerance for violence. A
women’s help desk was established. Avillage
conversation became an act of governance.

Puspanjali is one of more than1.4 million
women serving as elected representatives
across India’s Panchayati Raj system. What
she did in Namanguda is a glimpse of what
becomes possible when women are em-
powered to shape outcomes.

This ambition is at the heart of the
Women-Friendly Gram Panchayat initiative,
developed by the Ministry of Panchayati Raj
to localise the Sustainable Development
Goals, especially Goal 5 on gender equality,
with technical support from UNFPA. The
premise is simple: Global targets are only as
meaningful asthevillage-level systems built
to deliver them. Gender equality must be at
the heart of governance, embedded in
budgeting, planning, and everylocal service.

Piloted in Madhya Pradesh and Rajas-
than, the model has expanded to one gram
panchayat in every district. On Interna-
tional Women’s Day 2025, 770 panchayats
formally resolved to adopt it. The evidence
is already striking. In Nongarh panchayat
in Bihar’s Lakhisarai district, child marriage
hasbeen eradicated. Cycle banks keep gitls
in school whose only barrier was distance.
A peer-reviewed study across 163 villagesin

The Sashakt Panchayat-Netri
Abhiyaan is bringing structured
training to women representatives.
Mentorship structures formalise
knowledge transfer between
experienced and newer sarpanches

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

12 states found that women’s political res-
ervation increased participation in employ-
ment schemes by over 50 per cent and
doubled the rate at which women opened
bankaccounts. These effects persisted long
after the reservation period ended.

Sustaining thisrequires deliberate action.
Gender-responsive budgetingmust become
a binding component of the gram pan-
chayat. The Panchayat Advancement Index,
anational scorecard tracking how well pan-
chayats are delivering on development out-
comes, must more rigorously measure prog-
ress on gender equality at the village level.
Deeper devolution of functions and finances
would further amplify what women leaders
are already achieving.

The institutional architecture is taking
shape. The Sashakt Panchayat-Netri Ab-
hiyaan is bringing structured training to

New Delhi

newly elected women representatives na-
tionwide. Mentorship structures formalise
the transfer of knowledge between experi-
enced and newer sarpanches. The Pan-
chayat to Parliament initiative is building
acorridor from village governance upward.

Through South-South cooperation, na-
tions across Asia and Africa are taking
note of how India’s blueprint might be
adapted to their own contexts. India is at
a moment when Nari Shakti and Viksit
Bharat carry real operational meaning. As
India reflects on women’s representation
in Parliament, its panchayats offer a clear
message: The foundation for inclusive
leadership has been laid. Now is the time
to scale up the model.

Bharadwaj is Secretary, Ministry of Panchayati
Raj and Wojnar is UNFPA India Representative
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Who counts India’s
road accident
deaths, why data
see discrepancies

DheerajMishra
New Delhi, May 10

INDIA HAS among the highest number of road accident
deathsglobally, but there is a mismatch in the fatality
databeing compiled by different agencies.

Dataonroad accidents and fatalities are released
every year by two central agencies — the Ministry of
Road Transport and Highways (MoRTH) and the
National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB). But there has
been amismatch in these figures for many years.

The MoRTH report for 2024 says that atotal of1.77
lakh people died in road accidents across the country.
The NCRB’s ‘Accidental deaths & suicide in India’ report,
released online on Wednesday (May 6), says that1.75 lakh
people died during the period. ‘Crime in India’, another
report by the NCRB, which records deaths due to negli-
gencerelating toroad accidents, shows that 1.811akh
peoplelost theirlivesin road crashes in 2024.

An analysis of the last five years of data shows that,
barring 2023, the number of road fatalities varied across
reports. This trend has continued even when the road
transport ministry rolled out its ambitious Electronic
Detailed Accident Report (e-DAR)/Integrated Road Acci-
dent Database (iRAD) system in 2021-22, with the intent
of collecting real-time data entered by the police.

What are the data sources for accidents?
Inanaccident, the policeman, who is typically the
first responder, isregarded as the best source of primary
data. One may also rely on data from hospitals and state

transport departments.

The Transport
Research Wing (TRW), a
division of MORTH, col-
lectsaccident data from
the state police in formats

*eDARSYSTEM

® Inthe eDAR system, police
personnel enter details about

h ident and geotad th provided by the United
.?hacﬁ' ten .anh geotag them Nations Economic and
with photos in the app. Social Commission for

® However, there is a possibility
of under-reporting fatalities by
the police if deaths take place
after 30 daysand go
unreported.

Asia and the Pacific. It col-
lects 21typesof data, in-
cludingaccident identifi-
cation, details of the road,
the vehicle and its driver.
Thisdataisusedinfour
important publications,
including ‘Road Accidents in India’. However, the report
isoften late due to delays in data sharing by the states,
with the 2023 report being the latest available. Thus, the
ministry has shifted toeDAR/iRAD data.

The NCRB, on the other hand, collects data from State
Crime Record Bureaus (SCRBs). The SCRBs collect data
from District Crime Record Bureaus (DCRBs), which in
turn get the data from police stations. The source of both
departments’ data, thus, is the same. In case of death by
negligence due to an accident, the police FIR would reg-
ister the crime under section 304-A of the Indian Penal
Code, now under section 106 of Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita.

Accordingtothe WHO's global status report, even in-
ternationally, around 50% of reporting countries rely on
police data, 7% on health departments, and another 11%
on transport departments.

What could explain the disparity?

A senior official of MORTH explained the reason.
“While the source of road accident data is the police, the
differenceisinthe proactiveness in supplying the data.
Since the police are under the Home Ministry, they have
to give them (NCRB) the data in any case. We are a differ-
ent authority; we have to reach them through multiple
channels. Also, the data reported by the police is often
limited to the questions asked by TRW,” said the official.

The official further said that to resolve these issues,
theiRAD/eDAR system was created, but some states con-
tinue not to report properly. “In every system, there will
be some discrepancy. The difference has gone down by a
lot, lessthan 5%. In eDAR, hospitals are also linked, but
not all yet. Soon we will be able to match both the hospi-
taland police data,” said the official.

AMITABH SINHA

IT’S BEEN more than a year since India, in
response to the terrorist attackin Pahalgam
last April, decided to keep the Indus Waters
Treaty (IWT) with Pakistan “in abeyance”.
That decision means India does not con-
sider itself bound by the provisions of the
1960 Treaty that has, thus far, governed the
sharing of waters of six major transboun-
daryrivers —Indus, Jhelum, Chenab, Ravi,
Sutlej, and Beas — flowing through the two
countries.

India’s decision has resulted in the dis-
ruption of normal flows reaching Pakistan.
In the past year, this has been the most
thorny issue in the already-troubled bilat-
eral relationship.

Pakistan has spent the last year making
efforts to build an international legal case
against India on the IWT and seeking the
intervention of the UN, the International
Court of Justice (ICJ), the World Bank, and
other third-party agencies. Serving as a
non-permanent member of the UN Secur-
ity Council (UNSC) sincelast January, Pak-
istan has made good use of this office to re-
peatedly raise this issue and direct
international attention to the matter.

India, onthe other hand, has focused its
energies on completing the unfinished pro-
jectson theseriversthat have longbeen de-
layed due to Pakistan’s perverse use of
treaty provisions. It hasraised repeated ob-
jections to anything that India tried to build
onitsside of the rivers.

Theissueislikely to escalate into a major
legal or diplomatic confrontation at some
point —even an armed conflict, as Pakistan
has threatened. Last week, the Ministry of
External Affairs reiterated that the IWT
would continue to be held in abeyance till
Pakistan “credibly and irrevocably abjures
its support for cross-border terrorism”.

Pakistan’s attempts

Being the downstream state, Pakistan
is badly affected by India’s decision. The
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(L-R) Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru, Pakistani President Mohammed Ayub Khan, and World Bank vice president
William Iliff during the signing of the Treaty on September 19, 1960. woRrLD BANK

bulk ofitsirrigation requirements — more
than 70% — is fulfilled by the Indus river
system. Regular meetings of the countries’

Indus Waters Commissioners and the data- Pakistan
sharing mechanisms have been disrupted, badly hit
injecting uncertainties in the volumes of o
water flowing into Pakistan. Over 70% of
That has affected Pakistan’s ability to Pakistan's
plan for the usage of water and prepare for irrigation
flood or dr ought risks. requirements are
Unable to unilaterally change the situ- fulfilled by the
ation, Pakistan has been very active inter- Indus river
nationally to put pressure on India. Its core
legal argument is that there is nothing in system

the treaty that allows either country to keep ®
it “inabeyance”. Only a dispute resolution

mechanism can be invoked. A l.ack of

It hasraised thisissue at every available meetings "fmd
opportunity, including during discussions data sharing
on entirely unrelated subjects. hasled to

For exgmple, the UNSC 1.a§t moqth held uncertainties
dehb.eratlons. on energy, .cntlcal .mlneral.s, about the water
and international security. Pakistan said .

; : flowinginto

natural resources must aid economic de- i
velopment and shared prosperity, not co- Pakistan
ercion or conflict, then added the same

principle applied to water resources, thus
bringing up the IWT.

Security framing

Pakistan has been framing the Indus
Waters issue as a matter that threatens re-
gional peace and security, something that
is a direct concern of the UNSC. It is also
framing it asa human rights issue and has
got its NGOs and proxies to petition the UN
Human Rights Council (UNHRC). Its ef-
forts bore some fruit when the UN Special
Rapporteurs, operating under the
UNHRC’s Special Procedures system, sent
a communication to India seeking clarifi-
cations on its decision.

India, which has maintained that the
treaty was essentially a bilateral arrange-
ment with only the World Bank (acting as
the facilitator) as the third party in a proce-
dural role, ignored the communication.

Pakistan claimed another victory when
the Court of Arbitration, constituted under
the IWT mechanism to resolve some dis-
putes raised by Pakistan, ruled that India’s
decision did not deprive the court of its

competence to proceed with mattersit was
already seized with. Pakistan said this was
evidence that India’s decision was bad in
international law.

India, of course, had objected tothe very
formation of this Court of Arbitration, ar-
guing that a parallel dispute resolution
mechanism, through a World Bank-ap-
pointed neutral expert, was already oper-
ational, and rejected its rulings.

Pakistan’s larger objective is to get the
UNSCto pass aresolution against India on
this matter, or somehow get the issue re-
ferred to the ICJ. These are unlikely scen-
arios, but Pakistan’s effort has been to cre-
ate as many documentary referencesin UN
records as possible.

Building infrastructure

While India has countered Pakistan at
international forums, it has primarily fo-
cused on creating the infrastructure that
will allow it to make full use of the waters it
is entitled to under the treaty provisions.

India can make limited, non-consump-
tive use of even waters of the western rivers
— Indus, Jhelum, and Chenab — awarded
to Pakistan. For the three eastern rivers —
Ravi, Sutlej, and Beas — the IWT allows
India unrestricted access and usage.

But these provisions have not been effi-
ciently utilised by India. Its efforts to create
necessary infrastructure have always trig-
gered objections from Pakistan, whose pri-
mary objective hasbeen to delay these pro-
jects and raise their costs.

And, while Pahalgam was the immedi-
ate trigger, New Delhi has other reasons for
arguingthat the treaty needs to be renegoti-
ated or replaced.

AccordingtoIndia, the situation onthe
ground has changed substantially over the
last 65 years, and the treaty is unsuited for
these new realities. The population has in-
creased significantly, climate change has
injected new uncertainties in water avail-
ability and river flows, the development
and energy needs of the people of Jammu
and Kashmir are now vastly different, and
new technologies make some of the con-
straints in the provisions of the treaty
redundant.

A committee of experts has been quietly
workingto strengthen India’s techno-legal
case with new data and evidence.

How new DRDO system helps air missiles fly longer strike better

Sushant Kulkarni
Pune, May 10

THE DEFENCE Research and Develop-
ment Organisation (DRDO) and the Indian
Air Force (IAF) last week successfully car-
ried out the first flight trial of a system that
can transform an unguided missile into a
guided one.

The homegrown Tactical Advanced
Range Augmentation (TARA) system is es-
sentially akit that can be attached toacon-
ventional missile. This helps the missile
glide over long distances, and accurately
strike a target.

How it works

The TARA glide weapon system is pri-
marily a modular Kit that can be attached
to a conventional unguided warhead.
DRDO scientists say it can be fired from
multiple fighter jets in the IAF’s service.

Once released from an aircraft at a cer-
tain altitude and speed, foldable wings and
aerodynamic surfaces come into play,
allowing the weapon to glide over long dis-
tances instead of falling directly onto the
target. An on-board navigation and gui-
dance system corrects the missile’s flight

path to improve its accuracy.

The speed at which the aircraft is mov-
ing at the time of the launch is a key factor
in this system’s operation. It uses a combi-
nation of inertial navigation and satellite-
based positioning to steer the missile to-

wards the target.

The TARA system glides, rather than
relying on a rocket motor. This makes it
lightweight and cost-effective while still ex-
tending the missile’s range. Its modular de-
sign also means the kit can potentially be
integrated with different classes of war-
heads depending on requirements.

TARA is India’s first indigenous glide weapon system to convert
unguided warheads into precision guided missiles. x/@pRrDo_INDIA

Strategic and logistic
significance

Strategically, TARA is significant be-
cause itenhances the IAF’s stand-off strike
capability. This means an aircraft can hit
targets from a distance that puts it out of
the reach of air defence systems.

In a battlespace, the capability to accu-
rately strike a target from a distance canin-
crease the chances of a fighterjet’s survival
and lend it greater flexibility.

Unguided bombs, which are referred to
as gravity bombs or dumb bombs, can thus
be upgraded to smart bombs, or precision-

be upgraded to
precision-guided
munitions with

® This can lower
costs by reducing

‘Smart’bombs

® Using TARA, un-
guided bombs can

relatively low effort

the need to develop
new missile systems

guided munitions, with relatively low effort.
This can reduce the need to develop entirely
new missile systems. This approach can
substantially reduce costs while allowing
rapid scaling of precision strike inventory.
Theuse of indigenous low-cost systems and
its production by Indian industry partners
will also reduce import dependence.

It is learnt that three TARA versions,
with different weight variants, are being
produced, to be used with warheads of
weights ranging from 250 to 500 kg.

Path to deployment

The TARA system was tested from an
IAF fighter off the coast of Odisha.

TARA has been designed and devel-
oped by the Hyderabad-based DRDO facil-
ity Research Centre Imarat in collaboration
with other DRDO laboratories and industry
partners.

The successful flight trial is a critical
milestone in the weapon’s development.
This will pave the way for a series of devel-
opmental, validation and user trials before
induction into the service. All these trials
will evaluate the system’s guidance accu-
racy, range, reliability, performance from
different platforms, and effectiveness
under varied operational conditions.

“It is the first glide weapon to utilise
state-of-the-art low-cost systems. The de-
velopment of the kit has been undertaken
with Development cum Production
Partners (DcPPs) and other Indian indus-
tries, which have already started the pro-
duction activity,” the Defence Ministry said
Friday.

Defence Minister Rajnath Singh de-
scribed the flight-trial as a significant de-
velopment in advancing India’sindigenous
defence capabilities.
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‘In West Bengal, political violence is structural... it is an everyday phenomenon’
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BISWANATH CHAKRABORTY

PROFESSOR OF POLITICAL SCIENCE AT
RABINDRA BHARATI UNIVERSITY, KOLKATA

THE KILLING of a close aide of new West
Bengal Chief Minister and BJP leader Su-
vendu Adhikari near Kolkata last week was
thelatest chapterinthe decades-longcycle
of political violence in the state. Biswa-
nath Chakraborty spoke to Abhinav
Chakraborty about why West Bengal’s
brand of violence differs from other states.

Political violence is not unique to
West Bengal. But what makes it
different from other states?

In other states, we often notice that
caste violence, religious violence, (and)
identity involvement are there, and politics

comes later on. But here, it starts from
political rivalry and nowadays, it has
started turning into identity politics.

In West Bengal, political violence is
structural and it is everyday violence, un-
like other states. Political violence was basi-
cally ideological during the 1950s and
1960s. But during the Left regime of 34
years, political violence was used strategi-
cally to ensure party dominance against
the opposition.

During Trinamool Congress (TMC) rule,
it became a structural phenomenon, and
secondly, it turned from ideological and
political orientation to economic orienta-
tion. So, TMC uses political violence to con-
trol local resources.

How do you define political violence
in West Bengal?

Whatever violence is related with
politics, or when political leaders and
cadres are involved in different forms of
conlflict, is called political violence. It has
different forms and categories: sometimes,
mental violence, physical torture, and
political murder also comes under political
violence.

Rape has also been allegedly used to

suppress the opposition. Verbal violence,
too: if you attend any political rally in West
Bengal, particularly during elections, you
will find that political leaders use violent
language directed against opponents.

What are its roots and how has it
evolved over time?

Duringthe colonial period in West Ben-
gal, the Anushilan Samiti, Jugantar Samiti,
and other organisations wanted to over-
throw British rule through violence. Even
Subhas Chandra Bose wanted to overthrow
British rule using a counter-military
organisation.

After independence, Congress was in
power and the [undivided] Communist
Party of India (CPI) was the principal op-
position party. Up to 1955, the CPI believed
in armed struggle and wanted to overthrow
the government through armed struggle.

Even after they accepted parliamentary
democracy, they still believed violence had
arole in politics. The way they organised
mass movements against the Congress
government in the 1950s and 1960s in-
volved violence. The Congress also used
counter-violence through the police ad-
ministration and party workers.

Duringthe 1970s, there was the extreme
Left group known as the Naxals. They
started the Naxalite movement against
landlords, intellectuals, and what they
called bourgeois classes, and openly de-
clared armed struggle. Mass Kkillings
started. As Chief Minister, [Congress leader]
Siddhartha Shankar Ray also used police
force against the Naxals.

But electoral political violence started
during the 1972 Assembly elections, when
rigged elections first began in the state. In
1977, there was a genuine election, but after
five years of Left rule they also started using
rigging and election violence.

TMC later expanded this violence to an
unbelievable scale. If you look at the last
three panchayat elections (2013, 2018, and
2023), a large number of people died. Op-
position candidates were denied the right
tofile nominations. Voters’ rights were de-
nied. Even after the 2021 Assembly elec-
tion, there was post-election violence.

How does it manifestin Bengal’s
everyday life?

In the form of extraction of money.
Local politicians use their boys to extract
money from shopkeepers, street vendors,
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and rickshaw pullers. If the opposition or-
ganises any programme, immediately the
ruling party disrupts it.

If there is any conflict between two
families, political parties intervene and cre-
ate akind of kangaroo court to decide who
isright orwrong. Through these, they earn
money from both conflicting parties.

There are different forms: beating op-
ponents, giving verbal threats, threatening
to kill someone, throwing bombs. The ad-
ministration often remains silent.

Whoever comes to power politicises the
administration ata very high level. Politics
and administration have become so mixed
thatitis very difficult for opponents or any-
one outside the ruling party to getjustice if
they are victimised.

Even if you go to court, ruling party
cadres may come to your home and
threaten you.

Another reason is that execution of
court ordersis very weakin West Bengal. A
large section of the media is not free to raise
violence-related issues.

There is also social tolerance of viol-
ence. People often believe the ruling party
has the right to exercise violence over the
opposition.

New Delhi

What needs to change for this to end?

First, you have to establish the rule of
law. This has been absent in West Bengal
for along period.

Second, depoliticisation of the admin-
istration is necessary. Politics and admin-
istration should work together at the upper
level, but at the grassroots level — munici-
palities, wards, local governance — every-
thing is determined by politics. Why should
that be the case?

Third, we need jobs. Why are people get-
ting involved in violence? Because many
people have nowork and depend on politi-
cal leaders for livelihood.

You also need to build public trust that
this vicious cycle of violence can end. So,
the ruling party must show political com-
mitment and that it is against violence.

Bengal has not seen mob lynching or
bulldozing of houses as much as
other states. Has it been successful in
curbing another kind of violence?

For the time being. But not asamethod
to change the minds of people (in terms of
social tolerance of violence).

LONGER VERSION ON
WWW.INDIANEXPRESS.COM
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‘OURFOREX RESERVES TODAY AROUND THREE TIMES COMPARED TO 2013

WHILE HIGHER crude oil
prices are a vulnerability for
India, the country does not face
a crisis on the external front,
according to Ram Singh, an
external member on the Re-
serve Bank of India’s (RBI)
Monetary Policy Committee.
“All considered, I don’t share
the sense of alarm on rupee and
forex fronts,” Singh, also the
Director of Delhi School of
Economics, told Siddharth
Upasani in an interview.

