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Foreseeable accidents

Industrial mishaps are due to
accumulated organisational weaknesses

espite there having been a streak of in-
]) dustrial accidents in India of late, the no-

tion that they are isolated and incidental
persists. Within days of each other, four workers
were killed in a ‘mishap’ in a septic tank in Surat
while nine workers were killed by an explosion at
a steel plant in Visakhapatnam. They appear to
be different circumstances: one involved workers
entering a confined space and succumbing to tox-
ic gases; the other involved 150 tonnes of molten
steel and a violent blast. Yet, industry has known
of these risks and had developed preventive mea-
sures decades ago. In the Surat incident, four
workers entered the tank and were overcome by
toxic fumes. The circumstances resemble a well-
known pattern in fatalities in confined spaces,
where the first victims are often followed by
would-be rescuers who enter without protection.
There have been deaths in similar circumstances
in Surat’s industrial sector in recent years. The
working area must be mechanically ventilated
and have rescue personnel on standby while the
workers must have breathing apparatuses, har-
nesses and retrieval lines, and clear lines of com-
munication. Unprotected entry must be strictly
prohibited. Septic tank deaths and deaths due to
manual scavenging are in fact rarely accidents in
the sense of unforeseeable events, but failures of
basic safety management, and the recurrence of
such incidents speaks to the persistence of that
failure. Likewise, while steelmaking is intrinsical-
ly more dangerous because it combines extreme
temperatures, pressurised gases, heavy equip-
ment, and enormous stores of heat energy, in-
dustry still knows the hazards it poses, and furth-
er that even relatively small process failures can
result in multiple casualties.

Both incidents, and the patterns they extend,
are reminders of persistent safety failures in ma-
ny parts of Indian industry. In Visakhapatnam,
trade unions and former employees have alleged
that the plant had reduced staffing, heavier wor-
kloads, ageing equipment, deferred mainte-
nance, and an increasing dependence on con-
tractual labour. Some also linked these trends to
the difficulties the plant faced following the
Centre’s divestment plans and the resulting con-
straints on investments. However true any of
these factors are, they confirm that a major in-
dustrial accident is almost always due to the ac-
cumulation of organisational weaknesses. In fact,
contract labour is central to understanding both
incidents. Occupational safety research has con-
sistently found that contracted workers face high-
er risks because they may receive less training
and operate within systems with fragmented ac-
countability. The incidents have also occurred
during the gradual and uneven implementation
of India’s new occupational safety framework —
and highlight the invisible fact that the country’s
industries remain anchored by old problems of
manpower shortage, caste- and class-based expo-
sure to hazardous labour, and a ‘cost over safety’
mindset in financially stressed units.

Sport during a war
The United States is giving the FIFA
World Cup a bad name
N o showpiece event of a sport has lived up

to its billing quite like the FIFA World Cup.

The 2026 edition, which kicks off on
Thursday, offers proof. With 48 teams and 104
matches, it is the biggest ever. With roughly one
in four FIFA member nations qualifying, and six
of the seven continents represented, it is the
most inclusive yet. From Oceania to North Amer-
ica, it wraps the whole universe. It is also the first
time that three countries will be hosting the qua-
drennial extravaganza — the United States, Cana-
da and Mexico. Top players in Lionel Messi, Cris-
tiano Ronaldo and Neymar have touched down,
and so have coaches such as Carlo Ancelotti and
Thomas Tuchel. While Messi will aim for a repeat
of Argentina’s trophy-winning exploits from
2022, Ronaldo will gun for Portugal’s first. Ney-
mar, yet to win the coveted Cup, has a very heavy
cross to bear, for he comes from the land of Pele
and five-time champion Brazil. Kylian Mbappe’s
France, titlist in 2018 and runner-up in 2022, re-
mains strong. Spain, with the irresistible teenag-
er Lamine Yamal in its ranks, is a favourite, and
so are Germany and England to a lesser degree.
But four-time winner Italy is absent, for a scarcely
believable third straight occasion.

The World Cup also serves a purpose beyond
the turf — of shrinking differences, uniting popu-
lations and promoting cross-cultural exchanges.
In this, the latest instalment has stumbled badly.
On Monday, it emerged that the U.S. had denied
entry to Somalian referee Omar Artan, the best
men’s referee from Africa in 2025 and one of the
52 handpicked by governing body FIFA. There
are credible reports of journalists being refused
visas and squad members being questioned by
immigration authorities. In an unfortunate turn,
the military stand-off between the U.S. and Iran
has forced the West Asian nation to camp in Mex-
ico and travel to Seattle (more than 2,000 km
away) and Los Angeles for its group-stage games.
It is both a logistical nightmare and an affront to
the core sporting tenet of a level-playing field for
all teams. Fans are also rankled by the high ticket
costs, limited public transport facilities and steep
visa fees. That a travel-intensive competition is
being held amidst a disruption in global fuel sup-
plies and spike in energy prices is not lost on
anyone. These concerns will likely dissipate once
Mexico and South Africa set the ball rolling at the
majestic Estadio Azteca. However, it is essential
toreflect and learn in order to chart a more inclu-
sive future.
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The forgotten copilot of Air India flight 171

year since the tragic crash of Air India

flight AI 171 that cost 260 lives on June

12, 2025, the Ministry of Civil Aviation

(MoCA), Government of India, and its
Air Accident Investigation Bureau, have strayed
from their promised “transparent and factual”
path. The only piece of information that is
available to us is the Preliminary Report that was
published in July 2025. The cryptic report has
hidden pointers that are worth highlighting, in
the absence of any final report.

The flood of false narratives spread by some
sections of mainstream media and social media
compel this writer to highlight issues. The usual
tendency of the MoCA and the Directorate
General of Civil Aviation (DGCA) to conceal the
truth and place the blame on the pilot has, in this
case, taken a different turn. Instead, there is a
defence of the captain and playing possum in the
face of claims by some pilots’ associations and
“aviation illiterates” — as a former National
Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) investigator
has described them in a YouTube video — that the
crash resulted from failures on the part of the
airline and the aircraft manufacturer.

Media narratives versus facts

The first clear indication appears on pages 12-13
of the preliminary report which says: “The
forward EAFR [Enhanced Airborne Flight
Recorder] was located on 16 June 2025 from the
wreckage debris beside the Building F.” The
forward EAFR records both the digital flight data
and voice data from cockpit area mike. It is
therefore evident that the AAIB has listened to
the cockpit voice recorder (CVR) recording and
alerted the MoCA, which in turn informed the
Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA). On the same day,
June 16, citing intelligence inputs and a perceived
threat, the MHA reportedly ordered X-category
commando protection for the head of the AAIB.
He continues to enjoy this protection at
taxpayers’ expense, even as the travelling public
and the families of the crash victims remain in the
dark.

Certain narratives in the media and social
media have been on the report of the fuel control
switches (FCS) having transitioned from run to
cutoff and then cut-off to run after several
seconds delay.

The use of the word “transitioning” in the
report is being bandied about as evidence of

Captain A.
(Mohan)
Ranganathan

Former airline
instructor pilot,
aviation safety
adviser and also a
former member of
the Civil Aviation
Safety Advisory
Council (CASAC), India

One year on,
the AI 171
investigation
demands
answers,
accountability,
and closure

American influence on the report. What is being
forgotten is the fact that the FCS is a spring
loaded switch that has to be lifted off the run slot,
moved over the gate and dropped into the cut-off
slot.

The same action is required for moving the
switch from cutoff to run. These switches cannot
be moved by a software error or a power failure.
The only CVR statement in the report mentions
this: “one of the pilots is heard asking the other
why did he cutoff. The other pilot responded that
he did not do so.” The rest of the CVR recordings
were apparently shared with the MoCA and the
MHA for the threat perception.

The Government of India knew the facts on
June 16, 2025 and is still dragging its feet to
provide closure to the affected families who are
experiencing mental agony.

Ared herring

The latest angle that is occupying centre stage is
the Ram Air Turbine (RAT). Calculations about
when the RAT deployed in flight and how this was
due to a major wiring fault are being used by
interested parties to digress from the key issue of
who moved the FCS to cut off the engines. Page 14
of the report says that the “RAT hydraulic pump
began supplying hydraulic pressure at about
08:08:47 UTC”, which is a clear indication the
RAT was deployed five seconds earlier, around
08:08:42 UTC.

The report mentions that once the aircraft
achieved the maximum recorded airspeed of 180
knots at about 08:08:42 UTC, immediately
thereafter, the Engine 1 and Engine 2 FCS moved
from run to cutoff position one after another with
a time gap of one second.

When both engines were cut off, two things
would have happened immediately. The entire
instrument panel in front of the copilot would
have gone blank and the power supply to the rear
EAFR shut. The rear EAFR becomes a lame duck
and whatever data the investigators retrieve will
only be what is recorded prior to that time. The
actual backup of critical data would have been
lost had the forward EAFR data not been
recovered.

The Boeing 787 Manual lists four conditions
that result in the automatic deployment of RAT to
provide backup. It also mentions that the RAT can
be deployed manually by pressing the RAM Air
Turbine switch on the hydraulic panel. This will

be recorded both on the EAFR as well as the
sound recorded on the CVR. The clear reason
why RAT deployed before the engines were cut
off will be evident on both the EAFR and CVR
recordings.

Under normal circumstances, when a major
emergency takes place on take-off, the Captain
must take over the controls and the copilot
reverts to pilot monitoring duty even if he was
the Pilot flying. The CVR will clearly indicate if
that action took place. The EAFR apparently
records the flight controls of the copilot side
moving during the entire event. In the case of
flight AlI-171, the delay in moving the FCS for the
no. 1 and no. 2 engines, at 08:08:52 and 08:08:56,
respectively, can be explained by the
circumstances confronting the poor co-pilot: a
blank screen, no guidance, both engines without
power, and the task of controlling the aircraft
with his right hand while attempting to restart the
engines with his left hand.

For his low experience on the aircraft type and
performing a manoeuvre which is never given for
copilots during training, First Officer Clive
Kunder did a remarkable job in steering the
crippled aircraft away from crowded areas where
more lives would have been lost on ground.

Closure requires the truth

There were two pilots on board. The FCS were
deliberately moved to cut off the engines. Only
one of them could have done it and not a
software error or a power system error. If the
AAIB could have deciphered the CVR data to alert
the MoCA and the MHA as early as June 16, 2025,
fishing for excuses to deviate from the facts will
only damage the credibility of the Indian aviation
system.

The United States NTSB and the Air Accidents
Investigation Branch of the United Kingdom have
far more experience in deciphering the
EAFR/Digital Flight Data Recorder and CVR data
than the Indian AAIB or the DGCA. One hopes
that the authorities in India do not drag their feet
and face the humiliation of the NTSB releasing its
own findings, as it did in the SilkAir (1997) and
China Eastern (2022) fatal crashes, which
ultimately established “Deliberate Human
Intervention”.

The families of First Officer Kunder and all
those who perished in the crash on June 12, 2025,
deserve closure to their mental agony.

Protecting federalism

parties under the Indian National

Developmental Inclusive Alliance (INDIA)
bloc, in New Delhi, Jammu and Kashmir Chief
Minister Omar Abdullah noted that the Congress
party is the only party with a presence across all
Indian States, whereas other parties are typically
confined to one or two States. He argued,
therefore, that the Congress is the only party that
is capable of acting as the “glue” that holds the
alliance together.

‘ t the meeting on June 8, 2026, of political

Congress leads, but informally

All constituents of the alliance acknowledge the
pivotal role that the Congress plays in driving the
INDIA bloc forward. Even the Left parties, despite
their various criticisms of the Congress, broadly
agree with this view. The criticism levelled against
the Congress during alliance meetings is that it
has failed to effectively facilitate the electoral
success of its partners and, at times, has
campaigned in ways that cast doubt on the
fundamental principles and political positions of
its allies.

The INDIA bloc was formed prior to the 2024
general election as a loose coalition of parties
opposed to the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP).
Although the Congress played a significant role in
its formation, some alliance partners did not
agree to the party assuming formal leadership of
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future depends
on defending
federalism

and democracy

must be the INDIA bloc’s glue’

the coalition. No leader was elected for the
alliance either. While action plans were
occasionally drawn up and resolutions passed,
the alliance never evolved into a formal
organisational structure.

The basis of unity

Contrary to Mr. Abdullah’s assertion, it is not the
Congress that serves as the bloc’s “glue”; rather, a
shared apprehension about the BJP is the
objective factor that brought the coalition into
being The BJP’s unlawful and authoritarian
political conduct has instilled fear among all
non-BJP parties. It is this very fear that acts as the
unifying force for the Opposition.

Consequently, a compelling necessity has
arisen for all parties — which realise that they
have no meaningful political future unless the BJP
is defeated in the upcoming general election — to
work in unison.

However, defeating the BJP alone cannot be
the sole objective of an alliance. The INDIA bloc
comprises both national and regional parties. It is
true that the BJP’s domineering style of politics
threatens the very existence of Opposition
parties.

More importantly, however, it poses a threat to
the Constitution, parliamentary democracy,
secularism and the federal principles enshrined
in the Constitution by increasingly concentrating

power in the hands of the Union government.
Consequently, opposition to the BJP has brought
these parties together, and there is nothing
inherently wrong with that.

State rights matter

Yet, an alliance formed merely out of fear cannot
endure in the long run. The principle of
federalism, and the Constitution that upholds it,
must serve as the real “glue” that gives this
alliance coherence and an organised structure. It
is essential that not only national parties within
the alliance — such as the Congress — but also
regional parties from North India, where
awareness of State rights is often inadequate,
embrace the conviction that State rights must be
safeguarded. Only by internalising this principle
can the bloc move forward effectively.

Though the Congress understands the
importance of upholding the Constitution, it
remains reluctant to fully recognise and
champion the rights of States. It will truly grasp
the significance of regional parties only when it
recognises that federalism is one of the basic
features of the Constitution, and that secularism
alone is not sufficient to distinguish it from the
BJP. If the Congress continues to sideline
federalism, it risks being viewed by regional
parties merely as a substitute for the BJP rather
than as an alternative political force.
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mainstream. His timeless

Defections defy democracy
The report on Union
Minister Bhupender Yadav’s
meeting with rebel
Trinamool Congress MPs
raises troubling ethical
questions.

While political dialogue is
legitimate in a democracy,
outreach to legislators who
have openly defied their
party inevitably creates
perceptions of encouraging
defections and political
horse-trading. The
anti-defection law was
enacted precisely to
preserve electoral mandates
and prevent governments
and parties from being
destabilised through
inducements. What is more
disturbing is the
normalisation of such
practices across party lines.
Voters elect representatives
based on party platforms,
not personal political
bargains.

If democratic mandates can
be altered through
post-election manoeuvring,
public faith in institutions
will steadily erode.

Gopalaswamy J.,
Chennai

Bharathiraja

Veteran film director
Bharathiraja set a new trend
in Tamil cinema by bringing
rural themes and settings to
the forefront. This shift
attracted audiences of all
kinds, as the village flavour
was both fresh and
refreshing. His directorial
debut, 16 Vayathinile, was
not only a huge success but
also transformed Tamil
cinema to a considerable
extent, compelling
producers and directors to
think differently. In that
sense, he was a true
trendsetter. One should also
not overlook the fact that
Ilaiyaraaja received his
breakthrough with the same
film. None of these artists
looked back thereafter.

V. Lakshmanan,

Tirupur, Tamil Nadu

Alongside K. Balachander
and Balu Mahendra,
Bharathiraja helped shape
modern Tamil film-making.
Through classics such as 16
Vayathinile, Muthal
Mariyathai, and Alaigal
Oivathillai, he brought the
spirit of rural Tamil Nadu to

the screen with authenticity
and emotion. He also
introduced and nurtured
many talented actors who
became superstars. | fondly
remember asking for his
business card during a
meeting; his reply was
unforgettable: “Bharathiraja
does not need a business
card.”

A.P. Thiruvadi,

Chennai

At a time when Tamil
cinema was
dialogue-oriented and an
extension of drama
enacting, Bharathiraja, in
the 1970s, changed this by
telling the story through the
camera. It was he who
transformed the art of
direction with camera
frames.
Bharathiraja-laiyaraaja-SPB
songs were the order of the
day in the 1980s.

AV. Narayanan,

Chennai

The director was an
exponent of village drama,
bringing authentic rural
narratives and realistic
characters to the

classics have reshaped the
visual language of regional
cinema.

C.K.S. Maniam,

Chennai

Bharathiraja’s films,
enriched by Ilaiyaraaja’s
music, were an integral part
of my growing-up years. |
still remember the
excitement of watching his
movies with neighbours
after we bought our first
television set and later a
VCR. By taking cinema out
of the studio and into the
villages and open
landscapes of Tamil Nadu,
he gave audiences like me a
profound sense of
connection to the world
around us. Like Mann
Vasanai, his stories, deeply
rooted in emotions and the
Tamil soil, will live on in our
hearts forever.

Ananthi Santhaiyan,
Vijayawada, Andhra Pradesh

Some film-makers make
movies, but a very few
change the dynamics and
magnitude of cinema
forever. Needless to say,

Bharathiraja belonged to
the latter.

R. Sivakumar,

Chennai

NCERT books not available
The new academic session
has already begun, yet
many students are still
unable to obtain the
National Council of
Educational Research and
Training (NCERT) textbooks
that they require. Most local
bookstores report that the
books are out of stock, and
students are being asked to
wait several weeks for fresh
supplies. As a result, many
students are falling behind
in their studies and facing
difficulties in completing
their homework and
assignments. Some
students have been forced
to rely on borrowed books
or photocopies.

Preetham C.,

Bengaluru

Pilgrim welfare

| was in Tiruvannamalai on
June 4. As a 70-year-old, |
had to stand in a queue for
hours to have darshan of
Lord Arunachala. Though

separate queues are
reportedly available for
senior citizens, no
signboard indicating this
was prominently displayed,
nor did any temple
employee guide me. After
the long wait, | was
brusquely told to move on
by a young man who was
the age of my grandson.
Although wall-mounted fans
had been installed along
the queue, none of them
was functioning. Even to
reach the counter issuing
350 tickets for special
darshan, one had to stand
in line for nearly
two-and-a-half hours, with
no provision for seating,
unlike at Tirupati. With a
growing number of
devotees from neighbouring
States contributing to the
temple’s increasing
revenue, there is a need for
improvements in facilities.
Another issue is the
exorbitant fares charged by
auto-rickshaw drivers.

V. Jayaraman,
Chennai

Letters emailed to
letters@thehindu.co.in
must carry the postal address.
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Negotiating federalism in higher education

igher education in

India has emerged as

an important site

through which the
changing dynamics of Indian
federalism are being expressed.
Issues relating to regulatory
authority, curriculum, language
policy, public funding, and digital
governance have transformed the
sector into a critical site where
competing visions of the Union
and State governments intersect.
These developments not only
shape the direction of higher
education but also illuminate
broader questions concerning the
distribution of power within the
Indian Union. As a result,
governance of higher education
can no longer be viewed merely as
a sectoral policy concern; rather, it
has become an integral
component of India’s evolving
federal architecture.

Some recent examples include
the contestations surrounding the
implementation of the National
Education Policy (NEP), 2020
across different States. Recent
regulatory reforms facilitating the
establishment of foreign university
campuses in India have also
generated varied responses from
State governments, reflecting
differing perspectives. This
fragmented political landscape has
important implications for higher
education governance in the
country. However, they have
received only relatively limited
attention.

Growing influence of Centre
Several developments have
illustrated these tensions. In Tamil
Nadu, the State government
repeatedly opposed various
aspects of the NEP 2020,
particularly the three-language
formula as well as the University
Grants Commission’s (UGC)
circular on the third language this
year. Centre-State tensions in
higher education were also
evident in the disputes over the
appointment of Vice-Chancellors
and the powers of Governors in
States such as Tamil Nadu, Kerala,
Karnataka, and West Bengal.

Although education remains and monitor higher education
constitutionally within the governance across States.
Concurrent List, which gives both In States with strong regional
the Union and the States legislative | political identities, these reforms
authority, the prevailing are viewed not just as
governance dynamic increasingly administrative issues but as
Eldho Mathews favours the Union. Through the constitutional questions
is with the Kerala Ministry of Education, the UGC, cqnqerning th(? balanpe of power
State Higher and various regulatory and within the Indian Union.
Education Council. accreditation bodies, the Union
Views expressed are government possesses substantial Strategic adaptation
personal leverage over universities and Interestingly, the implementation
colleges across the country. of the NEP, 2020 has also revealed
The introduction of the NEP, that Centre-State relations in
2020 is an important restructuring | higher education are not purely
attempt to redesign the adversarial. Rather than adopting
architecture of higher education in | positions of complete acceptance
India. The policy has proposed or outright rejection, many States,
sweeping reforms, including including Opposition-ruled States,
four-year undergraduate have selectively adapted aspects of
programmes, an Academic Bank reforms in accordance with local
of Credits, institutional political contexts. This reflects the
restructuring, multidisciplinary emergence of a more negotiated
universities, and form of federalism characterised
internationalisation initiatives. by strategic adaptation.
These reforms also represent an For instance, with respect to
expansion of the influence of the internationalisation, several States
Centre into domains that have are seeking to position themselves
historically been the preserve of as regional education hubs by
State governments. facilitating partnerships with
Moreover, access to central overseas institutions. These
funding now is increasingly developments underscore the
dependent on compliance with growing recognition of higher
nationally designed reform education as a strategic
agendas. Programmes such as the instrument for global visibility and
Institutions of Eminence initiative knowledge-driven development.
and competitive research The debate surrounding the
mechanisms under the establishment of international
Anusandhan National Research branch campuses further
Foundation have contributed to illustrates this change. While the
the influence of the Union regulatory framework and policy
government over States’ authority. | direction are largely determined
The role of national regulatory by the Union government, the
agencies has also become another actual implementation of such
important site of conflict. The initiatives depends substantially
structures proposed by the Viksit on State governments through
Although Bharat Shiksha Adhishthan Bill, local administrative clearances,
g . - .
education 2025, Whlgh are 11}tended to mfrastructure support, and
. replace existing higher education investment facilitation.
remal‘ns . regulatory bodies including the As India’s regional political
constitutionally UGC, have generated landscape continues to evolve, the
within the apprehensions regarding the trajectory of higher education
Concurrent List, gradual erosion of the authority of | governance will depend not only
the prevailing State governments. Another on constitutional provisions or
important dimension to national-level policy frameworks,
governance T .
dynamic centralisation is d1g1t§11 but also on the capacity of the.
) . governance. Mechanisms such as Centre and the States to negotiate
increasingly the Academic Bank of Credits have | competing political and
favours the expanded the capacity of the developmental priorities within
Union Union government to standardise the federal structure.

Why TVK is eager to woo AIADMK cadre

Tamil Nadu’s ruling party is strengthening itself by welcoming rival members

STATE OF PLAY

T. Ramakrishnan

he recent defection of
T a large number of

former Ministers and
legislators belonging to the All
India Anna Dravida Munnetra
Kazhagam (AIADMK) to the
Tamilaga Vettri Kazhagam
(TVK) has prompted many to
wonder whether the ruling
party is seeking to build its or-
ganisational network through
these latest recruits.

Even though it is well
known that the Vijay Makkal
Iyakkam (VMI), a voluntary or-
ganisation made up of newly
elected Chief Minister C. Jo-
seph Vijay’s fans, has provided
the much-needed manpower
for the TVK, there is a percep-
tion in certain quarters that
the ruling party has not yet ac-
quired enough strength on the
ground. Under such circum-
stances, it is quite natural that
the TVK follows an “open-
door policy” for anyone with
political experience, especial-
ly from the AIADMK, which
has finished third in the April-
May Assembly election. There
have been accretions to the
ruling party from the Dravida
Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK)
too but the TVK’s keenness to
woo as many cadres as it can
from the AIADMK is clearly
evident. At an event to mark
the admission of the defectors
last week, one of the promi-
nent faces of the new regime
and Minister for Public Works
and Sports Development Aad-
hav Arjuna said that “the
AIADMK and the TVK are one
and the same. The TVK is not
a different party but [like] a
parent body.” This observa-
tion has prompted leaders
and observers to describe the
TVK as “a new AIADMK.”

The main reason why the
ruling party is targeting the

reover,

Tamil Nadu

Dravidian major is the latter’s
comparative weakness in rela-
tion to its traditional adver-
sary, the DMK. The depth of its | and
defeat can be appreciated bet-
ter if one is to take a close look
at how it suffered electoral re-
verses in the 2026 Assembly
poll. Apart from winning only
47 Assembly seats (against 66
seats in 2021), the party for-
feited deposit in 19 seats, the
highest so far. But the DMK,
which contested four seats
more than the AIADMK’s 172,
did not forfeit deposit in any
constituency. In terms of vote
share in contested seats, the
DMK fared better with 32.17%
as against the other’s 28.7%.

A new alternative

There is one school of thought
within the AIADMK, as articu-
lated by general secretary
Edappadi K. Palaniswami late
last week, that the party’s per-
formance was not as poor as it
was in 1996 when it secured
only four seats and that of the
DMK’s in 1991 when it won just
two seats. But there is one
qualitative difference between
2026 and 1991 and 1996 -
there was no credible third al-
ternative force available then,
unlike the TVK now. Besides,
the number of seats where
both the Dravidian majors for-
feited deposits was much low-
er — 3 for the DMK in 1991 and
2 for the AIADMK in 1996. Mo-

AIADMK, the signals were out
even in the 2024 Lok Sabha

polls when the party forfeited,
for the first time in a parlia-
mentary election, deposits in
seven constituencies. It is
against this backdrop that the
TVK, which has catapulted to
power in the recent polls, is
consolidating its position.

There are a few more com-
pelling factors for the ruling
party to take under its fold
members of the AIADMK. In
the Assembly polls, the TVK
drew a blank in eight districts
including Villupuram (with se-
ven Assembly constituencies)
Nagapattinam-Mayila-
duthurai-Tiruvarur (put to-
gether, 10 seats). It knows that
it has to have a strong base in
all these areas, even though
no leading figure from these
places was there in the latest
round of defectors.

In addition, local body polls
are going to be held in eight
months, as declared by Mr. Ar-
juna a couple of days ago. Ru-
ral local bodies in 28 districts,
which comprise 9,581 village
panchayats, 314 panchayat un-
ion councils, and 28 district
panchayats, do not have elect-
ed representatives. The term
of such bodies in nine other
districts will be over in four
months. In February next
year, the term of all major ur-
ban local bodies will also end.
Going by all indications, the
authorities would like to have
elections to the rural and ur-
ban local bodies together. This
is why the Minister has chal-
lenged the DMK asking wheth-
er it would be able to bag
mayorship even in one muni-
cipal corporation.

It may be the hope of the
TVK that if the party were to
come out with flying colours
in the local body polls, it can
make moves, both politically
and administratively, much
more confidently than it has

regards the | done so far.

ramakrishnan.t@thehindu.co.in

Maijor lacunae in reporting industrial accidents

The inconsistencies in the data compiled by the Labour Bureau and the DGFASLI point to severe lapses in reporting of industrial accidents

DATA POINT

Sambavi Parthasarathy
Pon Vasanth B.A.

he death toll from the ex-
T plosion at the Rashtriya Is-

pat Nigam Limited-Visak-
hapatnam Steel Plant (RINL-VSP)
on June 8, rose to nine on Wednes-
day. Following the incident, a fami-
liar chain of bureaucratic respons-
es has been triggered such as
ex-gratia for the bereaved families
and the constitution of an expert
committee for a high-level probe.
These were the same measures ta-
ken after the last major accident at
the plant in 2014, and indeed after
most workplace accidents across
the country. But India appears to
be lagging in strengthening institu-
tional mechanisms needed to pre-
vent such accidents (Chart 2).

The problem begins with the ve-
ry collection of safety data, as the
gaps in the annual Standard Refe-
rence Notes (SRNs) of the Directo-
rate General Factory Advice Ser-
vice and Labour Institutes
(DGFASLI) reveal. DGFASLI helps
implement the Occupational Safe-
ty, Health and Working Conditions
(OSH) Code, 2020. The OSH, for
which the rules were notified only
last month, renamed the DGFASLI
as the Directorate General of Occu-
pational Safety and Health.

Each SRN records industrial ac-
cidents in two sections: one from
data compiled by the Labour Bu-
reau and the other from DGFASLI’s
own correspondence with Chief
Inspectors of Factories. The two
never match, pointing to lapses in
reporting (Chart 3).

The reports also show DGFASLI
struggling with heavy vacancies
(Chart 4). The country does not
have enough factory inspectors,
even in industrialised States such
as Tamil Nadu (Chart 5). This gets
consequently reflected in the
small fraction of factories inspect-
ed each year (Chart 6). Moreover,
many States simply do not report
the required details (Chart 7).
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Institutional apathy

Chart 1: Deaths (Il ) and injuries (M ) reported in fire
accidents in factories, as per ADSI reports

Flames erupt in a steel plant after
molten iron spills while being moved in
a bucket by a crane in Visakhapatnam,
Andhra Pradesh, on Monday, June 8. PTI

Chart 5: Inspectors per factory among the States

with the highest number of factories as of 2023

MTher Inspectors | Factories
of factories o . _per

Factories | inspector
Tamil Nadu 50,669 106 478
Gujarat 49,246 81 608
Maharashtra | 39,533 44 898
Haryana 25,607 35 732
A.P. 24,642 42 587
Kerala 22,601 53 426
Telangana 22,118 27 819
Karnataka 18,389 48 383

Delhi 13,616 7 1,945

Rajasthan 11,014 27 408

2014 2020 2024

Chart 3: Fatal and non-fatal injuries as per the Labour Bureau
(LB) and (CIFs), which vary widely over the years, with a few
showing unexplained swings in the SRNS
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Besides wide variations within the SRNs between
the LB and CIFs¢ data, the fire accidents captured

by them were only a third of the numbers
reported in ADSI reports

Chart 6: The share of factories inspected by DGFASLI each year
(in %). The inspections have dropped significantly in the recent
years, perhaps due to the staff crunch
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Data for the charts were sourced from Standard Reference Notes (SRNs) and Accidental Deaths & Suicides in
India (ADSI) reports. With inputs from Nitika Francis and Sandhya K, who is interning with The Hindu

Chart 2: The number of registered factories in each year (I )
and the number of employees in millions (=)
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Chart 4: The year-wise vacancies (Il ) and filled positions
(M ) in DGFASLI. Nearly 50% of the 349 sanctioned posts
remained vacant as of 2023
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Chart 7: Many States did not furnish data on fatal and non-fatal
incidents, either to the Labour Bureau, or DGFASLI, as per the
SRNs. U.P., Karnataka and W.B. did not provide data even once
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FIFTY YEARS AGO JUN 11, 1976

Decline in pen exports

With domestic sales of over Rs. 60 crores India’s
pen industry entered the world market in the
late Fifties. In 1973-74 these exports touched Rs.
80 lakhs. Next year they were down to almost
half and in 1975-76 they dipped further.

Examining the how and why of this low
performance we came on a story of bad
business practices and of adverse conditions in
the international market.

The export figure of Rs. 80 lakhs was possible
with an active sales campaign to spot new
markets. Till then the market for Indian pens
was confined to the West Asian and African
countries, where the filler tube fountain pen and
the ink containing ones made by us were
acceptable. These exports were of the order of
Rs. 30 lakhs to Rs. 40 lakhs. Then, through the
massive sales campaign launched by an export
trading house, Poland came in with orders
worth Rs. 37 lakhs. These were mostly for ball
point pens, a commodity in which Indian
expertise is not yet perfect.

The magic of export earnings attracted all and
sundry manufacturers of ball pens to chip into
the huge order. As their consignments reached
the cold climate of Poland, the pen’s nozzles got
blocked with the frozen ink. The following year
the Poles ordered for a mere Rs. 3.2 lakhs from
India. Exporters may blame the manufacturers,
but the Poles have gone elsewhere for their
pens. With the Polish order reduced to a mere
Rs 3.2 lakhs, pen exports in 1974-75 dropped to
Rs. 42.9 lakhs. In the year ended March 1976
these exports dropped further to Rs. 42.3 lakhs
when the target was for Rs. 75 lakhs.

According to one exporter the explanation for
this dip ties in the troubled situation in West
Asia. Lebanon has been buying a fair amount of
India pens since the early Sixties. Since then
there has been a gradual decline in Lebanese
imports as the civil war in that country gathered
momentum.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO JUNE 11, 1926
Wimbledon jubilee

London, June 10: The King and Queen will
attend the opening day at Wimbledon on 2ist
June. All living past champions in Ladies Singles,
Men’s Singles, and Men’s Doubles have been
notified by All-England Club to be in attendance
when the King will present them with Jubilee
Commemoration Medals.
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NEWS IN NUMBERS

Japanese people who  Challans issued in
signed online petition anti-encroachment
against Trump and parking drive

Thou- These
20.000:: 55,532

people have signed an online petition in
Japan protesting against U.S. President
Donald Trump using manga and anime
characters. The petition was re-opened as
an urgent effort to convey fans’ concerns to
rights holders after a new video depicting
Mr. Trump as ninja Naruto Uzumaki. arp

against motorists and violators obstructing
roads during a week-long
anti-encroachment and unauthorised
parking drive conducted by Delhi Traffic
Police between June 1 and June 7. The
drive covered 144 locations across Delhi in
coordination with the MCD. pmi
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Cong.-approved bill Jump in China’s Contract signed
funding immigration = passenger car exports for GNSS jammers
crackdown in U.S. year-on-year in May procurement for Navy

in $ billion. President Donald
70 Trump’s hardline immigration

crackdown for the rest of his
term was passed by the U.S. Congress. The
measure provides around $38 billion for
Immigration and Customs Enforcement,
$26 billion for Border Patrol and $5 billion
for unforeseen costs, ensuring steady
funding for Mr. Trump’s deportation
agenda through fiscal 2029. arp

in per cent. More than eight
73 lakh passenger cars were

exported by China in May, a
73% jump year-on-year, as higher gasoline
and diesel prices due to the war in Iran
raised global interest in electric vehicles.
Exports of pure EVs and plug-in hybrids
more than doubled to about 435,000 units,
accounting for more than half of total
exports. ap

in X crore. This contract
449 was signed by the

Defence Ministry with
Accord Software and Systems Private
Limited, Bengaluru, for the procurement of
20 enhanced capability Global Navigation
Satellite System jammers for the Indian
Navy. It was inked in the presence of

Defence Secretary Rajesh Kumar Singh. e
COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM
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The reality behind falling net FDI

India’s net FDI has declined sharply despite strong gross inflows, underlining the impact of disinvestment/capital repatriation; investor classes, modes of entry,

and exit strategies can have important implications for technology transfer, industrial development, and external sustainability

ECONOMIC NOTES

K.S. Chalapati Rao
Biswajit Dhar
K.V.K. Ranganathan

ndia’s net foreign direct investment

(FDI) has declined drastically in

recent years. Critics see the weak

net flows as a sign of weakness,
while the Chief Economic Adviser points
to the large inflows and rising
manufacturing FDI as evidence of
strength. He links weak net flows to profit
repatriation and outward investment by
Indian companies.

However, this debate overlooks a major
issue. By focusing on overall numbers,
both sides ignore the changing
composition of international capital and
the Balance of Payments (BoP)
mechanisms that govern inflows and
outflows.

For BoP purposes, net FDI is calculated
as the difference between inflows and
outflows after adjusting for the
repatriation of capital. From the peak of
$44.0 billion in 2020-21, net FDI fell to less
than $1 billion in 2024-25. It recovered to
$7.6 billion in 2025-26. The corresponding
gross inflow was $94.6 billion.

It is necessary to note that India’s
liberal FDI policy, introduced in 1991,
initially emphasised technology
acquisition, export promotion, and
foreign exchange conservation. Over
time, policy increasingly prioritised
attracting larger inflows, while concerns
regarding future external payment
obligations and investment quality
receded.

Three types of FDI

FDI is often viewed as a uniform,
long-term commitment that brings
technology and management skills to the
host country. FDI can fall into three
different investor classes, each with
distinct capabilities, strategies, and exit
timelines.

The first category is real FDI (RFDI),
consisting of traditional multinational
enterprises with the technology, brands,
and capabilities to establish production
and services. These generally represent
long-term commitments.

The second category comprises
financial investors, including private
equity funds, venture capital firms,
sovereign wealth funds, and asset
managers. Their main goal is capital
growth and planned exits.

The third category includes diaspora
investments and special purpose vehicles
(SPVs). These involve capital raised
abroad and funneled through offshore
financial centres, sometimes including
the round-tripping of Indian funds.

Data on remittance-level FDI from the
past four years, from 2022-23 to 2025-26
up to December, show that RFDI made up
41.9% of “effective inflows.” Financial
investors followed closely with a 40.5%
share, while the remaining 17.6% came
from the diaspora and SPVs linked to
India.

The business model of financial
investors suggests future exits that result
in large-scale capital repatriations. A
notable example occurred in 2025 when
Singapore’s Temasek exited Schneider
Electric India Ltd., earning $6.4 billion on
an investment of $637 million made in
2020. Total recorded divestment in CY
2025 was $52 billion, with 45 major
foreign private equity and venture capital
exits accounting for $29 billion in
outflows.

Based on an analysis of effective
CM
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inflows, FDI in India’s manufacturing
sector has declined across three
consecutive four-year periods. Most
notably, RFDI into manufacturing
accounted for only 10.6% of total effective
inflows during the most recent four-year
period.

Not fresh capital

A major blind spot in gross FDI figures is
the mixing of new capital injections with
corporate accounting changes, such as
intra-group ownership reorganisations,
mergers, share swaps, and the conversion
of earlier non-equity instruments such as
external commercial borrowings (ECBs)
and convertible debentures.

While capital structures change, no
new capital flows into the country.
Approximately $40 billion of the $560
billion in equity inflows to India from
2014-15 to 2025-26 (up to December) fall
into this category. Large transactions,
such as Bosch and Meesho Technologies,
can skew annual inflow and sectoral
trends.

Disinvestment drives decline
Before looking at why net FDI is low or
even negative in certain months, it is
worth mentioning that the official
narrative that profit repatriation
depresses net FDI is misleading.

Under BoP conventions, profits sent as
dividends are recorded as investment
income in the current account. They
increase the current account deficit (CAD)
but do not change the reported net FDI
flows. Instead, the primary reason for
weak net FDI is disinvestment and capital
repatriation, which appear in the
financial account.

Likewise, the increase in Outward
Foreign Direct Investment (OFDI)
warrants closer examination rather than
being attributed solely to corporate
maturity. From 2023-24 to 2025-26, 45%
of India’s total outbound investment of

$65 billion went into the “financial,
insurance, and business services” (FIB)
sector. Singapore and the UAE accounted
for 27% and 11% of the total, respectively.
These funds mostly go to holding
companies and SPVs rather than directly
to operational entities. For instance, TML
Commercial Vehicles, a subsidiary of Tata
Motors, invested $405 million in a
Singaporean FIB entity to acquire the
IVECO Group in Italy.

Capital movements through the GIFT
City further complicate this issue. OFDI to
the City increased from $246 million in
2023-24 to $1.18 billion in 2025-26. Total
OFDI and inward FDI through it until
2025-26 reached $2.35 billion and $1.40
billion, respectively, highlighting the
growing two-way flows.

These cross-flow of investments by
Indian entities, also from other locations,
indicates that OFDI can represent both
genuine corporate expansion and the
return of capital that fled. Therefore,
increasing OFDI may not necessarily
indicate maturity, as Indian companies
might seek resources and technology,
while a few might recycle capital through
different jurisdictions.

Understanding the outflow channels
From 2022-23 to 2025-26, total FDI inflows
and related current and capital account
outflows reached significant levels. While
gross inward equity FDI totalled $317.80
billion ($230.60 billion excluding
reinvested earnings), the outflows present
a more complex scenario.

Disinvestment and capital repatriation
(capital account) totalled $178.9 billion,
primarily driven by financial investors
through secondary and strategic sales,
IPO exits, and share buybacks. This also
includes “offers for sale” by foreign
promoters such as Hyundai and LG. The
other type involves sell-offs by RFDI
investors, such as Wistron which sold off

to the Tatas.

GETTY IMAGES

Dividend remittances (current account)
amounted to $118.9 billion in profits paid
out by MNE subsidiaries and affiliates,
excluding reinvested earnings.

Attributable IPR payments (current
account) totalled $46.6 billion. These
payments, made by MNE subsidiaries and
affiliates for intellectual property
(assuming they account for 75% of total
IPR payments), can substitute dividends.

Additionally, $250.0 billion was
transferred by all entities for
technical/service/consultancy payments.
However, it is difficult to divide this
amount between RFDI and domestic
companies.

Even when excluding OFDI and
technical service payments, outflows due
to disinvestment, dividends, and IPR
payments (royalties) totalled $344.4
billion. Therefore, for every dollar of fresh
inflow (excluding reinvested earnings),
approximately $1.50 flowed out. This
situation has worsened over the past 12
years. The corresponding outflow per
dollar entered was 56 cents from 2014-15
to 2017-18, rising to 70 cents from 2018-19
to 2021-22, before reaching the current
high.

Need for informed debate

The above narrative shows how an
incomplete view of FDI prevails in the
public discourse. Different types of
investors, entry methods, and exit
strategies impact technology transfer,
industrial growth, and external
sustainability. The reporting of global FDI
flows adds an additional layer of
problems. Understanding these nuances
is crucial for evaluating FDI beyond
headline numbers.

(K.S. Chalapati Rao is Senior Research
Fellow at the Academy of Business Studies,
Biswajit Dhar is former Professor,
Jawaharlal Nehru University, and K.V.K.
Ranganathan is an independent
researcher)
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Real FDI accounted for 41.9%
of effective inflows between
2022-23 and 2025-26, while
financial investors contributed
40.5%, reflecting the growing
role of private equity, venture
capital, and sovereign wealth
funds.

v

Real FDI into manufacturing
has declined across three
consecutive four-year periods,
with manufacturing receiving
only 10.6% of total effective
inflows in the latest period.

v

Gross FDI figures include
transactions such as
intra-group ownership
reorganisations, mergers, share
swaps, and conversion of
external commercial
borrowings, even when no
fresh capital enters the
country.
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No ‘obesity gene’: your genetic
makeup is not a fixed destiny

Scientists cannot reliably predict whether an individual carrying certain gene variants will eventually end up obese; put another way, there is no

‘obesity gene’, and for similar reasons, there is no ‘fat gene, lazy gene’ or hunger gene’, genetics is also only one part of the story behind diseases

Sayantan Datta

n a 1983 paper, Harvard University

geneticists James Gusella and

Nancy Wexler reported that

Huntington’s disease, a fatal
inherited disease where brain cells
progressively decay, was caused by a gene
mutation on chromosome 4. This was the
first time a single gene had been
implicated in a disease.

Since then, scientists have discovered
about 5,000 genes whose mutations can
increase our susceptibility to afflictions
ranging from obesity to schizophrenia,
and bipolar disorder.

Concomitant with the rise in genetic
discoveries is the rise of commercial
genetic testing. The U.S.-based company
23andMe, for example, offers a
saliva-based test priced at around
320,000 that promises “insights into
[people’s] ancestry, traits and health that
can help make it easier for [them] to take
action on [their] health.”

Similarly, Hyderabad-based
MapMyGenome offers a “Genomepatri”
service for ¥5,999. A play on janampatri, a
Vedic birth chart purporting to forecast a
person’s destiny, Genomepatri offers to
help consumers uncover their “authentic
self” and enhance their health, according
to their website.

But according to six geneticists this
reporter spoke to, an individual’s genetic
composition is not their destiny.

“Mutations in our genes predispose us
to specific traits and diseases, but it
doesn’t mean that if you have a mutation,
you’re going to get this disease,” Tata
Institute of Fundamental Research,
Hyderabad, molecular geneticist Manish
Jaiswal said.

What then does it mean to find a gene
for a trait or disease — and what happens
when we carry them?

Genes, mutations, disease

Genes are segments of DNA that provide
the body a blueprint for building proteins,
which eventually help define traits like
eye colour or blood type.

When cells in our body divide,
specialised proteins make copies of the
DNA. This process, while largely accurate,
can introduce errors in the duplicated
DNA. These changes are called mutations
and the corresponding gene is said to
have an allele — a variant.

Only a small fraction of an organism’s
genome — which is the entire length of its
DNA — has genes that its body uses to
build proteins. For human beings, this
coding region comprises about 2% of the
genome. The rest of the DNA is
non-coding, i.e. not involved in producing
proteins, but regulates gene expression.

If a mutation in the coding region
impairs the protein product, it may lead
to a disease. For example, in Huntington’s
disease, a small section of the HTT gene is
repeated more times than in an average
individual. This produces a longer version
of the protein, whose toxic fragments
accumulate in brain cells and eventually
kill them. As brain cells continue to die,
people begin showing symptoms of the
disease.

Sometimes, mutations in non-coding
regions of the DNA can also change an
individual’s risk of a disease. For example,
four independent studies in 2007 found
that mutations in a particular non-coding
region of the DNA were associated with a
higher risk of coronary artery disease and
type 2 diabetes. Later, in 2011, researchers
found that the region contained certain
enhancers, short DNA sequences that
boost the expression of certain genes.

Identifying genes

To identify genes associated with a trait or
disease, scientists until recently took two
kinds of approaches: candidate-gene
studies and linkage studies.

In candidate-gene studies, scientists
use existing information about the disease
to identify potential gene candidates that,
when mutated, may lead to the disease.
For example, because schizophrenia is
treated with drugs that regulate the
amount of dopamine in the human brain,
scientists assumed until 2007 that
mutations in genes related to dopamine
regulation were linked to schizophrenia.

While such studies were successful in
some cases, like Alzheimer’s disease, in
others they could not reliably identify
genes associated with the disease. In the
case of schizophrenia, for example, 21 of
25 candidate genes scientists historically
studied were found to have little
“empirical support ... as genetic risk
factors for schizophrenia,” a 2015 review
in Molecular Psychiatry reported.

Linkage studies on the other hand
begin by identifying a population or a
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Genetic tests should always be followed by genetic counselling. Genetic counsellors are specialists who help people assess their risk of developing genetic
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disorders and help manage them. GETTY IMAGES

family where the incidence of a trait or
disease is particularly high. Then,
scientists study how known markers in
their DNA are inherited. If members of
the population carrying the trait or
disease also inherit the same markers,
scientists can claim that the gene variant
responsible for the disease and the
marker are close on the chromosome, i.e.
they are linked. By using statistical
techniques, scientists can then pinpoint
the gene.

This method works well when diseases
are caused by mutations in one or a few
genes, National Institute for Mental
Health and Neuro Sciences (NIMHANS)
genetics researcher Jayant Mahadevan
said. Such diseases, like Huntington’s, are
called monogenic when their risk is
determined by mutations in one gene and
oligogenic when it’s determined by
mutations in a few genes.

However, most monogenic diseases are
rare: they occur in less than 1% of the
population, Dr. Mahadevan added. Most
common diseases, including diabetes,
obesity, coronary artery disease, and
schizophrenia, are polygenic: they are
determined by mutations in several
genes.

For example, mutations in more than a
100 genes have been implicated in typical
obesity. For type 2 diabetes, the most
common form of the disease, recent
studies place the number at
approximately 250 genes. For
schizophrenia, scientists suggest that the
number could run into several hundreds.

In order to identify gene variants
responsible for such diseases, researchers
now typically undertake genome-wide
association studies (GWAS). By comparing
entire DNA sequences of a large number
of individuals who carry a disease with
that of individuals who don’t, scientists
can identify hundreds of variations
associated with the disease through the
entire length of an individual’s DNA. This
gives researchers a more holistic picture
of the gene variations underlying the
disease.

No ‘obesity gene’

But possessing one or more gene variants
implicated in a disease does not mean
that one is doomed.

For one, not all gene mutations
implicated in a disease have the same
effect size. This is a measure of how
strongly a gene variant can affect a trait.
For example, most gene variants
implicated in schizophrenia are thought
to have small effect sizes: for an
individual’s schizophrenia risk to increase
substantively, they need to have
mutations in several of these genes.

Studies have shown similar results in
the case of gene variants associated with
obesity. In a 2010 study, scientists studied
the effect sizes of 12 implicated. These
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Mutations in our genes predispose us
to specific traits and diseases, but it
doesn’t mean that if you have a
mutation, you're going to get this
disease

MANISH JAISWAL

Molecular geneticist at Tata Institute of Fundamental
Research

have “small effects on obesity measures,”
they reported. Even mutations in the FTO
gene, known to have the largest effect on
an individual’s obesity risk and is
commonly dubbed the “obesity gene”,
predisposes a person to only a modest
increase in weight compared with
individuals who do not carry these
mutations, the study added.

Even though a combination of
mutations in these genes could
compound the risk, “their predictive
value for obesity risk is limited,” the
researchers concluded.

This means scientists cannot reliably
predict whether an individual carrying
these gene variants will eventually end up
obese. Put another way, there is no
“obesity gene”. And for similar reasons,
there is no “fat gene”, “lazy gene” or
“hunger gene”.

Genetics is also only one part of the
story behind a certain disease. The other
part is epigenetics: a that refers to how
physical, behavioural, and social factors
affect the gene expression and,
eventually, an individual’s risk of a
disease.

“Think of the genome as a piano,
where each key represents a gene,” said
epigenetics researcher Ullas
Kolthur-Seetharam, director of the Centre
for DNA Fingerprinting and Diagnostics,
Hyderabad, and a professor at the Tata
Institute of Fundamental Research,
Mumbeai. “If a key is faulty, it can produce
discordant notes — reflecting a potential
disease risk. However, the system has
flexibility: by adjusting how other keys are
played, you can often compensate and
still produce harmonious music.”

“In the case of certain inherited
diseases caused by critical mutations,
some keys may be so impaired that no
amount of adjustment can fully restore
the intended melody,” he added.

“In those situations, the limitation lies
in the instrument itself. But for many
complex conditions/diseases, how the
piano is played (or how the genes are
expressed) become as important as the
keys themselves.”

Indeed, behavioural and lifestyle
interventions can actually reduce the risk
of diseases. There is mounting evidence
that in individuals with FTO variants that
increase their risk of obesity,
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high-intensity exercise can reduce the
gene’s expression, potentially attenuating
their risk of developing obesity. One 2015
study that investigated about 16,000
children and adolescents also found that
“lower dietary protein intake attenuates
the association between the FTO
genotype and adiposity [the way fat is
distributed] in children and adolescents.”

Merits of genetic testing

In this context, what does it mean when
scientists report identifying a new gene
variant for a disease or a trait?

“All you’ve discovered is its pattern of
occurrence in the population or the
pattern of its transmission in a family,”
NIMHANS senior professor Sanjeev Jain,
who works on the genetics of several
neurological and psychiatric disorders,
explained.

But figuring out whether the variant
corresponds to the actual disease — and
by how much - requires scientists to
undertake more research involving
diverse model systems, he added.

This doesn’t mean genetic pursuit is
itself useless, both Dr. Jain and Dr.
Mahadevan cautioned. Genetic studies do
help researchers identify the
physiological mechanisms underlying a
disease, which can help clinicians design
more effective therapeutics. Scientists
also often end up finding gene variants
that are actually beneficial.

Starting in the 2000s, researchers
discovered that some mutations in the
PCSK9 gene can drastically reduce the
risk of coronary artery disease. Since
then, clinicians have developed ways to
silence the gene, thus reducing patients’
cholesterol levels and mitigating the risk
of stroke and heart attacks.

Some scientists also see merit in
genetic testing — but only in certain
contexts. Dimple Notani, a gene
regulation researcher at the National
Centre for Biological Sciences, Bengaluru,
said women who conceive late could
consider getting themselves screened for
mutations linked to rare genetic
disorders, which are often monogenic.
But for traits that are not monogenic, “I
wouldn’t worry much,” she added.

Genetic tests should always be followed
by genetic counselling, Dr. Jaiswal, the
TIFR Hyderabad geneticist, said. Genetic
counsellors are specialists who help
people assess their risk of developing
genetic disorders, and help manage them.

In other words, genetics provides us
with a helpful but incomplete picture.
Between a mutation and its manifestation
is a far messier story.

The reporter thanks Dr. Suhas Ganesh
(NIMHANS) for his inputs.

(Sayantan Datta is an independent
science journalist and a faculty member at
Alliance University, Bengaluru.
dattasayantan95@gmail.com)

A colourful fence sports an axolotl mascot of the
FIFA World Cup in Mexico City. REUTERS

World Cup’s
mascot axolotl
nowhere in
Mexico City

Reuters

ne of the first things visitors
0 arriving in Mexico City for the

FIFA football World Cup are likely
to see is the wide grin of an axolotl — with
the salamander unique to this part of the
world splashed in bright purple on murals
and subway cars or depicted in sculptures
dribbling a soccer ball.

Named after the Nahuatl word for
“water monster”, the axolotl
(pronounced ah-sho-LO-tul) has become
the unofficial mascot as the city gears up
to host five World Cup matches.

But despite the undoubted cuteness of
the almost otherworldly axolotl, the use
of its image has drawn backlash from
many Mexico City residents, who say the
peppy portrayal of the critically
endangered animal is being used to
distract from both the infrastructure
problems of the capital and its lack of
conservation efforts.

Scientists trying to count axolotls in the
wild say they have not seen a single one in
two years. The Mexico City government
did not respond to requests for comment.

Along with the constant flow of
poorly treated wastewater, fresh
dangers to the axolotl include
chinampas being turned into
soccer pitches and overcrowding
due to ecological tourism

Ernesto Velazquez, 19, who runs an
axolotl-themed stand selling cuddly toys
in Chapultepec park, said he hopes the
newly painted images around the city can
drive more interest in conservation.

“Some foreigners have asked if you can
eat them — well no, they’re at risk of
extinction,” he said. “I hope the World
Cup will help people learn more so we
take better care of them.”

A disappearing habitat

For centuries, Ambystoma mexicanum, an
amphibian that remains living in water
through its life cycle, thrived between
chinampas — farms built on human-made
floating islands that once sustained the
Aztec capital of Tenochtitlan, where
modern-day Mexico City lies.

The lake the city was built on was
largely drained during colonial rule and
its remnants are being used up and
contaminated by the growing urban
sprawl. But the city’s southern
Xochimilco district, known for its maze of
muddy canals, remains one of the
axolotl’s last hiding places.

UNAM, Mexico’s top university,
identified around 36 axolotls per sq. km
in Xochimilco in 2014 — a steep drop from
the 6,000 per sq. km in 1998. The latest
census began in 2024, and, two years
later, researchers have yet to find a single
axolotl.

Soccer and mass tourism

Luis Zambrano, who heads UNAM’s
ecological restoration laboratory, said that
besides a constant flow of poorly treated
wastewater, fresh dangers to the axolotl
include chinampas being turned into
soccer pitches and the overcrowding of
what began as ecological tourism.