On the monetary policy
front, Singh is of the view
that talk of interest rate hikes
are “not justified” at the cur-
rent juncture, with headline
retail inflation seen “comfort-
ably within” the central bank’s
2-6% tolerance band in FY27.
Edited excerpts:

The war is the latestina
series of shocks we have
faced this decade. Are
these repeated shocks
impacting India’s potential
growth?

They are, but they also help
us improve. If we respond to
the current situation by making
the transition towards renew-
able energy consumption, by
reducing our asymmetric de-
pendence on the rest of the
world for energy and other key
inputs such as critical minerals
and metals, build on the use of
digital infrastructure to im-
prove penetration of institu-
tional credit, and prepare our-

selvestoadopt Al applications,
we can expect significant pro-
ductivity increases and a com-
mensurate increase in our
growth potential.

The high-growth phase of
2002-2012 saw high retail infla-
tion of 5-11% and overleveraged
corporatebalance sheets, lead-
ing to the twin balance-sheet
problem. This, in turn, induced
the bad loan crisis. Today, we
have slightly lower growth
rates, but verylow inflation and
very healthy corporate balance
sheets. This shows our poten-
tial growth rateis atleast 8%, as
7%-plusisbeingachieved with-
out heating the economy. And
we know why that might be the
case: infrastructure upgrades
have brought down logistics
costs, and the use of IT in gov-
ernance and the private sector,
for example, have led to im-
proved productivity and
growth potential. This shock
canmake useven stronger ifwe
respond well to this by fixing
some of the structural issues.

What do you make of the
speculation about the need
toraise capital from
abroad?

The situation today is vastly
different from 2013 when the
RBI had introduced the special
swap window for FCNR(B) de-
posits. In 2013, US interest rates
were near 0% whereas today US
yields are significantly higher
at 4.4%, making it costly for us

. EXPRESS
Intervicw

RAMSINGH

EXTERNAL MEMBER, MPC;
DIRECTOR, DSE

toraise capital from abroad. As
such, in my view, there is no
need for such measures.

Our forexreservestoday are
around three times compared
to0 2013. We can look forward to
reaping the benefits of FTAs
that have been signed. There
are indications that service sec-
tor exports will continue to do
well. The conditions for foreign
investmentin corporate bonds
and foreign exchange manage-
mentregulations have been ra-
tionalised; we will see their im-
pact on foreign portfolio
inflows in the coming quarters.
So, I do not see the need for a
scheme like the FCNR(B) one of
2013.

There could have been a cri-
sis if we insisted the rupee not
cross 85 or 90-per-dollar. But
yielding on that front in itselfis
shock absorber. The one weak
point is our vulnerability to in-

e CORPORATEINDIA'S CAPEXRECOVERY REMAINS UNEVEN

Private sector capex, a key driver of the country's investment cycle, continues to lag. While
listed corporate capex showed signs of recovery in the post pandemic period, the rebound
has been concentrated within a narrow segment of corporate India.

® Private corporate capex is expected to remain
cautiousin FY27, amid elevated geopolitical uncer-

tainty, according to the report.

Corporates have deleveraged with

increased profitability
® Netdebt toequity, LHS

® Net profitto GDP, RHS

® Pressure from China’s offloading of excess indus-
trial capacity, which is weighing on pricing power and

investment appetite will further dampen sentiment.

China'srising export competitiveness

could hinder India's capex cyclerecovery

® Chinaexport price/

® China/world
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India, Oman todecide FTA timeline
soon: both sides to meet in Delhi

Mukesh Jagota
New Delhi, May 10

INDIA AND Oman will start
talks from Monday tosort out re-
mainingirritantsand finalise the
date for making their Compre-
hensive Economic Partnership
Agreement (CEPA) operational,
an official has said. Earlier, both
sides were aiming for June 1 for
the Entry into Force of CEPA
that was signed on 18th De-
cember last year.

Also on Monday, Minister of
Foreign Affairs of Chile Fran-
cisco Perez Mackenna will hold
talks in New Delhi on trade and
related mattersasbothsidesare
actively working on concluding
negotiationsonaFTA.

In Chile, international trade
negotiations are led by an office
under the foreign ministry and
Mackennaarrived in New Delhi
on Sunday. The negotiations on
CEPA between Indiaand Oman
that started in November 2023
and concluded in December
2025 with the signing of the
agreement. The agreement was
ratified by Oman through a
Royal decree in February.

Foreign Minister and Deputy
Trade Minister Paula Estevez
Weinstein of Chileare alsobeing
accompanied by abusiness del-
egation. With Chile negotiations
on CEPA were launched on April
1,2025 and so far four rounds of
negotiations have been held.
Thelast round of talks were held

between December 1-52025. The
CEPA opensup zero-duty access
on 98.08% of tariff lines, cover-
ing 99.38% of India’s exports to
Oman. Inreturn, Indiawill open
up77% ofitstarifflines for Oman
thatwill cover 94% of its total ex-
ports to India. While the tariffs
on most products will straight
away drop in zero, petrochemi-
cals will see the reductionina
phased manner.

While being a regular trade
agreement on most fronts, the
FTA with Chile also differs from
themasboth sideshavedecided
to include a chapter on critical
mineralsinthe agreement. With
Chile, India has already devel-
oped a bilateral mechanism on
critical minerals. FE

Asofnow, it
(rate hiketalks)
isoverthetop.
Whetheryoulook
at thelatest
pricedataor
the projected
inflation trajectory,
rate hike concerns
are notjustified,
inmyview

crease in crude oil prices. We
saw this week on May 6 that a
fall in crude oil prices led to
rupee strengthening signifi-
cantly by 60-70 paise. This sug-
gests that post West-Asia con-
flict, we can expect the rupee to
strengthen. All considered, I
don’t share the sense of alarm
on rupee and forex fronts.

There are some
predictions that the repo
rate could beincreasedin
2026.

Asof now, it (rate hike talks)
is over the top. Whether you
look at the latest price data or
the projected inflation trajec-
tory, rate hike concerns are not
justified, in my view. CPI infla-
tion is forecast at 4.6% for FY27,
comfortably within the toler-
ance band. These concerns are
also misplaced because of two
sets of developments on the ex-

Don’t share sense of alarm on
rupee, forex: MPC’s Ram Singh

ternal front.

One: the West Asia conflict
prolongingis notin the interest
of any country, including the
nationsinvolved in the conflict.
In the US, for instance, retail
gasoline prices and airfares
have gone up, 10-year bond
yields have spiked to 4.4% from
3.97% on February 27.

These factors, along with
political economy consider-
ations, should encourage the
countries involved to work out
adeal sooner rather than later.

Two: even today, when our
resilience isbeing stress-tested,
forex reserves of $691 billion are
not far from the all-time high of
$728 billion. Moreover, press-
ure on the rupee will not be
there absent this crisis because
we have worked out FTAs with
37 countries whose benefits will
accrue in the coming months
through trade and investment
channels.

Absent crude oil and its
short-term consequences, we
are in a good position.

How would you rate the
economy if GDP growth
inFY27is, say 6.5%, and
inflation averages under
5%?

Given the supply-side
shock, that’s very much accept-
able. We will still be the fastest
growing major economy with
limited increase in prices.

FULLINTERVIEW ON
WWW.INDIANEXPRESS.COM

Pvt capex jumps 67%
toRs 7.7 lakh cr: CII

ENS Economic Bureau
New Delhi, May 10

INDIA'S PRIVATE capital expen-
diture surged 67% year-on-year
toRs7.71akh crorein September
2025, signallinga decisiverevival
intheinvestment cycle, industry
body Confederation of Indian
Industry (CII) said, urging firms
to step up support measures to
help the economy navigate the
ongoing West Asia crisis.

CII’s analysis of nearly 1,200
companies from the CMIE
Prowess database showed pri-
vate sector investment—
measured through annual
changes in net fixed assets and
capital workin progress—rising
sharply fromRs4.61akh crorein
September 2024 to Rs 7.7 lakh

RBL ECB sig

George Mathew
Mumbai, May 10

THE RESERVE Bank of India
(RBI) and the European Central
Bank (ECB) on Sunday signed a
Memorandum of Understand-
ing(MoU) on cooperationinthe
field of central banking.

The MoU, which updates
the previous MoU of 2015,
providesaframework for aregu-
larexchange of information, pol-
icy dialogue and technical coop-
eration between the two
institutions in areas of mutual
interest in the field of central
banking.

It was signed by Sanjay Mal-
hotra, RBI Governor and Chris-
tine Lagarde, President of the
ECB. The signing took place on

| the margins of the Bank for In-

Special tax drive launched as revenues slow

Prasanta Sahu
New Delhi, May 10

WITH FISCAL pressures
mounting due to rising com-
mitted expenditure and a slow-
down in revenue growth, the
government has stepped up the
tax recovery drive.

As per official sources, the
Income Tax Department hasdi-
rected field officers to intensify
the recovery of confirmed
and undisputed tax demands,
strengthen monitoring of large
non-compliant taxpayers and
improve demand management.

Under the project termed
the Central Action Plan for
2026-27, the department has
specifically asked officers to

prioritise recovering Rs 2.57
lakh crore in demands upheld
by the Commissioner of In-
come Tax (Appeals) in FY26.
Special teams are being set up
to pursue top arrear cases and
analyse tax trends sectorally.
The tax officers also have toen-
sure promptrefunds and better
taxpayer outreach to improve
compliance and minimise rev-
enue leakages.

The Centre has set a direct
tax collections target of Rs26.97
lakh crore in FY27, an increase
of more than 15% over the ac-
tual receipts of Rs 23.4 lakh
crorein FY26.In FY26, direct tax
receipts fell short of the revised
estimates of Rs 24.211akh crore
by Rs 80,594 crore. The West

Asia conflict has cast a shadow
on fiscal maths, and weaker rev-
enues could further complicate
the situation in FY27. A major
concern for the department is
the weak pace of cash recovery
despite a substantial reduction
in outstanding arrears.

During 2025-26, the depart-
ment achieved 150% of its tar-
get for reduction of arrear de-
mand—Rs 12.33 lakh crore
against a target of Rs 8.24 lakh
crore—largely through rectifi-
cations and appellate orders.
However, actual cash collection
stood at only Rs 85,000 crore
against a target of Rs 5.04 lakh
crore, translating into an
achievement of just17%. Toim-
prove recoveries, the depart-

ment directed all assessing of-
ficers to classify the top 1,000
unclassified arrear demand en-
tries into “Net Collectible De-
mand” and “Demand Difficult
to Recover” by July 15.

The scale of pendingunclas-
sified demand remains massive.

AsofMarch 31,2026, unclas-
sified tax demands above Rs 50
lakh stood at Rs 7.88 lakh crore
across1.24lakh demand entries,
while smaller demand entries
accounted for another Rs 1.33
lakh crore. Mumbai alone ac-
counted for Rs 1.65 1akh crore of
large unclassified demands, fol-
lowed by Delhi at Rs 1.211akh
crore. The action plan has also
expanded monitoring of large
defaulters. FE

crore a year later.

Manufacturingaccounted for
nearly half the investment at Rs
3.8lakh crore,led by metals, auto-
mobiles and chemicals, while
services contributed Rs 3.11akh
crore, driven by trading, com-
municationsand I'T/ITeS sectors.

“The 67% jump in private
capex to Rs 7.7 lakh crore is the
most important signal yet that
India’s investment cycle has
decisively turned,” said CII Di-
rector General Chandrajit Ba-
nerjee.

He said the scale and spread
of investments across sectors
were unlike anything seen in
more than adecade.

Supporting indicators also
pointed to strengthening cor-
porate activity. FE

Electricity grid struggles to
absorb surplus solar power
despite record demand

® Solar curtailment due to
grid constraints
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Note: TRAS is Tertiary Reserves Ancillary
Services; Source: Grid India

April solar curtailment surged nearly 74% over the combined
curtailment recorded in January-March.

REUTERS

Pratyush Deep
New Delhi, May 10

EVEN AStheelectricitydemand
touched record highs in April
amid an early summer heat-
wave, the country’s grid cur-
tailed an average 23 gigawatt-
hours (GWh) of solar power
every day — enough to meet
around one-fourth of New
Delhi’s needs for a day.

Curtailment refers to in-
stances when grid operators ask
renewable energy plants to re-
duce generation to maintain sys-
tem stability.

Data from Grid Controller of
India (Grid India) shows April
solar curtailment surged nearly
74% over the combined curtail-
ment recorded during January-

tory ceiling of Rs 10 perunitdur-
ing night-time hours, before
crashing to around Rs 1.5 per
unitduringthe day —highlight-
ing the widening gap between
abundant daytime solar supply
and tighter evening demand
conditions.

Curtailment dueto
grid concerns

While renewable energy
sources, like solar, enjoy “must-
run” statusin India, they cansstill
be backed down on grounds of
grid security and system safety.
Onesuch mechanismis Emerg-
ency TRAS, underwhich the Na-
tional Load Dispatch Centre can
direct inter-state transmission
system (ISTS)-connected renew-
able energy projects to reduce

March, underscoring generation during sys-
growing stress on the tem-wide emergency
power system despite ris- conditions to maintain
ing daytime demand. grid stability. Itactsasthe

At least 693.81 GWh ) third layer of grid control
of solar power was cur- after primary and sec-
tailed in April, compared ondary reserve re-

t0 399.34 GWh during the first
three months of the year com-
bined, according to Grid India
data. Earlier, a report by think
tank Ember also found that a
total 0f 2,300 GWh of solar power
curtailed under a mechanism
called Emergency Tertiary Re-
serves Ancillary Services (TRAS)
- down between late May, when
reporting started and December
2025, with 900 GWh in October
alone.

The curtailment came de-
spite noreported shortages dur-
ing daytime peak hours, under-
lining both the crucial role solar
played in meeting daytime de-
mand and the scale of surplus
generation that still went un-
used. The glut of daytime solar
generation was also reflected in
power markets. Spot prices on
the Indian Energy Exchange in
April repeatedly hit the regula-

n MoU on banking

RBI Governor Sanjay Malhotra and ECB President Christine Lagarde

signed the MoU on Sunday.

ternational Settlements meet-
ings in Basel. “It is important
that we sustain global cooper-
ation, and I am pleased to sign

RBI

this MoU together with Gov-
ernor Malhotra as a sign of our
continued dialogue with the
RBI,” Lagarde said.

Markets to track West Asia
war; may remain volatile

New Delhi: Markets are ex-
pected to remain sensitive to
geopolitical developments this
week, with investor attention
firmly focused on events sur-
rounding the ongoing US-Iran
situation and crude oil prices,
analysts said.

Besides, the rupee-dollar
trend and trading activity of
foreign investors would in-
fluence trading in the markets,
they noted.

“Markets this week are ex-
pected toremain highly volatile
and largely driven by geopoliti-
cal headlines, with investor at-
tention firmly focused on devel-
opments surrounding the

epaper.indiaﬁexprea.cnm .. .

ongoing US-Iransituation,” Pon-
mudi R, CEO, Enrich Money, an
online trading and wealth tech
firm, said. Brent crude oil will re-
mainacritical macrovariable for
market direction, he said.

Inflation data announce-
ments during the week would
also guide markets’ movement,
an expert said.

Siddhartha Khemka, Head
of Research, Wealth Manage-
ment, Motilal Oswal Financial
Services, said, “Indian equities
are expected to remain highly
sensitive to geopolitical devel-
opmentsinthe near term, with
marketslikely totrade within a
broader range. PTI

New Delhi

sponses. Itis triggered when ad-
ditionalinterventionisrequired
to prevent instability.

Since renewable energy
plants can rapidly reduce out-
put, they are frequently used for
down regulation under Emerg-
ency TRAS. Unlike other forms
of curtailment, generators
backed down under this mech-
anism get financial compensa-
tion for loss of generation.
Analysis of Grid India data
shows curtailment under
Emergency TRAS averaged 15.76
GWh/day in April.

On April 5 alone, solar cur-
tailment under the mechanism
touched 80.5 GWh — enough
electricity tomeetdaily needs of
hilly stateslike Uttarakhand and
Himachal Pradesh. Overall, cur-
tailment in April was about
73.5% higher than the combined
curtailmentrecorded Januaryto

March, highlighting the growing
stresson the grid amid rising re-
newable energy penetration.

Technical constraint

Apart from emergency
TRAS-down events, data from
Grid India also shows significant
renewable energy curtailment
insolar-rich stateslike Rajasthan
and Gujaratduetotechnicaland
transmission constraints, in-
cluding transmission overload-
ingand heavy underdrawl.

In April, an average of 7.36
GWh of solar power was cur-
tailed every day due to such
technical reasons, compared to
a combined daily average of 1.4
GWh during January, February
and March — an increase of
nearly 75%. A major share of it
was linked to heavy under-drawl
in Gujarat, as per Grid India.

In Rajasthan, the operator
cited overloading of intercon-
necting transformers as a key
factor behind the backingdown
of renewable energy generation.
“The under-drawl problem can
happen due to a sudden dip in
demand, whichis generally seen
during unseasonal rainfall
events or when manufacturing
activity slows. However, this is
usually a short-term phenom-
enon unless such conditions
persist for a longer duration,” a
senior official aware of the
matter told The Indian Express.

The official also underlined
the need to accelerate trans-
mission infrastructure to mini-
mise renewable energy curtail-
ment. “The Ministry of Power
and the Central Transmission
Utility are working in this direc-
tion,” the official said.

Queries sent to the Ministry
of New and Renewable Energy
remained unanswered till the
time of filing this report.

FULLREPORTON
WWW.INDIANEXPRESS.COM

ADB CHIEF ECONOMIST
‘Crude oil prices likely to
stay higher for longer’

New Delhi: Crude oil prices
are likely to stay higher for
longer due to the disruption
caused by the longer-than-ex-
pected West Asia crisis, accord-
ing to Asian Development
Bank’s (ADB) Chief Economist
Albert Park.

“With a higher oil price ex-
pectation, we actually have it
as $96 per barrel as average for
2026 as per the new reference
scenario. It should stay elev-
ated at $80 per barrel in 2027.
So, our idea is that the oil
prices are likely to stay higher
for longer,” the chief econ-
omist said.

Future prices are showing
higher prices farther out into
next year than they did before,
he said.

Speaking about the impact
of the ongoing West Asia crisis
on India, Park said it is going
to shave off 0.6% from the GDP
growth, bringing it to 6.3%, and
stoke inflation significantly in
the current financial year.

The ADB in April projected
the country’s GDP growth tore-
main “robust” at 6.9% in the
current fiscal, and rise to 7.3%
in the next fiscal.

With regard to inflation,
ADB had projected 4.5% for the
current fiscal.

For India, Park said, “We do
find that growth would be lower
by 0.6% (FY27). Thisisbased on
our model scenario. But it
would not negatively affect
growth next year. India would
kind of bounce back next.” In-
flation would increase by 2.4%

. thisyearto 6.9%, he said. PTI

Aramco CEQO
warns1bnbarrels
lost will slow il
marketrecovery

Dubai: The world haslost about
1 billion barrels of oil over
the past two months and
energy markets will take time
to stabilise even if flows re-
sume, Saudi Aramco’s Chief
Executive Officer said on Sun-
day, as shipping disruptions
choke traffic through the Strait
of Hormuz.

“Our objective is simple:
keep energy flowing, even
when the system is under
strain,” Amin Nasser told
Reuters in a statement after
Aramcoreported a25%jumpin
net profit in its first-quarter.

Global energy supplies have
been sharply squeezed by Iran’s
blockade of the Strait of Hor-
muz, which has curtailed ship-
ping and driven prices higher
following the US-Israeli war.

“Reopening routesisnotthe
same as normalizing a market
that hasbeen deprived of about
one billion barrels of oil,”
Nasser said, adding that years
of underinvestment have com-
pounded the strain on already-
low global inventories.