Axolotls consume oxygen through their
skin, making them highly vulnerable to
water pollution.

“Mass tourism has become a terrible
problem now with the World Cup,” said
Zambrano. “The government thinks more
is better, but that’s not true in these areas
of high ecological value.”

Even as their habitat disappears,
axolotls are widely bred in captivity.
Scientists believe their unique skin mucus
and ability to regrow limbs and even parts
of their brain offer promising leads in
cancer research.

For Zambrano, the axolotls’ viral
popularity has yet to translate into
concrete action that could save their
home.
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Telecom relief

Legacy spectrum charge rightly struck down

he Bombay High Court’s decision to strike

down the Centre’s one-time spectrum charge

(OTSC) demand on Bharti Airtel and
Vodafone Idea is a welcome affirmation that

—__ecosystem

How India can
protectits digital

governments, no less than private parties, are bound
by the contracts they sign. The judgment, coming after
more than 13 years of litigation, sets aside a
retrospective levy that lacked a clear statutory or
contractual basis.

()

POCKET

The dispute traces its roots to the evolution
of India’s telecom licensing regime. Until
2001, GSM operators were contractually
entitled to 4.4 MHz of spectrum. Thereafter,
the contracted allocation was increased to 6.2
MHz. Yet, between 1999 and 2008, the
Wireless Planning and Coordination (WPC)
wing of the Department of
Telecommunications repeatedly issued
administrative orders prescribing criteria for
the assignment of spectrum beyond these
contractual limits, eventually allowing GSM
operators to receive up to 15 MHz. If the
licence itself capped contractual spectrum at
6.2 MHz for GSM operators, under what
authority did the WPC continue to assign
spectrum far beyond that limit? Conversely, if
the government intended such assignments to
be made under the same licence framework,
why did it never amend the licence
conditions? Operators receiving larger
assignments were subject to progressively
higher spectrum usage charges (SUC), with
increased revenue-sharing obligations linked
to the quantum of spectrum held. The
Department effectively evolved a mechanism
for allocating additional spectrum while
collecting higher revenues from operators,
without formally aligning the licence
framework with that practice.

The 2012 decision to impose OTSC on
holdings above 6.2 MHz, retrospectively from
July 2008, came in the aftermath of the 2G
spectrum scandal. It looked very much like an
attempt by a government on the defensive to
retrospectively monetise decisions that had
been administratively sanctioned for years.
The Bombay High Court promptly stayed
enforcement in January 2013 and barred
coercive action against operators. The High
Court has now held that while spectrum is
undoubtedly a scarce natural resource held by
the government in trust for the public, that
principle cannot be used to disregard
contractual commitments or impose new
liabilities without legal authority. The OTSC
levy amounted to an executive order without
legal backing. The ruling is significant because
it could save Bharti Airtel and Vodafone Idea
an estimated 25,000 crore. Both operators
continue to grapple with the financial burden
of the AGR judgment. Removing a decade-old
contingent liability provides much-needed
relief.

The matter is before the Supreme Court,
but the broader lesson extends beyond this
case. The rationale for continuing to collect
spectrum usage charges on legacy holdings
deserves fresh scrutiny. The government itself
recognised this reality when it abolished
spectrum usage charges on spectrum acquired
after 2021. The Centre should complete the
unfinished task of rationalising telecom levies.

RAVIKANTH

"Two hot soups. Go easy on salt, and gy

don’t hold back on the LPG!” .

NISHANT SAHDEV

n May 1940, the world’s military

elite believed that the Belgian

fortress of Eben-Emael was the

most impregnable structure ever

built. It was a masterpiece of
concrete and steel, designed to
withstand any imaginable siege. Yet, it
fell in just 15 minutes. It wasn’t
destroyed by a massive army, but by a
handful of paratroopers using a new,
secret technology: the shaped charge.
The defenders were prepared for a war
of attrition; they were erased by a war of
speed and specific intelligence.

Last month, the global cybersecurity
landscape hit its own Eben-Emael
moment. For 27 years, a subtle flaw lay
dormant in the code of OpenBSD — an
operating system whose entire
reputation is built on being the world’s
most secure foundation. For nearly
three decades, the finest human
auditors, state-sponsored “red teams”,
and automated scanners looked at that
code and saw a fortress. Then came
Mythos.

Developed by Anthropic, Mythos is
not a chatbot; it is a Reasoning Agent for
Cyber-Offense. It did not just “suggest”
abug; it understood the systemic logic of
the flaw and autonomously executed a
32-step exploit in seconds. It achieved
an 83.1 per cent success rate in
reproducing known hacks on its first
attempt. This is what I call the “End of
Surprise”. When a machine can hunt for
“zero-days” (previously unknown flaws)
atascale and speed that humans cannot
register, the concept of a periodic
security audit is no longer a safety
measure. Itis a dangerous hallucination.

The shockwaves from Mythos have
fundamentally rewritten the
geopolitical script. After months of
advocating for a “light touch” approach

to Al the Trump administration has
executed a stunning pivot towards what
can only be described as the
Nationalisation of Intelligence.

Reports from Washington suggest a
new framework where the Pentagon and
the NSA will act as the ultimate
gatekeepers for “frontier” Al models. By
mandating military-led safety tests
before any public release, the US is
treating high-level Al as a dual-use
weapon system, akin to nuclear
enrichment technology. This is
“Fortress America” in digital form. The
realisation has dawned: in a world of
Mythos-class agents, aleaked model is
not a commercial loss; it is a national
security catastrophe.

For India, however, following this
defensive, gatekeeping model would be a
historic strategic blunder. We are a
nation built on Digital Public
Infrastructure (DPI) — from the UPI
rails that power our economy to the
Aadhaar stack that defines our identity.
Our strength is our openness. If we wait
for Western “safety certificates” while
our systems remain exposed to the tools
they have already unleashed, we are
essentially building our own Maginot
Line and waiting for the Blitzkrieg.

THE INDIAN VALUATION CLIFF

The threat to India is not just a matter of
national security; it is a matter of
national business. Our IT services giants
— TCS, Infosys, Wipro — have spent
three decades building a global empire
on the “billable hour”. Thousands of
engineers are employed to conduct
manual audits, patch vulnerabilities, and
maintain legacy code.

History shows us that
whenever technology
increases the speed of
the attack, the only way to
survive is to increase the
speed of the adaptation

Mythos represents a “Valuation Cliff”
for this model. If an Al can perform a
month’s worth of security auditing in
five seconds at near-zero marginal cost,
the human-led audit becomes a
bottleneck rather than a service.

The Indian IT sector must pivot
immediately from being “service
providers” to “resilience architects”. We
must move from charging for the time it
takes to fix a bug to charging for the
integrity of a system that can defend
itself.

THE PHYSICIST’S LENS

As a physicist, I view this crisis through
the lens of Epistemic Drift. This is the
point at which the complexity of our
digital foundations exceeds our human
ability to verify their safety. We are
building structures we can no longer see
through.

When we can no longer trust the very
foundation of our software because an
AThas found a 27-year-old “hole”, the
social contract of the digital age begins
to fray.

In physics, entropy is the natural slide
into disorder. In the digital world,
Mythos is an entropy engine. It can find
and weaponise disorder faster than we
can organise a defence. To counter this,
we must stop thinking about “safety” as
alock ona door and start thinking about
“resilience” as a biological immune
system.

TI'have often spoken of “sovereign
resilience”, but in the wake of Mythos,
this must evolve from a policy
suggestion into a biological necessity for
the state. This requires a fundamental
shift in our national architecture.

First, we must acknowledge that
sovereignty is compute. India cannot be
a“Tier-2” participant in restricted US
programs like Project Glasswing. We
must use initiatives like BharatGen to
build sovereign “Defensive LLMs”.
These are not chatbots for the public;
theyare internal “Guard Dogs” trained
specifically on the India Stack to hunt
for vulnerabilities and simulate attacks

TECH VIGIL. In the age of Mythos, building firewalls is a
relic of the past. Systems must now detect an anomaly and
“re-wire” their own logic in real-time
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24/7.We must be the first to find our
own flaws.

Second, we must move toward
Autonomous Self-Healing. In a world of
autonomous attacks, a human “admin”
logging in to fixa server is arelic of the
past. Our power grids, our
telecommunications, and our financial
stacks must be redesigned to detect an
anomaly and “re-wire” their own logicin
real-time. This is not about building
better firewalls; it is about building a
system that can “bleed” and still keep
running.

Finally, we need a Post-Audit
Regulatory Framework. Our regulators,
including the CS Setty Committee
looking into banking risks, must stop
focusing on the “prevention” of attacks.
In the age of Mythos, the attack is an
automated certainty. The only metric
that matters now is Time-to-Resilience.
How many milliseconds does it take for a
bank to detect a breach, isolate it, and
return to a “verified” state? That is the
only audit that matters in 2026.

THE NEW ATMOSPHERE

History shows us that whenever
technology increases the speed of the
attack, the only way to survive is to
increase the speed of the adaptation.
The tank made the trench obsolete; the
aircraft made the battleship a target; and
now, autonomous Al has made the static
firewall a ghost of the past.

The Mythos event is not a software
update; it is a change in the digital
atmosphere. It is the end of the era
where we could afford to be surprised.
For India to lead, we must stop trying to
build better walls. We must build a more
agile, self-correcting nation.

In the age of autonomous intelligence,
the only true fortress is the ability to
adapt faster than the machine. The old
walls have already been bypassed. Itis
time for India to learn how to move.

The writer is a physicist at the University of North
Carolinaat Chapel Hill,and a columnist on Al,
infrastructure, and global systems

BRICS needs to prioritise food security

The bloc must move beyond calories, and ensure easy, equitable access to diverse and nutritious food sources

|
Jaya Jumrani
Shiv Kumar

s India takes the BRICS Chair
A Presidency for 2026, the bloc

stands ata crossroads. New
Delhi’s ‘Humanity First’ framing seeks
to pivot BRICS beyond its reputation as
amacroeconomic counterweight to
Western institutions towards a more
people-centred alliance.

Following its expansion, the bloc’s
geographic, demographic and
agricultural footprint has grown
dramatically. BRICS nations account for
nearly half of the world’s population,
spanning some productive territories
and several food-stressed economies.

BRICS countries dominate global
agricultural output while bearinga
disproportionate burden of the world’s
hungry — a structural condition
demanding structural reckoning.

The contradiction is most apparent
when examined country by country.
Brazil is aleading agricultural exporter,
yet millions remain hungry. This
persists not because Brazil lacks food,
but because income inequality, welfare
volatility and political economy of
agribusiness keep the poor excluded
from domestic abundance.

India offers a useful vantage point but
an equally honest mirror. While a net

food exporter that overcame famine, it
faces a nutrition risis. Despite producing
enough calories and feeding 800 million
people monthly through its Public
Distribution System (PDS), diets remain
calorie dense and lack protein and
essential micronutrients. With one in
three under-five children stunted, India
exhibits that caloric sufficiency and
nutritional adequacy are not the same.

Ethiopia, the newest and most
food-insecure member, sits at the far
end of this spectrum.

Despite South-South solidarity
rhetoric, BRICS lacks a coherent
multilateral food security architecture.
Unlike the EU’s Common Agricultural
Policy or ASEAN’s emergency reserves,
BRICS coordinates mostly through
bilateral agreements. Crucially, the New
Development Bank (NDB) has heavily
funded infrastructure while effectively
ignoring rural food systems and
resilience. Until the NDB establishes a
dedicated food systems mandate with
capital and measurable targets, this will
remain a missed opportunity.
Furthermore, export nationalism
remains a corrosive force. For instance,
India’s 2023 non-basmati rice export
ban and the Russia-Ukraine war sent
price shocks through vulnerable
markets.

Beneath these political-economy
failures lies a neglected nutritional

MAJOR BURDEN. The bloc face
widespread micronutrient deficiencies

crisis. The BRICS food cooperation
framework relies mainly on caloric
supply, prioritising food availability,
price stability and supply chains. This
framing fails to capture the full problem.
The bloc faces the triple burden of
under-nutrition, widespread
micronutrient deficiencies and an
accelerating epidemic of obesity and
non-communicable diseases.

‘Women bear a disproportionate share
of this burden. Rampant anaemia in
India, Ethiopia, and rural China drives
intergenerational cycles of stunted
growth and cognitive disadvantage.

STRATEGIC POLICY SHIFTS

Any serious BRICS agenda must move
beyond calories, prioritising women’s
nutritional agency and equitable access
to diverse, nutritious diets.

India’s chairship could drive a few
decisive policy shifts. First, food security
and improved nutrition must become a
formal pillar of BRICS cooperation. This
requires binding targets to reduce
stunting and anaemia, establish social
protection floors, limit export bans and
share emergency food reserves.

Second, BRICS should mobilise
equitable sharing of agricultural
knowledge and technology, such as
China’s precision agriculture, India’s
large-scale PDS experience, Brazil’s
smallholder credit programmes and the
UAE’s desert farming innovations,
among its members.

Third, smallholders and women
producers must move to the centre of
BRICS agricultural policy. Shifting away
from purely export-oriented models
requires reforming land tenure,
expanding women’s property and credit
rights and ensuring intra-bloc trade
supports family farming alongside
agribusiness. BRICS will ultimately be
judged less on its ability to challenge the
dollar or reshape the UN Security
Council than on whether it improves the
material conditions of the people it
represents.

The writers are Senior Scientist and Director (Acting),
respectively, at the ICAR-National Institute of
Agricultural Economics and Policy Research (NIAP),
New Delhi. Views are personal
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H-1Bfeeruling

Apropos ‘US court strikes down
H-1B fee, but uncertainty persists’
(June 10), the US federal court’s
decision will offer significant relief to
Indian IT services firms. The
judgment reduces hiring costs and
eases financial burdens associated
with employing skilled foreign
professionals. It strengthens the
ability of US employers to attract and
retain global talent, particularly from
India. The ruling is expected to
support business continuity and
competitiveness in the technology
sector. However, some uncertainty

remains as further legal and policy
developments could influence the
H-1B visa framework.

PV Prakash

Mumbai

Support for OMCs

This refers to ‘Timely support’ (June
10). Jet fuel costs account fora
disproportionately large share of
operating expenses for domestic
carriers compared to their global
peers,and currency weakness
compounds that disadvantage
further. The government’s move to
provide interest-free advances

through OMCs offersimmediate
relief, but the larger question
remains unanswered — is 10,000
crore adequate given current fuel
price trajectories? The scheme’s
voluntary participation design is
sensible, avoiding moral hazard while
still providing a meaningful safety
net. Regional connectivity depends
substantially on smaller carriers
whose financial resilience is thinnest.
If Indian aviation is to sustain its
growth trajectory and compete
globally, this one-time stabilisation
measure will need to be
accompanied by longer-term

structural reforms in ATF taxation
policy.
A Myilsami

Coimbatore

Flip side of dairy boom
Apropos ‘Dairy boom moves beyond
metros into smaller cities’ (June 10),
while this helps augment the
profitability of companies that
undertake milk distribution, the flip
side is that it may hurt many small
and medium dairy farmers. Small
milk producers may get displaced
when the sector gets corporatised.
Governments must ensure that the

interests of small dairy farmersare
protected.
Rajiv Magal

Halekere Village, Karnataka

Correction

Inthe report ‘Current account turns
intoasurplusin Q4 onjumpin
remittances, higher foreign direct
investments’ (published on June 9),
there was areference to “higher net
foreign direct investment (FDI)” in
the first paragraph and headline. It
should actually read as “lower net
outgo on the primary income
account”. The error is regretted.
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Shifting trade relations

India-US trade ties are more strategically balanced

|
Vibhuti Garg
Saloni Sachdeva Michael

keyfocus, during US
A Secretary of State Marco

Rubio’s visit last month,
was strengthening energy security
cooperation and stabilising
bilateral ties amid trade and
regional frictions.

Amajor highlight was India and
the US signinga dedicated pact on
critical minerals and rare earths.
The agreement focuses on
securing supply chains for
semiconductors, electric vehicles
(EVs),defence systems, and clean
energy technologies.

For the US, itbrings Indiaintoa
trusted partner network designed
toreduce Chinese dominance. For
India, which has limited
processing capacity and depends
on China for manyrare earths, it
opens alternative sources,
processing partnerships,and
technology collaboration. This
builds on the broader US-India
Bilateral Trade Agreement (BTA)
framework signed in February
2025, under which India
committed to purchasing $500
billion worth of American goods
over the next five years.

Foracountrythathaslong
enjoyed ahealthy trade surplus
with the US, this marks a shift.
India-US bilateral trade crossed
$140billion (¥121akh crore) in
FY26. Though India still exports
more than itimports, but the gap
is narrowing and the composition
of that trade is changing.

ENERGY FOCUS

The clearest shift is energy. India
is diversifying away from heavy
dependence on West Asiaand
discounted Russian oil, both of
which carry geopolitical risks from
the Russia-Ukraine war and the
recurring tensions around the
Strait of Hormuz. The USis
emergingas akeyalternative
supplier. Indian state-run refiners
recently signed the country’s first
structured long-term liquefied
petroleum gas (LPG) import
agreement with US suppliers.
Under the deal, India will import
around 2.2 million tonnes of LPG
from the US in 2026, equivalent to
roughly 10 per cent of India’s
annual LPGimports.

Crude oil and liquefied natural
gas (LNG) tella similar story.
India’s crude oil imports from the
US jumped byabout 50 per cent in
asingle year, rising from $6.6
billion (X55,367 crore) in FY25 to
$9.9billion (386,530 crore) in
FY26.

Similarly, LNG imports nearly
doubled from $1.41 billion
(X11,709 crore) in FY24 to $2.46

TRADE. Changing dynamics
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billion (X20,730 crore) in FY25.
This signals that India is edging
away from a surplus-heavy export
relationship towards amore
strategically balanced trade
structure.

India’s ambitious
production-linked incentive (PLI)
scheme has faced setbacks,
including protectionist measures
from the US; tariff escalation, and
rollbacks of the Inflation
Reduction Act.

Export-led growthtiedtoa
single market nowlooks riskier.
Instead, India is trying to embed
itself deeper within trusted supply
chains. This shift is nowvisible in
new frameworks and deals.
Initiatives like the TRUST
Initiative, FORGE, and Pax Silica
aim to integrate India into
US-aligned technology
ecosystems. The Quad has
committed roughly $20 billion
toward critical mineral supply
chains across the Indo-Pacific.

This marks a deeper strategic
shiftin the India-US relationship
from traditional trade to
co-building upstream control over
keymaterials and technologies
required in high-growth sectors.
But this strategy carries trade-offs.
AsIndiaincreasesimports of US
oil, gas, technology, and industrial
goods, it also becomes more
exposed to US policy shifts, tariff
changes, and geopolitical
priorities.

Thatis the paradox of the
moment. India is buying more
from the US toreduce
vulnerabilityand secure critical
resources and technologies, yetin
doingsoit ties its economic future
more closelytoa US-centred
system. Whether this delivers
greater strategic autonomyora
new form of dependence will
hinge on how Indiabalances
diversification with domestic
capacity-building over the coming
decade.

Gargis Director - South Asia; Michael is Lead
Energy Specialist, India Clean Energy Transition -
South Asia, at Institute for Energy Economicsand
Financial Analysis

thehindubusinessline.
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SEBs stymie open access

Faced with the prospect of competition for the first time, State electricity
boards, backed by their respective Governments, seem to be in no mood to
give up their monopolistic position and are raising a bevy of protectionist
barriers to stymie the implementation of key reform provisions promised in

the Electricity Act 2003.

DoT’s rural dream may be sold short

After failing to meet the Village Public Telephone targets, one of the
Government’s largest projects under the Universal Services Obligation for
providing telephones in rural households seems to be under threat of falling

short of the expected numbers.

‘Work on 2nd Mumbai airport after ICAO clearance’

The Government plans to start work on construction of the second airport in
Mumbai within the next two months after the International Civil Aviation
Organisation (ICAO) gives the clearance for the project to come up. “We have
sent a communication to ICAO and hope to get a response in the next two

months.

A NARAYANAMOORTHY

fter the massive

%36,585-crore farm loan

waiver announced by the

BJP-led government in

Maharashtra in June,
benefitting 56 lakh farmers, the newly
formed Tamilaga Vettri Kazhagam
(TVK)-led government in Tamil Nadu
has announced a conditional farm loan
waiver for cooperative bank borrowers
in May.

Aimed at fulfilling a electoral promise
and helping Tamil Nadu’s heavily
indebted farmers, this initiative will
provide some respite to small and
marginal farmers.

However, can a one-time debt relief
solve deep-rooted farm issues faced by
the farmers?

The scheme allocates X2,044.46 crore
to benefit approximately 14.22 lakh
farmers, but its eligibility criteria apply
strictly to short-term crop loans availed
through cooperative banks between May
1,2025 and February 28, 2026.

Rather than following a blanket
write-off, the government has
introduced an innovative Graded Relief
system that gives the quantum of waiver
based on outstanding loan amounts and
farm-size classifications. Under this
framework, marginal farmers holding
debts up to ¥50,000 will receive a
complete waiver, whereas small farmers
within the same debt bracket are eligible
onlyfor a 50 per cent relief.

This policy design follows a
progressive, variable economic logic
where the rate of relief systematically
decreases as the outstanding credit
volume scales upward. Specifically,
agricultural loans falling between the
brackets of 50,001 and 360,000 receive
a fixed waiver of ¥40,000. This benefit
declines as the debt size increases.
Consequently, the large landholders and
other categories of farmers with debts
exceeding ¥1,00,000 will receive a waiver
of just ¥5,000. Though the one-time debt
write-offs are never a permanent
panacea for systemic agrarian distress,
the innovative use of an explicit graded
scale used to fix the relief deserves due
recognition.

HISTORY OF DEBT WAIVERS
There’s along history of farm loan
waivers in India. Citing droughts,
monsoon failures and floods, various
state governments have implemented
small-scale relief schemes since 1987.
However, driven by an alarming
escalation in nationwide farm suicides
and taking into account the grim
findings of the Radhakrishna
Committee Report on Indebtedness
(2006), the Centre launched a massive
nationwide Agricultural Debt Waiver
and Debt Relief Scheme in 2008.

This scheme wrote off nearly 60,000
crore, covering about 3.7 crore small and
marginal farmers and 60 lakh other
farmers, though the CAG flagged severe
institutional irregularities in its audit
report later.

Since then, several States have
routinely announced debt waivers.
Policymakers have operated under the
assumption that these measures would
completely arrest farmer suicides. But,
empirical data reveal that even after the
massive 2008 intervention, the tragedy
of farm suicides persisted.

The pre-waiver period of 1995-2008
recorded an average of 41 farmer
suicides per day, but this tragic figure
actually rose to 43 during the
post-waiver period of 2009-2011.

THE CORE MALADY
The primary reason farmers default on
credit is that the absolute returns
realised from crop cultivation are
abysmally low. According to the
situation assessment survey of
agricultural households (2021), the
average monthly net receipt from crop
cultivation for a farm household in
Tamil Nadu was just 32,641, amounting
to a meagre daily income of about I88.
Can a farm family manage basic
household expenditures with this
amount?

This suppressed income is primarily
driven by escalating cultivation costs
juxtaposed against highly

In 2021, the average
monthly net receipt from
crop cultivation for a farm
household in Tamil Nadu
was just 32,641, amounting
to a meagre daily income
of about 88
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unremunerative farm-gate prices. For
instance, an analysis of data published
by the Commission for Agricultural
Costs and Prices spanning from 1974-75
to 2021-22 shows that paddy cultivators
in Tamil Nadu realised profits in only 15
of those years in terms of total cost of
production (cost C2).

Shockingly, in the period following
2000-01, paddy cultivation was
profitable in just three years. In such
dire conditions, a one-time debt relief
acts merely as a stop-gap measure.
When farmers take loans for the next
cropping season under the same
unprofitable conditions, they are bound
to fallinto a debt trap again.

Furthermore, the Rangarajan
Committee Report on Financial
Inclusion (2008) highlighted that over
66 per cent of India’s small and marginal
farmers (who constitute more than 80
per cent of the farming households) lack
access to formal institutional credit,
forcing them to depend on informal,
usurious money lenders. Since the Tamil
Nadu government’s waiver targets only
cooperative bank borrowers, the vast
majority of vulnerable smallholders
trapped under informal debt nets
remain entirely untouched, marking
critical limitation of this relief scheme.

LOOKING AHEAD

Neither the massive loan-waiver of
Maharashtra nor the graded loan-waiver
announced by Tamil Nadu can insulate
the resource poor farmers from
structural debt vulnerabilities
permanently. To ensure debt-free
livelihoods, many proactive policy
interventions need to be implemented,

VENGADESH R

Farm loan waivers are
justaband aid solution

AGRI FOCUS. To aid distressed farmers, the new TN govt and other States must
ensure fair prices, adequate procurement and secure markets

particularly focusing on markets.

First, farmers currently face stiffer
challenges in marketing and selling their
produce than in the production side.
Government agencies must accelerate
and streamline the procurement of
major commodities. Following other
States, Tamil Nadu should actively
implement a robust Market
Intervention Scheme (MIS) to shield
farmers during severe market price
crashes.

Second, as recommended by the
National Commission on Farmers
(2006) headed by MS Swaminathan, the
State government should fix the
Minimum Support Price at 50 per cent
above the comprehensive cost of
cultivation by backing it with a dedicated
state price stabilization fund.

Third, the acute shortage of storage
facilities at procurement centres leads
to catastrophic post-harvest losses, as
harvested paddy bags are routinely
drenched and germinated in open yards
during rains.

Warehousing capacity must be
created across districts, mapped directly
to local production volumes.

To conclude, a one-time debt waiver
cannot eradicate unremitting rural
indebtedness. Aslong as agriculture is
deprived of fair pricing, adequate
procurement, secured markets and
assured irrigation, indebtedness will
continue to haunt the farmers.

The State government must seriously
focus on restructuring farm markets.

The writer is an Economist and former full-time
Member (Official), Commission for Agricultural Costs
and Prices, New Delhi. Views expressed are personal

China taps commerecial oil stockpiles to weather Gulf shock

Bloomberg News

hina has started tapping its
‘ commercial crude reserves to

help offset the supply shock
from the Iran war, although the world’s
biggest oil importer is continuing to
prioritise lower refinery use and fuel
export limits to manage the fallout.

Inventory draws are expected to

average about one million barrels a day
in the coming months, according to
estimates from Vortexa Ltd., Kpler and
Energy Aspects. That’s about a third of
the crude that Chinais no longer
receiving since the conflict led to the
near-total closure of the Strait of
Hormuz, but still pales in comparison

with the roughly 1.2 billion barrels the
nation has in its commercial and
strategic stockpiles.

The price reaction to what the
International Energy Agency has called
the biggest oil market shock on record
has been relatively muted, as China
refrained from tapping international
markets to make up for the lost barrels.
Global benchmark Brent is up less than
a third since the conflict started, with
analysts estimating that the nation’s
imports could remain subdued for
months to come — helping ease
pressure on prices.

China has filled up its inventories to
unprecedented levels over the past
year. It started tapping those reserves
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OIL SUPPLIES. Under pressure

in May, and drew down almost 25
million barrels in the month to June 7,
Energy Aspects said, citing data from
its satellite-tracking Kayrros unit.
While that is sizable — global
consumption is just over 100 million
barrels a day — weaker downstream

demand has made an even bigger
difference. State-owned refiners have
cut processing rates to record lows, fuel
exports have been constrained under
wartime measures aimed at preserving
domestic supplyand the switch to
electric vehicles has accelerated.

“China’s transport system has
become structurally more flexible than
in previous oil shocks,” said Emma Li,
lead China market analyst at Vortexa.
The rapid adoption of EVs has
contributed to a drop of about one
million barrels a day in fuel demand
this quarter, she said.

Some observers have argued that the
demand destruction may not be
permanent.
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EASY

ACROSS

01. Insincere praise (8)
07. Trial place (5)

08. Be in competition (7)
09. Rapped (7)

10. Part of chain (4)

12. Grow less, waste

DOWN

01. Easy, fluent (6)
02. Mildly reprove (8)
03. Flow copiously (4)

5. Pleat, fold (4)

away (7)

14. One who plots (7)
17. Measure of land (4)
18. Floor-show (7)

21. Netted, caught (7)
22.‘Cheek’ (5)

23. Suspension of

15. Sistrum (6)

19. Consume by fire (4)

criminal sentence (8) 20. A couple (4)

04. Smelled of smoke (6)

06. Heavy, unappetising fare (6)
07. Sounding exultant (7)

11. Engage, involve deeply (7)

13. Apostle of Christ (8)

14. Very small amount of time (6)

16. Sell small items; deal in drugs (6)

NOT SO EASY

ACROSS

01. Soft soap it could be treat for insect to

consume (8)

07. Woo those around the monarch (5)

09. Was critical of the way one sought admittance (7)

hundred (7)

18. Floor-show, the sort of act in which one’s naked (7)

22. Self-possession may be a sensitive point (5)
23. Delay of execution ever ripe for sorting out (8)
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08. Be in contest when full, and get left out (7)

10. It joins a surveyors’ unit (4)

12. In being led around, the breeze will die away (7)
14. One plotting to make me hers when about a

17. Some ground for taking care of it (4)

21. If caught, leave in reverse holding a penny (7)

DOWN

01. It’s easy to say it's mentally weak (6)

02. Reprove one on his mad turnabout (8)

03. Come across an upset and it will pour with rain (4)

04. Smelled some free kedgeree on offer (6)

05. Take in a piece of material a schoolboy will enjoy eating (4)
06. Dog set out with a heavy diet (6)

07. Triumphing over a bird in top of gorse (7)

11. Dunk one in liquid and simmer, stirring, on end of stove (7)

13. Afollower is policed, but nothing is found missing (8)

ACROSS 7. Takes the field 8. Meadow-sweet 12. Couple 14. Radial 16. Bunker 18. Priory 19. Expatriates 23. Magnification
DOWN 1. Palm 2. Mesa 3. Stroke 4. Lesser 5. File 6. Plot 9. Equinox 10. Episode 11. Ploy 12. Cube 13. Lee 15. Air 17. Ratify 18. Prince 19. Exam 20. Pink 21. Tutu 22. Show

14. The moment he goes to the support of a fighter (6)

15. Snake’s tail-rings will irritate one (6)

16. Deputy Lieutenant in deep trouble may deal in drugs (6)
19. In Scotland some water may burst into flames (4)

20. Two of a kind one met in a knock-up (4)
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Zojila Tunnel:
The challenge of
digging through
the Himalayas

Sabah Virani
Sonamarg, June 10

THE BREAKTHROUGH of the Zojila Tunnel, a13-km
passage being carved through the Himalayas at an alti-
tude of 11,578 feet, is a major milestone for one of India’s
most challenging infrastructure projects. But unlike tun-
nelsbored through relatively stable rock formations else-
where, excavation in the Himalayas comes with a unique
setof geological and environmental risks.

Building a Himalayan tunnel

Multiple reasons make tunnelling through the Hima-
layas a challenging feat. The altitude lends to difficult
working conditions. So do the temperatures, which fall to
aslowas-30°C. Geologist Arnold Dix said that working in
these conditionsis difficult for both workers and combus-
tion engine machines. The harsh winters often bring along
avalanches, which can be fatal. Additionally, the rock
strata in the Himalayas are highly variable, even differing
metre to metre, said Dix. This means alonglist of surprises
liein store for the engineers as they drill through. Loose
rock, boulders, water ingress: the rock formations can be
delicate and susceptible to disasters. Each variation
requires a different treatment for structural integrity.

Particularly risky

The Himalaya range is
arelatively new mountain
range, making it far more
tectonically active. “Toa
geologist,” said Dix, “the

SAFETY MEASURES

® Three shafts were built across
the length of the tunnel to en-
sure ventilation and create
space forany rescue attempts.

® Thefirst, also the longestin Ifihmalsﬁfats}eltre olc;ean
India, went 474.3m deep. The oolrls d a avg Een
secondis 367.5m, and the third pushed upwards.

This rock strata the en-

is213.5m deep. )
P gineers can encounter can

be soft rock, characteristic
of aseabed, toboulders and everything in between. The
way the mountain has formed could have left cavities
and cracks. Alot of water — even up to an ocean’s worth
— isstored in the mountains. Due toits age, there are
sheer zones where there is higher strain on the rockand
tunnelling can lead to instability.

Methods of safe excavation

The Zojila tunnel was excavated using the New Aus-
trian Tunneling Method, tailor-made for such
conditions. The method involves selective blasting of the
rock, followed by securing the tunnel wall with shotcrete
(sprayed concrete) and rock bolts. The excavation is done
in two steps, wherein the top half of the tunnel is
excavated first, followed by the bottom half.

Besides the water stored in them, the mountains have
melting snow coming through as well. Depending upon
the level of water ingress, engineers will fit pipes and
allow the water to drain outin a gradual manner so asto
not allow water pressure to build up in the mountain,
which could potentially lead to a collapse or flooding.

Cracksintherock formation will alter the number, size,
and spacing of the rock bolts, while the shotcrete glues the
rocks together. Even the tunnel’s alignment can be
tweaked to bypass a mountain’s weak segment and skirt
around it. The tunnel’s shape and configuration is also
moulded as per site conditions. “It’s like conducting an op-
eration without anesthesia. Thisis why tunnelling in the
Himalayas has to be done slowly and carefully,” said Dix.
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In Al giants’ listing plans,
questions over valuations

SOUMYARENDRA BARIK

WITHIN DAYS of each other, two of the
world’s most closely watched artificial in-
telligence (AI) companiesin Anthropic and
OpenAl have confidentially filed paper-
work for public listings in the US, setting
the stage for what could be some of the Iar-
gest and most hotly anticipated technology
initial public offerings (IPOs) in history.
Elon Musk’s SpaceX is also gearing up for
what could be the biggest IPO ever at-
tempted, in terms of valuation.

The offerings are likely to draw intense
interest from investors globally who, until
now, have largely watched the Alboom from
the sidelines. Much of the value created by
the rise of generative Al has accrued to pri-
vate investors, venture capital firms and stra-
tegic backers such as big technology com-
panies. Public listings by the companies
building the foundational models them-
selveswould offer retail and institutional in-
vestors arare opportunity todirectly partici-
pate in what many see as the defining
technological shift of the decade, even as
concerns over abubble around Al remain.

Anthropic, fresh off a $65-billion fund-
inground that valued it at roughly $965 bil-
lion, has already begun the process, while
OpenAl has followed with its own confi-
dential filing and is targeting a valuation
that could touch the $1-trillion mark. Spa-
ceX is seeking an even greater valuation,
around $1.75 trillion.

Yet, alongside the excitement lies a grow-
ing debate over whether private market
valuations have raced ahead of business
fundamentals. With investors pouring un-
precedented sumsinto Al and frontier tech-
nology companies, some analysts have cau-
tioned that expectations embedded in
current valuations may prove hard tojustify.

Here’s why some are cautious around
lofty Al-linked valuations, especially for
SpaceX, and how Indian investors — those
who are willing to bet on the touted Al gains
— can participate in these upcoming IPOs.

e HISTORY

« SPACEX’S SHARE OF THE PIE

Estimates by investment research company Morningstar show that,
SpaceX could control anywhere between 4% to 21% of the world’s global
computing capacity by 2039, depending on how some of its offerings fare
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Concerns around AI-washing’

Analysts at the investment research
company Morningstar have valued SpaceX
at roughly $780 billion — less than half its
IPOtarget —arguing that investors may be
placing overly optimistic bets on future
growth and unproven businesses linked to
Al. Morningstar has also questioned the
economics of some of the company’s Al
ambitions and said the market may be get-
ting ahead of fundamentals.

“We see a wide range of possibilities
around the newly acquired Al business and
find itseconomic moatindeterminate, and
it also poses a material threat of value de-
struction to the company, which limits our
overall economic moat rating to narrow...
Our discounted cash flow valuation of Spa-
ceXis $780 billion, about 48% below its pri-
vate market valuation, including a wide
range of probability-weighted scenarios for
the Al business,” Morningstar said in ablog.

If the company achieves the valuation
target of about $1.75 trillion, it would sur-
passeven Saudi Aramco’s 2019 debut asthe
world’s largest IPO.

Founded in 2002, SpaceX has evolved

Record
valuations

Anthropicis
freshoffa
$65-billion
funding round
that valued it at
$965 billion.

OpenAlis
targetinga
valuation that
could touch the
$1-trillion mark.

°
SpaceXis
seeking a

valuation of
$1.75 trillion.

from arocketlaunch startupinto one of the
world’s most influential technology firms,
spanning space transportation, satellite in-
ternet, and Al infrastructure. Of the com-
pany’s total addressable market, which it
pegs at $28.5 trillion, about $26.5 trillion is
linked to Al

Morningstar estimates that the com-
pany could control anywhere between 4%
to 21% of the world’s global computing ca-
pacity by 2040, depending on how some of
its fare (see chart).

The firm does not see Grok as one of the
leading Allabs today, and it does not mean-
ingfully add to how Morningstar values
SpaceX. Instead, it sees capacity utilisation
of the ColossusIand Colossus II terrestrial
data centres, and in turn the potential for
Al computational infrastructure in orbit,
representing capacity expansion for
SpaceX’s Al business, and the ability to
commercialise it, as key profit drivers.

Underpinned by assumptions

There are echoes of Tesla in the debate
surrounding SpaceX’s valuation. When
Tesla went public in 2010, sceptics argued

Anthropic, OpenAl and SpaceX are
eyeing some of the largest IPOs ever.
But have their valuations raced
ahead of business fundamentals?

that investors were paying a steep pre-
mium for acompany that had yet to prove
it could scale production or generate sus-
tained profits.

Yet Tesla ultimately justified much of
that optimism by reshaping the global
automotive industry and becoming one of
the world’s most valuable companies.

The key difference, though, is that
Tesla’s valuation debate centred on a tan-
gible product and a clearly identifiable
market opportunity. In SpaceX’s case,
criticsargue that a significant portion of its
proposed valuation rests on more
speculative assumptions around Starlink’s
future growth and the economics of Al-
linked businesses.

Howtoinvestin SpaceXIPO,
other foreign IPOs

Indian retail investors can participate
inSpaceX’supcomingIPO, but the process
isn’t as straightforward as investing
through a demat account in the Indian
stock market.

According to a blog post by the stock
trading platform Upstox: “Indian residents
cannot directly participate in this IPO.
However, they may do so through their
overseas brokerage accounts funded under
the RBI’s Liberalised Remittance Scheme
(LRS).” Under the Reserve Bank of India’s
(RBI's) LRS, Indians can freely remit up to
$250,000 per financial year for permissible
capital and current account transactions,
including for investments in foreign IPOs.
Potential investors can set up an account
with one of the many overseas brokerage
platforms.

Upstox noted that while Indian inves-
tors can participate in the IPO, “the chances
of allotment of SpaceX shares through the
initial public offering are low”.

It is always a challenge for a foreign re-
tail investor to get a US IPO allotment, be-
cause most of the US IPO allotments are
typically made to institutional investors,
the trading platform said. Reports suggest
that nearly 30% of the offering will be ear-
marked for retail investors, with the rest re-
served for institutional investors.

An IPO, however, is not the only
way to buy shares of the company, and
investors may purchase the stock onceitis
publicly listed.

How Birsa Munda helped define Adivasi identity, rights

Shubham Tigga
Ranchi, June10

ON JUNE 9, the death anniversary of the
iconic Adivasi leader and freedom fighter
Birsa Munda, several tribal organisations
in Jharkhand took a pledge to “protect his
legacy”. This pledge came amid the fresh
demands for “delisting” — removing tribal
converts to Christianity or Islam from the
Scheduled Tribes (ST) list — that have re-
ignited along-running debate over Adivasi
identity. The latest delisting demand was
made last month at a tribal gathering at-
tended by Union Home Minister Amit
Shah in Delhi.

The tribal organisations in Jharkhand
said during the pledge event that Birsa
Munda’s vision was rooted in Adivasi ident-
ity, sovereignty and land rights, and ac-
cused right-wing groups of attempting to
reinterpret that outlook.

So what did Birsa stand for? More than
125 years after hisdeath, here’salook at the
tribal leader’s life, beliefs and legacy.

Who was Birsa Munda?

Birsa Munda is one of the most influen-
tial figures in the history of the Chotanag-
pur plateau, the mineral-rich region span-
ning Jharkhand and adjoining states.

Revered by many as “Dharti Aba”
(father of the Earth), he is remembered for

leadingthe Ulgulan, or the “Great Tumult”
— a movement against colonial rule and
“diku” (non-tribal outsider) zamindars
amid the growing encroachment on Adi-
vasi land and cultural institutions in the
closing years of the 19th century.

Birsa’s influence, however, extended
beyond the borders of the current Jhark-
hand state to the remote villages of Maha-
rashtra, Chhattisgarh, Madhya Pradesh
and more. In his seminal study Birsa
Munda and His Movement, historian K S
Singh described Birsa as a religious re-
former, social mobiliser and political leader
who transformed the Munda tribal society.

Adivasi historian Joseph Bara similarly
argues that Birsa cannot be understood
merely as the leader of an agrarian upris-
ing. Rather, he articulated abroader vision
of Adivasi identity, autonomy, land rights,
religion and self-rule (known as disum).

Bara notes that his prominence in
mainstream political and public discourse
grew significantly during the decades
preceding and following the creation of
Jharkhand in 2000.

From resistanceto statehood

The Ulgulan, led by Birsa Munda,
reached its climax at Dombari Buru, a hill
in a Khunti village, in January 1899. This
was where thousands of Birsa’s followers
gathered to assert their rights overland and

Whatisthe
Chotanagpur

TenancyAct?

® The CNT Act was
enacted by the Brit-
ishin1908 after dec-
ades of Adivasiresis-
tance (including
Birsa Munda’s upris-
ing) to protect cus-
tomary land rightsin
Chotanagpur region.

® The central objec-
tive was preventing
the transfer of Adi-
vasiland to non-Adi-
vasis and legally rec-
ognising traditional
land tenure systems.

® The Actremains
one of the strongest
safeguards for tribal
land in Jharkhand.

challenge British authority, according to
historian K S Singh.

The British forces eventually sur-
rounded the hill and fired into the crowd.
In Adivasi memory, this was amassacre that
killed hundreds, though official records es-
timate a much lower toll. Birsa was arrested
and died in Ranchi Jail on June 9,1900.

While the British may have crushed the
uprising, Dombari Buru became a symbol
of Adivasi resistance.

The episode compelled the colonial ad-
ministration to initiate land reforms that
culminated in legal recognition of Khunt-
Kkatti rights and later the Chotanagpur Ten-
ancy (CNT) Act, 1908. Khuntkatti was the
traditional Munda system of collective land
ownership and governance. Under the sys-
tem, the descendants of the original settlers
who cleared forests and established a vil-
lage, known as Khuntkattidars, held collec-
tive rights over the village territory.

Bara writes that the aspiration for Adi-
vasi self-governance articulated during Ul-
gulan was later channelled into the move-
ment for a separate Jharkhand under
Jaipal Singh Munda in the mid-1900s.

Religious views

According to family accounts shared by
Budhram Munda, a descendant of the
family, Birsa spent parts of his early child-
hood at his uncle’s village before studying

at missionary schools in Chaibasa.

Budhram Munda said that Birsa’s as-
sociation with missionary education ended
after a disagreement with church author-
ities over remarks about the Munda tribal
community. After distancing himself from
Christianity, Birsa came under the in-
fluence of Vaishnavism for some time.

“Hewasjailed in 1885 for two years and,
eventually, after being released, he started
preaching his teachings towards life and
nature...,” said Budhram Munda.

These teachings created a religious
movement that came to be known as the
Birsait faith, different from Sarnaism (the
traditional tribal faith), Christianity and
Hinduism. His followers attribute various
miracles to him and consider him a mess-
iah, referring tohim as “Bhagwan” and the
aforementioned “Dharti Aba”.

Budhram Mundasaid: “Bhagwan Birsa
never targeted any particular religion. He
opposed both the outsiders from the caste
society who were appointed as zamindars,
and the Christian missionaries, as he saw
them as part of the same system of exploi-
tation,” he said. Opposing the demand for
delisting of Christian tribals from the ST
list, Budhram Munda said that descend-
ants of Birsa’s family have followed Chris-
tianity for generations. He argued that Adi-
vasi identity is determined by ancestry and
community, not religion.

® IMMIGRATION

Trump’s $100,000 H-1B fee scrapped, but some Indians have paid the price

Vidheesha Kuntamalla & Amaal Sheikh
New Delhi, June10

A US FEDERAL judge’s decision to strike
down President Donald Trump’s contro-
versial $100,000 fee on new H-1B visas will
come as some relief to employers, but
many foreign workers have already faced
much of its brunt. Last week, US District
Judge Leo Sorokin of Massachusetts ruled
that the fee was unlawful, concluding that
itfunctioned as atax — something the Presi-
dent lacks the authority to impose without
Congressional approval.

Whatis the H-1B programme and
how did the fee affect it?

The H-1B visa allows US employers to
hire foreign nationals in specific occupa-
tions or roles that require at a minimum a
bachelor’s degree and abody of specialised
knowledge. The US Congress has capped ap-
provals at 65,000 per year for most private
employers, with an additional 20,000 for
holders of advanced degrees. Universities,

nonprofit research organisations and gov-
ernment research bodies are exempt from
this cap and can file petitions at any time.

Before the $100,000 proclamation, the
petition fees ranged from $960 to $7,595.
While signing the proclamation toincrease
the fee in September 2025, Trump had cited
concerns that the H-1B programme had
been used to replace American workers
with foreign labour at lower wages, particu-
larlyin STEM (Science, Technology, Engin-
eering and Mathematics) fields.

Why did the court strike down the fee?
The central question was whether the

$100,000 payment was a legitimate immi-

gration penalty or an unlawful tax.

The administration said the fee wasare-
striction on entry as the overall revenue col-
lected fell after the proclamation took effect.

The court disagreed, stating that hiring
H-1Bworkersislawful conduct and thatthe
payment did not operate as a penalty for
unlawful behaviour. Instead, it generated
revenue and therefore functioned as a tax.

It said that “purpose and effect are differ-
ent” and added that “every $100,000 pay-
ment made pursuant to the Policy does
raise revenue. That is indisputable.”

The US Constitution gives Congress the
power to impose and collect taxes. While
Congress can delegate that to the executive
branch, the court said it must do so clearly.

The court also cited the Supreme Court’s
ruling this year in which tariffs imposed
under a separate statute were struck down
onthesamelogic. Robert Bray, aretired Im-
migration Officer with the United States Citi-
zenship and Immigration Services’ Fraud
Detection and National Security division,
told The Indian Express that once the court
characterised the payment asatax, much of
the government’s defence collapsed.

Why is the ruling important?

Indian citizens receive more than 70%
of all H-1B visasissued annually and domi-
nate the technology, engineering, health-
care and consulting sectors that rely
heavily on the programme.

Washington DC-based immigration at-
torney Rajiv Khanna told The Indian Ex-
press that the ruling restores predictability
to a system that many workers felt had be-
come increasingly unstable.

“Thereisasystemin place and that sys-
tem cannot be disturbed at the whim or
fancy of agovernment that decides matters
without any empirical evidence of what
will work, what will not work, and what
they are trying to correct,” he said.

Bray described the ruling as potentially
precedent-setting because it limits how ad-
ministrations can impose immigration-re-
lated charges without a Congressional nod.

How has the fee affected workers?
While the court ruling is being cel-
ebrated by many immigration advocates,
some lawyers say damage may already have
been done. Asel Williams, a founding im-
migration attorney at New York City-based
Williams Law, told The Indian Express: “In-
dian professionals on H-1Band STEM OPT
status have already felt the impact of the

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

$100,000 H-1B fee introduced last year.”

OPT, or Optional Practical Training,
allows international students on F-1 visas
to work in the US after graduation in jobs
related to their field of study.

Accordingto Williams, many employers
became reluctant to sponsor foreign workers
once the fee was announced. “Fewer com-
panies are willing to sponsor Indian na-
tionals, terminations arerising, and Iamre-
ceiving a growing number of inquiries from
laid-off H-1B holders with only 60 daystose-
cure new employment,” she said.

Williams said thatimmigration restric-
tions have coincided with broader techno-
logical disruptions in the labour market.
“These layoffs are being driven by a com-
bination of Al displacement and increas-
ingly restrictive H-1B policies. The damage
to Indian H-1B holders and STEM OPT
workers has in large part already been
done,” she said. Similarly, Bray noted that
the fee appeared to suppress demand for
new H-1B sponsorships. “The number of H-
1Bs originating in other countries was re-

duced exponentially,” he said.

The consequences were particularly se-
vere for workers who had already obtained
H-1B status but later lost their jobs. “For
people who got laid off on an H-1Band had
to leave the US to come back, they would
have had to pay $100,000,” Khanna said.

What now for H-1B holders?

Alegal challenge from the government
isexpected. Khannasaid the administration
generally has about 30 days to file an appeal
and could simultaneously seek a stay of the
ruling, “Ifthe stay isgranted, then this ruling
does not come into effect until the appeal is
decided, which can take a few months.”

Williams urged foreign workers to avoid
assumingthat the ruling resolves immigra-
tion uncertainties. “I recommend H-1B
holders avoid international travel,” she
said. “The court ruling does not automati-
cally make it easier to obtain an H-1B visa
through consular processing. Both the US
Department of State and DHS retain discre-
tion to deny any H-1B petition.”
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‘From phuchkas to a bulldozer: The
dismantling of Kolkata’s hawker
culture. — By Madhurita Goswami
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I would rather make mistakes in
kindness and compassion than work
miracles in unkindness and hardness.
— Mother Teresa
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BECAUSE THE TRUTH
INVOLVES US ALL

In TMC’simplosion, a
broader warning

OMETIMES, THE numbers don’t tell the story. Even after

its defeat at the hands of the BJP in the West Bengal as-

sembly elections last month, the Trinamool Congress’s

voteshare stands at a respectable 40.80 per cent. It still
has 80 legislators in the state assembly and 29 MPs in the Lok
Sabha, making it the fourth-largest party in Parliament. In defeat,
though, the party seems to be facing an existential crisis in both
Kolkata and Delhi.

Anexodusofleaderstothe BJP from other parties, before and
after elections, has been seen across states. In fact, some of the
BJP’s most prominent regional leaders — be it Suvendu Adhikari
in West Bengal or Himanta Biswa Sarma in Assam — have mi-
grated from other parties. Amid the long decline of Congress, re-
gional parties had more space to grow, and the opportunity to
provide abulwark against the flattening of the political landscape
under the electoral juggernaut of the BJP. They have, by and large,
fallen short of doing so. Parties have split, and rebel factions have
joined the NDA, as with the Shiv Sena and NCP in Maharashtra.
The Opposition hasa pointwhen it says that constitutional offices
such as the Speaker and central investigative agencies have ap-
peared tobend to the will of an aggressive BJP that wants to domi-
nateall spaces. Butthe lament about the ruling party’s voracious
political appetite elides more fundamental questions. Why are
some of India’s most prominent regional parties such easy prey?
Out of power, why can't Banerjee keep her flock together?

The BJPisnow the centrepiece of an era of renewed one-party
dominance, but regional forces have not stepped up to meet the
challenges. The first problem is structural. Congress offshoots
like the TMC and NCP are mass parties, without a formal cadre
base. In West Bengal, the TMC merely occupied the Left’s struc-
tures and relied on state patronage and power as the primary in-
struments of building political loyalty. The second, related factor
isthe oft-repeated charge of “dynastic politics”. From Maharash-
tra to Kashmir, Tamil Nadu to Uttar Pradesh and Bihar, parties
that were once built around social movements and progressive
ideologies narrowed into family firms. Having the leadership of
aparty reserved for members of the first family tellstalented, am-
bitious politicians that they mustlook elsewhere for upward mo-
bility. Finally, a question opposition parties have struggled to
answer with conviction since 2014: What do you stand for? Wel-
farism is not distinctive, secularism has a scarred history, and
cries of Constitution-in-danger don’t strike sparks on the ground.
Until they can answer these questions, the TMC, and other parties
like it, may end up as spectators to their own shrinking,.

Letgame start, let
political cloud recede

EFORE A ball hasbeen kicked, the 2026 World Cup has

produced aset ofimages that have no placein any tour-

nament. A Somali referee, Omar Artan, selected by

FIFA, wasstopped at Miami customs and sent home be-
cause of unspecified “vetting concerns”. Iran’s ticket allocation
for its group games was revoked days before the tournament, its
federation secretary-general and vice president denied visas, its
fans left without legal means to watch their team play. Senegal’s
players were searched on the tarmac after landing. Fabio Canna-
varo’s Uzbekistan squad was made to step off their bus, place their
bags on the ground, and submit to metal-detecting wands and
sniffer dogs outside a football venue. Cannavaro, a World Cup
winner who had spent 40 days travelling across Uzbekistan to
understand his players and his project, asked afterwards: “Why
only us?” Hillary Clinton called the referee decision “backward”
She was not wrong. The ICE presence at venues, the travel ban
affecting four qualified nations, the geopolitical shadow of the
US-Iran military confrontation — this is not what a host nation
looks like when it is ready to welcome the world.

And yet. The world will fill those stadiums anyway, because
the world always does. In 1994, when sceptics predicted empty
venues and cultural indifference, the United States set an atten-
dance record that still stands 32 years later: 3.587 million people
across 52 matches, an average of nearly 69,000 per game. This
week, a pre-tournament friendly match between Argentina and
Iceland, just a warmup, drew 88,000 people to a college football
stadiumin Auburn, Alabama. Qatar arrived under a cloud of criti-
cism over migrant worker deaths, LGBTQ rights and the funda-
mental legitimacy of its hosting. Once the football started, the
cloud receded as the games took over.

The worry with this administration is not that it will fail to
manage the logistics. It is that it will keep intervening: Another
visadenied, another team searched, another referee turned away
at a border. Each incident chips away at the one thing a World
Cup needs more than anything else: The feeling, however tem-
porary, that the game belongs to everyone who plays it. The foot-
ball starts Thursday. The world is arriving. The harder task, it
seems, is for Washington to let it in.

Sometimes, ‘Kaise ho
aap?’is all it takes

HE MOST moving scene in Homer’s Iliad portrays not
the clash of armsbut the emotional devastation it leaves
in its wake. King Priam, old and frail, enters the Greek
camp and approaches Achilles, the killer of his son Hec-
tor. He kneels before his foe, clasps his hands and implores him:
“Remember your own father”. And Achilles does. Moved to pity
and grief, he agrees toreturn the Trojan prince’sbody. Read more
broadly, this depicts the power of grief to bring together not just
enemies but strangers, across boundaries and distances.