Despite shifts in shipping
routes, Nasser reiterated that
Asiaremained akey priority for
the company and was central to
global demand. REUTERS
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No detours

A TVK government with aligned parties
was the only viable post-poll outcome

T he Tamilaga Vettri Kazhagam (TVK) and

its leader C. Joseph Vijay, who was sworn

in as Chief Minister along with nine Minis-
ters from the party on Sunday, took the shortest
and straightest route to power. Falling 10 seats
short of the 118-seat majority mark, the TVK se-
cured the support of four ideologically aligned
parties — the Congress (five MLAs), CPI(M), CPI,
and Viduthalai Chiruthaigal Katchi, or VCK (two
each) — with the [IUML’s two MLAs taking the tally
to 121. The TVK had, soon after its formation,
sought to position the Congress and the VCK as
ideological partners; that it has now drawn sup-
port from them and the Left and the IUML, even
though they contested within the Dravida Mun-
netra Kazhagam-led coalition, is therefore not
out of place. The alternative mooted by AIADMK
leaders, and endorsed by some DMK leaders — an
AIADMK government propped up by the DMK —
would have been an immoral exercise. In any
case, outgoing Chief Minister M.K. Stalin was
against such a farcical twist. Meanwhile, by de-
manding written proof of 118 MLAs’ support be-
fore inviting the TVK, the single largest party, to
form the government, Governor Rajendra Arle-
kar ignored the Sarkaria Commission framework
— which prioritises the single largest party with
outside support next only to a pre-poll alliance —
and the Supreme Court’s ruling in Rameshwar
Prasad (2006) that only the floor of the House
can test a Ministry’s strength.

The Congress, for its part, jumped at the offer
opportunistically, pledging support to the TVK
and committing to an alliance for local, Assembly
and parliamentary elections. That it would so ca-
sually jeopardise a decades-old alliance with the
DMK is unsurprising. The party contested the
2026 elections half-heartedly, divided at the top,
and that ambivalence showed in its returns: in
the 28 seats it contested, it polled just 28% of the
vote — the second-lowest share within the DMK-
led coalition; only the late-entrant DMDK did
worse. It was also short-sighted, given that this al-
liance helped the INDIA bloc win all 39 Lok Sabha
seats in Tamil Nadu in 2024. The Left and VCK
lent support to the TVK while citing the need for
a stable government and reiterating their part-
nership with the DMK against communal forces.
The elections produced Tamil Nadu’s first hung
verdict in decades, and the response to it was a
test of constitutional propriety and political cha-
racter. Despite an avoidable delay, a TVK-led go-
vernment has eventually taken charge. It is now
incumbent upon Mr. Vijay to build on the founda-
tions laid by Dravidian governments, under
whose stewardship Tamil Nadu has emerged as
one of the front-runners of the Indian economy
by prioritising industrial development and socio-
economic equity.

Cost to access

The opportunity cost of accessing
medical care remains high

he Union Labour Ministry has an-
T nounced that it will provide a free annual

health check-up to workers aged 40 years
or more, following an existing provision in the
new Labour Codes. The programme will be im-
plemented through the Employees’ State Insu-
rance Corporation (ESIC). For workers in hazar-
dous conditions, such as handling toxic
chemicals or operating heavy machinery, check-
ups are mandatory; if illness is detected, ESIC
hospitals and dispensaries will provide free treat-
ment. India already has a few workers’ health
obligations on paper, including under the Facto-
ries Act 1948 (only within factories), the ESI Act
1948, and the Occupational Safety, Health and
Working Conditions (OSH) Code 2020. The new
programme will be financed through the well-en-
dowed ESI fund, although the government is still
shoring up the number of beds and doctors avail-
able via PMJAY-empanelled facilities. At this time,
operational evidence suggests that insured work-
ers will be the main beneficiaries.

Commendable though the initiative is, its suc-
cess is not guaranteed. At present, only around 31
crore of 94 crore workers are on the e-Shram por-
tal, whose integration with ESIC is still in its early
stages in many States. Labour Minister Mansukh
Mandaviya also failed to address how a woman
working in a garment home unit or as a domestic
worker could access the longer maternity leave if
she has no ‘employer’. Annual check-ups for wo-
men also warrant specific medical staff needs
whereas many ESIC camps are crowded and
dominated by men. As with many of its predeces-
sors, the programme does not address the oppor-
tunity costs of accessing health care, forcing
workers to continue contending with lost wages.
An ESIC facility may also refer a worker to anoth-
er centre if it lacks the resources for specific tests,
leading to repeat visits and added time and cost.
The new programme focuses predominantly on
non-communicable diseases such as diabetes
and hypertension. Heat-related illnesses are not
explicitly recognised as occupational diseases
under the ESI Act whereas construction and agri-
culture workers are most at risk of them. Waste-
pickers and sanitation workers on the other hand
face greater risk of infectious diseases such as he-
patitis and leptospirosis. The scheme offers
screening but does not mandate proactive vacci-
nation. The government must meet workers
where they are, through mobile occupational
health units and — as the OSH Code 2020 stipu-
lates for organised workers — at their places of
work, and provide tokens to compensate them
for time spent on check-ups. Otherwise, any
scheme of this nature will not improve upon the
already deficient system.

CM
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The

he Tamil Nadu Assembly election

verdict of 2026 was decisive. The

Tamilaga Vettri Kazhagam (TVK),

contesting its first election, emerged as
the single largest party with 108 seats in a House
of 234. The ruling Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam
(DMK) was reduced to 59. The All India Anna
Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (AIADMK) won 47.
TVK founder, C. Joseph Vijay, had defeated the
two Dravidian parties that had ruled Tamil Nadu
uninterrupted for 59 years between them. The
voter had spoken plainly. Lok Bhavan listened
selectively.

Governor Rajendra Vishwanath Arlekar
refused to invite the leader of the single largest
party to form the government. Instead, he
demanded signed letters from 118 Members of the
Legislative Assembly (MLA) before he would
administer the oath. Mr. Vijay went to the Lok
Bhavan three times, and each time he was sent
back. Last-minute support from the Viduthalai
Chiruthaigal Katchi (VCK) and the Indian Union
Muslim League (IUML) eventually took the tally to
121. The Governor then graciously consented. The
swearing-in was fixed for May 10 and the
Governor has further directed the Chief Minister
to seek a vote of confidence on or before May 13.
Every step of this exercise is constitutionally
wrong. The errors are not minor. They go to the
foundation of parliamentary democracy in the
States.

What the Governor is required to do

The Governor’s function on the morrow of an
election is narrow and well settled. He is to
identify the person most likely to command the
confidence of the House and invite that person to
be sworn in. He is not a returning officer. He is
not an arithmetic tutor. He has no business
demanding that a Chief Minister-designate
produce a signed muster roll before allowing him
to take the oath.

The Sarkaria Commission of 1988, the
Venkatachaliah Commission of 2002, and the
Punchhi Commission of 2010 were unanimous on
the order of preference. The single largest
pre-poll alliance comes first. The single largest
party that stakes a claim and can form a stable
government comes next. Pre-poll combinations
command priority because the voter knows what
he is voting for. This sequence has been
honoured in the breach in Goa, Manipur,
Karnataka, Maharashtra, and now Tamil Nadu.
The breaches have been remarkably one-sided.

In Goa in 2017, Governor Mridula Sinha invited
the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), which had 13
seats in a House of 40, ahead of the Congress,
which had 17. In the same year, in Manipur, the
BJP with 21 seats was preferred over the Congress

Governor who forgot his job
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with 28. In 2018, in Karnataka (a House of 224),
Governor Vajubhai Vala invited the BJP with 104
seats and gave it 15 days to assemble a majority,
ignoring a written letter from a Congress-Janata
Dal(S) post-poll alliance with 115.

In every one of those cases the BJP was the
beneficiary of an expansive reading of
gubernatorial discretion. In Tamil Nadu, where
the BJP is not a contender and the Centre’s
preferred regional partner has been routed, the
doctrine has suddenly contracted. The Governor
now demands proof of an absolute majority
before he will issue an invitation at all. This is not
principle. It is partisanship dressed up as
prudence.

There have been minority governments

The Governor seems to have forgotten that
minority governments are a familiar feature of
Indian parliamentary practice. On May 16, 1996,
the BJP’s Atal Bihari Vajpayee was sworn in by
President Shankar Dayal Sharma and given 13
days to prove a majority he never possessed. He
resigned on May 28 without facing a vote. Nobody
suggested that he should not have been sworn in.
P.V. Narasimha Rao governed for five years at the
head of a minority Congress government and
survived a no-confidence motion in July 1993 by a
single vote. H.D. Deve Gowda and I.K. Gujral led
minority United Front governments at the Centre.
In 2004, the first ministry of the Congress’s
Manmohan Singh was a minority arrangement
that ran a full term with outside support.

The constitutional test has never been the
production of signatures in advance at
Rashtrapati Bhavan/Lok Bhavan. The only testing
ground is the floor of the House. A government
continues so long as it has not lost a motion of no
confidence. That is the essence of Article 164(2)
and the convention that flows from it.

The Governor’s demand that Mr. Vijay produce
signed letters from a majority before being sworn
in is, therefore, an invention. No provision of the
Constitution requires it. No commission has
recommended it. No precedent supports it.
Anyone who wished to challenge Mr. Vijay’s claim
was free to bring a motion of no-confidence on
the floor of the House. The MLAs would then
have voted on the record, with their constituents
watching. That is how parliamentary democracy
is supposed to work.

Equally objectionable is the direction that a
vote of confidence be taken on or before May 13.
The convention is that a newly sworn-in Chief
Minister addresses the House at its first session;
the address is debated, and the government’s
majority is tested in the ordinary course. To
compress this into 72 hours is to invite the
conduct the anti-defection law was meant to

suppress. A three-day deadline signals to
disgruntled legislators, and to those willing to do
business with them, that the window for
horse-trading is open but short. It is an invitation,
written in the Governor’s own hand, to the kind
of resort politics this country has seen too often.

The Karnataka episode of 2018 made this point
unambiguously. The Supreme Court of India,
hearing the matter at midnight, held that a 15-day
window to prove a majority was an invitation to
engineered defections. The remedy then was to
compress the timetable to a single day. That
remedy was tailored to a Governor who had
wrongly invited a party that did not have the
numbers. It cannot be inverted into a doctrine
that the single largest party, which has staked its
claim and produced support letters, must prove
its majority within 72 hours of taking office.

What the Supreme Court must now say

The Court has had many opportunities, in S.R.
Bommai 1994), Rameshwar Prasad (2006) and
the Karnataka order of 2018, to lay down the law
on gubernatorial discretion in government
formation. It has, on each occasion, gone part of
the way. The time has come to go all the way.

Three propositions must be settled. First, the
Governor’s task is to identify the person most
likely to command confidence. He must follow
the order of preference set out by the Sarkaria,
Venkatachaliah and Punchhi Commissions. He
has no power to demand pre-swearing-in proof of
an absolute majority. Second, a minority
government, like any other, falls only on the floor
of the House. Third, the convention that the first
session of a new Assembly tests the government’s
majority in the ordinary course should be
replaced by requiring the Opposition to bring in a
motion of no confidence if they so desire.
Ordering a confidence vote is anathema. Minority
governments will die before they are born. The
only democratic way is a no-confidence vote with
debate on why a government needs to be thrown
out.

A sworn-in government must be allowed to
debate and defend its record on governance, on
the floor of the House. In a fresh House, the
threat of dissolution is the strongest discipline
against defection. An MLA who has just won a
five-year term is reluctant to risk a fresh election.
If a government is allowed to settle, prove its
majority on the floor in the normal course, and
govern, the cost of pulling it down rises sharply.

The Governors of India are appointed at the
pleasure of the President of India. They are not
elected. The least the country can ask is that they
remember at whose pleasure they hold office,
and whose mandate they are bound to respect. It
is the voter’s. Not the Centre’s.

Advancing India-South Korea defence innovation ties

1973, India and South Korea have

maintained defence ties. Their first formal
agreement, the 2005 MoU on Defence Industry
and Logistics, promoted cooperation in
production, research and development, and
procurement. Subsequently, they signed separate
five-year memoranda of understanding on
defence cooperation and defence research and
development (R&D) in 2010.

The first enabled exchanges of expertise,
training, visits and joint exercises, while the
second focused on emerging technologies such as
marine, electronics, and intelligent systems
through links between India’s Defence Research
and Development Organisation (DRDO) and the
South Korean defence industry. In 2015, the
partnership was elevated to a Special Strategic
Partnership.

Furthermore, the 2020 Roadmap for Defence
Industries Cooperation expanded engagements
into key areas, such as land, naval, aero, and
guided weapon systems, along with investments
and technology transfer in India’s defence
industrial corridors. A notable outcome of this
partnership is the K9 Vajra-T self-propelled
artillery system, manufactured in India by Larsen
& Toubro (L&T) and Hanwha Aerospace, South
Korea under the ‘Make in India’ initiative, whose
success led to a follow-on production contract.

S ince establishing diplomatic relations in

The new platform

On April 20, 2026, at the India-South Korea
Summit between Prime Minister Narendra Modi
and President Lee Jae Myung, a new defence
innovation platform called the Korea-India
Defence Accelerator (KIND-X) was announced.

As part of the Joint Strategic Vision, KIND-X
aims to connect businesses, incubators, investors,
defence start-ups, and universities from both
sides. KIND-X is not a new model of cooperation
for India.

It mirrors similar defence industrial innovation
bridges with the United States under INDUS-X
(India-U.S. Defense Acceleration Ecosystem) and
with France under FRIND-X (France-India
Defence Startup Excellence). There have also
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been suggestions to create an INDUS-X-like model
with South Korea. Drawing on these existing
models, KIND-X is expected to be led by South
Korea’s Defense Acquisition Program
Administration (DAPA) and India’s Defence
Innovation Organisation (DIO). Both countries
run defence innovation programmes to
strengthen their defence start-up ecosystems,
such as South Korea’s specialised innovation
enterprise system and India’s Innovations for
Defence Excellence (iDEX).

According to India’s Ministry of External
Affairs special briefing on April 20, 2024, KIND-X
is expected to align with the 2020 Roadmap for
Defence Industries Cooperation.

What can be unlocked

What can KIND-X unlock? KIND-X can emerge as
the “defence innovation bridge”, expanding
defence R&D, innovation, co-development and
co-production, involving startups, investors,
universities, academia, and think tanks,
essentially creating a joint defence innovation
and industrial ecosystem from both countries.
This may involve release of joint challenges and
grants by DAPA and DIO for their respective
startups to innovate defence technologies in the
areas envisaged under the 2020 road map.

It may facilitate access to testing facilities
through universities and laboratories in both
countries, promote joint certification and
standardisation processes, and support
accelerator and incubator programmes
connecting investors and innovators from both
sides. It may also include workshops to help
stakeholders navigate each other’s markets and
production systems. These workshops can
address export control regimes, funding models
for defence production, and intellectual property
and licensing requirements related to technology
transfer for co-production and co-development.

An annual summit, similar to the INDUS-X
summit, could convene high-level representatives
from defence ministries, industry, universities,
think tanks, and academia in Seoul, New Delhi,
and other industrial hubs. The KIND-X summit
could also convene Track 1.5 dialogues to

emphasise the strategic rationale for bilateral
defence cooperation, foster networking, and
periodically assess progress on deliverables
under the initiative.

The success of KIND-X will depend on
leveraging existing co-production ventures such
as the K9 Vajra-T howitzers by L&T and Hanwha
Aerospace to create templates for future defence
projects. It will connect South Korea’s innovation
clusters in Changwon, Daejeon, and Gumi with
India’s defence corridors in Tamil Nadu and Uttar
Pradesh, and with aerospace hubs in Bengaluru,
Chennai, and Hyderabad. Involving major firms
such as Hyundai, L&T, Tata Advanced Systems
Limited, Mahindra, Bharat Forge, Hanwha, LIG,
and Kangnam, alongside start-ups and R&D
ecosystems, can further expand linkages.

As an innovation bridge

The launch of KIND-X as a defence innovation
bridge signals both governments’ keenness to
unlock their respective deep-tech innovation
ecosystems to develop dual-use technologies.
With deepening ties across other strategic sectors
such as shipbuilding, artificial intelligence, space,
critical minerals, and semiconductors, KIND-X
can complement and draw on convergences in
these sectors for defence.

Aligning with India’s Defence Forces Vision
2047 and South Korea’s Defence Innovation 4.0
strategy, and co-investing in emerging and future
technologies will be key to making this initiative
forward-looking. Potential areas under KIND-X
include Artificial Intelligence platforms for
military applications, autonomous weapon
systems and robotics, joint development of
satellites for space-based intelligence,
surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR), Space
Situational Awareness (SSA), communication and
navigation, critical mineral supply chains, and
defence semiconductor fabs. Given both
countries’ growing defence exports, KIND-X can
emerge as an important facilitator.

The onus is now upon both defence ministries
to curate tangible deliverables under KIND-X,
clarifying its steering template, funding
mechanisms and areas of joint innovation.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Political platform

Mamata Banerjee’s opinion
that a new ‘united platform
against the BJP’ is to be
created appears untimely.
Her wishful thinking can
only be attributed to the
rise of the Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) in West Bengal.
When she speaks of the new
‘united platform’, she
intentionally or otherwise

formed by various
fight the BJP.

own role in the said

Delhi only.
P.R\V. Raja,
Pandalam, Kerala

ignores the INDI Alliance
Opposition parties solely to
It is for her to recollect her
alliance. One is also not

quite sure if she wanted the
new platform in Bengal and

In Tamil Nadu

After a long impasse,
prolonged uncertainty, and
a gruelling wait,
actor-politician C. Joseph
Vijay secured the required
support of MLAs to attain a
simple majority and was
sworn in as the Chief
Minister of Tamil Nadu.
There is both satisfaction
and anxiety on his face as

he assumes the immense
responsibility of governing a
State that has made
significant developmental
strides while also
confronting serious
challenges ahead. His
biggest challenge will be
fulfilling the many promises
made in his election
manifesto.

It remains to be seen how

he will deliver on them
without imposing additional
taxes or increasing debt,
especially when the scope
for reducing expenditure
through austerity measures
appears limited.

People voted for him not
only because of his
contribution to Tamil
cinema, but also because of
the promises he made to

women, youth, and the
wider public.

The first year of his tenure
will shed light on whether
his performance is effective
or disappointing.

M.Y. Shariff,

Chennai

Letters emailed to
letters@thehindu.co.in

must carry the postal address
and the full name.
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The insidious return of separate electorates

ew communities would

have a greater right to

rue the ascendance of

Hindutva politics on the
national stage than the largest
minority of the country. However,
now it seems that all those who
believe in a pluralistic polity too
have grave cause for concern. It
stems from the results of the
Assam State Assembly elections.
Of the 102 members in the ruling
dispensation led by the Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP), none is a
Muslim. While this is unsettling, it
wasn’t entirely unpredictable
considering that, for the past five
years, the Narendra Modi
government has had the dubious
distinction of not having a single
Muslim Minister, or even an MP at
the Centre. What is distressing
now is the stark communal
segregation in the State Assembly
of Assam. While the ruling party
has no space for the Muslims of
the State, who comprise 34% of
the population, the Opposition is
going in the opposite direction.
The leading Opposition party, the
Congress, has 19 MLAs in the
Assembly, 18 of whom are
Muslims. Throw in another
Muslim MLA of its ally, the Raijor
Dal, which has two members in
the House, besides two legislators
of the All India United Democratic
Front (AIUDF) and one from the
Trinamool Congress, and you have
a unique but disturbing spectacle
of only Hindu MLAs on the
treasury benches and the
Opposition space being almost
entirely occupied by Muslim
legislators, all 22 of them. To even
write about it seems ugly and
distressing but that’s the reality of
new India, from religion-specific
residential colonies in urban India
and ghettoes in other social spaces
to now, watertight segregation on
the lines of religion in a State
Assembly.

Dangerous precedent

For years we have heard, and
experienced, that it is no longer
possible, in most cases, for a
Muslim to win from a largely
Hindu-dominated constituency.

.
Ziya Us Salam

Muslims need a
voice, but the
voice has to
come from
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political
spectrum, not
confined to a
single party

For instance, in the general
elections of 2024, most of the
Muslim winning candidates of the
Samajwadi party did so from seats
with a sizeable Muslim population.
Add to that the BJP’s oft repeated
emphasis on the ‘winnability
factor’ for denying tickets to the
largest minority. Now it seems we
could be heading for the reverse.
Hindus could be choosing only
Hindu representatives. Worse,
many are beginning to choose
ones who are manifestly so.
Hence, the victory of many BJP
candidates riding to victory
fuelled by hate speech,
interspersed with visits to various
temples. Hindus choosing Hindus.
Muslim choosing Muslims. Parties
giving tickets keeping the
demographics in mind. These are
the new roadblocks for a nation
built on a common electorate
transcending religion.

This takes one’s mind back to
the Morley-Minto Reforms of 1909
which introduced the concept of
the communal electorate. As the
British sought to quell the rising
tide of nationalism and the
demand for Swaraj (freedom),
seats were reserved on the lines of
religion for elections. While
thousands of Indians protested,
provincial elections based on
separate electorates continued till
the formation of the Constituent
Assembly.