That comingtogether can happen across continents, between
people who have never met facetoface. Areportin this paper tells
the story of a friendship forged in the fires of the Air India tragedy
of June 12, 2025, which claimed the lives of 241 passengers.
Savdhanbhai Chaudhary, a farmer in Gujarat, had lost both his
son, Kamlesh, and his daughter-in-law, Dhapuben, in the crash.
Omar Ali, Kamlesh’s Pakistani coworker atafancy goodsstorein
Londonwas asked by their boss to reach out to Kamlesh’s family.
He phoned Savdhanbhai, listened to his tears, and said he would
call again. Now, Savdhanbhai and his wife Ratniben wait for
Omar’s call at 3 pm every day. He asks about Savdhanbhai’s
younger son, his lunch, and even his infected toenail.

The eve of the tragedy’s anniversary is an apt moment to re-
flect not only on causes and accountability but also on how the
bereaved can put their lives back together. For at least one family,
an unlikely friendship, born when sorrow met empathy, hasbeen
asource of strength. What it takes is for someone to keep asking,
as Omar does daily, “Kaise ho aap?”

Argumentative Indian mustalso listen,
spirit of samvad must notbelost

-
THAROORTHINK

BY SHASHI THAROOR

RECENT social media post by

Chinese scholar Keji Mao told

an instructive story: “I gave

two presentations on how

Chinabuildsitsindustrial and
technological ecosystem,” he wrote, “one for
an Indian audience and one for a Viet-
namese audience. Although the content
was largely the same... the feedback from
the Vietnamese and Indian participants was
strikingly different. When I discussed the
gapsbetween Vietnam and China, my Viet-
namese friends listened very attentively to
my analysis of Vietnam’s weaknesses. They
even proactively acknowledged Vietnam’s
deficiencies and asked me to analyse more
specific issues in greater detail. However,
whenIcompared Chinaand India, many In-
dian friends became quite argumentative.
Theytried to compete with or challenge the
Chinese perspective on almost every point,
tothe point where I could barely develop my
analysis. As a result, they might have won
the debate, but missed a valuable opportun-
ity to have a meaningful exchange. So,” he
added, “I came to know which country
would be the real winner for ‘China+1’ many
years beforehand.”

This anecdote provides a jarring, yet
necessary, mirror for a phenomenon fre-
quently observed in intellectual and diplo-
matic circles. It echoes an observation of the

late Canadian ambassador David Malone,
who once noted that a great failing of Indian
diplomacy is that its practitioners are
“better at winning arguments than at win-
ning friends”. This is not merely a critique
of our diplomats; it is a commentary on a
broader cultural reflex.

Indian history is rich with the tradition
of samvad —the art of dialectical discourse.
Ancient Indian thinkers thrived on rigorous
debate, where the goal was to dismantle an
opponent’sargument toreach a higher truth.
Inthis context, argumentation wasseenasa
virtuous pursuit, a crucible for knowledge.
However, in the modern era, this cultural
predilection for debate has arguably
morphed into a performative contest. When
the goal shifts from synthesis (learning from
the other) tovictory (defeating the other), the
spirit of samvad islost. We often see engage-
ment not as a bridge-building exercise, but
as a zero-sum game, where conceding a
point is interpreted as a surrender of intel-
lectual or national standing.

Beyond the historical framing, there lies
amore contemporary psychological driver:
A profound, often subconscious, defensive
insecurity. India is a nation that has spent
centuries navigating the trauma of colonial
imposition and the subsequent struggle to
assertitsagency ontheglobal stage. This cre-
atesapervasive need tovalidate our perspec-
tive and standing. For generations, Indian
intellectuals had to defend our traditions,
history, and economic potential
against Western critiquesthat were
often patronising or motivated.
Consequently, there is a deep-
seated suspicion that foreign in-
sights are not objective observa-
tions, but rather strategic movesin
a broader game of geopolitical or
culturaldominance. When an out-

Learning to distinguish
between a challenge to one’s
ego and a challenge to one’s
assumptions is the hallmark
of a mature strategic culture

sider, especially one representingacompet-
ing power or a different developmental
model, offers a critique, it is frequently re-
flexively internalised as an attack, rather
than an objective analysis. Theimpulseisto
deflect, counter,and dominate the narrative,
toprotect theimage of the nation and theego
ofthe interlocutor. So a Chinese scholar like
Mao offering a critique of India’s industrial
ecosystemis not received asa neutral teach-
ing but as a data point in a comparative as-
sessment between a “superior” China and
us. To accept his insights is, in the minds of
Indian interlocutors, to accept a position of
inferiority. As India seeks to assert its place
asaglobal power, thereisan intense anxiety
about wishing to be “seen” as we see our-
selves and to “set the record straight” when
we are judged negatively.

All this is understandable but self-de-
feating. As Mao rightly points out, the
irony of this approach is that while Indians
may “win” the argument, they lose the op-
portunity for a meaningful exchange. In
the modern globalised landscape, where
collaborative problem-solving is the cur-
rency of influence, being the loudest voice
in the room often results in isolation
rather than leadership. When we prioritise
winning the argument, we effectively shut
down the feedback loops necessary for
growth. The Vietnamese took actionable
insights from what they heard from Mao
and benefitted. Defensive posturing,
while emotionally satisfying in
the moment, creates an intellec-
tual echo chamber that stunts the
capacity for strategic growth.

Itisodd thatasociety that tradi-
tionally respects the wisdom ofthe
Guru behaves this way; one would
expect a culture that prizes the
transmission of knowledge to be a

sponge for global insight. But when an In-
dian engages with aforeigner —oreven with
an Indian peer they do not personally ven-
erate — the traditional hierarchical frame-
work of the Guru-Shishya parampara fails.
Because the foreigner isnota “Guru” within
the recognised tradition, he is not granted
the automatic pass of respect. Instead, he is
treated asan equal oracompetitor in asecu-
lar marketplace of ideas, where the cultural
reflex shifts from reverence to rejection.

Reformingthistendency doesnotrequire
abandoning the Indian passion for debate.
Instead, itrequiresa consciousshiftinthein-
tent of that debate, from defensive to stra-
tegic. True confidence is marked by the abil-
itytoaccommodate uncomfortable critiques
without feeling compelled to immediately
refutethem. Learning to distinguish between
a challenge to one’s ego and a challenge to
one’sassumptionsisthe hallmark of amature
strategic culture. Before launching a counter-
argument, one might ask, “Does this re-
sponse contribute to my understanding or
solve the problem, or does it merely serve to
assert my position?” The challenge isto privi-
lege learning over dominance in our mental
hierarchy of preferred outcomes.

If India is to successfully navigate the
complex geopolitical and economic currents
of the 21st century — particularly regarding
initiatives like the “China+1” strategy — we
must reconcile our vibrant tradition of dis-
course with a pragmatic openness. Ulti-
mately, the ability towin friendsand gainin-
sights is far more valuable to our national
trajectory than the fleeting satisfaction of
winningan argument.

The writer is a fourth-term Congress MP
from Thiruvananthapuram who chairs
the Parliamentary Standing

Committee on External Affairs

Pandemic preparednessis
deeper, must become broader
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Global
preparedness
remains
strongest
against crises
the world has
repeatedly
confronted —
Ebola—and
weakest
against novel
events such as
the Hantavirus

HE MONTHS of April and May

in England, where I now live,

herald spring after a long, dark

and wet winter. Back home in

India, they signal the onset of
summet. Yet, despite the colours of spring,
these months revive painful memories of
2021, when Covid brought death and despair
to India. Everyone lost someone. I did, too.
Five yearslater, the world is confronting two
very different infectious disease outbreaks.
Hantavirus infections emerged aboard MV
Hondius in early April, with 11 suspected
cases and three deaths. Ebola resurfaced in
Central Africaand continuestospread. These
offer important benchmarks for assessing
our preparedness five years after Covid.

Let us first consider early detection, sur-
veillance and public-health infrastructure.
Inthe case of Ebola, authorities did relatively
well in early detection and surveillance,
largely because the world has spent decades
preparing for its recurrence. In contrast, the
Hantavirus exposed surveillance gaps dur-
ing unusual, low-frequency zoonotic out-
breaksin complexinternational settingslike
cruise ships, especially when the pathogen
is unexpected and symptoms initially re-
semble common respiratory illnesses.

Clinical-response capacity is the second
requirement. This includes hospitals
equipped to manage surges in cases, PPE
and medical supply chains, clinicians, and
access tointensive care and supportive treat-
ment. With Ebola, authorities demonstrated
a comparatively mature and specialised
clinical-response system, largely a result of
years of investment and experience. The
Hantavirus outbreak revealed strong down-
stream hospital care but weaker front-end
preparedness, particularly in recognising
and managing an unexpected pathogen in
an unusual setting.

Risk communication and the building of
public trust were more effective in the case
of Ebola because global public-health sys-
tems have spent years developing communi-
cation frameworks around it. The Hantavi-
rus outbreak demonstrated how rapidly
uncertainty and novelty can destabilise pub-
licunderstanding. At the same time, misin-
formation has not been completely absent
from the Ebola response, underlining the
need for strategies to sustain public trust.

The Ebola response illustrates how pre-

vious crises can create enduringscientificin-
frastructure. The Hantavirus, in contrast, has
highlighted the difficulties of rapidly organ-
ising research around a relatively rare and
less continuously funded pathogen. Coordi-
nation becomes more difficult when the con-
tagion, its transmission setting and the gov-
ernance structures involved are unfamiliar.
However, even the experience of dealing
with Ebola has not eliminated persistent
challenges. Reports continue to emerge of
shortages of PPE and disinfection materials.
The Hantavirus, meanwhile, exposed vul-
nerabilities associated with international
travel environments. Ebola governance
systems continue to face political tensions
and resource constraints.

The Hantavirus outbreak also revealed
how many zoonotic pathogens still lack
deeply developed preparedness ecosystems,
particularly for unusual scenarios. It was
managed largely through broader infec-
tious-disease capacity rather than through
dedicated long-term systems. Containing a
disease requires a systemic approach. Suc-
cessdependslesson anysingle intervention
and more on how rapidly surveillance,
science, healthcare delivery, governance and
public communication can function to-
gether. Covid triggered a surge in global
health funding, much of it emergency-
driven and insufficiently institutionalised.
Since 2024-25, however, this support hasde-
clined sharply, driveninlarge partby cutsin
US aid and the weakening of global institu-
tions such as the WHO.

Global preparedness remains strongest
against crises the world has repeatedly con-
fronted — Ebola — and weakest against
novel events such as the Hantavirus. Over
time, preparedness has become deeper. It
must now become broader. Yet develop-
mentssince 2025 donot inspire confidence.
Since Covid, awareness of pandemicrisk has
increased. Yet political willingnessto finance
preparedness has weakened. The world is
scientifically more capable but financially
and politically less stable in sustaining pre-
paredness systems. If not addressed, the next
outbreak involving an unusual pathogen
could unfold very differently from what hap-
pened aboard MV Hondius.

The writer is a virologist and chair of
Ignite Life Science Foundation (India)

A dignified demise for
a broken marriage
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A marriage that
has broken
down by
mutual
acceptance
presents
fundamentally
different
concerns from
one where only
a single spouse
seeks release
fromthe
relationship

EW LEGALdisputes carry asmuch collateral damage
asmatrimonial litigation. Families are drawn into con-
flict, allegations proliferate, and parallel proceedings
ensue. By the time many couples find themselves be-
fore a divorce court, the marriage has often already
ended. It was against this backdrop that the editorial, ‘In law, we
need to write a new marriage story’ (IE, June 9), argued for rec-
ognising irretrievable breakdown of marriage. The question has
long engaged courts and law reform bodies. The Justice HR
Khanna-chaired 71st Law Commission Report made much the
same recommendation in1978.In Shilpa Saileshv. Varun Sreeni-
vasan (2023), the Supreme Court affirmed its power under Article
142 to dissolve marriages irretrievably broken down. Relief from
adead marriage, however, still depends on reaching the SC.

The Hindu Marriage Act, 1955 and the Special Marriage Act,
1954 recognise divorce largely through two routes: Mutual con-
sent or fault. Where consent is unavailable, parties must establish,
if notinvent, a matrimonial wrong. In the process, ordinary dis-
cord acquires criminal colour and relationships that have simply
become unworkable are recast as adversarial contests over fault.
A mature matrimonial regime must provide for three realities:
Blame, consent, and breakdown. The first justifies fault-based di-
vorce. The second finds expression in divorce by mutual consent
under Section 13B of the Hindu Marriage Act. The third remains
inadequately addressed. The editorial correctly identifies the
lacuna in the law and rightly cautions against reforms that leave
women vulnerable. The analysis falls short, however, by treating
irretrievable breakdown as a singular phenomenon. A marriage
that hasbroken down by mutual acceptance presents fundamen-
tally different concerns from one where only a single spouse seeks
release from the relationship. The safeguards appropriatetoone
may be wholly inadequate for the other.

Where both parties accept that the marriage has broken down
and what remains is a battle only over money and children, the
law must provide an easy exit. The court’s role should be confined
to questions of alimony and custody.

The harder case arises where one spouse seeks an exit while
the other does not accept that the marriage has broken down. It
wasthisthatled thelawto adopt its conservative approach, limit-
ing divorce to fault or consent. But the right to exit a marriage is
amatter of personal liberty, and tobind a party toadead marriage
only to secure the financial security of the other serves neither
spouse. The answer liesin economic restitution. Unlike ordinary
alimony, which looks to the wife’s needs and wants, courtsin cases
of unilateral no-fault divorce must provide restitution for emo-
tional abandonment, recognising that the injury is not financial
alone but the unilateral rupture of a shared life.

Relief from a dead marriage should not turn upon the fortu-
itous circumstance of reaching the Supreme Court. A dignified
demise to the marriage must be available closer to home. That is
whatthelaw owes us. The editorial recognised the problemin the
context of a judgment of the Supreme Court, where the parties
were separated for 15 years. Reform must follow.

The writers are Delhi-based lawyers
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ArmyonalertinHaryana

THE HARYANA Government has alerted the
army to meet any situation in the wake of the
Venkataramiah Commission’s report. The
government has also requisitioned about 80
companies of paramilitary forces to help the
authorities maintain peace. Preventive steps
have also been ordered to deal with the Op-
position’s threatened state-wide bandh.

5dieinCape Townviolence

RENEWED VIOLENCE betweenrival Black
groupsinasquatter camp near Cape Town
claimed another five lives, raising the death

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

toll in two days of clashes to 10. Unrest also
rendered more than 50,000 people home-
less, police said. Three people were seri-
ously injured when two personnel land-
mines exploded on a farm near Volksrust,
about 230 km south-east of Johannesburg.

PlottoattackexpoinUS

SIKH EXTREMISTS in Western Canada
planned to attack Expo-86 with rocket
launchers and other weapons. While US of-
ficials refuse to disclose whether there is
any link between those accused of planning
these bombings and those accused of
masterminding sham marriages between

Indian Sikhs and US barmaids in the US, it is
clear that both Canada and the US are work-
ing together ininvestigating activities that
are now stretched across both countries.

Marathilanguage agitation

WIDESPREAD HOPES of an amicable settle-
ment to the language agitationin the border
areas of Maharashtra and Karnataka suf-
fered a setback with the Samyukta Maha-
rashtra Seema Samiti deciding to intensify
and widenits agitation. MaharashtraCM S B
Chavan, who will meet with his Karnataka
counterpart, R KHegde, expressed opti-
mism regarding an early settlement.
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Netanyahu looked for a way to restart
the war — and found one.

— Haaretz, Israel
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PM Modiis baraibh

and wisdom. His

DASHO TSHERING TOBGAY

RIME MINISTER Narendra
Modi hasreached ahistoric mile-
stone, becoming the longest-
servingelected prime minister of
India in continuous office, com-
pleting 4,399 days since first assuming this
responsibility on May 26, 2014. For India, this
isa moment of historic significance. For the
world, it reflects the confidence that the
people of the world’s largest democracy have
repeatedly placed inaleaderwhohasguided
their nation through a transformative
period. For me, however, this occasion is
more than a political milestone. It is an op-
portunitytoreflect on arelationship that has
evolved over the years — one that I value
deeply. I have come to know PM Modi as a
friend, regard him as an elder brother, and
lookup to him asa mentor whose dedication
to public service continues to inspire me.

I first met PM Modi in 2014, when I had
the privilege of attending his swearing-in cer-
emony as Prime Minister of India. From that
very first meeting, hiswarmth and gracious-
ness left a lasting impression on me. What
began asan official interaction soon evolved
into a personal friendship that I have come
to value deeply over the years. Soon there-
after, PM Modi chose Bhutan as the destina-
tion of his first overseas visit after assuming
office. That decision reaffirmed the deep
bonds of goodwill and shared destiny that
connect our peoples and reflected the affec-
tion he has always held for Bhutan.

In all my interactions with him, what has
consistently stood out is his sincerity, humil-
ity, and remarkable ability to connect with
people, regardless of their position or back-
ground. Despite the immense responsibil-
itiesof servingmore than abillion people, he
never loses sight of the importance of per-
sonal relationships. Our conversations over
the years have ranged from matters of state

LLETTERS
ToTHE EDITOR

12 years of PM Modi

THE EDITORIAL effectively situ-
ates Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’srecord tenure within
themes of continuity, welfare ex-
pansion, youth engagement, and
rhetorical unity, offering useful
political context and noting the
fragmentation of the Opposition
(‘Milestone in history, long road
to future’, IE, June 10). It rightly
praises outreach and
institutional consolidation while
urginginclusivity. However, it
glosses over important trade-
offs: Centralisation of power, fed-
eral tensions, constraints on dis-
sent, and uneven economic and
social indicators. For informed
observers, some promises have
been fulfilled, some remain
works in progress, and some ac-
tions remain difficult to explain.
Abhinav Shah, Lucknow

Now is the time to assess
Narendra Modi’s 12 yearsin office
objectively (‘Milestone in history,
long road to future’, IE, June 10).
During his tenure, the country
has witnessed religious polarisa-
tion, democratic backsliding, the
weakening of institutions, econ-
omic slowdown, soaring prices
and inflation, rising unemploy-
ment, and a foreign policy that,
in the view of many critics, has
not always asserted the country’s
sovereignty effectively. This
makes it difficult to award the
BJP-led NDA government a pas-
sing grade. What matters is not
how long a government remains
in power, but how well it governs.
CDavid Milton, Maruthancode

FDIwarning

The sharp decline in net FDI in-
flows is awarning that cannot be
explained away by global factors
alone (‘Mind investor
sensitivities please’, IE, June 10).
Gapsin Bilateral Investment
Treaties (BITs), prolonged
dispute-resolution timelines,
and uncertainties arising from
retrospective taxation have
cumulatively eroded investor
confidence. The government's
recognition of the problem and
itsongoing BIT renegotiations
are welcome. However, legal cer-
tainty and predictable dispute-
resolution mechanisms matter
more than incentive packages.
SMJeeva, Chennai

and development to the opportunities and
challenges confronting our societies. Despite
his demanding schedule, he has always en-
quired about my family, especially my
children, and often shared his insights on
food, healthy eating, exercise, and yoga.

In our part of the world, the term barai
bhai or elder brother signifies far more than
anelder sibling. It evokes affection, trust, gui-
dance, and protection. It describes someone
who encourages you when challenges seem
overwhelming, celebrates your successes as
his own, and offers wisdom when difficult
decisions must be made. Over the years, in
moments of both celebration and challenge,
I have experienced this generosity of spirit
first-hand. When discussing matters of na-
tional importance, he has always listened
with patience, shared his thoughts
candidly, and extended support
with the affection and reassurance
of an elder brother. His encourage-
ment has often reinforced my own
conviction duringdemanding mo-

What stands out is not merely
the scale of those
responsibilities, but the
energy, discipline, and

ILLUSTRATION: C R SASIKUMAR

vice, I have found in him not only a trusted
friend but also someone whose perspective
is valuable, whose guidance is thoughtful,
and whose support is steadfast.

Perhapsthe aspect of PM Modi thatIad-
mire mostis hisextraordinary dedication to
public service. Leadership is not merely
about occupying high office. Itisabout com-
mitment, discipline, and an unwavering
focus on improving the lives of others. PM
Modi exemplifies these qualities. For more
than a decade, he has carried the immense
responsibilities of leading one of the world's
most populous and diverse nations. Yet
what stands out is not merely the scale of
those responsibilities, but the energy, disci-
pline, and consistency with which he ap-
proaches them. As a fellow public servant, I
have often drawn inspiration from
hisexample.

Under hisleadership, India has
expanded itseconomicinfluence,
embraced technological innova-
tion, strengthened its infrastruc-

ments of publiclife. ) . . ture, and elevated its standing in

PM Modimaybeolderthanme, consistency with which global affairs. Equally importantis
but the significance of barai bhai he appr oachesthem. Asa that he has emerged as a strong
goes far beyond age. It is rooted in fellow public servant. I have voice for the aspirations of devel-
the confidence that one can seek ftend . .. oping countries and the Global
counsel without hesitation and re- otten ravyn Inspiration South, advocating for a more in-
ceive it with sincerity and goodwill. from his example clusive and equitable interna-

Throughout my years of public ser-
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VINAY SAHASRABUDDHE

AS NARENDRA MODI emerges as the
longest-serving continuously elected
Prime Minister of India, it is natural that
his contribution over all these years is re-
viewed. While there is much to be said
about his distinct imprint on national
governance, from internal security to for-
eign relations, this article aims to do jus-
tice to his thought leadership.

The most distinctive aspect of PM
Modi’s thought process has been his em-
phasis on drawing inspiration from our ci-
vilisational past to face contemporary chal-
lenges and to shape our aspirations for a
great future. A case in point is the mantra
of “vikas bhi, virasat bhi” — a departure
from the established thinking of ignoring
our heritage. Take the renaming of public
places and new buildings. Kartavya Path,
Lok Kalyan Marg, Kartavya Bhavan and
Lok Bhavan underline his emphasis onde-
Macaulayising our national ethos. It was
under his regime that we were able to re-
name Aurangzeb Road as Dr A P J Abdul
Kalam Road. PM Modi has promoted not
only Bharatiya sports and toys but also in-
digenous talent in consulting. His empha-
sis on education in the mother
tongue not only serves the cause
of Indian languages but also pro-
vides sound pedagogical advice.
At the same time, he has made it
clear that his efforts do not advo-
cate a blanket anti-foreign/anti-
English-language mentality.

PM Modi institutionalised his-
torically important occasionsinthe
form of Vibhajan Vibhishika Smriti
Divas (August 14), Janjati Gaurav

tional order. Few democratic

The most distinctive aspect of
PM Modi’s thought process
has been his emphasis on
drawing inspiration from our
civilisational past to face
contemporary challenges and
to shape our aspirations for a

Divas ( November 15), Veer Bal Divas (De-
cember 26), Lok Tantra Hatya Divas (June
26), etc. Supremely importantisthe Interna-
tional Yoga Day (June 21). The IYD has
proved instrumental in creating a deeper
understanding of India’s uniquely rich yoga
traditions globally and has added to our soft
power. Hisideas always have a practical, op-
erational dimension. His panch pran in-
cludetheideaof Viksit Bharat, freedom from
colonial mindset, taking pride in our heri-
tage, unity and integrity and alsoan empha-
sis on our duties as citizens.

Conceptionslike “Ek Bharat, Shreshtha
Bharat” remind countrymen that a united
and integrated Indiais the precondition for
restoring our greatness. He hasalsotried to
blend our cultural moorings with develop-
mental needs with concepts like Atmanirb-
har Bharat and Vocal for Local. Unlike Ja-
waharlal Nehru’s “aaram haram hain” or
Rajiv Gandhi’s “mera bharat mahan”,
Modi has inspired people to think big and
aspire to make India “viksit”, shapinga col-
lective national aspiration.

His thought leadership is reflected in
governance. While in Gujarat, he under-
scored the centrality of people’s
participation in development. To
that end, he advocated a P2G2 ap-
proach — people’s participation for
good governance. He is perhaps
the first PM who minced no words
in telling people that they cannot
just outsource development tothe
government, sit pretty and do no-
thing. Placingempowerment over
entitlement hasalwaysbeen atthe
core of PM Modi’s thinking,.

great future

legacy is also personal

leaders have had the opportunity to shape
their nations over such an extended period.
Fewer still have done so while continuously
earning the trust and confidence of their
people. History will record the transforma-
tion of India during PM Modji’s tenure, the
country’s growing influence on the global
stage, and the aspirations he helped ignite
among millions of people.

For me, however, his legacy is also per-
sonal. Iwill remember him asatrusted friend
whose warmth transcends official protocol;
as barai bhai, an elder brother whose gui-
dance and supportIdeeply cherish;and asa
mentor whose dedication to public service
serves as an enduring example for leaders
everywhere. Yet what will perhaps be re-
membered most fondly by the people of
Bhutanisthe unwavering support and good-
will he has extended to our entire nation.

Underthe wiseleadership of His Majesty
The Kingand with PM Modi’s steadfast part-
nership, the friendship between Bhutan and
India has continued to deepen. His support
has extended beyond Bhutan’s immediate
developmental priorities to embrace our
long-term national aspirations. More re-
cently, he haslent hiswholehearted support
to His Majesty The King’s visionary Gelephu
Mindfulness City initiative — a trans-
formative undertaking designed to create
opportunities for future generations of Bhu-
tanese. He has demonstrated an abiding
faith in Bhutan's potential and in the Royal
Vision that seeks to secure lasting peace,
prosperity, and well-being for our people.

Forthisenduring partnership, and forthe
friendship and support he has shown for our
country, the people of Bhutan remain pro-
foundly grateful. On behalf of His Majesty
TheKing, the Royal Government, the people
of Bhutan, and from my own heart, I extend
my warmest congratulationstoPM Modion
this remarkable achievement. May he con-
tinue to serve India with the same wisdom,
energy, and commitment that have defined
his years of distinguished service. And may
the enduring friendship between Bhutan
and India continue to flourish for gener-
ations to come.

The writer is Prime Minister of Bhutan

Prime Minister and
thought leader

Without necessarily using the phrase,
PM Modi hasbeen a reflective public voice
on gender justice. His idea of women-led
development is not just innovative, but
more meaningful as it automatically puts
gender justice at the centre of any new de-
velopmental project.

PM Modi has also articulated his
thoughts, with clarity, on environmental
challenges. He advocated the idea of Life-
style for the Environment. Through this,
hetried tohold a mirror tothe harm caused
by affluent nations. At the same time, he
made the global community realise that
manifesting our concern for environ-
mental challenges through our conduct is
much more difficult but equally essential.
Helinked the environment to our emotions
and ethos and mooted the idea of a cam-
paign called “Ek Ped, Maa Ke Naam”. His
emphasis on solar energy, organic farming
and using less fertilisers while promoting
theidea of “Per Drop, More Crop” isanother
example of his sincere attempts to educate
people in an unobtrusive manner. The G20
motto, “One Earth, One Family, One Fu-
ture”, reminded global leaders of our ines-
capable inter-dependence.

Prime ministers in democracies have
to educate without tutoring, moot ideas
without sounding revolutionary and
share new approaches without sermonis-
ing. Whether academia and the intelli-
gentsia recognise this or not, PM Modi
stands head and shoulders above his pre-
decessors on this front.

The writer is a national executive
committee member of the BJP

ai, who offerswarmth  Economicstoryis

one of transition.
Challenges exist,
but so do strengths

SOUMYIA KANTI GHOSH

N TWO recent articles, Surjit Bhalla argues that the weaken-

ing of reforms, declining investor confidence, and the re-

vised BIT framework signal aloss of economic momentum.

While the concerns raised deserve attention, the con-

clusions drawn are neither fully supported by evidence nor
reflective of the broader economic reality.

First, any analysis of economic performance must account
for global shocks. When crisis years are excluded, India’s average
GDP growth during 2005-2014 stands at approximately 7.2 per
cent, compared to nearly 74 per cent during 2014-2024, achieved
despite Covid, supply-chain disruptions, geopolitical conflicts,
and tightening global financial conditions. The evidence suggests
considerable resilience in India’s growth trajectory despite far
more adverse external conditions.

Second, the assumption that BITs are the primary drivers of
FDI is not supported by global evidence. A major 2014 UNCTAD
study covering 146 economies over 27 years found no conclusive
evidence that BITs significantly increase bilateral FDI inflows.

Third, investment decisions are shaped by larger factors. The
G20 Investment Report (2020) found that investor protection
ranked only 10th among decision-influencing factors. Political
stability, market size, infrastructure quality, and long-term growth
prospects remain the principal determinants. India continuesto
hold strong advantages across these dimensions.

Fourth, India’s own FDI experience does not support the claim
that the revised BIT framework has weakened investor confi-
dence. FDI inflows have remained robust even after the 2015 re-
structuring of India’s BIT regime and the subsequent decline in
the number of BITSs in force. Gross FDI inflows were around $95
billion in 2025-26. If BIT protections alone determined invest-
mentdecisions, such sustained inflows would have been difficult
toexplain. While net FDI is desirable from abalance of payments
perspective, alower number should not be interpreted asweaken-
inginvestor confidence. Aseconomies mature and integrate with
global markets, profit repatriation by foreign firms and overseas
investments by domestic companies increase. Lower net FDI fig-
uresdonotestablish that investors havelost confidence in India.
India’s BIT reforms should therefore be viewed not as a retreat
from reform, butasaneffortto
balance investor rights with
the state’s legitimate regula-
tory interests.

Fifth, international com-
parison overlooks certain real-
ities. Brazil refrained from rat-
ifying traditional BITs
containing Investor-State Dis-
pute Settlement (ISDS) provi-
sions but remained among
Latin America’s largest FDI
destinations. South Africa, In-
donesia, Ecuador, and Bolivia
alsorevisited or terminated in-
vestment treaties over concerns about sovereign policy flexibility.
Long-term investment confidence is shaped by economic fun-
damentals, not arbitration clauses alone. India’s approach reflects
awider global reassessment.

Sixth, investors are only required tofirst pursue domesticlegal
remedies for a specified period before bringing an international
claim against the sovereign state. This reflects the well-estab-
lished principle in customary international law. Arbitration under
India’s Model BIT remains international in character, conducted
before neutral arbitral tribunals, not Indian domestic courts.

Seventh, concerns regarding the rupee must be viewed
through thelens of macroeconomic fundamentals. It has depreci-
ated by 10.6 per cent in FY26 — a much sharper move than what
thebroad dollar strength alone can explain. Context matters. The
current account deficit is expected to remain manageable at
around 2 per cent of GDP in FY27 and the RBI holds substantial
foreign exchange reserves. Despite cumulative RBI foreign cur-
rency sales of around $53 billion in FY26, India’s forex reserves
were at $682 billion by April 2026, providing import cover for
nearly 11 months. Recent steps taken are positive for the rupee.

We must resist the flawed narrative that the rupee’s depreci-
ation is the delayed consequence of the RBI’s earlier exchange
rate management of holding it back. That is not supported by
data. Periods of depreciation have been accompanied by reserve
depletion as the RBI intervened to defend the currency. It is re-
markable that over a period of nearly 25 years, the average annual
depreciation of the rupee has been similar across episodes. This
isexchange rate management of the highest order. Panderingto
the whims of markets allows market players to dictate terms to
the central bank by taking positions for their own benefit. The ar-
gument about the rupee beinga shock absorber isthe easiest way
of allowingalimitless fall in the value of the currency, completely
delinked from macro fundamentals. India’s economic story is
one of transition. Challenges exist, but so do strengths. Public de-
bate on economic policy must remain grounded in evidence.

The writer is member, PMEAC, member, 16th Finance Commission and
group chief economic advisor, State Bank of India. Views are personal

SHIVKUMAR KALYANARAMAN
AND KISHORE PAKNIKAR

IN TODAY’S world, scientific capability is
closely linked with economic competitive-
ness, technological sovereignty, public
health, sustainability, national security, and
long-term resilience. India’s future will de-
pend not only on what it manufactures but
also on what it discovers. Research and in-
novation remain outside the active imagin-
ation of large sections of industry, philan-
thropy, CSR ecosystems, and society atlarge.
This gap deserves more attention.
Historically, India’s expenditure on R&D

Not just what Indiamanufactures, but what it discovers

asapercentage of GDPhasremained modest
compared to technologically advanced
economies. Funding has traditionally relied
heavily on government support. This is not
because India lacks social commitment. In
fact, Indiahasbuilt one of the world’slargest
CSR ecosystems and possesses a deep tradi-
tion of philanthropy. The problemisthat re-
search and innovation are still seen as some-
one else’s responsibility. Research and
innovation are not alternatives to social in-
vestment — they are force multipliers.
Every modern technology that society
today takes for granted was once an uncer-
tain research idea pursued in a laboratory
somewhere. Society experiences the visible
outcomes but rarely notices the invisible
scientificjourneysbehind them. Researchis
therefore a form of invisible national infra-

structure. Its returns are often delayed, un-
predictable, and difficult to quantify im-
mediately, but their eventual societal impact
can be enormous. Nations that consume
technology without investing sufficientlyin
itscreationriskbecoming dependent on ex-
ternal innovation ecosystems, external in-
tellectual property, and external strategic
choices. Scientific capability isdeeply linked
to economic independence, geopolitical re-
silience, industrial competitiveness, and na-

The returns of research are often
delayed and difficult
to quantify immediately, but
their eventual societal impact
can be enormous

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

tional confidence. The idea of ANRF is not
just todistribute grants, but to catalyse part-
nershipsamonggovernment, academia, in-
dustry, start-ups, philanthropy, and society.

Strategic co-investment in research often
stimulates substantially larger downstream
investments within companies themselves.
Every rupee co-invested through such part-
nerships can potentially catalyse several-fold
higher internal R&D investments within par-
ticipating organisations. This is significant
because innovation ecosystems rarely grow
through isolated grants alone. They grow
when research begins to trigger wider insti-
tutional confidence, industrial participation,
risk-taking, and scientific ambition. Partici-
pation need not always begin with massive
investments. Companies can support tar-
geted translational projects aligned with na-

tional priorities. Philanthropic foundations
can help create doctoral fellowships, ad-
vanced instrumentation facilities, interdis-
ciplinary research centres, or regional inno-
vation clusters. Industry associations can
co-create challenge-driven innovation pro-
grammes. Successful start-ups can reinvest
in deep-technology ecosystems that create
the next generation of innovation.

Thevision of an innovation-driven India
will ultimately depend on how successfully
the country can transform science from the
responsibility of a few institutions into a
wider societal movement.

Kalyanaraman is CEO, Anusandhan National
Research Foundation (ANRF), Government

of India, Paknikar is ANRF Prime Minister
Professor, COEP Technological University, Pune
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Accountability
down the sewers

No country can claim to be modern while
standing on the backs of invisible workers
risking their lives in sewers

ome lives are less equal than others, as we are

reminded every day. The deaths of two sanitation

workers at a sewage treatment plant in

Faridabad on Tuesday highlight one of the
country’s most enduring and repeated failures.
According to police, the men lost consciousness after
inhaling poisonous gases while entering a sludge tank
and drowned. Just days earlier, another worker died
while cleaning a sewer line in Uttar Pradesh. Such is
the complacence around this issue that headlines do
not seem to affect anyone anymore, only to be replaced
by the next avoidable tragedy.

What makes such loss of lives particularly
disturbing, apart from apathy, is that they continue
despite clear laws prohibiting manual scavenging and
hazardous sewer cleaning. The Prohibition of
Employment as Manual Scavengers and their
Rehabilitation Act, 2013, was meant to permanently
put an end to the practice. But the numbers tell a
different story. At least 859 sanitation workers have
died while cleaning sewers and septic tanks between
2014 and 2025, according to a Lok Sabha reply by the
Union government on March 17. That averages around
six deaths every month.

Perhaps the most dangerous trend in all of this is the
familiar pattern that emerges after every such incident.
Municipal agencies — responsible for maintaining
sewage infrastructure — rarely undertake the work
themselves. Instead, they outsource the work through
layers of contractors and sub-contractors. At the end of
such a chain are some of the country’s most vulnerable
workers, often employed informally, lacking training,
legal protections, insurance, even basic safety
equipment. Gas detectors, oxygen supplies, harnesses
and protective gear are either absent or treated as
dispensable costs. When deaths occur, responsibility is
conveniently pushed to the lowest contractor on the
jobwho then gets booked for negligence.

The Faridabad deaths should prompt more than yet
another round of compensation announcements,
blame-game and police cases. Officials must be held
directly accountable for safety violations by contractors
working on their behalf. Mechanised cleaning must be
made mandatory . No country can claim to be modern
while standing on the backs of invisible workers
risking their lives in sewers. These tragedies are the
predictable consequence of a system that continues to
treat some lives as not merely unequal but expendable.

Student suicides are a
failure of institutions

hen the Supreme Court appointed a National
WTask Force (NTF) to look into students’

mental health concerns and prevent suicides,
it termed student suicides in the country an
“epidemic”. The remark perhaps reflected alarm over
the 65% rise in student suicides between 2013 and
2023. The National Crime Research Bureau pegs the
rise in student suicides between 2014 and 2024 at 80%.
The NTF’s interim report reveals a much more sordid
picture: 65% higher-education institutions have no
access to mental health service providers, 73% lack
full-time mental health professional, and fewer than
4% have a suicide-risk assessment. Almost half of the
institutions had not conducted a faculty sensitisation
workshop in the 18 months the panel took to finalise its
interim report.

But attitudes, not numbers, are the most alarming
aspect of the report. The larger malaise — that of
apathy to students — triggered not only suicide, but
also suicidal attempts, ideation, passive death wish,
self-harm, and mental health struggles. Many
students and faculty members who interacted with
the panel appeared either oblivious or unmoved. The
NTF flagged weak redressal mechanisms, academic
pressure, and severe gaps in mental health care
support. It noted caste, class, ethnicity, and language
as fault lines that exacerbated vulnerabilities of
students from marginalised sections.

The contours of a remedial plan will need to
include institutions, parents, and the government.
Enforcing regulatory and court mandates on mental
health and counselling support, anti-bullying
measures, active monitoring for at-risk individuals,
along with focused decompression of the academic
environment and lowering of financial risks that
make education a high-stakes pursuit is needed. The
government must acknowledge suicides as only the
symptom of a larger disease of discrimination on
campuses, and act accordingly.

Indian middle class’s
gains in the last 12 years

More money in the
pocket, better
infrastructure, and the
digital transformation
have fuelled even larger
aspirations — allowing
a confident, better-
served citizenry to
demand more

welve years is long enough

to change the texture of

daily life, and in India,

between 2014 and 2026, it

has. The changes are visible

in the household budget, in
the morning commute, in the medical
bill that is no longer paid out of pocket,
and in the tax return no longer needing
to be filed. India’s middle class — that
vast and expanding constituency of
aspiration now comprising nearly a
third of the population — experiences
policy not as headline reform but as
altered circumstance. The altered cir-
cumstances of 2026, compared with
2014, are considerable.

Let’s begin with the most tangible —
money in the pocket. In 2014, the
income-tax exemption threshold stood
at 2.5 lakh. Today, under the new tax
regime, a salaried individual earning up
to *2.75 lakh pays nothing to the
exchequer. That is not a marginal
adjustment; it is a structural re-drawing
of the relationship between the State
and the earning household —a recogni-
tion that the salaried middle class,

which cannot hide income and has
always borne a disproportionate share
of the direct-tax burden, deserves relief.

The introduction of GST in 2017,
whatever its teething troubles, eventu-
ally rationalised a cascade of hidden
levies that inflated the price of goods
across the consumption basket. The
landmark GST 2.0 rationalisation
of 2025 went further still: By reducing
the tax rate applicable to a range
of essential commodities to zero,
it delivered a direct and measurable
boost to household disposable income
—the kind of relief felt not in
policy documents but in
households’ pockets. But

structure is the one most visible from a
car or train window. The country’s high-
way network has been built at a pace
that would have seemed implausible in
2014. Airports have grown from 74 to
165. The metro rail network, which
served five cities before 2014, now serves
26 cities, with daily ridership exceeding
115 crore— nearly four times the figure
adecade ago—and adding roughly six
kilometres of new track per month,
compared to under one kilometre per
month previously. Vande Bharat trains
have set a new standard for intercity rail
travel, previously unavailable
to passengers who could not
afford to fly. Daily rail passen-

income freed from taxation ger journeys now exceed two
is only part of the story. crore. These are not statistics
What the household could K without consequence. They
actually do with thatincome VA th are hours returned to work-
— and at what cost — nantha ing people, distances com-
changed, too. Home loan Nageswaran  pressed, and a small but

interest rates, which hovered
between 9.5% and 10.5% a
decade ago, fell to 7.35-8.75%, widening
the aperture for homeownership for
families who had long deferred that
aspiration. The Special Window
for Affordable and Mid-Income Hous-
ing (SWAMIH) fund, specifically
designed for middle- and lower middle-
income buyers trapped in stalled hous-
ing projects, has quietly delivered over
58,000 homes. The Jan Aushadhi pro-
gramme, revamped after 2015, has
saved families an estimated 340,000
crore in out-of-pocket medicine
expenditure over 11 years —a number
that tends not to feature in election
speeches but registers acutely in the
monthly household budget.

The transformation in physical infra-

cumulatively significant
reduction in the daily friction
of urban life.

The digital transformation has been
more profound, if less photogenic. The
JAM trinity— Jan Dhan, Aadhaar, and
mobile connectivity — has re-engi-
neered how ordinary households inter-
act with the State. Over 58 crore Jan
Dhan accounts now exist where 14.72
crore did in 2015. Wireless subscribers
are now close to 127 crore. DigiLocker,
with 69 crore users, has made the docu-
ment wallet —that essential of middle-
class life —an application on a phone
rather than an anxiety-inducing folder.
The Ayushman Bharat Digital Mission
has assigned nearly 90 crore unique
health identity numbers, beginning to
build the seamless, paperless medical
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record that could, in a generation,
transform the quality of health care
delivery. The Ayushman Bharat health
insurance scheme, the world’s largest
public health care programme by
enrolment, has extended coverage to
senior citizens across income groups,
including the middle class that has long
fallen through the gap between govern-
ment schemes targeting the poor and
private insurance priced for the afflu-
ent. None of this warrants compla-
cency. Rising aspirations are, by their
nature, restless. The same family that
gratefully received a cheaper home loan
or a tax-free salary now asks harder
questions about the quality of the
examination system their child must
navigate, the contours of the policy
framework that determine access to
professional and other educational
opportunities, and the quality of urban
living in modern India. These are not
unreasonable questions. They are, in
fact, the questions that only a more con-
fident and better-served citizenry is
positioned to ask. The government that
has raised living standards accepts and
understands the higher bar that those
very improvements have set. The gov-
ernment acknowledges that these
issues need sustained attention and
commits itself to doing so.

What the middle class might also
appreciate is the environment in which
its government must operate. The

Transformation in physical infrastructure is the most visible gain.

REUTERS

global order that made the previous
generation’s prosperity relatively pre-
dictable has frayed considerably. Energy
security, which determines the price of
everything from the cooking gas cylin-
der to the fertiliser that prices food, can-
not be taken for granted in a world
where chokepoints are weaponised, and
supply chains are instruments of state-
craft.

National defence, which is the pre-
condition for everything else, must be
funded even when it competes with
other social priorities. The government
that builds roads, expands airports,
extends health cover, and cuts income
taxes is the same government that must
simultaneously hedge against a world
growing less forgiving by the year.

The compact between a government
and its middle class is, at its best, one of
mutual recognition — the citizen
acknowledging what has been built
and respecting the policy trade-offs
that an increasingly contested and
unforgiving world makes ever more
binding, the government understand-
ing what remains to be done and bring-
ing to that task the same seriousness of
purpose that has marked the last 12
years. That compact is renewed, not
concluded, in 2026.

V Anantha Nageswaran is chief economic
adviser, Union ministry of finance.
The views expressed are personal
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CAN BILATERAL INVESTMENT TREATIES (BIT) WORK FOR INDIA?

More thana BIT of a
challenge for India

n the past couple of years, India signed
bilateral investment treaties (BITs) with a
few countries — most prominently, with
Israel and the UAE. The success of a BIT
lies not in the headline investment numbers
announced, but in the chances of a mutually-
agreed-to framework leading to the effective
implementation of such treaties.

Recently, EU President Ursula von der
Leyen urged India and the EU to conclude
pending investment agreement negotiations
soon. Leyen believes the agreement will
unlock the full potential of the free trade
agreement (FTA) the two sides signed last
year. Economic theory supports the idea that
trade and investment are joined at the hip —
more so when we consider the current reali-
ties of global supply chains.

But, the fact is that the EU and India initi-
ated separate negotiations on trade and invest-
ment in 2022, and the trade talks alone
reached their logical conclusion. An invest-
ment deal is yet to materialise — thanks to dif-
ferences between the two sides on several
aspects of investment protection, including
taxation, the most favoured nation (MFN)
clause, and most conspicuously, the investor-
State dispute settlement (ISDS) mechanism.
These differences seem to be irreconcilable at
the moment.

That said, stuck BITs are not just an
India-EU problem. India is reportedly facing
similar difficulties in its investment negotia-
tions with other countries, including the UK. It
is worth noting here that though India adopted
a new BIT framework in 2015 — unilaterally
terminating earlier BITs, including with EU
member-countries — this framework has
yielded investment agreements with just six-
seven countries so far.

Itis not as if India erred in adopting a new
BIT framework — it was certainly not the only
country disenchanted with the 2010s’ para-
digm for investment treaties. In the last 15
years, there has been a global backlash against
first-generation investment treaties, many of
which were signed in the 1990s — a reflection
of the then-pervasive Washington Consensus.
First-generation BITs featured extensive pro-
tection for foreign investment with limited
scope for State intervention to fulfil social
needs. This, borrowing from the work of eco-
nomic historian Karl Polanyi, represented the
dis-embedding of the economy from society.
Ever since foreign investors began bringing
ISDS claims against States — challenging a
wide array of sovereign regulatory measures
— there has been a Polanyian countermove-
ment focused on re-embedding the economy
within society, in the context of BITs.

Apart from recognising the State’s power to
regulate, this countermovement has taken the
form of States de-legalising legacy frameworks
governing international investment. States are
wresting back control over foreign investment
relations, which had been delegated to inter-
national law and global institutions earlier.
Despite a few instances of extreme de-legalisa-
tion — States breaking away from all interna-
tional investment laws — many countries such
as India haven’t walked away from BIT.

They are attempting the “re-legalisation” of
the investment treaty regime — by altering the
terms. For instance, the EU is seeking to
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Though India
adopted anew BIT
model in 2015 —
unilaterally
terminating earlier
BITs, including with

EUmembers —
this framework
has yielded
deals with
very few
countries

so far

replace ISDS with an investment court system.
This process will necessitate a rewrite of the
existing rules of engagement for foreign
investment and the creation of a new norma-
tive order for foreign investment relations.
The new investment-treaty practice
of several countries/blocs needs to be
viewed through this lens. The problem
is not India seeking to de-legalise its
international investment relations to
create a new normative order, it is the
degree of de-legalisation. Has India
taken the de-legalisation process too

First, India’s new investment treaty

$

HT

{ BHARAT JOSHI }

BITs need not be only
a bitter pill for India

n the last 36 months, New Delhi has
inked or upgraded over half a dozen free
trade agreements (FTAs), with the UAE,
Australia, European Free Trade Associa-
tion, or EFTA (comprising Switzerland, Nor-
way, Iceland and Liechtenstein), New Zea-
land, Oman, the UK and EU. The long awaited
deal with the US is being actively negotiated.

The timing is providential, as global supply
chains fray and the World Trade Organization
(WTO)’s dispute system remains paralysed,
India’s FTAs have served as both, a shock
absorber and a growth engine.

Global trade growth has slowed amid
global volatility, yet India’s exports to its new
FTA partners bucked the trend.

Post the Economic Cooperation and Trade
Agreement (ECTA), India’s exports to Austra-
lia rose 14% while imports from there grew
15%. The Comprehensive Economic Partner-
ship Agreement (CEPA) with the UAE deliv-
ered $84.5 billion in bilateral trade in FY24, a
15% increase from pre-CEPA levels.

And, as the Strait of Hormuz remains
closed since March, the FTA with Oman can
provide India respite, as the ports of Salalah
and Dugm are outside Hormuz and remain
accessible.

If the old FTAs were about tariffs, India’s
new ones are about trust, standards, and
technology. The India-EFTA TEPA pledges
$100 billion in FDI over 15 years, and New
Zealand has committed $20 billion in invest-
ment over a similar period. While govern-
ments made the commitments, the
investments will need to come from
the private sector. The hard part is
facilitation — ensuring these invest-
ments lead to projects on the ground,

That means three things: a worka-
ble BIT (bilateral investment treaty)
framework, genuine EODB (ease of

don’t change mid-project. India’s

far? Yes, for the three chief reasons. DEB ATE doing business), and tax laws that

practice leads to the atrophying of its
commitment to substantive investment
protection obligations — by altogether exclud-
ing the MFN rule from its binding
commitments. In other words, even if India
discriminates against investment by one State,
favouring a different one, the investor from the
first State will be left without remedy. Second,
India seeks to limit the jurisdiction of ISDS
tribunals by excluding a large number of criti-
cal issues, such as taxation, from the BIT’s
ambit. Thus, even if India were to impose
arbitrary taxes, those can’t be challenged
under the BIT. Finally, India’s insistence
that foreign investors pursue domestic reme-
dies for five years before initiating an ISDS
claim does not inspire investor confidence
given the tardy pace of justice-dispensing in
the country.

India must temper the degree of de-legalisa-
tion of its foreign investment relations and
align it with that of countries/blocs such as the
EU and the UK. This will provide effective and
enforceable treaty-based protection for foreign
investment without compromising the State’s
ability to regulate in the public interest.

Prabhash Ranjan is professor and vice dean
(research), Jindal Global Law School.
The views expressed are personal

model BIT of 2015 vintage was a reset

after investor-State dispute settlement
(ISDS) shocks, but capital demands predicta-
bility. The next step is to finish the job —
negotiate BITs that protect sovereignty and
give investors a clear path to remedy.

India’s breathtaking climb up the World
Bank’s EODB rankings was real, but land
acquisition, logistics constraints, and con-
tract enforcement still decide if and where a
factory lands.

On tax, the Indian government has demon-
strated great alacrity recently, responding to
signals and tweaking laws to make India
more attractive to foreign institutional inves-
tors. Surely, similar measures for foreign
direct investors (FDI) can’t be too far off.

This FTA sprint reflects a harder truth:
Large multilaterals appear challenged. The
WTO’s Doha Round is now 25 years old with
no end in sight. Its Appellate Body hasn’t
been functional since 2019. The UN Security
Council struggled to pass a resolution on
shipping lanes in the Red Sea without a veto.

So, countries are building smaller tables —
minilaterals and plurilaterals with shared
interests, not lowest-common-denominator
consensus.

India hosted the Quad Foreign Ministers’
Meet and the BRICS Foreign Ministers’ Meet
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Trade and
investment are
joined at the hip. But

investment moves
on facilitation, not
sentiment. BITs, tax
certainty, and
contract
enforcement

are the real Q
unlocking | ~

mechanisms - (
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recently. The message: New Delhi isn’t choos-
ing camps; rather, it is building optionality. A
Quad semiconductor supply chain initiative
runs parallel to BRICS efforts on local cur-
rency trade. FTAs are the legal scaffolding for
that optionality.

As external affairs minister Jaishankar put
it at the Raisina Dialogue this year, “The era
of diffidence is over. We will do what is
needed, with who is willing.”

Each trade agreement creates its own rules
of origin, paperwork, and standards. An auto
component exporter in Pune now needs one
team for ECTA, another for CEPA, a third for
UK rules.

The danger is a “spaghetti bowl” of compli-
ance that only giants can navigate. The solu-
tion is to harmonise: India’s push for cross-
recognition of digital paperwork in the UK
deal is a start, and could augur well for mini-
laterals to align India’s FTAs with other blocs
— Association of South East Asian Nations
(ASEAN), Africa, and Oceania.

In a fractured world, trade policy is foreign
policy, in some ways.

EU President Ursula von der Leyen’s point
on the EU investment agreement is valid:
Trade and investment are joined at the hip.
But investment moves on facilitation, not sen-
timent. BITs, tax certainty, and contract
enforcement are the real unlocking mecha-
nisms. India’s EFTA $100 billion pledge
proves the appetite exists. Delivering it
proves the system works.

The old architecture — the WTO, the UN —
still matters for legitimacy. But for liquidity,
for speed, for growth, the action has moved to
smaller grouping for now. India figured that
out early. The world is messy. India is making
sure its trade needn’t be.

Bharat Joshi is executive director,
Tracl and J Curve Ventures.

He’s the author of Navigating India.
The views expressed are personal
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Redirecting priority credit

There is a strong case for recalibrating the framework

Priority-sector lending (PSL) has long been one of India’s central instruments in
financial inclusion. In this regard, a recent working-paper released by the Economic
Advisory Council to the Prime Minister (EAC-PM) evaluated whether directed lend-
ing still produced meaningful developmental outcomes. The study, based on dis-
trict-level quarterly data between 2020 and 2025, covering more than 95 per cent of
scheduled commercial-bank credit, has pointed to sharp regional imbalances in
such lending. Fewer than 10 per cent of districts accounted for over 45 per cent of
all priority-sector advances. Credit remains heavily concentrated in relatively devel-
oped states and urbanised districts, while large parts of eastern India, the Northeast,
and Himalayan regions continue to remain underserved. Importantly, the study
also found that the districts with the lowest existing PSL penetration show the weak-
esteconomic response to additional lending. In other words, simply pushing more
creditintolagging regions may not automatically generate growth when infrastruc-
ture, connectivity, and administrative capacity are weak.

The findings also reveal significant institutional differences in PSL delivery.
During the study period, small finance banks, on average, extended 100 per cent of
theiradjusted net bank credit (ANBC) directly to priority sectors, while the State Bank
of India’sdirect PSL exposure remained around 26.5 per cent, with greater reliance on
indirect instruments such as “Priority Sector Lending Certificates” (PSLCs). Banks
fallingshort of target also putin money in the Rural Infrastructure Development Fund
(RIDF) of the National Bank for Agriculture and Rural Development, which helps sup-
portcritical infrastructure. Nationalised banks exceeded PSLtargets directly, whereas
private banks depended more heavily on market-based compliance mechanisms.
These facts are not new. Since the M Narasimham Committee in 1991, banking-reform
committees have repeatedly argued that rigid directed-credit mandates distort loan
allocation, weaken profitability, and burden banks with politically sensitive sectors
that often carry higher default risks. The Raghuram Rajan Committee in 2008 pushed
for greater flexibility through the introduction of PSLCs, allowing banks to trade PSL
obligations rather than fulfil them entirely through direct lending. The logic was
simple. Some institutions are better equipped to serve certain segments, and forcing
uniform compliance may create inefficiency rather than inclusion.