In fact, the provincial elections
in 1946 were crucial as there were
talks of the forming of a
Constituent Assembly to frame the
Constitution of a nation which was
soon to be independent. At the
same time, there was an
increasingly vociferous demand
for a separate state of Pakistan by
the Muslim League.

Unsurprisingly but still
disturbingly, Muslims were asked
to vote for the Muslim League
because “a vote for the League
and Pakistan was a vote for Islam”.
The League’s fight with the
Congress was portrayed as a fight
between Islam and kufr
(non-belief). The lines of
communal othering were never
more distinct. Likewise, M.S.

Golwalkar attacked nationalist
Indians for “hugging to our bosom
our most inveterate enemies
(Muslims) and thus endangering
our very existence.” To be a
nationalist, you had to be
anti-Muslim, such was the belief
among a section of right-wing
Hindus. Much like many
right-wing Muslims who equated a
vote for the Congress with a vote
against Islam. In the elections, the
Muslim League swept the Muslim
seats, winning 87% of them. The
Congress, supposedly a
representative of non-Muslims,
won 90% of the general
non-Muslim seats. The die was
cast. The League emerged as the
loudest Muslim voice. The
Congress of the others. Never
mind that Jinnah called Khan
Abdul Ghaffar Khan “an
adversary”, and Maulana Abul
Kalam Azad, the “showboy of the
Congress”. One knows what
happened the next year.

Beyond one’s own voice

The Assam Assembly results with
only Hindus in the ruling alliance
and almost only Muslims in the
Opposition fill all those sworn to
the idea of India with trepidation.
One cannot allow separate
electorates to be sneaked in in
disguise, delimitation or
otherwise. True, the BJP has
almost made it a policy decision to
marginalise Muslims in
representative politics but for the
Congress to be whittled down to
the position of being the sole
spokesperson of Muslims is both
unfair and incomprehensible. The
repeat drubbing of the All India
Majlis-e-Ittehadul Muslimeen in
Bengal and the extremely limited
success of Badruddin Ajmal in
Assam speaks of a community
looking for voices beyond its own.
Almost only Muslims in the
Opposition amounts to the
political ghettoisation of the
community. Muslims need a voice,
but the voice has to come from
across the political spectrum, not
confined to a single party.
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Keralass fiscal worries

Amid worries of an empty treasury, UDF has vowed efficient tax administration

STATE OF PLAY

Tiki Rajwi
tiki.rajwi@thehindu.co.in
t his first press confe-
A rence after the Con-
gress-led United De-
mocratic Front’s (UDF)

landslide victory in the 2026
Assembly elections, V.D. Sath-
eesan, Kerala’s Opposition
Leader for the past five years,
claimed that the UDF had “in-
herited” a virtually empty
State treasury. A treasury so
bare that, Mr. Satheesan
quipped, a cat and her litter
had made it their home. Hu-
mour aside, the state of Kera-
la’s finances will be in sharp
focus as the new UDF govern-
ment takes office. The State’s
fiscal health and the Union’s
fiscal policies vis-a-vis Kerala
have been a dominant theme
that coursed through the 10-
year-rule of the Left Demo-
cratic Front (LDF) in Kerala. It
never strayed from the centre
of LDF-UDF interactions, and
has more often than not,
shaped the discourse of
Centre-State relations.

The tallest claims of the
Pinarayi Vijayan government
have been that it fast-forward-
ed development overcoming
aggressively hostile Union go-
vernment policies. Mr. Sathee-
san and the UDF have been vo-
cal critics of the Left’s fiscal
policy, and what they called
Mr. Vijayan’s dismal failure in
forcing the Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) government to
cede the State’s rightful share
of financial resources. The
UDF also bore down on the
Kerala Infrastructure Invest-
ment Fund Board (KIIFB), a
special purpose vehicle em-
ployed by the LDF govern-
ment on coming to power in
2016 to mobilise funds for
large-scale infrastructure pro-
jects. It questioned the LDF’s

KIIFB model, asserting that
off-budget borrowings made
through the KIIFB would hurl
the State into a debt crisis. The
UDF drew its ammunition
from multiple reports of the
Comptroller and Auditor Gen-
eral which warned that un-
controlled off-budget borrow-
ings would land Kerala in a
serious debt trap. The Central
government also frowned on
borrowings through the KI-
IFB, treating them as the State
government’s direct debt. In
January 2023, the Opposition
UDF published a white paper
on the State’s finances. The
document accused the LDF
government of plunging Kera-
la into a financial crisis and
‘toxic debt’ through misman-
agement, unbridled spending
and subpar tax collection.

Daunting challenge
K.N. Balagopal, the outgoing
Finance Minister, has refuted
Mr. Satheesan’s claims about
the UDF inheriting an empty
treasury from the LDF. Kerala
is now in a much better posi-
tion financially, and multiple
fiscal indicators, including the
debt-to-Gross State Domestic
Product (GSDP) ratio, testify to
this, according to him.
Nonetheless, reworking a
fiscal landscape shaped on
Left perspectives would be a
daunting task for whoever
takes charge as Kerala’s new
Finance Minister. The primary
job would be to keep the trea-
sury running smoothly. Kera-
la’s financial model is marked

by high expenditures on salar-
ies, pensions and interest pay-
ments and hefty spending on
social welfare. The limited
space for improving own-tax
revenues, negotiating the dy-
namics of Union fiscal policies
with respect to the State’s cur-
tailed borrowing space, and
the implications of the 16th Fi-
nance Commission awards
pose challenges. While Kera-
la’s divisible tax pool share has
risen from 1.92% to 2.382%,
the 16th FC has not recom-
mended revenue deficit
grants, sector-specific grants
or State-specific grants. The
Medium Term Fiscal Policy
document had noted that Ker-
ala faces fiscal stress from the
“cessation of the goods and
services tax (GST) compensa-
tion, revenue deficit grants,
reduction in central share of
taxes and declining assistance
from Centrally Sponsored
Schemes.” Needless to say,
mobilising additional revenue
would be a prime responsibili-
ty of the new government to
take the development jugger-
naut forward and fulfill the
five guarantees in its election
manifesto. For instance, the
UDF will be expected to make
good on its promise that the
monthly social welfare pen-
sions would be hiked to
%3,000. Currently at 32,000,
these pensions are paid out to
approximately 60 lakh peo-
ple. In his May 4 press confe-
rence, Mr. Satheesan pro-
mised “results” robust
financial management, -effi-
cient tax administration and
measures to fill the treasury.
At this juncture, it will not be
amiss to speculate whether
the new government would
choose to publish a white pap-
er on the state of the State fi-
nances. Perhaps, one would
not be untimely given the na-
ture of the claims that the peo-
ple of Kerala have been hear-
ing on the subject.

Prevalence of fake currency still a reality post-demonetisation

Gujarat accounted for more than half the value of counterfeit currency seizures between 2017 and 2024

DATA POINT

Sambavi Parthasarathy

n November 8, 2016,
0 Prime Minister Narendra

Modi announced the de-
monetisation of 31,000 and I500
notes with immediate effect, stat-
ing that the move would serve as a
major assault on black money,
counterfeit currencies, and cor-
ruption. The days that followed
the announcement saw public
panic with long queues at ATMs
and widespread economic disrup-
tion, particularly in the micro,
small and medium enterprises
(MSME). While the jury is still out
on the exercise’s impact on eradi-
cating black money and corrup-
tion, the latest ‘Crime in India’ re-
port of the National Crime Records
Bureau for 2024 shows that almost
a decade later, the problem of fake
currency still persists.

According to the data, over
%54.61 crore worth of fake curren-
cies were seized from various
States in India. Currencies seized
included about six lakh ¥500 notes
and more than one lakh 32,000
notes — which the Reserve Bank of
India decided to withdraw from
circulation in May 2023 although it
continues to remain a legal tender.

Chart 1 shows the value of
counterfeit Indian currency seized
by authorities over the last decade.
A total of 638 crore worth of fake
currencies have been seized since
2017, the year after demonetisa-
tion. The value of counterfeit
notes seized in 2024 was also the
third highest since 2016. In the
year 2020, when COVID-19 broke
out, seizures of ¥92 crore were
seen. In 2022, two years after the
COVID-19 pandemic broke out,
counterfeit currencies valued at a
whopping ¥382.6 crore were
seized.

Data also points to an increase
in counterfeit currencies of I500
notes and 32,000 notes (Chart 2).
The number of ¥500 notes seized
by authorities in 2024 was almost

CM
K

four times the notes seized in 2016.
The number of counterfeit 32,000
notes, introduced after demoneti-
sation, increased almost twice
than what it was in 2017.

Besides the data recorded by
the NCRB on seizures by law enfor-
cement authorities, data from Par-
liament showed that more than 11
lakh counterfeit notes of varying
denominations, valued at a total of
%40.26 crore, were detected and
reported after they entered the
banking system in the five-year pe-
riod between 2020-21 and 2024-25.
That is, an average of roughly two
lakh counterfeit notes have been
detected each year by the banks
(Chart 3).

A denomination-wise break up
of these notes implies that new
currencies like 3200 and %500
which were reintroduced are also
being counterfeited (Chart 4).
More than four lakh 500 notes
belonging to the new series print-
ed after demonetisation made up
about 37% of these notes. Close to
three lakh 100 notes accounted
for 26% of the counterfeits report-
ed in banks.

A State-wise breakup of coun-
terfeit notes seized shows that Guj-
arat accounted for the highest va-
lue of fake money seized between
2017 and 2024 (Chart 5). The va-
lue of fake currency seized in the
State valued at ¥355.72 crore, ac-
counted for more than half of the
value of all the seizures in the
country during this period. Maha-
rashtra and Karnataka followed
Gujarat, accounting for seizures of
counterfeit currencies worth ¥100
crore and 350 crore respectively.

Data from the RBI also showed
that as of May this year, over 174
billion notes were in circulation va-
lued at a total of more than 342.12
lakh crore, an increase of about
137% compared to November
2016, when currency in circulation
was valued at ¥17.74 lakh crore.

This indicates that the demone-
tisation exercise’s other objective
of bringing down currency tran-
sactions has also not had the de-
sired impact.

FROM THE ARCHIVES

B Pandu,

Counterfeits creep up |

Chart 1: The value of fake Indian currencies
seized every year. Figures in  crore
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As shown in Chart 1, the

value of fake currency notes
seized was the highest in
2022. Gujarat alone accounted
for over 85% of the value of
money seized by authorities
that year across the country.
The value of fake currency
seized in 2024 is the third-
highest since 2016, as shown

Chart 2: Denomination-wise share
of fake Indian currency seized by
authorities every year. Figures in %

2024

Chart 3: The value of counterfeit notes detected
and reported in the banking system during the
last five financial years. Figures in X crore
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Chart 4: Denomination-wise counterfeit notes detected in the banking system
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UGC proposal to give
practical work to students

Madras, May 10: The University Grants
Commission has proposed to reorient degree
courses by combining two theoretical subjects
with one practical subject. The subjects will be
physics, chemistry, biology and public health or
economics, commerce and Panchayati Raj or
co-operative societies. Under this scheme, every
student will have to undergo one year practical
experience in the field or factory, said Dr.
Malcolm S. Adiseshiah, Vice-Chancellor,
University of Madras, here to-day.

The Vice-Chancellor, who inaugurated a
two-week “Contact Seminar” for college
teachers participating in a two-year
correspondence course for diploma in higher
education, said it was felt that the present
system was too much urban oriented and
needed to be given a rural bias. Madurai
University had been selected as one of the
universities in the south for introducing the new
curriculum. The Board of Studies in Madras
University, he said, was working out, a similar
scheme to be tried in some of the colleges
situated in rural areas. He wanted educators to
study the function of evaluation system and
combine various methods to judge the
performance of students. At present 30 per cent
of our students came from 20 per cent of our
society and steps had to be taken to extend
education on a wider basis. He wanted the
organisers of correspondence courses to
prepare a report so that similar courses could be
organised for other college teachers.

108 100 7
10 4
1 7.81 1
| 5.4
4 | |
| = B 0
2020-21 2022-23 2024-25 2020-21
Chart5: The
Statewise share of

the value of fake
currencies seized
by authorities in the
2017-2024 period

Only top 10 States
which accounted
for most seizures
are displayed in
the graph

Gujarat

About ¥355.72 crore of fake
currency was seized in the State

2022-23

2024-25

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO MAY 11, 1926
Water scarcity in Bangalore

Bangalore, May 11: To deal with the water
scarcity due to the Besargatta tank failure,
despite the expenditure of Rs. 2 lakhs on
repairs, the Government have ordered

Maharashtra
and Karnataka
followed Gujarat,

immediate investigation by a board consisting of
Messrs. V. Rangaswami Iyengar, Retired Director
of Industries, J, Bhore, Chief Engineer,

accounting
for seizures Seshachar, PW.D, Secretary and S.R.
of counterfeit Venkatasubbe Rao, Executive Engineer,
mn currencies worth Water-supply, the last as Secretary, and Sir M.
:rlg?ecrre‘;rei:i‘\j’:{;’,o Visveswarayya as President. .
DN inthe2017-2024 All the data and various schemes will be
period considered and report made.
Water scarcity continues as before.
m 2 »




DELHI « www.thehindu.com « Monday, May 11, 2026

Text&Conte

THEs 22 HINDU
NEWS IN NUMBERS

Number of peoplein ~ Number of small boat  People arrested Number of officials Average voter turnout
Congo Kkilled in militia  migrants to the UK. in ‘drug-free J-K killed in Pakistan in Haryana local body
attack since 2018 campaign’ militant attack elections

in lakh. The northern French coast is
z the main point of departure for

migrants hoping to reach Britain,
usually risking the journey in flimsy boats.
At least 29 migrants died at sea attempting
the crossing in 2025, according to an AFP
tally based on official French and British
sources. A further six people have died this
year. arp

in per cent. An average voter
25 turnout of 25% was witnessed

till 1 p.m. in the polling for the
local body polls, including the municipal
corporations of Ambala, Panchkula and
Sonipat in Haryana on Sunday, officials
said. The main contest is expected

between the Congress and the BJP. pmi
COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM

The incident took place on
15 Saturday in the northwest

district of Bannu, where an
explosive-laden vehicle approaching a
police post was fired at by security
personnel, leading to a blast, the police
said. The impact of the explosion led to the
collapse of the roofs of several houses in
the vicinity. pm

For more than 30 years, the
69 mineral-rich eastern

Democratic Republic of
Congo has been a battleground between
various armed groups, vying for control of
its many mines. Armed men affiliated with
the Codeco militia carried out attacks in
several villages on April 28, local and
security sources said. arp

The ongoing ‘Nasha
646 Mukt J-K Abhiyan’, one

of the largest
campaigns against drug abuse in the Union
Territory, has also witnessed massive
public participation, with 2,16,123
awareness events conducted across
Jammu and Kashmir, involving more than
one crore participants. et
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Governor’s role in govt. formation

What does Article 164(1) say about the appointment of the Chief Minister? When does the Governor use discretionary powers? Which commissions
recommended guidelines for government formation in a hung Assembly? Why has the conduct of Governors in hung Assemblies raised concerns?

What can be the way forward? THE GIST
EXPLAINER In the current situation in Tamil Nadu,
TVK was the only party to stake a claim to
v

Rangarajan R.

The story so far:
he Tamilaga Vettri Kazhagam
(TVK) secured 108 seats, 10
short of a majority, in the
recently concluded Tamil Nadu
Assembly elections. After hectic parleys
with smaller parties, letters of support
from 120 members were provided to the
Governor. The Governor then invited TVK
chief C. Joseph Vijay to form the
government, who was sworn in as Chief
Minister.

What are constitutional provisions?
Article 164(1) of the Constitution provides
that the Chief Minister of a State shall be
appointed by the Governor, while other
ministers shall be appointed by the
Governor on the advice of the Chief
Minister. When a single party secures a
clear majority in the Assembly, the
Governor invites the leader of that
legislative party to form the government.
If no party secures a majority, the
Governor exercises his/her discretion in
appointing the Chief Minister.

The Constitution does not prescribe
any criteria for selecting the Chief
Minister in the event of a hung Assembly.
The Sarkaria Commission (1987), followed
by the Punchhi Commission (2010),
recommended the manner in which the
Chief Minister may be appointed in case
no party enjoys a majority in the
Assembly. The order of preference
indicated by these commissions is as
follows — first a pre-poll alliance that
enjoys majority; next the single largest
party staking a claim to form the
government with the support of others;
then a post-electoral coalition of parties,
with all partners in the coalition joining
the government; and finally, a
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Fresh start: Tamil Nadu Governor Rajendra Arlekar with Chief Minister C. Joseph Vijay, on Sunday. PTi

post-electoral alliance with some parties
joining the government and the
remaining parties supporting the
government from outside.

What are the issues?

The recommendations of the above
commissions and conventions require
Governors to act in a bipartisan manner
while selecting the Chief Minister in a
hung Assembly. However, Governors
have, on numerous occasions, appointed
Chief Ministers without following any
particular order.

For instance, after the Assembly
elections in Goa (2017) and Manipur
(2017), the Governors invited BJP-led
post-poll alliances to form the
government, even though the Congress
had emerged as the single largest party.
These governments later proved their
majority in the Assembly. On the
contrary, in Karnataka (2018), the
Governor invited the BJP, as the single

largest party, to form the government
over a claim by the post-poll alliance of
Congress and Janata Dal (Secular). In
2019, the Governor of Maharashtra
appointed a BJP-led coalition government
when there was uncertainty as to whether
it enjoyed a majority. On both occasions,
the Chief Ministers had to resign as they
were unable to muster the required
majority.

Under the Constitution, the Governor
is the nominal head of the State executive
and possesses certain discretionary
powers in specific situations. The
discretion vested in the Governor to select
a Chief Minister in a hung Assembly is to
enable him/her to appoint a government
that would be stable and enjoy the
majority in the Assembly. However, the
conduct of Governors in several such
situations has raised concerns that they
often function more as agents of the
Union government than as impartial
constitutional heads of the States.

form the government. The Governor’s
office indicated that, since the claim was a
post-poll alliance, it was essential to
validate whether the formation enjoyed
the majority support of 118 members.
However, the constitutional requirement
for a government is to have the support of
the majority of members present and
voting in the Assembly. The majority of
118 in the Tamil Nadu Assembly is based
on the full strength of the 234-member
Tamil Nadu Assembly and does not
account for possible abstentions during
the vote.

The Supreme Court in the S. R.
Bommai v. Union of India (1994) had
categorically held that the “floor of the
House’ is the constitutionally ordained
forum for testing the majority support
enjoyed by a government. This was
reiterated in the Rameshwar Prasad case
(2006).

The use of discretionary powers by the
Governors has been subject to various
court pronouncements. Nevertheless,
judicial differences in interpretation
resulted in inconsistent application of
these principles.

The recent Justice Kurian Joseph
Committee report on Union-State
relations, constituted by the earlier Tamil
Nadu government, recommended
incorporating a new schedule into the
Constitution to codify the rules governing
the Governor’s use of discretionary
powers. This may be considered to
provide a constitutional basis for the use
of such discretionary powers. It is
imperative that the Governors exercise
their discretionary powers in a bona fide
manner.

(Rangarajan R is a former IAS officer and
author of ‘Polity Simplified’. He currently
trains civil-service aspirants at ‘Officers IAS
Academy’. Views expressed are personal)

The Constitution allows the
Governor to exercise discretion
in appointing a Chief Minister
in a hung Assembly, but
differing interpretations and
past instances have raised
concerns over the impartial use
of these discretionary powers.

v

The Supreme Court has held
that the “floor of the House” is
the constitutionally ordained
forum to test majority support,
while the Justice Kurian
Joseph Committee
recommended codifying rules
relating to the Governor’s
discretionary powers.

What measures are needed to
address Delhi’s heat crisis?

What structural changes are required to reduce extreme heat? How can urban planning help?

Suksham Tanu
Amir Hyder Khan

The story so far:

elhi and the NCR are facing
longer and more intense
heatwaves, with the city
increasingly retaining heat
even at night. Rapid urbanisation,
concrete-heavy infrastructure, air
conditioning, and shrinking green cover
have turned the Urban Heat Island Effect
into a deeper “heat re-trap”.

Why is Delhi retaining heat?

This transformation is rooted in the city’s
material logic. Concrete, asphalt, steel,
and glass dominate Delhi NCR’s
expansion. These materials absorb heat
efficiently but release it slowly.

Roads, rooftops, and facades
accumulate heat through the day and
emit it at night, delaying cooling. Surface
temperatures in dense areas reach
50-60°C on peak afternoons. These
surfaces act as reservoirs, keeping the
surrounding air warm well into the night.
The city, in effect, stores the sun.

CM

M »

Glass-heavy architecture in areas such
as Gurgaon and Noida worsens the
problem by allowing solar radiation
indoors, increasing reliance on air
conditioning rather than reducing heat.

Vehicular activity adds constant
thermal input. Corridors like NH-48
function as continuous heat sources,
where engines and exhaust combine with
heat-absorbing asphalt to create
persistent hotspots. Over time, these form
into thermal corridors that reshape the
city’s microclimate.

At the same time, Delhi struggles to
release heat. High-density construction
and narrow streets restrict airflow, while
traditional cooling features — courtyards,
shaded pathways, ventilation corridors —
have largely disappeared. As a result, air
stagnates and heat accumulates within
the city’s form.

How does cooling contribute to
warming?

While interiors are cooled, heat is
expelled outdoors. In dense
neighbourhoods, this raises ambient
temperatures by 1-2°C.

This produces a feedback loop: rising
temperatures increase the demand for
cooling, which in turn releases more heat
outside. The city cools itself internally
while warming externally.

The energy burden is also significant.
Delhi’s peak electricity demand has
crossed 8,000 MW during the summer,
with cooling accounting for a significant
share. Nationally, cooling demand is
projected to grow nearly eightfold by
2050, increasing pressure on power
systems and raising the risk of outages
during extreme heat.

How is heat affecting the economy
and ecology?

Factories and warehouses operate within
specific temperature limits; excessive heat
reduces efficiency and affects machinery.
Productivity declines by 2-3% for every
degree rise above optimal levels, leading
to delays and higher costs.

Supply chains are also slowing as
transport hours shrink and storage
conditions deteriorate.

At a broader level, India loses over
$100 billion annually due to the decline in

heat-related productivity.

Ecologically, the city has lost natural
cooling systems. Shrinking green cover,
degraded wetlands, and the loss of the
Yamuna floodplains have reduced
evapotranspiration. Without vegetation
and water bodies, Delhi’s ability to
regulate temperature has weakened.

What measures are needed to address
the crisis?

Addressing this crisis requires structural
change in how cities are built and
managed. Materials must shift toward
high-albedo surfaces, cool roofs, and
reflective coatings. Buildings need
insulation and passive design strategies
like shading and cross-ventilation.

Urban planning must restore airflow
through ventilation corridors and better
street orientation. Green and blue
infrastructure — including urban forests,
parks, and water bodies — must expand as
essential cooling systems.

Reducing heat generated by human
activity is equally important. Sustainable
transport, electric mobility, and improved
public transit can lower vehicular
emissions. Energy-efficient appliances
and district cooling systems can reduce
heat discharge.

Equally critical is social protection.
Affordable housing upgrades, subsidised
cooling, and community cooling centres
are necessary to protect vulnerable
populations during extreme heat.
(Suksham Tanu is a sustainability and
environmental studies enthusiast based in
Dubai; Amir Hyder Khan is a final-year
B.Arch student at Jamia Millia Islamia)
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Delhi and the NCR are
increasingly retaining heat,
with concrete, asphalt, steel,
and glass turning the Urban
Heat Island Effect into a deeper
“heat re-trap”.

v

Addressing the heat crisis
requires structural changes
such as cool roofs, passive
cooling strategies, ventilation
corridors, green and blue
infrastructure, and social
protection measures.
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Al-enabled oversight layer for continuous
electoral roll monitoring

SIR 2.0 exposed structural weaknesses in electoral roll revision processes; an Al-enabled oversight layer integrated with ECINet could continuously

monitor electoral operations, detect anomalies and discriminatory patterns in real time, and strengthen transparency, neutrality, and accountability

Rajeev Kumar

ithin 72 hours of the

recently concluded

Assembly elections, the

Election Commission (EC)
released detailed statistical reports and
index cards showcasing the capabilities of
ECINet, its digital electoral platform
formally launched in its full-fledged
professional version in January 2026.
However, during the special intensive
revision (SIR) for the same West Bengal
elections, the EC neither disclosed the
status of nearly 34 lakh appeals, including
seven lakh deletion appeals, pending
before the 19 Supreme Court-appointed
tribunals, nor released comparable
transparency reports, despite all relevant
information being readily available within
ECINet.

Reportedly, one tribunal headed by the
former Chief Justice of the Calcutta High
Court disposed of 1,777 appeals, allowing
all 1,717 citizen appeals for inclusion and
rejecting all 60 EC appeals for deletion.
Similar large-scale corrections may have
occurred before the other 18 tribunals. In
contrast, the EC reportedly included only
about 1,607 voters before polling. Such
selective disclosure and inconsistent
transparency raise serious questions
about the EC’s functioning, neutrality,
and suppression of equally significant
information that could potentially
influence electoral outcomes.

The absence of comparable
transparency and status disclosures for
SIR, despite reports of large-scale
discrepancies and disenfranchisement,
raises serious questions about selective
disclosure and institutional double
standards within the EC. As a
constitutional authority, the EC
commands the highest institutional
dignity and trust. Equally, it must remain
accountable, transparent, and open to
objective scrutiny, especially when
allegations of arbitrariness, bias, and
large-scale exclusion of genuine voters
emerge.

Against this backdrop, an independent
Al-enabled oversight layer integrated with
ECINet could continuously assess
electoral roll revision processes, including
neutrality, consistency, and procedural
arbitrariness. The proposed Al watchdog
framework is straightforward to
implement, with a foundational
operational model achievable within a
few months and capable of continuous
enhancement thereafter.

Failures in SIR 2.0
SIR 2.0 exposed unprecedented chaos
driven by ad hoc, ever-changing, and
subjective SOPs (Standard Operating
Procedures) that reportedly excluded
millions of genuine voters from electoral
rolls and, in several cases, denied
candidature rights. What began as an
exercise to improve electoral accuracy by
removing ASDD (absentee, shifted,
duplicate, dead) entries and adding new
voters instead resulted in widespread
uncertainty, repeated verifications,
prolonged appeals, and allegations of
arbitrariness, discrimination, and bias.
The exercise relied heavily on
inaccurate, incomplete, and
non-searchable legacy SIR 2002-04
databases. Instead of correcting defects at
the source, the burden of proof was

Matter of concern: SIR 2.0 exposed unprecedented chaos driven by ad hoc, ever-changing, and
subjective SOPs that reportedly excluded millions of genuine voters from electoral rolls. Ani

shifted onto voters, forcing genuine
citizens to repeatedly establish their
eligibility despite long voting histories and
valid documents. The process was further
marked by uneven application of the
logical discrepancy criteria across regions
and voter groups, resulting in
non-uniform outcomes for similarly
situated voters. Minor mismatches in
names, ages, or family details often led to
exclusions, while opaque decision-making
and the absence of reasoned orders
fuelled allegations of arbitrariness and
algorithmic bias.

The consequences were most alarming
in West Bengal, where only about 1,600
inclusion appeals and merely six deletion
cases were reportedly disposed of before
polling, out of nearly 3.4 million pending
appeals, even though inclusion appeals
reportedly had a success rate exceeding
99%. Those excluded reportedly included
electoral officials and prospective
candidates. Notably, one such excluded
individual, later cleared for inclusion,
went on to be elected as an MLA.

In an unprecedented situation, 49
Assembly constituencies reportedly
recorded victory margins lower than the
number of voters awaiting disposal of
inclusion appeals. The apex court
observed that relief for many may come
only in future elections and that
post-election scrutiny may be necessary
in constituencies where victory margins
fall below the scale of discrepancies and

pending appeals, raising serious concerns
over electoral integrity and the possibility
of post-election chaos. The situation
reflects not merely administrative failure,
but a deeper crisis of credibility in the
electoral roll revision process itself.

These developments exposed deeper
structural weaknesses in electoral roll
management. They stood in sharp
contrast to the EC’s repeated
commitment to “ensuring free, fair,
transparent, accessible and peaceful
elections” and its assurance that “no
genuine voter is disenfranchised.”

More significantly, this occurred
despite ECINet reportedly being capable
of handling three crore hits per minute
and maintaining detailed operational data
for every voter and transaction. Yet
neutrality, consistency, and
accountability continued to depend
largely on opaque manual processes,
administrative discretion, and post-facto
correction. The SIR 2.0 experience,
therefore, underscored the urgent need
for a continuous, technology-driven
oversight mechanism capable of
monitoring processes, detecting
anomalies, assessing institutional
neutrality, and identifying discriminatory
patterns in real time.

Al oversight for ECINet

As Al increasingly powers governance and
large-scale public systems, electoral
management too requires intelligent,

continuously auditable oversight.
Embedding an Al-enabled watchdog
within ECINet offers a practical pathway
to build a neutrality-aware electoral roll
management system capable of
safeguarding democratic participation
and public trust.

Integrated directly with ECINet, the
proposed Al layer would function as a
continuous oversight and analytics
engine. It would monitor system usage,
track decision patterns, analyse
voter-official interactions, and generate
real-time indicators of neutrality,
consistency, efficiency, and citizen
satisfaction at booth, constituency,
district, and State levels. Unlike post-facto
reviews, it could continuously audit
electoral roll revision processes using
transactional and procedural data already
available within ECINet, enabling early
detection of irregularities before they
escalate into large-scale
disenfranchisement or administrative
crises.

The system could automatically flag
anomalies and discriminatory patterns,
including unusual spikes in deletions,
inconsistent application of SOPs, repeated
rejection trends linked to specific officials,
excessive grievance delays, abrupt policy
shifts, bias arising from logical
discrepancy filters, disproportionate
exclusions due to minor spelling or
family-data mismatches, and
concentrated deletions in specific regions,
castes, or communities. It could also
compare outcomes across regions to
identify differential treatment of similarly
placed voters and enforce consistency in
institutional communication by tracking
announcements, circulars, deadlines, SOP
revisions, and field instructions.

Further, continuous analysis of
bottlenecks, software glitches, verification
failures, grievance trends, and
operational inefficiencies could support
evidence-based refinement of SOPs,
replacing ad hoc administrative responses
with measurable corrective action. A
foundational operational version of such
an Al watchdog could be implemented
within a few months and continuously
enhanced thereafter.

Way forward

An Al-enabled watchdog integrated with
ECINet could continuously monitor
electoral operations, assess institutional
neutrality, detect anomalies and
discriminatory patterns, and flag
inconsistencies or shifting eligibility
criteria.

It could also standardise
announcements, deadlines, and
procedural updates, reducing confusion
and non-uniform implementation across
regions.

With ECINet already fully operational,
Al-driven oversight could make SIR
processes more transparent, neutral,
accountable, and citizen-centric.
Importantly, such a system would
strengthen — not replace — constitutional
authority through transparent audit trails,
fairness metrics, evidence-based
oversight, and measurable accountability,
while reducing arbitrariness, opacity, and
public distrust.

(Rajeev Kumar is a former Professor of
Computer Science at IIT Kharagpur, IIT
Kanpur, BITS Pilani, and JNU, and a
former scientist at DRDO and DST)
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A quiz to celebrate noted explorer, broadcaster Sir David Attenborough’s 100th birthday

V.V. Ramanan

A animal?
QUESTION 1 A

Sir David is known for the
path-breaking ‘Zoo Quest’ in
1954, though he was not the
original host and stepped in
from the second episode.

Where was that episode set A

in? QUESTION 5

A Which cult comedy
QUESTION 2 series, starring an actor

For which film set in India
did he win the Best
Narration/Voice Over

has a phobia for a
common animal. Which

QUESTION 4

What is the most
significant contribution
of Sir David to the world
of international tennis?

who was rejected by Sir
David for a BBC role, did
he commission in the

honours at the 67th late 1960s?

National Film Awards? A

A QUESTION 6

QUESTION 3 Which Attenborough

A legend known for his work documentary was A

with thousands of species
around the world, the
famed explorer has said he
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released directly
alongside the COP26
climate summit?

Visual Question:

Name the prestigious award Sir David is holding, and what unparalleled
technological record does he have as far as that award is concerned? GETTY IMAGES

Questions and Answers to the
previous day’s daily quiz: 1. In which
famous Vatican chapel is the conclave
held? Ans: The Sistine Chapel

2. What colour smoke signals that a new
pope has been elected? Ans: White
smoke

3. What title is given to the period when
the papal throne is vacant? Ans: Sede
Vacante

4, What famous Latin announcement
declares the election of a new pope?
Ans: “Habemus Papam”

5. What is the official residence where
cardinals stay during a conclave? Ans:
Casa Santa Marta

Visual: The present papal coat of arms
bears the Latin motto “In Illo uno
unum.” What does this expression mean
in English? Ans: “In the One, we are
one”

Early Birds: Tom Alan Faith | Piyali Tuli |
Lalchand Bhutani | Tito Shiladitya |
Prodosh Mitra

KNOW YOUR ENGLISH

Kailash is tied
to his wife’s
apron strings

The director is looking for a
marquee name to play the villain

S. Upendran

What is the meaning and origin of
‘tied to someone’s apron strings’? (D
Aditya, Bengaluru)

In the past, an apron was something that
a woman generally wore over her clothes
while cooking; this was done in order to
protect the dress that she was wearing.
The original idiom was ‘tied to one’s
mother’s/wife’s apron strings’, and this is
something that no man wants to be told.
When you say that Hari is tied to his
mother’s apron strings, what you are
suggesting is that he is controlled or
dominated by his mother. He does
everything she says. Later, when he gets
married and is under his wife’s thumb, he
is said to be tied to his wife’s apron
strings.

This article argues that most men are
tied to their mothers’ apron strings all
their lives.

According to scholars, the idiom has
been around for well over four hundred
years. In the past, a mother who had a
small child at home used to tie a rope
around him, which she then tethered to
her apron strings. This was to ensure the
child did not get into trouble by
wandering off somewhere while she was
busy cooking. The child was under the
control of the mother.

How is the word ‘marquee’
pronounced? (N Jayalakshmi,
Secunderabad)

This word of French origin can be used as
anoun and an adjective. No matter how
you use the word, the pronunciation is
the same. The first syllable, ‘marq’, is
pronounced like the word ‘mark’; the
following ‘ee’ sounds like the ‘ee’ in ‘fees’,
‘bees’ and ‘knees’. The word is
pronounced ‘mark-EE’ with the stress on
the second syllable. It comes from the
French ‘marquise’, meaning ‘a large tent’.
Even today, when used as a noun,
‘marquee’ means a big tent where a
relatively large number of people can get
together for a particular purpose —
dinner, wedding reception, etc.

They had their daughter’s reception in a
marquee in their garden.

When used as an adjective, it refers to
individuals. When you refer to someone
as the marquee player in your team, you
are suggesting that he is the player that
spectators come to see — someone whose
name attracts a lot of attention. In the
1970s, film producers wanted the likes of
Dev Anand, Sivaji Ganesan and NTR in
their films because these individuals had
a huge fan base.

The director is looking for a marquee
name to play the villain.

Is it okay to say, ‘This is how it looks
like’? (P Seetha, Ongole)

Careful users of the language would argue
that the sentence sounds odd. It would be
considered grammatically acceptable
without the word ‘like’ at the end of the
sentence.

Here’s a photograph of how my son
looks.

It is also possible to replace the ‘how’
with ‘what’. In this case, you can include
the word ‘like’ at the end of the sentence.

Here’s a photograph of what my son
looks like.
upendrankye@gmail.com

Word of the day

Truculent:
defiantly aggressive

SYynonyms: assaultive, hostile, irritable

Usa g€ He gave a truculent reply instead of
answering politely.

Pronunciation: newsth.live/truculent

International Phonetic
Alpha bet: Jtrakjolant/

Yy

For feedback and suggestions for
Text & Context, please write to
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Alfluence creates jobs: the top of
India’s pyramid plays a vital role

The wealthy deserve recognition for their generation of economic demand in good times and bad

isnotjust inflation-proof, but also
largely unaffected by business cycles.
Or even stock market upheavals.

In recent years, most investor presen-
tations by companies in industries like
consumer durables, real estate, hospi-
tality, readymade garments, travel and
tourism, etc, have pointed to buoyant
consumption of premium products and
services. The common lament is that
entry-level products have been selling
weakly, with inflation pricing them out
ofthe reach of new users. However,
premium segments have kept business
top-lines ticking.

The challenge for marketers of prod-
ucts and services aimed at the wealthy
isone of saturation. Multiple cars,
mobile phones and residences can
become passé. This tends to happen in
cycles every four or five years, when
consumption plateaus out, requiring a
new set of affluent spenders to set offa
new cycle. Alternatively, or simultane-
ously, new products need to be intro-
duced to sustain demand. Producers
need to judge levels of affluence and its
trajectory before they commit fresh
capital to such projects.

The automobile industry exemplifies
the need to keep new modelsrolling out.
Marques like Mercedes, Audi, BMW and
Porsche need offerings that range from
350 lakh to several crore to keep more
than just first-time buyers interested.
The SUV concept began as a house-
hold’s second of third vehicle. Today, as

of many products that signal prestige
and thus have snob value.

Therelevant issue from an economic
perspective is one of maintaining the
pace of demand. For this, it is essential
that this class of luxury consumers has a
sustained influx of new entrants. India’s
wealth bracket, in other words, needs to
expand relentlessly.

Isit doing so? Individual tax returns
data offers some clues. The number of
tax returns filed for income above 31
crore rose from 44,078 in 2013-14- to
97,689 in 2018-19 and further to 227,315
in 2023-24.. Not only is this a sharp
increase, the number of returns filed for
income above 10 crore has also grown
several fold. Therefore, there is evi-
dence that the number of rich hasbeen
increasing, helping support the produc-
tion plans of companies aiming at lux-
ury buyers. Bank data also givesus a
sense of growth at the top of the pyra-
mid. For home loans with more than
X4 crore outstanding as of end-March
2025, there were almost 20,000 cus-
tomers; for vehicle loans above X1 crore,
there were nearly 38,000.

Often, the ‘Veblen effect’ comes into
play, where a high price-tag in itselfis
taken as an indicator of value. This is
common in categories where people
from less privileged income groups pur-
chase products mostly used by the elite.
Thisis seen in the markets for mobile
phones, clothing, perfumes, hospitality
and so on. This is especially prominent

is chief economist, Bank of Baroda, and
author of ‘Corporate Quirks: The Darker
Side of the Sun’

Global domination: will
it pivot onsilicon chips?

The US-China rivalry has digital supremacy at its core: one is ready to warp its free market

Kilo of apples at Nature’s Basket, a

retail chain associated with well-

off shoppers, costs3499. Ata
modest local vendor, these would cost
3200-250 per kg. Admittedly, their qual-
ity and source of origin may differ. A visit
to a shopping mall shows that there are
shoppers at branded outlets like Vero
Moda, Uniqlo, M&S, Zara and others
who could be running up bills of
10,000 or more on each visit. The num-
ber of high-end cars being sold, going by
data from the Federation of Automobile
Dealers Associations, hasrisen from
around 17,000 units in 2020-21 to over
41,0001in 2025-26. Newspaper adver-
tisements have real estate developers
selling luxury apartments with starting
prices of X7 crore per unit, often with
sundecks and other leisure-related spa-
ces spanning areas that are larger than

Jor it while the other covets Taiwan. What counts as sound economic policy may be at stake

cesdesigned to resist any form of thought
police. This, coupled with its rise from a garage
asaprivate venture, went with America’s self-
image as a nation of individual agency. Apple’s
success was not just an ode to free enterprise,

n American chipmaker forging a
deal to make microchips fora US
gadget-maker shouldn’t make
anybody sit up. But since this
involves Intel and Apple, it

should—for what it says about
US capitalism. While the pact is preliminary,
reports of it gave Intel’s stock a far bigger boost
than Apple’s on Friday. A broker’s role is said to
have been played by the federal government,
which owns a tenth of Intel’s equity. Taken last
August for $8.9 billion, this stake was portrayed
as anatural outcome of a subsidy granted to
the chipmaker under a ‘small yard, high fence’
policy aimed at autarky in fields like semicon-
ductors. Even so, it marked a closer embrace of
what was once snubbed as statism and is now
called industrial policy. Some onlookers sus-
pect this statist turn was thrust upon America
by China’s designs on Taiwan, whose TSMC
makes chips on contract for the tech world’s
who’s who, ranging from Nvidia and AMD to
Intel and Apple. A squeeze of rare-earths supply
by Beijing is one thing; a chips embargo could
be quite another. Likewise, a ‘once inside’ chip-
maker grabbing a bailout raises no eyebrows,
but what explains Apple’s decision?