The debate has evolved because the Indian economy has changed. Agriculture
still receives 18 per cent of PSL even though its contribution to gross domestic prod-
ucthasfallen. In fact, in 2025-26, micro and small enterprises, for the first time, over-
took agriculture as the single-largest component of PSL. Meanwhile, sectors that
are central to India’s future growth, including digital infrastructure, green energy,
health care, and logistics, remain outside the PSL architecture. The mismatch calls
foraperiodicrecalibration of the framework. The EAC-PM paper does well to point
towards a more pragmatic middle path. It recommends strengthening market-
based instruments such as PSLCs, allowing banks to specialise in terms of com-
parative strength, improving district-level targeting, and combining credit
expansion with investment in infrastructure and institutional capacity. Clearly,
there is a case for reviewing the PSL framework.

Smart courts

Al can improve justice delivery with human oversight

The Supreme Courtrecently released a draft titled “Regulations for Use of Artificial
Intelligence (AI) in Courts 2026”, which is an important framework for governing
theintegration of Alinto India’s judicial system. The proposal comes at a time when
courts are grappling with an enormous backlog of more than 55 million cases across
the system. Delayed justice imposes a substantial social and economic cost, making
the search for technological solutions increasingly urgent.

The regulations extend across the Supreme Court, high courts, subordinate
courts, tribunals and statutory commissions. They permit the use of Al in a range
of administrative and adjudicatory functions, including case filing and registration,
cause-list preparation, scheduling matters, issuing notices, maintaining records,
and computing fees. Another important areawhere Al can help isinimprovingthe
functioning of court registries. The recent concern over the Supreme Court Registry
regarding similar cases being listed before different Benches has raised questions
about consistency in internal scrutiny and listing procedures. Al-assisted systems
can help standardise these processes, reducing the scope for arbitrary or inconsist-
ent handling of cases and enhancing transparency, predictability and equal treat-
ment of similarly placed litigants.

The Supreme Court already has Al-assisted tools such as Supace (Supreme
Court Portal for Assistance in Courts Efficiency) to help judges with legal research,
and Suvas (Supreme Court Vidhik Anuvaad Software) for translatingjudicial docu-
mentsintoatleast18 Indian languages. Other countries have adopted similar tools.
Singapore uses generative Al assistants to help self-represented litigants under-
stand their rights and tribunal procedures, while Estonia employs Al-assisted sys-
tems for transcription, document analysis, and anonymisation. China has gone
further with its “smart courts”, leveraging machine learning to automate legal
research, draft documents, and even check for errors in verdicts. However, con-
cern over transparency and algorithmic bias in judicial processes remains.

In this regard, the draft seeks to draw a clear distinction between assistance
and adjudication. Al may support judicial work, but it cannot perform judicial
functions. The regulations prohibit Al from determiningjudicial outcomes, pro-
nouncingjudgments, imposing sentences, assessing witness credibility, predict-
ing criminal behaviour, evaluating bail eligibility, or assigning risk scores to
litigants. Judicial authority remains exclusively with human judges.

Al-generated output must be treated as advisory and remain subject to inde-
pendent human review. Such safeguards are necessary because Al tools are not
error-free. Recent incidents involving lawyers submitting Al-generated documents
with fictitious case citations have highlighted the risks of unverified Al content. The
draft, therefore, emphasises human oversight, explainability, transparency,
accountability, auditability and data protection through the creation of a perma-
nent “Apex Body” at the Supreme Court, comprising judges, technical experts,
cybersecurity specialists, academicians and government representatives.

Yet the framework will succeed only if implementation matches ambition.
Judicial officers, the registry personnel, lawyers and other court staffers,
especially in the lower courts, will require extensive training to understand the
capabilities and limitations of Al tools. Meaningful oversight is possible only
when those supervising the technology possess sufficient technical literacy.
Strong cybersecurity standards and a robust protection of sensitive judicial data
will be critical. Hence, Al can help courts process cases faster, manage records
more effectively, and improve access to justice, while ensuring that human judg-
ment remains firmly in command.
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The costly politics of frecbies

State debt and deficits do not capture the damage that doles
inflict on the quality of public spending

i

The proliferation of subsidies and transfers for electo-
ral gains at both the Union and state levels has raised
concerns about the government’s ability to provide
buffers when the economy faces exogenous shocks
such as the present West Asian crisis.

Asthe war continues, these vulnerabilities have
become increasingly apparent, and the govern-
ment may no longer be able to shield consumers
from supply shortages, inflation, decelerating
growth, exchange rate depreciation, and current
account imbalance.

Energy prices have increased sharply and remain
elevated as the hostilities continue in West Asia. With
the Strait of Hormuz remaining closed, the prospects
forareductionin energy prices and an easing of supply
disruptions appear unlikely in the near term. Every
$10 per barrel increase in crude oil prices
is estimated to raise the current account
deficit by 0.4 per cent of gross domestic
product (GDP).

The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has
already reduced the GDP growth forecast
fortheyearto 6.6 per cent fromthe 6.9 per
cent projected earlier and has raised the
inflation forecast from 4.6 per cent to 5.1
per cent. In addition to the war in West
Asia, the rainfall deficit projected for the
year will adversely impact the growth and
inflation scenario.

In a healthy fiscal environment, both
the Union and state governments can pro-
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the state level, with no access to additional revenues
available to them, the escalating freebie culture
crowds out expenditure on physical infrastructure and
human development.

Unfortunately, with analysts mostly focusing on
deficits and debt, the deterioration in the quality of
state spending has not received much attention. At the
aggregatelevel, states’ fiscal deficits and debt have not
raised serious alarms.

As stated by the Sixteenth Finance Commission,
“The aggregate financial picture of the State raises
some concerns but is not alarming. More serious
weaknesses are revealed when we look at individual
states” (Para 5.81, p. 107).

The annual article on state finances by the RBI also
states: “...the consolidated gross fiscal deficit-GDP
ratio continued to remain within the
Centre’s prescribed ceiling of 3.5 per cent
(including 0.5 per cent linked to power
sector reform). Sustained higher capital
expenditure strengthens the quality of
fiscal adjustment and augurs well for
medium-term growth.” (State Finances:
A Study of Budgets 2025-26; RBI).

These, however, do not bring out the
malady emerging from fiscal trends in
the states. The deficit and debt were
broadly contained because the volume of
borrowings by states is determined by
the Union government, particularly
when states are indebted to it. As macro-

vide the buffer needed to protect the
affected and vulnerable sections of the population.
However, there is very little fiscal space to provide such
abuffer. The freebies culture has permeated govern-
ments at both the Union and states and is being
embraced by all political parties.

Once embraced, it becomes difficult to spurn, and
the malady becomes universal, increasing in magni-
tude with every election cycle and imposing a very
heavy opportunity cost on stability and growth. Given
that almost two-thirds of public spending happens at

economic stabilisation is predominantly
(but not exclusively) a Central function, control over
the borrowing by states helps the Union government
calibrate macroeconomic stabilisation.

However, providing quality regional public ser-
vices such as education and health care, and spend-
ingon capacity creation through capital investment,
is important to maintain states’ long-term growth.
Therefore, the proliferation of freebies should be
seen more in terms of the decline in the quality of
their spending.

Although some may argue that redistribution
through freebiesis alegitimate government function,
asthe market fails to perform this task, it isimportant
to realise that this entails high opportunity costs.
Ironically, as identified by the Sixteenth Finance
Commission, the states with high revenue deficits are
the ones with a high volume of subsidies and
transfers, which means that these subsidies have
effectively crowded out productive expenditure on
physical and human capital.

Thetrend instates’ spendingin India clearly shows
adeterioration in quality and the NITI Aayog’s “fiscal
health index” does not capture this. The ratio of rev-
enue deficit to total fiscal deficit is only a partial indi-
cator of quality, and the distinction made between
“development” and “non-development” spending is
misleading. The critical issue that has emerged over
the years in state finances is that, even as aggregate
revenue deficits have shown only amarginal increase,
expenditure on education as a ratio of total expendi-
ture has declined from 16.6 per cent in 2010-11 to 13.1
per centin 2025-26. Commensurately, expenditure on
“social security and welfare”, which includes various
types of cash transfers, increased from 3.4 per cent to
6.1 per cent during the period.

This shows that much of the proliferation in sub-
sidies and transfers undertaken for electoral reasons
is at the cost of empowering children through quality
education. This is clearly retrograde.

The RBI classifies publicexpenditures under “devel-
opment” and “non-development” categories, which is
aflawed categorisation. Expenditure under general ser-
vices is classified as “non-development”, while expen-
diture under social and economicservicesis considered
“development”. Most subsidies and transfers are pro-
vided under social and economic services and, there-
fore, fall into the “development” expenditure category,
whereas spending on the protection of life and property
and the enforcement of contracts — both essential for
development — is considered “non-developmental”.

Ironically, despite the Union Finance Ministry
advancing long-term interest-free loans under the
Special Assistance to States for Capital Investment
(Saspi) scheme of approximately 1.5 trillion, the
share of capital expenditure in GDP has not shown
any appreciable increase. It has remained broadly
constant at 2.5-2.7 per cent of GDP, or 13-15 per cent of
total expenditure.

The constancy of capital expenditures despite addi-
tional grants amounting to 1.5 trillion shows that the
effect of Saspi has been to soften the states’ budget con-
straints and provide additional fiscal room to expand
subsides and transfers. Although the conditional com-
ponent of this long-term loan is 63 per cent, given the
availability of additional funds, the states can spend less
on capital expenditure financed from their own rev-
enues. Inother words, despite the conditions, Saspi has
provided a cushion to states, enabling them to substi-
tutea part of capital expenditure from their own sources
to increase subsidies and cash transfers. Thus, we are
faced with a Hobson’s choice, and an improvement in
the quality of spending can happen only when govern-
ance considerations overtake the freebie culture.

The author is former director, NIPFP.
The views are personal

Who's afraid of youthful cockroaches?

Therally held last Saturday in Delhi by the Cockroach
Janata Party (CJP) has added a dash of excitement to
the otherwise depressingly moribund state of national
politics where the ruling regime seeks to win any
which way and losing politicians promptly defect to
the winning party. The CJP may not become a game
changer like the India Against Corruption movement
but the initial official response to it is telling. In with-
holding the CJP account on X and Instagram, and
deploying disproportionately heavy police bandobast
at a rally of a few thousand people, the political and
security establishment revealed yet again that it is
uncomfortable with the notion of young
people as independent thinkers. To be
sure, that therally proceeded without any
significant disruptions, and arrests, sug-
gests the authorities recalibrated their
approach to avoid a further flare-up.
Visceral over-reaction has been an
oft-recurrent theme for a while. For
instance, takethe state’s response to pro-
tests against the Citizenship Amendment
Act (CAA) and the three farm laws. In
2019, a 19-year-old student was charged
with sedition and jailed for three months

KANIKA DATTA

were dragged away from the site of peaceful sit-in
demonstrations and some arrested under the draco-
nian Unlawful Activities Prevention Act.

Then in 2020-21 came the farmers’ protests
against three laws that had been hurriedly passed by
Parliament, ostensibly without sufficient consulta-
tion. Rich and powerful farmers set up mini town-
ships, barricading highways, inconveniencing
thousands of commuters. But it was a22-year-old cli-
mate activist from Bengaluru who was arrested. Her
crime? Editing some lines of a “toolkit” created by
Swedish activist Greta Thunberg in relation to the
farmers’ protest. The government
deemed the “toolkit” — basically adocu-
ment of dos and don’ts for protestors —
and Disha Ravi’s role in disseminating it
anact of sedition “to spread disaffection
against the Indian state”. Later, she was
even linked to Khalistani separatists.

As for Ms Thunberg, then 17 years,
she, too, became the focus of the Indian
government’s ire for tweeting in support
of the farmers’ protests, with some
innocuous, if ill-informed, observations
about Indian agriculture. The external

for shouting pro-Pakistan slogans in Ben-
galuru at an anti-CAA rally. The sloga-
neering was undoubtedly in bad taste but reflected
little more than youthful exuberance and folly. Indeed,
the organisers responded promptly by snatching away
the mic. But it is unclear how the stray actions of a
single defiant teenager praising a defunct terrorist
state can endanger India’s “sovereignty, unity and
integrity,” as the sedition law specifies.

Theanti-CAA protests, in fact, saw the state mobi-
lising the full might of its coercive apparatus against
young protestors. In December 2019, the police force-
fully entered the Jamia Millia campus, including the
library, wielding tear gas and batons to arrest students
protesting the citizenship laws. Several more students

affairs minister spoke darkly of an over-
seas agenda to derail negotiations.
Effigies of Ms Thunberg were burnt. With Caribbean
pop star Rihanna joining the online bandwagon, the
Indian government ordered the muzzling of her social
media accounts and those of other celebrities and
journalists. None of this did much to enhance India’s
international reputation.

Ruling establishments typically view competing
narratives of nationhood with unease, and want
cohorts of obedient unquestioning youth ready to
fulfil a prescribed political destiny. The preference for
iron conformity among young people is at odds with
the political leadership’s constant call for more inno-
vation and creativity to make India great again.

Neither of these qualities can be fostered in a popula-
tion coerced into silence or unquestioning obedience.
Innovative thinking demands questioning and an
open mind. When two brilliant young students
revealed the faults and shenanigans in the Online
Marking System for the CBSE exams, the way forward
is to engage them, acknowledge the problem and
move to fix it, not to obfuscate the issues they raised.

Similarly, a mildly amusing, online nose-thumb-
ing exercise against Chief Justice Surya Kant’s ill-
judged remarks about unemployed youth was initially
seen as a national security threat. This proved tobe a
miscalculation, and the movement to take up the
cause of botched public examinations and demand
the education minister’s resignation, gained traction.
You can assess how deep such paranoia runs when a
minister in the UP government deems a harmless Eng-
lish nursery rhyme “Johnny, Johnny, Yes Papa” as
beingagainst Indian culture because it describesa dis-
obedient child.

However, the prospects of the nascent CJP move-
ment precipitating the kind of radical regime changes
witnessed in Bangladesh and Nepal, should not be
overstated. Both neighbours are small and relatively
socially cohesive. With 177 million people, Bangladesh
has fewer people than Uttar Pradesh. With 29 million
people, Nepal would rank in at number 16 among
Indian states, between Assam and Punjab. Nepal and
Bangladesh do not have the immense cultural and
socio-economic diversity that has perennially made it
difficult for a coherent national youth movement to
develop in India.

Indians may be aspirational but their socio-econ-
omic backgrounds determine the breadth of those
aspirations, which vary widely. CBSE exams and
unemployment are divergent concerns for the
middle class and the poor, and the idioms of protest
don’t speak to all of India’s young people. But for
now, let’s just enjoy the rare spectacle of peaceful
youthful defiance.

Is luck all in the brain?

BOOK
REVIEW

ARUSHI BHASKAR

Japanese neuroscientist Nobuko
Nakano’s latest book, Lucky People,
promises a scientific approach to cultivat-
ingluck, or to put it more accurately,
developing a mindset that attracts luckin
everyday life. The prologue (“What Kind
of Person is Lucky?”) sets up this premise
well, with an anecdote of how Panasonic
founder Konosuke Matsushita only hired
people who answered “yes” when asked if

they were lucky — a belief that “luck” is
not preordained, but rather a product of
thinking and behaviour.

Ms Nakano then goes on to break
down the statistics behind being lucky:
Because of the law of probability, we are
as likely to be lucky as we are to be
unlucky but we are more likely to dwell
on the times we were “unlucky”. It is this
negative thinking that the author wants
us to eliminate, and develop an outlook
that sounds like a self-fulfilling
prophecy: “People who are considerate
of themselves will be treated similarly by
others, whereas people who are careless
of themselves end up also being treated
that way by others.”

Initsinitial pages, the book reads like
abeginner’s guide to neuroscience, with
paragraphs on the balance between
serotonin, dopamine and other neuro-

transmitters and how that influences
“individuality”. This is followed by an
explanation of how the hackneyed
phrase “just be yourself!” is actually a
great way of attracting and sustaining
luck — by developing a deepened sense
of self-awareness, one is more likely to
move towards those things that make
them happy and better suited to take on
life’s challenges.

However, the effect is undercut by Ms
Nakano citing Nadine de Rothschild as
an example of how treating oneself well
leads to “success”. Not only that, the
author even quotes Ms de Rothschild’s
memoir to illustrate her point that
because she prioritised herself con-
stantly, she was able to marry into the
famously wealthy family. Surely a better
example could have been found to show
how self-care leads to “good luck” in
other spheres of life!

In chapter 3, titled “Lucky People Try
to Live in Harmony with Others”, Ms
Nakano talks about how being “better”

of the other “unlucky” section.
In fact, even though the
book makes it clear that its
aim is to focus on the scien-
tific aspect of “luck”, one can’t
help but notice how it com-
pletely side-steps any ques-
tions of sociology, politics or
history. The sheer lack of

and not “best” is optimal for
survival, which she has i
equated with luck earlier in " !

the book. This philosophy is bl e
clearly inspired by the
“middle way”, a foundational
concept of Buddhism; how-
ever, the author never refers to
the philosophy directly.

Additionally, Ms Nakano acknowledgment that the
says things like “This is why “luck” of being born in a cer-
we should choose the path tain country, in a certain

Lucky People: A

Neuroscientist’s Guide ~ family, ina certain eraeven,

that allows for more than one

winner, and does notlead to to Attracting Luck, plays abigrole in an individ-
excessivevictory —thepath ~ Cultivating Successand  ual’slife came off as absurd,
where everybody getstosur-  LeadingaHappierLife  ogpecially when measured
vive, rather than the one by Nobuko Nakano against the fact that the last
wherethewinnerscareonly ~ Published by chapter of the book is dedi-

Simon & Schuster
180 pages 499

about their own survival and
nobody else’s”. But there is no
reference to the large wealth
gap that persistsin modern
society, or how one section is clearly
“lucky” enough to survive whatever dis-
asters come its way, often at the expense

cated to praying. Even a tiny
paragraph thrown some-
where in this slim volume
would have sufficed. What
the reader gets instead is 180 pages of
“if you train your brain to feel good,
you’ll be lucky”. Sorry for the spoiler!

Ms Nakano also cites British novelist J
KRowling’s rags-to-riches story as an
example of how “never giving up” and
“believing in yourself” leads to unbe-
lievable luck. However, what she
misses out on is that Ms Rowling relied
on government assistance for a major
part of her struggle — her “luck”, then,
is not just individual grit, it’s a combi-
nation of that and the welfare measures
provided by a developed nation.

The pages in the book that highlight
one quote — examples include “Lucky
people have the ability to capitalise on a
greater share of the good luck that falls
equally on everyone” and “It is good to
reflect on your mistakes, but you should
also be able to show yourself unlimited
tolerance” — appear to be designed
keeping the book’s potential virality in
mind. One can easily imagine these
quotes popping up on Instagram posts.

To sum up, Lucky Peopleis a light,
breezy read for summer 2026; a non-fic-
tion “beach read”, if you will.
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No first use: let’s deploy
India’s nuclear doctrine

SIPRI estimate of our nuclear arsenal is an occasion to use the high ground of our stance to

restate our position. The world also needs to note South Asia’s own dynamics of deterrence

he Buddha has smiled” was the

success code for India’s Pokhran

nuclear test of 1974 that New Delhi

described as “peaceful.” Blasts in

1998 saw the country adopt an emi-

nently sensible doctrine on nukes:
‘No first use.’ The extent to which that smile
may have widened in 2025 is a matter of curi-
osity stoked by the Stockholm International
Peace Research Institute’s release of its SIPRI
Yearbook 2026. By SIPRI’s estimates, as of Jan-
uary, India had 12 ‘deployed’ nuclear warheads
as part of'its stockpile of 190; last year, we had
180 in stock, with none mounted on missiles or
located at bases with operational armed forces.
Since arsenals are subject to secrecy, we can-
not expect the Centre to comment on deploy-
ments. But since we live in a heavily armed
world, it should not surprise us either.

The SIPRIreport reveals a grim global sce-
nario. It pegs last year’s conflict-related fatal-
ities at 238,000, down 4.2% from 2024 but still
too high. As estimated, the world’s military
spending hit $2.9 trillion last year, one third of
itdone by the US and 12% by China. India was
ranked as the world’s fifth biggest spender—
with $92.1billion spent—and second largest
arms importer (exceeded only by war-ravaged
Ukraine). SIPRI has flagged notable trends
such as the use of Al-assisted weapons, plans
for arms in space (like America’s Golden Dome
project) and the risks of biological warfare.
Thelegal and ethical grey zones being
explored are a cause for concern, but a likely
setback to nuclear restraint may prove worse.
The US-Russia New Start treaty expired this
February, lifting their mutually agreed stock-
pile caps. By SIPRI data, the US has 3,700 usa-
ble warheads, of which 1,770 are deployed,

while Russia has 4,400 with 1,796 out of silos
orready to use. As per SIPRI, these form the
bulk of the planet’s 9,745 nukes, with 4,012
deployed. China upped its total pile by 20 to
620 last year (34-of them ready), but could not
possibly need more. The trouble, as SIPRI
viewsit, is that if a build-up by nuke-armed
states is seen to outpace warhead retirement,
the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) of
1968 that bars others from acquiring nukes
could lose credibility. After all, nuke-holders
have done little to disarm, thus failing their
end of the bargain. Tardy progress on this
front was the big reason why India never
signed the NPT. Today, it could grant other
countries just the cover they need to develop
these weapons. Iran, for example, may see it as
the only way to thwart attacks.

Thisis an apt moment for India to amplify its
voice. Our no-first-use stance gives us some
high ground in a region where we face two
nuclear powers bent on border hostility. On
India-Pakistan rivalry, SIPRI’s report refers to
last year’s conflict as an example of events that
“challenge the logic of nuclear deterrence.”
While Pakistan has an estimated 170 nukes,
with none deployed, the fact that no mush-
room cloud arose speaks of South Asia’s very
own dynamics. Since it’s one big landmass,
‘mutually assured destruction’ would apply
even if a single bomb goes off. This might have
given New Delhi space for the use of conven-
tional forces to fight Pakistan’s hostile designs.
Proximity may alter the calculus, but the logic
of anuclear shield can hardly be judged by an
outlier case. As for India’s arsenal, we should
deploy diplomacy to reiterate that for a safer
world, we’d all need to disarm. Failing which,
we too have sovereign interests to defend.
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SpaceX IPO: does Musk have a
divine right to rule the business?

This share issue will leave him in near total control with very meagre rights for public investors

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

his week, history isabout to be

made with the SpaceX initial

public offering (IPO)—the largest
IPO ever. The company’s valuation is
within touching distance of a mind-
boggling $2 trillion.

While most analysis one sees is about
that valuation and whether it makes
sense in any possible scenario, what’s
flying under the radar is the fact that
investors in the IPO get almost no rights
whatsoever.

SpaceX represents one of the most
aggressive founder-control set-upsin
modern corporate history. Tradition-
ally, public markets grant shareholders
three primaryrights: to vote, to sue
and tosell.

SpaceX has systematically restricted
or eliminated these protections to effec-
tively grant all rights to its founder Elon
Musk. In other words, the investors are
meant to allow Elon Musk to actasa
kind of emperor with a divine right to
rule, never mind that they are providing
him the money to do so.

How is he doing this? First, through
dual-class shares where public share-
holders have shares with rights that are
different from Musk’s.

Itisnolonger ‘one share, one vote,’
which has traditionally been the basis
for good corporate governance.

Inthe US, dual-class sharesreached a
peak during the boom of the 1920s,
when family businesses went public

while keeping key rights within the
family. And we know how that boom
ended. These were then banned out-
right by 1940 by the New York Stock
Exchange.

This mechanism was reinstated in the
1980s, but the current boom mostly
goes back to the Google/Alphabet list-
ingin 2004, which had a system to pre-
serve founder control. This template
was then followed by many others in the
tech industry such as Facebook/Meta.
About 25-30% of recent IPOs in the US
have featured dual-class shares.

Even within this framework, the
SpaceX case is extreme. Musk is retain-
ing near-total executive authority and
shielding himselfin multiple ways.
While public investors will buy Class A
shares with one vote per share, Musk
and a select few insiders hold Class B
shares, which carry 10 votes per share.

After the IPO, Musk will control
roughly 42% of SpaceX’s equity but will
command 82-85% of'its total voting
power. Even if he drastically reduces his
economic stake in the future, the struc-
ture allows him to maintain an absolute
lock on control aslong as his remaining
Class B shares exceed a minimal thresh-
old (roughly 10%) of outstanding Class A
shares. Plus, the company can only issue
new Class B shares to Musk, his family
or Musk-related entities.

In a traditional public company, a
board of directors can fire a CEO if the
latter fails to perform or acts against
shareholder interests. Under SpaceX’s
IPO terms, with the voting rights he has
and his control of the super-voting
blocksrequired to elect or dismiss
board members, Musk essentially has
the unilateral power to “elect, remove,
or fillany vacancy” on the board. Hence,
the board can never remove him.

Since Musk’s super-voting power
guarantees him an absolute majority, he
retains sole authority over major corpo-
rate actions that typically require inde-
pendent shareholder approval. These
include mergers and acquisitions
(M&A) and even actions that involve

Banks may get
to rework debt
of stressed firm:

10 DEARS GO

other companies controlled by him.

The founder can unilaterally approve
massive dilutive moves. A recent exam-
pleisthe $230 billion XAl merger that
flipped SpaceX from a $791 million
profitin 2024 to an over $4.9 billion net
loss in 2025. Public shareholders have
zero power to vote down these types of
insider M&A deals or any future com-
pensation structures to Musk himself.

To ensure that he does not face share-
holder litigation the way he did at Tesla,
Musk has stripped public investors of
traditional paths to legal recourse by
building a ‘Texas legal fortress.” To give
acouple of examples, SpaceX’s IPO
terms impose strict mandatory arbitra-
tion for shareholder claims, severely
limiting investors’ ability to bring class-
action lawsuits.

Any remaining litigation allowed is
restricted to a specialized Texas busi-
ness court under Texas corporate law,
which offers far fewer protections for
minority shareholders than in states
where a number of corporations are
registered, like Delaware.

With Musk retaining majority voting
power, SpaceX qualifies asa “controlled
company” under stock exchange rules.
This allows him to bypass standard
corporate governance mandates like
the requirement of independent direct-
ors forming a majority of its board and
of its compensation and nomination
committees being fully independent.

In short, the SpaceX IPO is inviting
public investors to financially back
Musk’s grand visions for space and arti-
ficial intelligence, but they are signing
away the traditional mechanisms of cor-
porate governance that are supposed to
discipline the management and protect
minority shareholders.

Let us also not forget that Musk’s
leadership has not exactly covered itself
in glory on the execution front. Witness
Tesla’s constantly declining share in the
global electric vehicles market, which is
now dominated by Chinese players.

Good luck with handing him the keys
with little or no recourse to the law!

JUST A TROTQAT

The no-first-use policy
for nuclear weapons was a
well thought out stand...
We don’t intend to reverse it.

RAJNATH SINGH

In education, less is more: do not overburden schools

ANURAG BEHAR

to influence schools and their curriculum.
Their causes cannot be dismissed. But
standing at the intersection as we do, we see
something that each such individual cham-
pion usually does not: the ever growing
cumulative weight of all these expectations
is falling on the same institution.
Pause foramoment and

She was right in her concern. The second
conversation was with a person who has
spent four decades working on road safety.
He wanted traffic safety embedded in school
activity—first as teacher training, then as
curriculum. He was not wrong either. The
third was with someone who has worked on
water conservation. She wanted schools to

deserving real time and attention. It is not
going to work. It cannot work. And we
should say so honestly.