With itsiPhones made in Asia, Apple has
gained much from globalization, but it can
hardly shrug oft White House calls to onshore
what it can. Last July, the company struck a sup-
ply deal with MP Materials, a rare-earth pro-
ducer, soon after the US Defense Department
invested $400 million in it. A nudge from above
was apparent in that move too. For Apple
watchers, the irony of all this is how the brand
first achieved fame—as a voice against central
authority. Back in the 1980s, it positioned itself
asadecentralizer of digital power, selling devi-

but also an oblique rebuke to the statist claim
that centrally directed—rather than market
determined—allocation of resources could
yield a vibrant economy. By the 1990s, the
Soviet Union’s centralized model of the Cold
War era had caved in, marking the triumph of
free-market economics. China’s export-led
ascent, aided by investments from US firms like
Apple, did not go unnoticed—but was broadly
attributed to Beijing’s adoption of market for-
ces. In fact, the ‘Chinese characteristics’ of its
socialism were widely viewed as a reference to
capitalism. Yet, today, it is the US that labours
under the shadow of Orwellian ‘doublethink,’
asseen in the state’s heavy hand in business
affairs, be it trade flows or factory nodes.

In 1991, we remixed India’s economy in favour
of market competition. What cues should we
take from today’s world? As China and the US
prepare for asummit, the former wants the
latter to quit backing Taiwan’s autonomy, lift
itsimport tariffs and ease chip-export curbsin
lieu of access to Chinese rare earths, while
America seeks a bilateral trade balance that
evokes eyerolls from economists. It is true that
Beijing deployed a statist catapult for exports,
just as tech superiority based on Al advances
and silicon heft could spell a strategic edge in
various theatres of war. But White House envy
of central planning is not evidence of it being
the better economic model. While we watch
this geo-rivalry play out, we must resist viewing
it through the reductive prism of silicon wafers.
Let’s think different. Think economics.

the entire floor space of “affordable’ flats.

What does all this show?

India’s wealthy-lifestyle economy has
grown significantly, keeping the con-
sumption of premium goods and servi-
ces ticking. This phenomenon is often

cited as part of an inequality debate.

However, its material significance lies

in how it contributes to India’s eco-

nomic growth . If one looks dispassion-
ately at weddings of the elite, with cost

outlays of over100 crore at times,

there are strong backward linkages with

various industries that add to India’s

GDP. Moreover, this class of consumers

with high-end watches, luxury marques
need to sell an even wider range of vehi-
clesto suit different occasions. In
2025-26, the luxury segment consti-
tuted just 1% of India’s total 4..16 million
passenger cars sold. Given that the aver-
age price of high-end cars would be
about 10 times that of a non-luxury
four-wheeler, manufacturers see a
lucrative opportunity in running a high-
margin, low-volume business.

Further, unlike entry-level vehicles,
where discounts have to be given to
draw customers, demand for premium
carstendsto be price inelastic. This is so

| R | e | 2
Tax treaty to
shut Mauritius
loopholes

10 DEARS AGO
mint =3

K The free marketisnotonly a
more efficient decision
maker than even the wisest
central planning body, but
even more important, the
free market keeps economic
power widely dispersed.

T Snapdeal sal
growth shumps

in the fashion business, where value is
often a matter of perception, labels act
as status symbols and fast-changing
trends mean old stock must be dis-
carded and discount sales do the job.

The consumption of the affluent is
important for the economy. Such
spending sets templates for others who
aspire to wealthy lifestyles and helps
money circulate. What we must not lose
sight of, however, is that aggregate
demand in an economy is even more
vital. For accelerated GDP growth, we
need India’s multitudes to spend.

These are the author’s personal views.

JUST A TROTQAT

MILTON FRIEDMAN

Why pride in a famous classmate does not make sense

MANU JOSEPH

mass midway, but there she was with her
son. Maybe they wanted to be discreet
because they were important. Vijay would
say something to his mother and they would
laugh. We presumed they were laughing at
us. I forgot all about him until a decade later

is ajournalist, novelist and
screenwriter. His latest book is
‘Why the Poor Don't Kill Us!

thought only I knew. The Tamil actor
Vijay, whom people have suddenly taken
to calling Joseph Vijay after his political
rivals revealed his full name, and who now
heads the largest party in Tamil Nadu’s
assembly, was my classmate in the third
standard. Itis a connection Imade because
I remember trivial things from childhood.
Usually, people don’t remember much of
their past, so I thought that no one else inmy
class knew of their Vijay connection.
I'have only three recollections of him. His
head made quick bird-like movementsona
longneck, and he could run very fast. He left
school the next year, but I saw him in church
one Sunday. [ was surprised he was Chris-
tian, and also that he was rich. I was seeing
him in something other than school uniform
for the first time, and he was probably wear-
ing acoat or something I only remember as
too fancy for us, and he was with hismother
who appeared distinguished. It was unusual
for a woman to sit on the last bench in
church because women usually didn’t leave

when he would gain fame as an actor.

After Vijay’s spectacular debut in politics,
my class WhatsApp group, of which Vijay is
nota part of course, erupted in joy. Turns out
they have known for a while, somehow, and
for that reason they are proud of him. Proxy
pride is a puzzling human quality. Why are
my classmates proud of Vijay? They have cer-
tainly not contributed to his success. They
don’t share the same genes, and even if they
do, that says nothing about their prospects or
capacity. It is the same inane pride that the
mainstream Indian media has in “people of
Indian origin,” which is a daft description of
agroup of humans. Just because someone is
one of us, why must we be proud?

Yet, my classmates are more proud of him
than they are of themselves, even though
many of them have been far more successful
than him in my measure. They made it
against extreme odds. They were from mod-
est homes. Their failure “in life” was a daily
prognosis of Loyola School, which sounds
important but is a small establishment.

Asirrational ascommunity pride isa more
powerful kind of pride: that of an individual
in his own success. That requires one to be
blind to the outsized role that luck plays.
Consider Vijay, whose successrepresents the
decisive nature of a head-start. His father was
an established filmmaker who planned his
son’s career. That's all there

isto that story. Surely, there It iS -ust classmates, which is a far
were other filmmakers who l more potent emotion than
had sons, whose careers as il‘rational proxy pride. For envy isa
were planned, but no one signal that one considers
Wl aspeople  lmeimouue
Vimddpouvcocon,  feeling proud - between cavls B |
other bgi/s’l\)zvho We{:e a!% of those th(c)lugltl ﬁhft);l had ’lor;ﬁ con-
groomed to become Tami ceded that they might con-
superstars, who had the Who are Of sider Vijay one of their own
perfect physical ordinari- . . . ., only to adore him with
ness that Tamiliansloved in Indian Orlgln pride, but they don’t fully

their male stars. All I say is

that Vijay had to compete

with just a few lucky rivals, while the rest of
the men who may have wanted to become
actors had no path.

So what exactly is the pride of my class-
mates about? That Vijay was lucky? That a
guy who got a good head-start went on to
make the most of his luck? This makes sense.

One way or another, what people celebrate in
othersisluck. It isnever named, never recog-
nized, butitisluck that people admire. Peo-
ple call luck by other names, more admirable
things that can be imitated and achieved, like
talent, because itis bizarre to be in awe of a
person who has merely won a lottery.

I looked for envy in my

believe they fit in the same

room anymore. What about

me? I don’t envy Vijay for being a Tamil

superstar because I have no interest anymore

in being a superstar, though I would have

loved to have a shot at being Tamil Nadu’s
chiefminister. I have all the solutions.

Sowhat isit that I feel? If not proxy pride

in the luck of a classmate or envy. I realize

that if a superstar who can defeat both the
main Dravidian parties in a single election
was once in your class, it still need not mean
anything to you, and that is fine.

Vijay’s childhood is from a time when the
rich and the poor went to the same school.
We also watched the same television shows
and films. Children of scholars sat on the
same benches as the children of illiterate
parents. Some of my classmates were from
homes where both parents were illiterate
and they had absolutely no idea how to make
it through school. In response, the school
beat them up mercilessly for not appearing
literate. There were close to 80 of us in the
third standard. Then, as India began to pros-
per, better schools grew in number and one
by one, my classmates left, like Vijay.

By the time we reached the 12th standard,
there were only 16 of usleft in class. India had
transformed. Thousands of children were in
famous schools, preparing for their future.
Those who were not seemed fated to lives of
poverty. But somehow we, too, made it. We,
too, got lucky, except four who died. This is
an extraordinary mortality rate fora class that
justturned 50, orit’sasign that the young die
in higher numbers than people think. But I
wish someone had told the rest of us that we
would be fine, that we, too, would get lucky.
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Are markets efficient? They look
bent on underpricing war risks

Four scenarios are possible of how the Gulf war will unfold but none of them justifies the positions taken by global investors

o

O~

is professor emeritus of economics at New York
University's Stern School of Business and
author of ‘MegaThreats: Ten Dangerous Trends
That Imperil Our Future, and How to Survive
Them'

fter decapitating the Iranian regime

and bombing Islamic Revolutionary

Guard Corps (IRGC) positions for 40

days, the Trump administration has

failed to secure a surrender and left

Iran in control of the Strait of Hor-
muz. With Iran striking critical infrastructure
across the Gulf Cooperation Council states and
threatening shipping, the US reverted to TACO
(Trump always chickens out) mode by agreeing to
a ceasefire. And now rising inflation and slowing
economic activity imply a bout of stagflation—just
in time to anger voters ahead of the US midterm
elections. So, what happens next? There are four
possible scenarios.

First, the current ceasefire could lead to success-
ful negotiations to end military hostilities and
reopen the Strait of Hormuz. The US does have
some leverage here because its blockade of all
naval traffic to and from Iranian ports is adding to
the financial pressure on the regime. President
Donald Trump is probably hoping that a more
moderate [Iranian] faction—perhaps led by
speaker of parliament Mohammad-Bagher Ghali-
baf—can convince hardliners that a compromise
on the nuclear issue will bring sanctions relief and
renewed shipping revenue through the strait.

But this scenario is not very likely, because the
regime can withstand economic pain far longer
than Trump can (given the looming midterms).
Moreover, the two sides remain far apart on many
issues, not just Iran’s nuclear ambitions. The US
objects to Iran’s ballistic missile and drone pro-
grammes, its support for radical Islamist groups
across West Asia, the tolls that it wants to impose
on Hormuz traffic, and other matters. Settling even
one of these would require long, complicated talks
by serious, seasoned negotiators.

The second scenario reflects this. The ceasefire
continues but negotiations stretch on for a few
more months while the strait remains blocked.
Thisis basically where things stand today, and it is
far from ideal. The status quo is inflicting signifi-
cant economic and financial damage on the world
economy, with oil and energy prices trending
higher, even exceeding their peak during the 40
days of Kinetic war.

Under such conditions, global growth will fall
and inflation will rise. But since this second sce-
nario is inherently unstable, it cannot continue for
more than two or three months. It must give way
either to the first scenario (one side blinks and
proves willing to compromise enough to reopen
the strait and secure a more permanent ceasefire)
or to escalation of the conflict. Indeed, the military
skirmishes in the Gulflast week demonstrate the
fragility of any ceasefire without a deal.

In the third scenario, the US and Israel would
escalate by unleashing all the military, economic

and other means at their disposal to force a surren-
der orregime collapse. In the case of a surrender,
the regime would have to accept a full stop to
nuclear enrichment and reopen the strait uncondi-
tionally. This would be the best outcome for the
US, Europe, Asia (including China) and the rest of
the world.

Therisk, of course, is that the Iranian regime
survives such escalation. In the fourth scenario, it
would use its remaining ballistic missiles, drones
and naval forces to inflict significant permanent
damage on even more Gulf energy facilities, while
maintaining its grip on the strait. Were that to
happen, oil prices would spike closer to (or even
above) $200 per barrel, and we would be looking at
1970s-style stagflation, a global recession and a
bear market for equities.

To be sure, an escalation could pressure both
sides to find a negotiated solution, with scenario
two (the status quo) having to pass through sce-
nario three or four before ending up at scenario
one. But thisisless likely, since we would be back
to negotiating a ceasefire—and we would have
already just seen how little that did; thus, escala-
tion may get out of control rather thanlead to a
return to a negotiated ceasefire.

While Trump is hoping for scenario one, this is
probably wishful thinking. It is radicals and hard-
liners in Tehran who have the upper hand. They
have already demonstrated their willingness and
ability to withstand the economic pain of the
blockade, and will not be facing voters this fall.

When it comes to the long-term economic and
market implications, the third scenario isideal,

ISTOCKPHOTO

because it would mean a permanent reopening of
the strait. The second-best scenario would be the
first one; but it would mean that Iran could close
the strait any time the US or Israel threatened it.
That possibility would put a permanent 15-20%
premium on oil relative to the pre-war level.

Still, the current situation (scenario two) is worse,
because every month that the ceasefire fails to
produce a deal will push global growth lower and
inflation higher. The only worse outcome is the
fourth scenario.

Given such profound risks, some might wonder
why global markets—starting with US and Asian
equities—have recently reached new highs. I see
two reasons. First, investors expect that the cease-
fire will somehow be made permanent soon,
implying much lower oil prices. Second, there
seems to be an assumption that tailwinds from the
Al and data-centre boom will remain much
stronger than headwinds from the war.

Butifyou believe that, you could be in for arude
awakening. Not only are markets pricing in a
higher probability of a permanent ceasefire
(over 75%) than is likely, but if we do end up with
escalation, that would lead to even more economic
and market volatility and downside risks even in
the best-case scenario. While an escalation that
leads to regime surrender would be more likely
than one that leads to 1970s-style stagflation,
markets would still have underestimated the
risk of pain in the meantime. For anyone on
the wrong side of the trade, it would hurt no
less if the pain lasted months, rather than years
ordecades. ©2026/PROJECT SYNDICATE

CNN founder Ted Turner was
arisk-taker who reshaped TV

He bet heavily on a future that market research said did not exist

is director of the entertainment, media &
technology program at NYU's Stern School
of Business.

ed Turner died last week at 87 and

the world now feels alittle less inter-

esting, alittle lessimaginative and a
little less fun without him in it—but also a
lot better off because he was here.

After hearing the news of his passing,
one moment came to mind that embodied
how he moved through the world: a very
drunk Turner giving an interview after
winning the America’s Cup in 1977. The
yachting world was aghast. How did this
uncouth, mouthy Southerner find his way
into their patrician club... and win?

He had a way of wandering into spaces
he wasn’t invited into and then changing
them forever.

I'had the pleasure of working for him at
Turner Broadcasting System (TBS) in the
late1990s. With some frequency, everyone
would arrive at work and find a book on
their desks—about American history,
Native Americans, conservation or the
environment—accompanied by a short
note from Turner encouraging ustoreadit.

That was a telling habit. He was brash—
in ways that came off as insensitive and
earned him the moniker ‘the Mouth of the
South’—but also restless, curious and
utterly original. He inherited his father’s
billboard company and transformed it into
something almost nobody at the time fully
understood: amodern media empire built
around the emerging power of cable televi-
sion. Against the advice of many financial
experts, Turner made an enormous bet
that cable would reshape entertainment,
sports and news.

Being arisk-taker wasn’t the only thing
that made him exceptional, though.

It was that each bet connected to amuch
larger strategic vision. Turner understood
earlier than most executives just how pow-
erful the relationship between content and
distribution could be. WTBS became the
‘superstation,” allowing Atlanta Braves
games toreach fans far beyond Georgia. He
bought the MGM film library to strengthen
his cable networks. He acquired the Han-
na-Barbera catalogue to power Cartoon
Network. Long before ‘synergy’ became an
overused corporate buzzword, Turner
instinctively understood how media eco-
systems worked.

All of it pointed to something else he
never lost sight of, and that many modern
executives often de-emphasize: the most
important decisions do not always make
immediate financial sense.

I remember being in a meeting where
Turner joked that the best thing about con-
trolling 50% of the company was that he
could make decisions Wall Street might

CNN was America’s first 24-hour news
channel on cable television. AP

hate in the short term. That mindset
allowed him to think differently—and
longer-term—than his competitors.

The then-head of research at TBS once
told me how Turner had commissioned
consumer research on the appeal of a
24-hour news network. The findings were
grim. People were perfectly happy getting
their news in the morning and evening.
The conclusion was unambiguous. No one
wanted a 24-hour news channel.

Turnersmiled, ignored the research and
relied on his gut, launching the Cable News
Network nobody asked for.

At the time, CNN was widely mocked.
Critics called it the ‘Chicken Noodle Net-
work.” The very idea of around-the-clock
news seemed absurd. Today, CNN feels
like one of those innovations so embedded
into modern life that it is hard to imagine
the world before it existed.

That was often the pattern with Turner.
He saw around corners before others even
realized there was a turn.

But hisinterests were never confined to
business alone. Turner loved history, par-
ticularly the Civil War. In the 2003 film
Gods and Generals, which he helped
finance, he briefly appeared asa Confeder-
ate officer—sword and all. He never
seemed content merely to own, sponsor or
observe things from afar. He wanted to
wander directly into the middle of them.
His character’s sword became an oft-used
prop in his office for years to come.

That was part of his charm, as was his
willingness to expand the boundaries of
modern philanthropy. Upon seeing his
name on the Forbes 400 list of the richest
Americans, Turner didn’t envision moving
up the ladder. Instead, he seemed more
interested in a different kind of ranking—
one measured by how much people gave
away, and so he pledged $1 billion to the
United Nations.

Imentioned Turner’s name recently to
an undergraduate student and could tell
they’d never really heard of him. Time
moves fast, and even the boldest names of
one era gradually recede into the back-
ground. But when I explained what Turner
had built—the brands, ideas and prod-
ucts—the student simply said, almost rev-
erently, “Wow.”

That’s precisely the right word for a life
like his. (COBLOOMBERG

Call of duty: India needs to enhance its competitiveness

AMIT KAPOOR & KARTIK

are, respectively, chair, and
senior researcher at Institute
for Competitiveness.

ur first kartavya (duty) is to acceler-
ate and sustain economic growth by
enhancing productivity and com-
petitiveness.” This statement by India’s
finance minister Nirmala Sitharaman in this
year’sbudget speech set a clear imperative:
that productivity and competitiveness are
not incidental to India’s growth story, but
necessary conditions for its long-term eco-
nomic development. Its significance has
grown clearer since. The Iran-US war has
had cascading effects across the globe, again
underscoring that in a world of geopolitical
disruption, competitiveness is not a policy
aspiration but a structural necessity. Against
this backdrop, two questions are central.
What s the current state of India’s competi-
tiveness? And what does it reveal about the
country’s capacity to absorb external shocks
and sustain growth in a world of flux?
Competitiveness, as a concept, is best
understood through the lens of productivity.
The foundations of a country’s competitive-
ness lie in the set of policies, institutions and

factors that shape how efficiently an econ-
omy extracts value from its factors of pro-
duction such as labour, capital and natural
resources. Itis this efficiency, sustained over
time, that determines whether growth
translates into enduring prosperity.

To examine this question rigorously, the
Institute for Competitivenessis publishing
the State of India’s Competitiveness Report. It
offers a systematic diagnosis of how effi-
ciently India develops and deploys its pro-
ductive factors. As highlighted in the report,
India’s productive landscape has seen signif-
icantimprovementsinrecent years. Output
per worker grew by nearly 3.8% annually
during 2010-24, higher than in advanced
economies such as the US (1.2%) and EU
(0.7%). However, its output per worker
stands at merely $5,964: (in constant 2015
dollars), much lower than that of the US
($133,850), EU ($77,398), China ($25,030),
Vietnam ($ 7,272) and Indonesia ($8,819).
This shows that despite recent growth, India
still hasalong way to go in catching up even
with Asian economies like China and Viet-
nam, which have been experiencing higher
growth in output per worker at 6.5% and
5.2% annually, respectively.

Our low level of productivity translates
into low levels of prosperity, as reflected by

India’s GDP per capita, which stands at only
$2,397, well below levels across advanced
economiessuch as US ($66,356) and Austra-
lia ($61,481). Even among emerging markets,
India’s GDP per capita is lower than that of
Vietnam ($4,018), Indonesia ($4,368) and
Brazil ($9,567). However, like its trajectory
of productivity, India’s

Indiaremains among the most agriculturally
intensive countries, with 16.2% of its gross
value added (GVA) contributed by the sec-
tor. India’s manufacturing share remains
modest at 13%, compared with China’s 25.5%
and Vietnam'’s 24.2%. India’s service sector’s
share in total GVA stands at 49.5%, lower

than that of advanced

prosperity level has grown economies such as Japan
at an impressive rate of Our queSt for (69.8%) and the EU (65.5%).
nearly 4.9% annually, H Taken together, these
?igh;ar thezn thE)lt O’S[he US prosperlty numbers painth apicture of
1.7%),EU (1.2%) and Japan an economy that is yet to
(0.9%), butlower than that demands that complete its structural
ofctins G andVie  we treat four  fnsomaion wit al
0).

India’. S l.ow a.bsolute imperatives thosein (.)thereconomieg.
prosperity is attributable . Material prosperity is
not onlg to lolwer prloduc— with utmost 0nl¥ one gﬁme?lsion of tﬁe
tivity, but also to lower analysis. The other, equally
economic participation. urgency consequential, is social

India’s employment-to-

population ratio stands at

53.2%, indicating that only about half its
people are engaged in economic activity.
Compared with other countries, India again
lags behind Vietnam, with 72.6% of its popu-
lation employed, compared with 62.4% in
China. Thereport also highlights variation
in economic structures across economies.

progress or the degree to

which an economy trans-
lates growth into improved well-being for its
citizens. Thereport shedslight on the state
of social progress in the country through the
findings of a Social Progress Index. India
scored 58.79 on this, ranking 109th among
171 countries. India ranked below countries
such as Australia, Japan, the US, Vietnam

and China, all of which are more productive
than India. We face a double disadvantage.
Not only is material prosperity low, the
countryisunable to deliver the broader con-
ditions of well-being to its citizens.

Moving forward, India’s competitiveness
will be significantly shaped by two forces
defining the new economic landscape: cli-
mate change and artificial intelligence(AD).

Alis transforming the nature of jobs and
employable skills, whereas climate change
continuesto introduce new vulnerabilities
and constraints on an economy’s efficient
use of resources. Navigating both aspectsis
crucial for maintaining competitiveness and
achieving productivity gains and would
require key measures and steps.

In this context, the report proposes 4T's:
Talent development, technological evolu-
tion, transforming existing innovation sys-
tems and a transition to climate-resilient
growth. Acquiring competitivenessisnota
sprint but a marathon, and marathons are
never won on the actual day of therace. They
are won in the months of disciplined prepa-
ration that come before. These four impera-
tives form that very preparation. And India
must commit itselfto them with urgency.

In this race, India has shown endurance
but must now increase its pace.
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Subsidy spike, again

Instead of incremental steps, issue prices of soil
nutrients must rise & NFSA pool must shrink

FTERAFEW years of relative regulation, the budgetary expendi-

ture on explicit subsidies may spiral out of control again. Because

the West Asia war is inflating import costs for key fertilisers and

theirinputs,government officials have stated that the subsidy on
soil nutrients in FY27 could exceed the Budget Estimate (BE) of ¥1.7 lakh
crore byatleast 335,000 crore. Nearly 30% of both urea and diammonium
phosphate consumed in the country are imported from the Gulf region, as
ishalf of the liquefied natural gas (LPG), the feedstock for urea production.A
host of other key raw materials and intermediates are also imported via the
Strait of Hormuzwhere traffichasremained largely disrupted. Ureaaccounts
for two-thirds of the fertiliser subsidy,and imports still meet nearly a quar-
ter of its domestic consumption. Over three-fourths of the natural gas used
forurea manufacturing, 90% of phosphatic fertilisers,and 100% of potash
are also imported. Global urea prices entered a phase of high volatility after
thestart of thewar: theyhave surged andamuch higheraveragelevelis fore-
castforthenext 12 months.Similarly,spotliquefied natural gas prices nearly
doubled and landed cost of phosphates climbed 30%. Officials assert that
no fertiliser shortage will be felt in the coming kharif season, but fertiliser
companies continue to sound a note of caution.

This means that fertiliser subsidies and availability remain highly
exposed to external shocks. The last time a global conflict jacked up these
subsidieswerein FY2 3,as supplies through the Red Seawere choked by the
Ukraine-Russia conflict. What’s more disturbing isa simultaneous spikein
food subsidy.This, in contrast, haslittle to dowith external factors.Accord-
ing to official estimates, rising costs of holding huge public stockpiles of
rice and wheat would increase food subsidy by 20,000 crore from the BE
ofX2.271akh crorefor FY27.

Subsidies on food,fertilisers,and petroleum (LPG)fell to 8.1% of the Bud-
getin FY24,down from 11% in FY23,but have since risen to 8.7%in FY26
(Revised Estimate). Thiswas also due to curbs imposed on the Budget size by
a government undergoing fiscal consolidation. This rising trend will accel-
erate this year, compressing government resources for growth-inducing
expenditure.As a fraction of the GDP, the three explicit subsidies have still
beenreduced from 2% inFY23 to 1.2% (RE)in FY26.What makes the latest
subsidy spike more challenging, however, is that it coincides with reduced
tax revenue buoyancy.

Incremental, tech-enabled steps to improve subsidy deliveryand target-
ing—like grain distribution using electronic point of sale devices and bio-
metric Aadhaar authentication of beneficiaries—are obviously not enough
torein in subsidy expenditure. Neither is the still-in-infancy direct transfer
of fertiliser subsidy to farmers. The project to create modern grain storage
facilities in the cooperative sector can help, but only to an extent. A steeper
reduction in subsidy spending growth would doubtless require a rational
review of the criteria for the National Food Security Act’s beneficiary pool of
810 million people.Besides,as the Economic Survey recommended, the gov-
ernment should immediately implement a modest increase in retail issue
prices forhighly subsidised urea,while simultaneously transferringan equiv-
alent cash amount directly to farmers based on theirlandholdings. There is
adireneed toanchor fertiliser decisions in soiland crop requirements, rather
than in “administered price distortions”.

Anthropic's gain: The idea
that Claude has feelings

RICHARD DAWKINS IS one of the modern world’s great sceptics. His 2006 book The
God Delusion tore through arguments for the existence of a higher power and snark-
ily called religion a source of superficial comfort. That riguor seemed to desert him
once he started talking to Claude.

The evolutionary biologist and former University of Oxford professor recently
spent three days chattingwith thelarge language model developed by Anthropicand
emerged from the experience believing it was conscious.After asking it for feedback
on his unpublished novel, Dawkins found its answer “so subtle, so sensitive, so intel-
ligent” that he was moved to reply: “You may not know you are conscious, but you
bloodywell are,”he wrote recently. He went on to christen the bot Claudia.

Let’s be clear: Claude is not conscious or sentient. Instead, Dawkins’ decades of
professional scepticism have been tested by the mimicked empathyof an LLM.Trained
on massive data sets of human conversation, chatbots can replicate the exact lan-
guage patternsand tactics people use to convey emotional support.That doesn’t mean
they feel emotions,but it gives them a potentially powerful hold on humans.

Thatiswhat makesthe debate about consciousness socommercially powerful for
technology companies. Humans may never reach a satisfying consensus about whe-
therClaudeand its peersare conscious,buta pervadingbelief that theymightbeis en-
ough to make us more attached. In the words of the social-media moguls, it gives Al
room to become even “stickier”.And in an industrywhere the underlying models are
converging on capability, stickiness is the prize.

Such commerciallogichelps explainwhytechleadersare not pushingbackonthe
notion.Anthropic CEO Dario Amodei said this year that he was“open totheidea”and
OpenAI CEO Sam Altman went further on the Lex Fridman podcast in 2023, saying
flatly: “I believe Al can be conscious.”

For regular users of Al tools like Dawkins, the notion is
oftenbased onanthropomorphic projectionand,well, vibes.
But there are real scientific efforts to explore machine con-
sciousness, t0o.Google DeepMind has hired a University of
Cambridgeacademicforanewly created “philosopher”role
tostudytheissue.Researchersat UC Berkeleyand the Mass-
achusetts Institute of Technologyrecently contributed toa
74-page paperthat posed theidea of “functional wellbeing”
for chatbots.

There seems to be a fineline between the moral and co-
mmercial cases forthis debate. Many technologists,includ-
ing people I have spokentoat Anthropic,seeamoralimper-
ative to treating Al systemswell today.“There is a grave risk
of machines becoming conscious and we deny it,” says Calum Chace, the co-founder
of British startup Conscium that is developing metrics for determining machine con-
sciousness. The result could be a proliferation of digital minds being tortured and
“enslaved”, hewarns. Chace is also building a business on exactly this premise.

ForAlIlabsand hyperscalers spending hundreds of billions of dollars on data-cen-
trebuildouts, the framing has obvious uses.Anthropic has been exploring the notion
of “model welfare” and recently gave Claude the ability to end a conversation if it
becomesabusive,afeature framedasa precaution in case the model haswelfareworth
protecting. Such efforts could help keepliability at bayif its product is one day thought
to deserve the kinds of rights that certain animals get.

More importantly for an Al lab’s bottom line, imparting software with a vague
sense of personhood helps set it apart from competitors, an effort underpinned by
the already humanlike features of chatbots, such as when ChatGPT and Claude say
things like “I'm thrilled”,and, “This is so rewarding towork on”.

Over time, their human users may come to project a kind of living awareness and
selfhood on theirbots, just as Dawkins did. The question for users then becomes less
about,“Which Al tool is smarter?” or even,“Is it conscious?”and more along the lines
of,“Which one do Iwant to talk to?”

That will be a critical question for competing Al labs. As the capabilities of their
models converge, they must capitalise on whatever they can to differentiate,and
Dawkins’epiphany might be exactlywhat theyneed.The man who spent decades at-
tacking beliefwithout evidence has delivered the Al industry its perfect testimonial.

-
PARMY
OLSON

Bloomberg
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HE RECENT ROUND of
state elections, spanning
West Bengal, Assam, Tamil
Nadu, Kerala, and Puduc-
herry, has clearly shown, if
nothing else, that Indian democracy is
very much alive and Kkicking. It has red-
rawn India’s political map, with the
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) now staking
astronger claim from West to East. While
the BJPhaswon a third term in Assam, its
maiden victory in Bengal is particularly
noteworthy. Mamata Banerjee’s decision
to not resign gracefully from the chief
minister’s post after losing is unbecom-
ing of India’s democratictraditions.There
is no dearth of debate over how and why
the Trinamool Congress (TMC)lostits 15-
year hold on the state, with as many
explanationsasthereare experts.We will
leave that crowded space aside and focus
instead on the more pressing question of
revdis (freebies) vs development. The
challenge before the new government is
straightforward: can it move the state
from its current 16th rank in per capita
income (PCI) to the levels of Haryana (3rd)
and Gujarat (5th) that have theadvantage
of longer governance experience?
During Banerjee’s tenure from 2011-
12 to 2025-26,Bengal recorded an aver-
age annual growth rate (AAGR) of GDP of
just 5%, thelowestamongall major states
and also lower than India’s 6.1% (at con-
stant 2011-12 prices).But thisisnot mer-
ely a story of one government’s tenure.
Overthelast 25 years (2000-01 to 2025-
26),the state’s GDPgrowth averaged only
5.6%, against the national average of
6.3%. It is, therefore, hardly surprising
that the state’s ranking in PCI terms slid
from 11thto 16th overthis period.
That could well be one reason why the
BJP won in Bengal. But another widely
discussed factorwas thelack of good gov-
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FROM PLATE TO PLOUGH
BJP's CHALLENGE IN BENGAL WILL BE BALANCING WELFARE COMMITMENTS WITH DEVELOPMENT EXPENDITURES

Freebie hurdle to real change

ASHOK GULATI
BIDISHA CHANDA

Respectively Distinguished Professor
and Research Associate at ICRIER

ernance, which dissuades private sector
investments.Yet anotherfactor could be
the special intensive revision. However,
the debate has not focused much on the
issue of freebies,which could have played
acriticalrolein the BJP’svictory.Freebies
have now become a standard electoral
weapon; across states, competitive pop-
ulist transfers are becoming the norm.
Take, for instance, Tamil Nadu. The
state has pioneered two trends. First, it
witnessed the rise of yet
another film star in poli-
tics. The state has contin-
ued its long tradition of
cinematic icons turning
into mass political leaders,
this time with actor C
Joseph Vijay. Second, and
perhaps more consequen-
tially,the state institution-

est AAGR of GDP,at 7.4% between FYO1
and FY26.0ne could argue that the GDP
growth bypasses the masses who live
more on welfare schemes. But there is
more politics for votes in these freebies
than true welfarism.

Bengalisno different.The BJPdid not
really introduce a new freebie model; it
merely scaled up what the TMC had put
in place.It proposed to double the exist-
ing transfers for women—=31,500 per
month for those from
general category and
31,700 for reserved cate-
gory women—to 3,000
permonth forall,irrespec-
tive of caste.In a state of
roughly 100 million peo-
ple,about49.3 millionare
women, of whom nearly
35.8 million are above the

The BJP did not
really introduce a
new freebie model;
it merely scaled up
what the TMC had
put in place

alised the culture of free- -—E—_—_—_—II—_————— age of 20 years (ministry

bies in Indian politics.

What began as a developmental inter-
vention through the noon meal scheme
for schoolchildren eventually evolved
intoabroader electoral strategy: give cit-
izens freebies, and votes will follow. Is
this bribe for votes or welfarism?

Vijay’s promised welfare bill in Tamil
Naduy, if implemented, would cost the
state exchequer roughly X0.99 lakh
crore,againstatotalbudgetof 33.93 lakh
crore.And thisrevdi culture persists even
when the state recorded the sixth-high-

of health and family wel-
fare, 2019). Even if one takes this as a
rough eligibility benchmark, the annual
cost of such a scheme would be in the
vicinity of ¥1.29 lakh crore. Against a
total state budget of ¥3.96 lakh crore for
FY27, this single promise could absorb
almost one-third of the total expendi-
ture. If the government decides to go
ahead with this bold scheme, the obvi-
ous question is: how does it plan to
finance such a commitment without
squeezing development expenditures?

Prime Minister Narendra Modi

India is effectively dealing with the energy
crisis due to steps taken by the Centre;
using fuel with restraint is the need of the hour

Will it not slow down the pace of devel-
opment even further?

It must be acknowledged that the BJP
can build on some of the state’s existing
opportunities. West Bengal’s multidi-
mensional poverty headcount ratio
declined sharply from 58% in 2005-06
to just 9% in 2022-23 (NITI Aayog,
2024).Despite this substantial reduction
in poverty,Bengal’s PCI ranking has rem-
ained persistently among the lower tier
of states.This suggests that more thanan
accelerated growth model, distribution
of revdis has contributed to poverty
reduction. This may not create ample
jobs. No wonder, the BJP promised
%3000/month to unemployed youthsin
its manifesto. But such social security
measures can onlybe meaningful onlyin
the short run. Actual jobs need to be cre-
ated.And that,inevitably,requires creat-
ing an environment where private
investorsarewilling tonotjust enterbut
also stay. Before any government can
seriously pursue such ambitions,it must
first confront the condition of the state’s
finances. West Bengal is currently the
second-most indebted major state in
India, with total outstanding liabilities
estimated at 38.9% of GSDPin 2026,
second only to Punjab’s 46.49% and well
above the national average of 29.2%
(State Finances, 2025-26). This is where
thenewgovernment’sreal challenge be-
gins: balancing welfare commitments
with development expenditures,to place
the state on a higher growth trajectory.

The lotus has bloomed, no doubt, in
the East. But if this victory is based on
promises of revdi rather than develop-
ment, it may not mean real and sustain-
able poriborton(change).For the new gov-
ernment, the test will begin now.

Views are personal

Beyond the Skyroot moment

& RISHI RAJ

rishi.raj@expressindia.com

India’s first space-tech unicorn reflects both
the promise and the limits of the country’s
deeptech transition

SKYROOTAEROSPACE'S FEAT asthe co-
untry’s first space-tech unicorn is signifi-
cant not merely because another startup
has crossed the billion-dollar valuation
mark,butbecause of thekind of company
it is. Unlike most unicorns produced by
India’s startup ecosystem over the past
decade, Skyroot is not built around con-
sumerdemand aggregation,discount-led
scale,or convenience-led digital services.It
isattemptingtobuild launchvehiclesina
business defined by engineering com-
plexity,long development timelines,and
heavy capital requirements.In thatsense,
the company’s latest funding round rep-
resents less a routine startup milestone
and more a test of whether India’s long-
discussed deeptech transition is begin-
ning toacquire institutional depth.

That distinction matters because
India’s startup ecosystem has increasingly
found itself at the centre of alarger policy
debate. Over the past two years, the gov-
ernment has repeatedly emphasised the
need for startups to move beyond food
delivery,quick commerce,and consumer
Internet models towards sectors such as
artificial intelligence (Al),semiconductors,
robotics, defence, and space technology.
Commerce and Industry Minister Piyush
Goyal’s criticism of delivery boys and gitls
becoming the defining image of the
startup ecosystem may have been politi-
cally phrased,but the underlying concern
reflected abroader anxietyabout techno-
logical capability and industrial depth.

Yet the available data suggest that the
actual transition towards deeptech
remains gradual.Analysis of Startup India
recognitions shows deeptech startups,
including those in Al, robotics,and semi-
conductor-linked ventures,accounted for
only 5-7% of total recognitions in FY26,

compared with roughly 4-5% a year ear-
lier. Al-linked startups rose to 15-18%
from12-14%inFY25,indicatingonlyan
incremental shift in the composition of
newventures even as total startup recog-
nitions crossed 55,000 during the year.
Services,commerce, and consumer-fac-
ing models continue to dominate the
ecosystem, leaving a substantial gap
between policy aspiration and actual sec-
toral movement.

Skyroot’srise sits squarelywithin that
contradiction. On the one hand, it offers
thegovernmentand investorsavisible ex-
ample of an Indian startup
operatingina frontiertech-
nology sector traditionally
dominated by state agenc-
iesand global aerospace fir-
ms. On the other hand, the
attention surrounding the
company also underlines
howrare such ventures still
arewithin thebroaderstar-
tup landscape. One space-

India’s startup
ecosystem has had
a tendency to treat
isolated successes
as evidence of
structural
transformation

torically been reluctant to commit large
pools of capital to such businesses.

India’s startup funding architecture
evolved largely around sectors that could
demonstrate rapid user acquisition and
quicker exits.Consumer Internet and fin-
tech businesses fit that model naturally
because digital penetration and mobile
connectivity created large addressable
markets. Deeptech startups operate dif-
ferently.Theirgrowth dependsnotonlyon
venture funding but also on research
infrastructure, specialised engineering
talent, procurement ecosystems, and
long-term industrial
demand.Theseare capabili-
ties that develop gradually
overtimeratherthanacross
funding cycles.

That partly explainswhy
deeptech ecosystems globa-
lly tend to emerge in close
conjunction with state cap-
acityandinstitutional infra-
structure. Silicon Valley its-

tech unicorn does not by m— —————  clf was shaped not just by

itself indicate the emer-
gence of amature deeptech ecosystem.
The structural reasons for this are not
difficult to identify. Deeptech businesses
operate under economic conditions very
different from those governing consumer
Internet startups. Building alaunch vehi-
cle company requires years of research,
testing, certification,and manufacturing
before commercial revenues become pre-
dictable.The same s true of semiconduc-
tor design, robotics, or industrial Al sys-
tems.Capitalintensityis higher,gestation
periods are longer, and technical failure
rates are significant. Venture investors
accustomed to faster scaling cycles and
clearer monetisation pathways have his-

THE EDITOR

OFDI footprint

Apropos "Rethinking Outward FDI"
(FE, May 9), India's rising outward for-
eign direct investment (OFDI) reflects
ambition but also imbalance. The shift
from manufacturing to financial servi-
ces and the concentration in low-tax
hubs such as Singapore and Mauritius
risk narrowing India's global footprint.
Policy must encourage broader, long-
term engagement that builds genuine
multinational capacity rather than

transient financial presence. Expand-
ing into diverse markets and sectors
will strengthen India's competitive-
ness and create two-way trade flows
that enrich domestic growth. Over-
seas investment should complement,
not substitute, home-grown enterp-
rise. The challenge lies in ensuring that
India's outward push mirrors its inter-
nal dynamism, fostering innovation
and resilience across borders. A
balanced, strategic approach to OFDI
can transform India's global presence

venture capital but also by

defence spending, university research
networks,and publicinvestment in semi-
conductors and aerospace technologies.
India has begun moving in that direction
through semiconductor incentive sche-
mes,defencereforms,and openingupthe
spacesector.Yet the ecosystem surround-
ing these initiatives remains incomplete.
Procurement processes are still slow, do-
mestic demand for frontier technologies
remains shallow in many sectors,and re-
search-commercialisation linkages betw-
een academia and industry remain weak.
The problem is particularly visible in
capital formation. While startup funding
has become more sophisticated over the

from opportunistic expansion to
sustainable influence.
—K Chidanand Kumar, Bangalore

Governor’s role

Apropos of "Political governors are
dangerous" (FE, May 10), the gover-
nor's role was always intended to be
apolitical—as a facilitator of democra-
tic processes, not a participant in
them. The Tamil Nadu episode has
once again brought this tension into
focus. When a clear electoral mandate

past decade, truly patient capital remains
limited. Manyinvestors still prefersectors
where scale can be achieved quickly and
valuation visibility is clearer. Deeptech
businesses,by contrast, require sustained
financing even before commercial viabil-
ity becomes visible. That is why Skyroot’s
latest funding round is notable not only
because of the company itself but also
because of whoinvested.The participation
oflong-horizoninvestors suchas GICand
Ram Shriram’s Sherpalo Ventures sug-
gests that at least some institutional cap-
ital is beginning to view Indian deeptech
as strategically investible rather than
merely experimental.

Still, caution iswarranted beforeinter-
preting this as a broader turning point.
India’s startup ecosystem has historically
shown a tendency to treat isolated suc-
cesses as evidence of structural transfor-
mation.The more meaningful testwill lie
elsewhere.Can India consistently produce
multiple deeptech firms that move
beyond prototype stages into becoming
globally competitive businesses? Can star-
tupsinsemiconductors,aerospace,and Al
infrastructure generate durablerevenues
ratherthanremain dependent on succes-
sive funding rounds? These are more dif-
ficult questions than headlinevaluations.

Skyroot’s rise nevertheless matters
because it signals an early shift in the
direction of both capital and ambition.
Indian foundersareincreasingly entering
sectors once considered too complex or
capital-intensive for startups, while
investors appear marginally more willing
tounderwrite longer-horizon technolog-
ical bets. The deeper challenge now is to
ensure that such cases do not remain
exceptions celebrated precisely because
theyarerare.

is delayed or complicated by Raj Bha-
van, public confidence in institutional
neutrality erodes, regardless of which
party is in power. That said, governors
do carry a residual constitutional resp-
onsibility. The solution lies in codifying
strict, time-bound guidelines for
government formation that eliminate
discretionary delay while protecting
against instability.

—A Myilsami, Coimbatore
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IN THE NEWS

FTA UTILISATION:

GOVT WORKING
TO GAIN BENEFITS

WITH INDIA
SIGNING a
series of free
trade agree-
ments with
developed
countries, the government
is working on an FTA utili-
sation plan to help maxi-
mise benefits from these
pacts, an official said.
These pacts cover 38
countries whose imports
stand at about $12 trillion.

&

INDIA, TRINIDAD
AND TOBAGO

SIGN 8 MOUs

INDIA AND
TRINIDAD
and Tobago
have signed
eight
agreements
in sectors including
tourism, healthcare,
infrastructure and
Ayurveda during External
Affairs Minister

S Jaishankar's two-day
visit to the Caribbean
nation, according to an
official statement.

Oil prices may stay
higher, says ADB
chief economist

CRUDE OILPRICES
are likely to stay
higher for longer
due to the
disruption caused by the
longer-than-expected West
Asia crisis, ADB Chief
Economist Albert Park has
said. "With a higher oil price
expectation, we actually
have it as $96 per barrel as
average for 2026 as per the
new reference scenario. It
should stay elevated at $80
per barrel in 2027 " park said.

Mining CSR must
sync with national
priorities: Experts

CSR INITIATIVES IN mining,
metals and infrastructure
sectors will fail to drive
long-term transformation
unless aligned with national
priorities and communities,
experts warned, undersco-
ring the need for deeper
local engagement amid
rising scrutiny on
sustainable development.

Nalco's alumina
exports impacted
STATE-RUN NAT-
ﬁ IONAL Aluminium
exports to West
Asia have been affected by
region, according to its
CMD, Brijendra Pratap
for 40-50% of the firm's
alumina shipments.

due to Iran war
Company's
geopolitical tensions in the
Singh. West Asia accounts
— AGENCIES
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ONLY 73% OF TARGETED CAPACITYADDED IN FY26

Thermal projects lag amid

SAURAV ANAND
New Delhi, May 10

INDIA ADDED JUST 9.47 GW
of thermal power capacity in
FY26,0nly 73% of the targeted
12.86 GW,as persistent delays
in equipment supplies, land
acquisition and project execu-
tion slowed commissioning
even as the country braces for
peak electricity demand of
nearly 270 GW this summer.

The shortfall comes at a
time when policymakers are
increasingly relying on coal-
based generation to support
grid stability amid rising elec-
tricity demand and rapid
renewable energy expansion.

Data from the Central Elec-
tricity Authority (CEA) shows
only 11 of the targeted 18
thermal generating units were
commissioned during FY26,
underscoring continuing bot-
tlenecks in project execution.

India’s peak power demand
hasalready crossed 256 GWin
April, up from 241 GW in the
same period last year, and is
projected to touch 270 GW
during 2026,according to gov-
ernment estimates.

The widening gap between
rising electricity demand and
slower thermal capacity addi-
tion is emerging as a key con-
cern for the power sector, par-
ticularly during periods of
extreme summerdemand and
renewable intermittency.

Monthly additions
remained weak through the

jump in powerd

emand

POWER PLAY

FY26 THERMAL
ADDITIONS

9.47 GWvs 12.86 GW-
target,

about 27 % shortfall

m Only 11 of 18 planned
units commissioned
amid execution delays

BOTTLENECKS

Equipment supply, land
acquisition, project
execution

B Peak demand rose to
256 GW; may hit around
270 GW in 2026 summer

FY25 MISS

ii.5 GW added vs
15.36 GW planned

FY27 TARGET

7.3 GW; actual likely about
6 GW, as per ICRA estimate

year, with only about 660 MW
commissioned in Marchandno
capacityadditionin February.In
FY25 too,India added just 4.5
GW thermal capacity against a
targetof15.36 GW,oronly 29%
of planned additions,indicating
a second consecutive year of
major slippages in thermal pro-
ject execution.

Industry sources attributed
the delays largely to supply
chain constraintsin equipment
and persistent land acquisition
hurdles,both of which continue
tostall project timelines despite
renewed policy focus on ther-
mal expansion.

The Centre has outlined

planstoadd 97 GW of coaland
lignite-based capacity by
2034-35 to meet growing
demand and support grid reli-
ability alongside renewable
energy growth.

Among projects commis-
sioned in FY26 were major
central and state installations
including North Karanpura
STPP (660 MW), Barh STPP
Stage-I1(660 MW), Buxar TPP
(660 MW), Patratu STPP (800
MW), Ghatampur TPP (660
MW),Khurja SCTPP (660 MW),
YadadriTPS (800 MW),Obra-C
STPP (660 MW), North Chen-
nai TPP Stage-III (800 MW)
and Sagardighi TPP Stage-III

(660 MW).

The private sector commis-
sioned four units with com-
bined capacity of 1.65 GW dur-
ing the year. As of March 31,
about 39.36 GW of thermal
capacity remained under con-
struction, while another 21.38
GW was classified as stranded
projects,whereworkhas stalled
orisunlikelyto proceed,accord-
ingto CEAdata.

For FY27, the government
has seta thermal capacity addi-
tion target of 7.3 GW, though
rating agency ICRA estimates
actualadditions maybecloserto
6 GW due to continuing execu-
tion challenges.

Private capex jumps 67%, signals
revival in investment cycle: CII

FE BUREAU
New Delhi, May 10

INDIA'S PRIVATE CAPITAL
expenditure surged 67% year-
on-year to X7.7 lakh crore in
September 2025, signalling a
decisive revival in the invest-
ment cycle, industry body Con-
federation of Indian Industry
(CII) said, urging companies to
step up support measures to
help the economy navigate the
ongoing West Asia crisis.

CII’sanalysisofnearly 1,200
companies from the CMIE
Prowess database showed pri-
vate sector investment—mea-
sured through annual changes
in net fixed assets and capital
workin progress—rising sharply
from 4.6 lakh crorein Septem-
ber 2024 to X7.7 lakh crore a
year later.

Manufacturing accounted
for nearly half the investment
at ¥3.8 lakh crore, led by met-
als, automobiles and chemi-
cals,while services contributed
¥3.1lakhcrore,drivenbytrad-
ing, communications and
IT/ITeS sectors.

“The 67% jump in private
capex to X7.7 lakh crore is the

CORPORATE PUSH

m Manufacturing spearheaded
investments at ¥3.8 lakh crore,

with services contributing
¥3.1 lakh crore

m Capacity utilisation
climbed to

75.6% in the third
quarter of FY26, while
order books
expanded 10.3%

CHANDRAJIT BANERIJEE,
DIRECTOR GENERAL, Cll

The 67% jump in private
capex to X7.7 lakh crore is
the most important signal
yet that India’s investment
cycle has decisively turned

most important signal yet that
India’s investment cycle has
decisively turned,” said CII
Director General Chandrajit
Banerjee. He said the scale and
spread of investments across
sectors were unlike anything
seen in more than a decade.
Supporting indicators also
pointed to strengthening cor-
porate activity. Capacity utilisa-
tion in manufacturing rose to
75.6% in the third quarter of
FY26 from 74.3% in the previ-
ous quarter, while order books
expanded 10.3% year-on-year.

Bank credit growth rebounded
tonearly 149%inthesecond half
of FY26 compared with around
10% in the first half.

Amid rising geopolitical
uncertaintieslinked to the West
Asia conflict, CITunveiled afive-
point industry action agenda
aimed at protecting growth
momentum while easing pres-
sure on government finances.

The proposals include a
phased rollback of the ¥10-per-
litre excise duty cut on petrol
and diesel over six to nine
monthsascrude pricesstabilise,

avoluntaryindustry-wide com-
mitment to reduce fuel and
power consumption by 3-5%,
and a 45-day payment guaran-
tee for MSMEs backed by wider
use of theTrade Receivables Dis-
counting System (TReDS).

Industry has also proposed
deeperimport substitutionand
supply-chain diversification to
reduce external vulnerabilities.
In addition, companies have
been urged to front-load FY27
investmentsin manufacturing,
energy transition and digital
infrastructure, while exercising
voluntary price restraint on
essential inputs and scaling up
internship hiring under the PM
Internship Scheme.

Banerjee said industry was
willing to absorb part of the
input cost pressures within cor-
porate margins to support the
economy during the current
period of global stress. “This is
industry’sway of saying that we
willlean in,not pull back,at this
definingmoment for the Indian
economy, he said.

CllI credited therevivalin pri-
vate investment to the govern-
ment’s sustained public capital
expenditure push.

India, Oman to decide
trade pact timeline soon

@ Both sides to
meet in Delhi today

MUKESH JAGOTA
New Delhi, May 10

INDIA AND OMAN will start
talks from Monday to sort out
remainingirritantsandfinalise
the date for making their Com-
prehensive Economic Partner-
ship Agreement (CEPA) opera-
tional, an official has said.
Earlier, both sides were aiming
for June 1 for the Entry into
Force of CEPAthatwassigned on
December 18 lastyear.

Also on Monday, Minister
of Foreign Affairs of Chile
Francisco Perez Mackennawill
hold discussions in New Delhi
ontradeandrelated mattersas
both sidesareactivelyworking
on concluding negotiationson
a Free Trade Agreement (FTA).
In Chile international trade
negotiations are led by an
office under the foreign min-
istryand Mackenna arrived in
New Delhi on Sunday.

The negotiations on CEPA
between India and Oman that
started in November 2023 and
concluded in December 2025
with the signing of the agree-
ment. The agreement was rat-
ified by Oman through a Royal
decree in February.

Foreign Minister and
Deputy Trade Minister Paula
Estevez Weinstein of Chile are
also being accompanied by a
business delegation. With
Chile negotiations on CEPA
werelaunched onApril 1,2025
and so far four rounds of nego-

AT A GLANCE

®m Oman ratified CEPAvia
Royal decree in February

m India-Chile FTA talks in
focus as Chile's foreign
minister holds discussions

Chile FTA process started
April 2025; four negotiation
rounds completed so far

India-Oman CEPA offers

98%+ tariff-line liberalisation
for Indian exports

tiations have been held. The
last round of talks were held
between December1-5,2025.

The CEPA opens up zero-
dutyaccesson 98.08% of tar-
iff lines, covering 99.38% of
India’s exports to Oman. In
return, India will open up
77% of its tariff lines for
Oman that will cover 94% of
its total exports to India.
While on most products the
tariffs will straight away drop
in zero,in petrochemicals the
reduction will be in a phased
manner.

While being aregulartrade
agreement on most fronts,
the FTAwith Chile also differs
from them as both sides have
decided to include a chapter
on critical minerals in the
agreement. With Chile, India
has already developed a bilat-
eral mechanism on critical
minerals. Chile has vast
reserves of critical minerals

and is a world leader in cop-
per. It also has significant
lithium, silver, and molybde-
num deposits.

The CEPA with Chile aims
tobuild upon the existing Pref-
erential Trade Agreement
(PTA) between the two nations
and seeks to encompass a
broader range of sectors,
including digital services,
investment promotion and
cooperation, MSME and criti-
cal minerals.

Similar to the CEPA with
Chile that includes a chapter
on critical minerals, another
one is being negotiated with
Peru, With Peru 11 rounds of
talks have been held since the
launch of negotiations in
2017.The last round of talks
were held from 3-5 November
2025, Officials expect that the
next round of talks with Peru
would take time as the country
isin midst of elections.

India got EU market opened
for seafood via talks: Goyal

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA
Mumbai, May 10

INDIA ACTIVELY NEGOTI-
ATED with the European
Union to open its market for
seafood exports, helping the
country overcome challenges
arising from steep US tariffs,
Union Commerce and Indus-
try Minister Piyush Goyal said
on Sunday.

Addressing reporters here,
he said the government antic-
ipated disruptions and acted
swiftly to secure alternative
markets for Indian exporters.

“Our governmentworks 24
hours. Often, even before a
problem arises,we begin plan-
ning and action,” he said.

Goyal said the US decision
toimpose 50% tariff on Indian
seafood had dealt a majorblow
to exports and caused distress
among fishermen.

“When America imposed a
50% tariff on Indian seafood,
our exports suffered a big set-
back. Fishermen were very
worried.The Centre responded
by engaging with the Euro-
pean Union and addressing
regulatory bottlenecks that
had earlier restricted Indian

FPO sales via commodity exchanges surge in FY26

SANDIP DAS
New Delhi, May 10

SINCE FARMERS PRODUCER
organisations (FPOs) started
trading on the commodity
boursesin FY25,there hasbeen
a spurt in the sales of assorted
farm goods by them on these
platforms.

On the NCDEX platform in
2025-26,104 farmers collec-
tives have sold over ¥700 crore
worth of agricultural commodi-
ties — cotton, cumin, castor,
coriander,turmeric,cotton seed
oil cake and guarseed.

According to agriculture
ministry data, amongst these
farmers' collectives, about 54
FPOs have sold commodities of
morethan X1 crore on the com-
modity exchange platform last
fiscal.

Anagriculture ministry offi-
cial said that selling through
commodity bourse has led to
formalisation of agricultural
trade and provide farmers the

AGRI TRADING

m FPO B NCDEX saw | ®mMore than
commodity 104 FPOs 54 FPOs
trading surged | trade over posted

in FY26, ¥700 crore exchange
accelerating of agricommodities | sales above
formalisation in FY26 Z1 crore

of farm trade

last fiscal

m Rajasthan’s Mandor Kisan
FPO sold ¥75 lakh of cumin
and castor on NCDEX

B Government-backed FPO
turnover has crossed
20,000 crore since 2020
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option beyond trader driven
purchase of commoditiesat the
mandis. “On the commodity
exchanges, FPOs get payment
going into their bank accounts
while ensuringaggregationand
procurement from farmers
members,’ the official said.

The country’s largest com-
modity derivatives exchange—
MCX—recently initiated

onboarding of FPOs for partici-
pation in futures trade in agri-
cultural commodities
Ganpatram Chaudhry, CEQ,
Mandor Kisan Farmer Producer
Company, a Jodhpur, Rajasthan
based farmers collective said
that it has sold 75 lakh worth
of agri-commodities—jeera or
cumin and castor seeds on
NCDEX out of their total sales

turnoverofX2.87 crorein FY26.
This farmers owned group with
750 members is aiming to
achieve X3 crorebusinessonthe
platformin the current fiscal.
Farmers’ groups have also
stated that more commodities
should be opened up for future
trade while the Securities and
Exchange Board of India has
extended the suspension of
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trading in derivative contracts
for seven agricultural com-
modities—paddy (non-bas-
mati), wheat, chana, mustard
seedand its derivatives,soybean
and its derivatives, crude palm
oil, and moong till March 31,
2027. Interms of overall busi-
ness of farmers collectives, in
FY26,340FPOshave crossed Rs
10 crore sales turnover, while
over 1,100 farmers collectives
have reported sales exceeding
%1 crore. Cumulative turnover
of these farmers’ collectives
formed under central scheme
since 2020 have crossed
320,000 crore.Over 6.17 mil-
lionsmalland marginal farmers
have taken equityin these FPOs
sofar. Several collectives formed
in the last six years through the
central sector scheme have also
carried out procurement of
oilseeds,pulsesand grain under
minimum support price (MSP)
to boost their businesses. More
than 7,000 FPOs across various
statesarenowabletosellunique

agricultural productsincluding
rice, pulses, millets, honey,
mushrooms, spices, and value-
added products on the govern-
ment’se-commerce platform—
Open Network for Digital
Commerce (ONDC).

The scheme forformation of
10,000 new FPOS was aimed at
enhancing collective bargaining
power of farmers through local
aggregation and reducing cost
of production through leverag-
ingeconomies of scale,financial
assistance up to ¥18 lakh per
FPO fora period of three years.

The scheme with a bud-
getary provision of 36,865 crore
waslaunched in February,2020
while the financial support
under the schemewill continue
tilltheend of FY27.

These collectives were regis-
tered under several provisions
such as the Companies Act,
2013 (farmer producer compa-
nies), cooperative societies acts
of the states or the multi-state
cooperative society Act.

CHENNAI/KOCHI

shipments,”’he pointed out.
Several Indian fishing
establishments had been
delisted by the EU in the past,
but India used quality control
orders and standards to push
for their restoration, he said.

PIYUSH GOYAL,
COMMERCE MINISTER

Our government
works 24 hours.
Often, even before a
problem arises,

we begin planning
and action

“We took a firm approach
and used quality control mech-
anisms. Today, more than 125
Indian fishery establishments
have been registered,” he said,
adding that this helped India
regainaccesstoalargeandsta-
ble market.

The minister said the
strategic moveyielded results,
with seafood exports record-
ing a growth of around 12-
149% last year despite global
uncertainties. He stressed that
opening up the EU marketwas
crucial given its massive
import demand and impor-
tance in global trade.

Highlighting the broader
approach, Goyal said Indiawas
focusing on securing long-
term trade opportunities
through free trade agreements
and global partnerships.

“If India has to become a
developed nation, our interna-
tional agreements must lay the
foundation for the next 20-
25 years. Expanding
exports, boosting manu-
facturing and creating
employment opportu-
nities remain key prior-

ities,” the senior BJP
leaderasserted.

IBA pushes for 10%
manure blending

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA
New Delhi, May 10

THE INDIAN BIOGAS Associa-
tion (IBA) has called for 10%
mandatory blending of fer-
mented organic manure with
chemicalfertilisersby 2030 say-
ing it can save $2 billion in

imports annually.The _——

IBA recently pre- &
sented a white 4
paper: FOM Feeds j -&=
Soil, Soil Feeds (.
Sustainability. F
The  white '
paper was released
by Union New &

h — i
Renewable Energy Sec- h—

retary Santosh Kumar
Sarangi during BBB Summit
2026 held from May 7 to 9,an
IBA statement said.

The white paper proposes a
phased mandate to achieve
10% blending of Fermented

' Organic Manure (FOM) with

chemical fertilisers by 2030,
positioningitasa critical inter-
vention to restore India's
declining soil health and accel-
erate the transition to sustain-
able agriculture.
It outlined a comprehensive
policy framework, the recom-
mendation calls forintegrat-

ing FOM into existing
4. flagshipgovernment
schemes such as
==+ the  Nutrient-

i | Based Subsidy
(Juawr | (NBS)framework,
=% |t/ Soil Health Card
" (SHC) scheme, and
= Paramparagat Krishi

Vikas Yojana (PKVY).
The inclusion of organic
carbonasanutrient parameter
under NBS is expected to
enable balanced fertilisation,
ensure fair subsidy mecha-
nisms for FOM, and reduce
excessive dependence on
chemical fertilisers.