There are two things that must change.
The first is that we must stop assigning
everything that matters in society to the
school system alone. Schools are impor-

tant—arguably the most

well—genuinely well—they create a founda-
tion on which everything else can be built. A
child who haslearnt to think clearly, ques-
tion, reason, understand evidence, deal with
complexity and act with regard for othersis
prepared to understand and internalize mat-
ters of water, safety, health or anything else.
These capacities are not separate from the

he expansion of human knowledge is
amagnificent phenomenon. Over the

centuries, we have mapped thehuman | take up the challenge of water—itsscarcity, | imagine what we are ask- In d i ansc h o OI S organized and equitable | specific content that each advocate wants
genome, understood the cosmosbetterand | pollution, wastage and responsible use. ing for. A school—with a institutions we have for | taught. They are what makes specific con-
untangled the chemistry of life—and every Allthe three conversationshadacommon | fixed number of hours in Sh ou I d d lo) fewe r aching children—but | tentactually stick and mean something.
day, we knowmore. Yet, thisvery expansion | refrain. When I pointed out that each of | the day, a curriculum they are not the only place The temptation is always to respond to
creates a serious and growing problem for | thesetopicsalready existsin the curriculum, | already dense with content t h i n gs wel I where childrenlearn. Fam- | each new urgent concern by adding alittle
school education. As knowledge multiplies, | the response was the same: yes, we know, | and teachers who are ilies, communities, media, | more to the curriculum, training teachers

we attempt toload more and more of itonto | but it doesn’t get adequate attention and | themselves stretched—is more and finding a little more time. But this

rather than take public libraries, cultural

is CEO of Azim Premji the school curriculum—into the samenum- | teachersdon’tknowhowtohandleitwell.I | expected to develop in institutions, peer groups— | approach is well past its point of effective-
Foundation. ber of hours and classrooms with the same | would not dispute their assessment. children acomprehensive on the task all of these shape children | nessbynow. The curriculumisnotavessel
teachers. The timetable does not stretch. In the last six months, I have had nearly | understanding of knowl- . in profound ways. with unlimited capacity.
Teacher capacity does not multiply. But | identical conversationsabout plasticwaste, | edge across disciplines. Of pu rsuin g Ignoring the responsibil- Thereisan old and wise saying in educa-
expectations do. And that, it turns out, is | energy conservation, menstrual health, At the same time, a . ity of these other institu- | tion:inschooling, lessismore. It hasnever
only one part of the problem. mental health, social mediaand healthy eat- | school is also expected to ~ VAFIOUS CAUS@S tions and habitually bur- | been more relevant than it is today. The

ing. Each topic is urgent. Each was with a
champion who knows it deeply and cares
passionately. Each champion is right that
schools currently do not do justice to their
concern. And each of them—quite reasona-
bly—wants schools to do more.

The fact that we work with a large number
of schools and state school systems makes us
one natural port of call for people who want

Over the past few weeks, I had three simi-
lar conversations. The first was with some-
one who has done extraordinary work on the
prevention of child sexual abuse over many
years. She made a compelling case for why
this matter deserves dedicated attention in
schools: specialized training for teachers,
age-appropriate material for children and
structured integration into the classroom.

most important thing we can do for chil-
dren—and for all the causes we care about—
isto protect the space for schools to do fewer
things but do them with depth, care and
genuine quality.

Thatis how you build agood society. Not
by adding more weight to an already bur-
dened institution, but by helping it stand
firm under the weight it already carries.

dening schools is not just

unfair to them, itis also inef-

fective. A child’s understanding of water or

traffic safety will be thin and brittle if it exists

onlyasalessonin class and is contradicted by

everything she sees at home and in her neigh-
bourhood.

The second and more fundamental point

isthis: if schools teach the core curriculum

develop values and ethical

sensibilities, and build

capacities like critical thinking and empa-
thy, and then go on to address child safety,
road safety, water conservation, environ-
mental awareness, mental health, digital lit-
eracy, nutrition and a dozen other things;
each of these has its own dedicated peda-
gogy, eachrequiring teacher training, each
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How infrastructure can support
the mental health of our students

India already has most of what it will take to equip its youth with the emotional scaffolding they need to fulfil their potential

are, respectively, chief economic advisor,
Government of India; co-founder and CEQ,
Centre for Digital Public Infrastructure (CDPI);
and chief of staff, CDPI.

ndia’s greatest asset is also its greatest respon-
sibility. Nearly halfthe country’s population is
under 25. This holds the potential for a gener-
ational economic leap—but that potential is
contingent on something tacitly acknowl-
edged but not explicitly stated: the social and
emotional health of children and adolescents as
they navigate an increasingly demanding world.

The warning signs deserve attention. Available
evidence points to a growing burden of mental
health challenges among school-going children,
compounded by the structural pressures of aca-
demic competition, digital over-exposure and the
erosion of traditional support networks. The insti-
tutions meant to address this—helplines, counsel-
ling services, child protection frameworks—are
real and valuable. The Supreme Court established
aNational Task Force in 2025 to address students’
mental health; the ministries of women and child
development and education operate national help-
lines; and civil society has contributed enor-
mously. The architecture exists. The question is
whether it reaches children at a scale and in a form
they will actually use.

That is the gap this piece addresses. Two obser-
vations about the current generation are worth
taking seriously. First, Gen Z—and the Gen Alpha
cohort entering schools now—comprises youth
who are text-first and digitally native. They com-
municate through messaging platforms, not phone
calls. A child in distress is far more likely to reach
fora chat interface than to dial a helpline where a
stranger will hear their voice. Anonymity is often a
precondition for honesty in such matters. Second,
trust among adolescents today is harder-won than
it was for previous generations. Constant exposure
to judgement—algorithmic and social —has made
them more guarded. Any intervention that does
not meet them where their trust already exists will
find its reach limited.

Both observations point in the same direction:
to the teacher.

India has roughly 10 million teachers supporting
over 248 million students. Every day, they navigate
far more than their school curriculum—a child’s
visible distress, signs of trouble at home, the emo-
tional texture of a classroom that no lesson plan
accounts for. Teachers are already involved in
children’slives in ways that extend well beyond
instruction. They clearly need to remain involved;
the question is how to equip them for what they are
already doing. A trained teacher is not a substitute
for a professional counsellor, but is better than an
untrained one. And unlike counsellors, teachers
already exist at the scale of the problem.

The proposal is to build on the infrastructure

India has already built rather than create new insti-
tutions. Diksha, the national digital platform for
teacher training, can be extended to include struc-
tured modules on recognizing distress, responding
appropriately and escalating problems to another
level when needed. Thisis not to convert teachers
into therapists. Itis to give them a little more sup-
port than they currently have and formally recog-
nize—through a portable, DigiLocker-linked cre-
dential—the pastoral work they already perform.
Teachers would be identified to students as trained
and badged; students would self-select whom to
approach, revealing their trust by their choice.
Conversations could occur through an anonym-
ized channel, with the child’s real identity
encrypted by a ministry of education-run service
and visible only if a formal escalation is triggered.
That escalation layer matters.

When teacher encounter a disclosure or sign of
harm beyond their training, an SOS mechanism
would notify trained reviewers, who would then
assess the situation independently and within min-
utes. A child’s identity would be revealed only to
those who must act—a school safeguarding officer,
aparent, or emergency services—and every such
decryption would be permanently logged. Clinical
services will remain the third layer, accessible for
cases requiring professional care.

The design philosophy is to get more children
into a first conversation; the layers above would
exist only when needed.

ISTOCKPHOTO

Asfor privacy, data discipline could be built in
from the start. Interaction records would be
cleared on arolling two-year cycle, preventing an
inadvertent longitudinal mental health profile
from accumulating on a child.

Such a support system would ensure that no new
individuals enter a child’s life. No new institution
would need to be created. The system can be built
entirely on what India has already assembled:
Diksha, DigiLocker, existing national helplines
and the teachers present in every school in the
country. Where teachers are absent, community
organizations could eventually extend the model
—but the foundation, once established, would be
robust enough to build on.

There isabroader principle at work here. In
domain after domain—from digital payments to
identity, health records and more—India has
demonstrated that digital public infrastructure
can solve at scale problems that market solutions
and legacy bureaucracy cannot.

The mental health and well-being of children
are not a softer imperative than financial
inclusion; they are at least as consequential.
Equipping India’s students with the emotional
scaffolding they need to reach their potential
cannot be considered peripheral to the country’s
development ambitions. Rather, it is constitutive
of these, and we need a robust system in place for
them to be met.

These are the authors’ personal views.

Why RBI may have to hike its
policy rate for the rupee’s sake

Attracting foreign inflows would be easier if debt assets yield more

is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering
industrial companies and financial services
in Asia.

ndia has announced araft of measures to

revive global confidence in the sagging

rupee. The best thing about the package
announced last Friday is what’s not in it:
capital controls. During the 2013 currency
crisis, authorities had slashed the dollar
amount that individual savers could legally
take out of the country in a year. This time,
they wisely left India’s $250,000 limit
untouched. Nowadays, that money is
widely used for everything from funding
foreign education to buying stocks in the
US and homesin Dubai. Such a step would
have been deeply unpopular.

It might even have backfired. The
Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has already
made one big move to crush the build up of
speculative short positions in the rupee,
though it had to be partially rolled back. The
measure did nothing to dispel the negative
sentiment around the exchange rate. In fact,
it may have worsened it by signalling that
the central bank was scraping the bottom of
itstraditional toolKkit for rupee defence.

Soinstead of'sticks, authorities decided
togowith a carrots-only approach, telling
state-run firms and local banks to raise dol-
lars overseas, bring them home and get a
big discount on their hedging cost until 30
September. Although I'was not expecting
RBI to once again subsidize the cost of
external borrowing—it was controversial
even during the emerging-market selloff
sparked by the US Federal Reserve’s 2013
taper tantrum—TI guess the thinking was
thatifit worked then, it would work again.

Sure, borrowing overseas—and raising
foreign-currency deposits from the dias-
pora—might buy the rupee abreather. Ana-
lysts expect the latest package to bring in
$50 billion. Some funds may come in via the
bond market, where foreigners have been
given tax breaks and more freedom to
invest. But the bulk may be brought home
by local borrowers scooping up three- to
five-year money overseas, provided RBI
gives them asimilar concession on hedging
costasin 2013: roughly 3% a year. That isa
burden that taxpayers will bear via reduced
central-bank dividends to the government.

However, euphoria around short-term
inflows will not fix the core weakness in
India’s external accounts. An economy that
topped all forecasts and grew 7.8% in the
March quarter—when the Iran war had
already begun—should not be struggling
with just $3 billion in net annual foreign
direct investment. Nor ought it be fighting
so hard to bring back financial investors
who have taken out $35 billion from the
stock market over the past 12 months.

Telling them that any individual can

Savers who deposit money in Indian banks
earn remarkably little. REUTERS

park money with an Indian portfolio man-
ager is not of much use when they can as
easily enter via a foreign fund. The prob-
lemis, they donot want to. Not right now.

Apart of the pessimism has to do with a
paucity of imagination. Beyond building
power-guzzling data centres, Indialacksa
compelling story for global capital hunting
for Alinnovation. While a central bank can-
not do much about that, it can at least give
savers more remunerative interest rates.
What is the point of near-8% growth in GDP
that does not reward households financing
the expansion, forcing them to chase risky
returns beyond bank deposits?

It might have been acceptable if frothy
stock prices were leading to new jobs or
wage increases. But that is not the case,
either. The net result of India’s supposedly
pro-growth policiesis that they keep valua-
tions high—so foreign firms and private
equity investors in startups can get profita-
ble exits. Instead of being just another
gauge for the economy, the market has
become its proxy.

As part of the 2013 currency rescue,
India raised benchmark interest rates to
8%. RBI'sthen governor Raghuram Rajan
had to leave them there for a year, even
though the overnight US rate was near zero
throughout. He was roundly criticized for
keeping a tight lid on liquidity.

That playbook, which helped the central
bank re-establish its inflation-fighting
credibility, isnot getting enough attention.
Sanjay Malhotra, the current RBI chief, is
sticking with borrowing costs that have
fallen by 125 basis points since he took over
in December 2024 Last Friday, the mone-
tary policy panel decided to keep its policy
rate steady at 5.25%. That is too small a pre-
mium for investors when the Fed’s target
range is 3.5% to 3.75% and expectations are
growing that its next move will be a hike.

It is clear what authorities are trying to
do—stabilize the currency, keep domestic
rates low and avoid capital controls. Jug-
gling all three objectives requires putting
taxpayers on the hook, which is what an
expected 3% concession on dollar borrow-
ers’ hedging cost effectively means.

But ultimately, if capital controls are to be
avoided and the rupee is to be saved, RBI
hasnoreal choice. The only path to lasting
peace on India’s external accounts goes
through higherrates. ©BLOOMBERG

El Nino could rewrite the rules of India’s FMCG sector

SOUMYA SARKAR

is an independent expert based
in New Delhi, Kolkata and
QOdisha. Twitter: @scurve
Instagram: @soumya.scurve.

weak monsoon has always worried

India’s farmers. It should now worry

the country’s largest consumer com-
panies just as much. India’s next big con-
sumer goods disruption may begin with a
failed or scanty monsoon hundreds of kilo-
metres away from their factories and ware-
houses. El Nifo, a periodic tilt of warmer
Pacific Ocean waters towards the American
seaboard away from the Asian one that
weakens India’s monsoon, is usually
watched foritsimpact on the farm sector. It
deserves equal attention from corporate
boardrooms. A season of lower rainfall,
longer dry spells or drought in important
farming regions can travel through the
economy before appearing in the price ofa
biscuit packet, cup of tea, chocolate bar or
health product.

ForIndia’s fast-moving consumer goods
(FMCG) companies, a weak monsoon is
more than asupply problem. Itis a business
problem that affects costs, margins and
growth. For decades, consumer companies

havebeen judged on their brands, advertis-
ing, pricing power and distribution net-
works. That view is woefully incomplete.
Some of their most important assets are not
inside factories. They are the farms that pro-
duce milk, wheat, tea, coffee, spices, sugar,
herbs and edible oils.

A weak monsoon exposes the fragile con-
nection between agriculture and consumer
markets. India’s FMCG supply chains were
built around the expectation that agricultural
production would remain broadly reliable.
That assumption is under pressure as rainfall
becomes harder to predict. A delayed mon-
soon, uneven rainfall distribution or pro-
longed dry spell can affect sowing decisions,
yields, crop quality and farm incomes.

While every ingredient does not respond
to EINifio the same way, the big problem is
dependence. Many consumer productsrely
on farm commodities produced in regions
where water availability and rainfall timing
determine output. When disruption reaches
these supply chains, companies face uncom-
fortable choices. They can absorb higher
costs of ingredients such as milk, wheat,
sugar or cooking oils, but that hurts margins.
They can increase prices, but consumers
may reduce purchases. They can reduce
pack sizes, but that strategy cannot protect

them indefinitely from what they face.

Indiais under particular pressure because
rural households sit on both sides of the
equation. They supply many commodities
andrepresent a critical market for consumer
goods. A weak agricultural season can
increase costs while weakening demand.
This is why the climate

improving farm resilience through water
management, better cultivation methods
and farmer advisory services. Networks
originally created to improve sourcing effi-
ciency could serve as protection against

monsoon uncertainty.
Nestlé India faces direct exposure because
ingredients such as milk,

conversation within FMCG coffee and cereals are cen-
companies has to move The next test tral to its product portfolio.
b d factories. CI ' Its f:
boymiicories Ao for such firms 11 frmer pogamme
turing an.d petter packag- m ay come from cing and fa.rmlng practices
ing remain important. But aimed at improving soil
acompany canrunan effi- weak rainfall health, water efﬁcienc_y qnd
cient factory and still face ) long-term productivity.
disruption i.f the supply of a nd fra g'le Hindustan .Unilever ha.s
farm ingredients falls short . also recognized that busi-
orturns unreliable. a gr|cu | tura | nessrisks extend deep into
Global research on sup- agricultural supply chains.

ply chains shows that busi-
nesses designed mainly for
efficiency can become vul-
nerable when disruption affects important
suppliers or concentrated production
regions. Some leading Indian consumer
companies have started preparing for this
reality. ITC has an advantage because agri-
culture haslongbeen central to its business.
Its climate-smart farm initiatives focus on

supply chains

Its disclosures highlight
supplier engagement,
responsible sourcing and
efforts to make the supply of important agri-
cultural commodities more resilient.

But individual company efforts may not
be enough. India’s agricultural supply
chains remain highly fragmented. Many
small farmers who produce essential ingre-
dients donot have adequate access toirriga-

tion, finance, technology or timely weather
information. It makes adaptation a policy
challenge as much as a corporate priority.
Better water management, improved irriga-
tion, agricultural research, local weather
forecasting and easier finance for farmers,
apart from being key rural development
goals, are becoming essential infrastructure
for industries that depend on predictable
agricultural production. The government’s
think-tank Niti Aayog has highlighted the
need to strengthen water management and
build moreresilient agricultural systems as
pressure on natural resources increases.
Strong brands and low-cost sourcing have
long given FMCG companies an edge, but
the next competitive advantage in this sector
may come from knowing exactly where
ingredients originate, understanding the
risks facing those regions and investing
before the next disruption occurs. El Nino
may possibly see an Indian Ocean dipole
effect counter it to a small extent this year,
butitslessonis clear: FMCG businesses must
mitigate their vulnerability to the adversity
it could result in. They have spent decades
building brands that consumers can trust.
The future battle for India’s consumer mar-
ket may begin long before a product reaches
astore shelf. It may begin in its farms.
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PoK burns while
Pakistan looks away

Economic despair, democratic deficits
and a heavy-handed crackdown on the JAAC
movement have pushed it to its brink in years

The streets of Muzaffarabad, Rawalakot, and Mirpur do not burn
without reason. What began as a campaign for subsidised flour
and affordable electricity by the Joint Awami Action Committee
(JAAC) has morphed into a full-blown political rebellion against
Islamabad’s grip on Pakistan-administered Kashmir. Markets
are shuttered, paramilitary boots are on the ground, and at least
eleven protesters have been killed in clashes with security
forces. Islamabad's response — banning the JAAC, placing
bounties on its leaders, and flooding the region with federal
forces — has only poured fuel on the fire. The unrest is rooted in
decades of structural grievance. The JAAC's central demand -
abolishing the twelve legislative seats reserved for 1947
Jammu and Kashmir refugees settled in mainland Pakistan -
strikes at the heart of PoK's political dysfunction. These seats
have long allowed Islamabad’s favoured parties to engineer
governments in Muzaffarabad, bypassing the will of local
voters. Combine this with punishing electricity tariffs, a cost-of-
living crisis, and persistent constitutional ambiguity about the
region’s status, and the tinder was always there. The JAAC
simply lit the match.

Faisal Mumtaz Rathore’s appeals for dialogue ring hollow
when made alongside mass arrests, communication
clampdowns, and a 310 million bounty on protest leaders. The
Human Rights Commission of Pakistan has warned that
suppressing popular movements erodes democratic legitimacy
— advice Islamabad appears unwilling to heed.

British MPs, diaspora Kashmiris outside the Pakistani
Consulate in Bradford, and international observers are all
watching. The crackdown is becoming a reputational liability for
Pakistan far beyond the region itself. New Delhi must watch this
situation with clear eyes and a steady hand.

The temptation to exploit the crisis with triumphalist
commentary should be firmly resisted - it would only hand
Islamabad a nationalist distraction. Instead, India should pursue
a multi-pronged approach. First, it must amplify the voices of
PoK's people in international forums - not as a propaganda
exercise, but as a principled defence of democratic rights and
self-determination, values India espouses globally.

Second, New Delhi should engage the Kashmiri diaspora in
the UK and elsewhere, whose protests against Pakistani conduct
now align with India’s long-standing legal position that PoK is
illegally occupied territory.

Third, and most critically, India must ensure that its own
conduct in Jammu and Kashmir remains beyond reproach. The
moral authority to speak on PoK's democratic deficit is strongest
when the Indian side of the Line of Control is seen as a genuine
model of governance, economic development, and political
participation. Besides, New Delhi must ensure that the Kashmir
Valley remains peaceful, even if Pakistan tries to foment trouble
to deflect the attention of the international community. Every
hospital built in Ladakh and every elected panchayat
functioning freely in the Valley is a more powerful statement
than any diplomatic demarche.

A man plucks dates from a date palm tree on the outskirts of Jagdalpur in

Bastar district, Chhattisgarh. PHOTO: PTI
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FOUR DECADES LATER, JUSTICE FINALLY
REACHES APPELLANT

The Supreme Court’s recent
concern over a 40-year delay in
the disposal of a criminal appeal
by the Allahabad High Court
highlights the urgent need for
judicial reforms. A Bench
comprising Justice Prashant
Kumar Mishra and Justice Atul
Chandurkar rightly described the
situation as disturbing and sought
solutions to tackle the mounting
pendency that continues to
burden the justice delivery
system.

The case relates to Vijay Singh,
who was arrested in 1983 for an
alleged murder and was convicted
by a Kanpur sessions court later
that year. He challenged his
conviction before the Allahabad
High Court, only to see his appeal
remain pending for four decades
before being dismissed in
February this year. Such an
extraordinary delay undermines

faith in the judicial process and
raises serious questions about
access to timely justice.

Justice delayed is often justice
denied. While courts across the
country face a heavy caseload,
delays of this magnitude are
unacceptable. Prolonged litigation
affects not only the accused but
also victims, families, and society
at large. It weakens public
confidence in institutions and
defeats the very purpose of the
legal system.

Addressing judicial vacancies,
improving case management,
adopting technology, and creating
additional benches are some
measures that can help reduce
pendency. The judiciary must
ensure that justice is delivered
not only fairly but also within a
reasonable timeframe.

YASH PAL RALHAN | JALANDHAR

Please send your letter to the info@dailypioneer.com.
In not more than 250 words. We appreciate your feedback.

Bihar’s silent land records revolution

The future of land governance in India may not always emerge from the courtrooms, but
from transparent, continuously updated, digitally secured revenue records
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India’s economy runs on land records, but its legal
imagination has never fully trusted them. Few
administrative instruments have been as routine-
ly dismissed as mutation entries — long treated
as weak fiscal documents carrying little eviden-
tiary value regarding ownership. Courts have
repeatedly observed that mutation neither
creates nor extinguishes title. Lawyers have
viewed it as merely presumptive. Citizens have
associated revenue records with manipulation,
missing registers, opaque procedures, and arbi-
trary correction slips.

Much of this scepticism was justified — but it
was justified in relation to a system that largely
belonged to another era. The problem today is
that India’s legal discourse on mutation remains
trapped in the past even as the architecture of
land administration has changed dramatically in
several states. One of the most striking examples
of this transformation is Bihar, where a silent but
far-reaching land records revolution has unfold-
ed over the last decade.

Bihar was not an early mover in digitisation.
Having embarked upon it as late as in 2017-18,
within a short span, it emerged as one of the
country’s most ambitious reformers, eventually
being recognised as the most progressive state
on the National Council of Applied Economic
Research (NCAER) Land Records and Services Index
in 2021. What makes Bihar’s experience particu-
larly significant is that the reform was not
merely technological. It was simultaneously
legal, procedural, and institutional.

The state adopted what may be described as
a “3-D Strategy” — Digitise, Distil, Deliver. The chal-
lenge before Bihar was uniquely complex.
Zamindari-era land records carried enormous
inconsistencies, missing links, overlapping claims,
and fragmented documentation accumulated
over generations. Mere scanning of old records
could not solve the problem. Data had to be
cleaned, reconciled, standardised, and continu-
ously updated. Digitisation was, therefore,
accompanied by distillation — validation, correc-
tion, integration, and dynamic updation of
records through a transparent process
‘Parimarjan’ (meaning refurbishment). Without
this process, digitisation would merely have fos-
silised historical inaccuracies into electronic
form. The final stage was delivery. Technology was
transformed into citizen-facing governance.
Revenue services became increasingly online,
transparent, and traceable.

Crucially, Bihar’s reforms were not built on tech-
nology alone. They were anchored in legal
restructuring. Prior to the reforms of the last

CERTAINLY, BIHAR’S
CHALLENGES
REMAIN ENORMOUS.
THE SHEER SCALE
OF ITS LAND-
RELATED PROBLEMS
— HISTORICAL
GAPS, OVERLAPPING
CLAIMS, TENANCY
COMPLICATIONS,
SURVEY
INCONSISTENCIES,
FAMILY PARTITIONS,
AND PROCEDURAL
DELAYS —
SUGGESTS THAT
DISPUTES AND
GRIEVANCES ARE
PERSISTENT AND
MAY CONTINUE TO
REMAIN SO
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decade, land revenue administration across
much of India functioned largely through exec-
utive conventions, departmental circulars, and
manual practices. Bihar gradually moved away
from this uncertain framework and introduced
clearer statutory foundations governing muta-
tions after 2011. Mutation thereby ceased to
remain an informal administrative exercise
and increasingly acquired the character of a
legally regulated quasi-judicial process incorpo-
rating notice, hearing, objection, appeal, and revi-
sional safeguards. Subsequent amendments after
2017 aligned digitised governance with modified
statutory procedures. This distinction is critical.

ilarly improved. Of the 4.19 lakh online cases filed
before Deputy Collectors Land Reforms (DCLRs),
approximately 2.57 lakh cases have been dis-
posed of — a disposal rate of nearly 61 percent.
Meanwhile, citizen access has steadily expand-
ed. Today, 22 online services are available
through the Bihar Bhumi portal, progressively
transforming land governance into accessible e-
governance.

One of the standard criticisms against land
revenue proceedings has been that revenue offi-
cers lack the legal training of judicial officers. But
this condemnation often overlooks the spe-
cialised nature of land administration itself. Most
conventional LL.B. programmes devote limited
attention to highly state-specific land revenue
laws, jamabandi systems, tenancy frameworks,
survey administration, and mutation procedures.
Revenue officers, on the other hand, are trained
precisely in these domains and continuously
work within an ecosystem involving
succession disputes, partition claims, transfers,
inheritance, possession patterns, and cadastral
realities.

None of this implies that revenue courts should
replace civil courts, or make current revenue
record entries assume the mantle of an infalli-
ble declaration of title. Fraudulent transfers,
forged deeds, coercive transactions, and complex
title disputes will always require judicial adju-
dication. Yet the traditional tendency to dismiss
mutation records as casually maintained fiscal
entries no longer reflects contemporary admin-
istrative reality. Modern mutated records increas-
ingly operate as the de facto current title recog-
nised by the state machinery. Banks rely upon
them before sanctioning loans. Government
agencies use them during compensation pro-

ceedings. Purchasers scrutinise

The objective was not merely to convert paper
registers into electronic images but to create con-
tinuously updated, legally governed, and proce-
durally traceable land records. The subsequent
integration of the Revenue Court Management
System (RCMS) added another layer of trans-
parency by digitally recording

proceedings and making orders [
publicly accessible and institu- che
tionally traceable. The results have

been striking. Within just one

year of digitisation, mutation appli-

cations in Bihar increased from 13.41 lakh t0 20.90
lakh. Citizens generally avoid dysfunctional
systems. Burgeoning mutation applications
indicated growing public trust and increasing
willingness to formally record transfers, inher-
itance, and succession through official channels.
Today, 100 percent of revisional survey maps in
Bihar have been digitised and geo-referenced,
significantly strengthening cadastral accuracy
and future GIS-linked governance. Equally
important has been the reduction in pendency.
Within the last year itself, pending mutation cases
have declined from 8.42 lakh to 1.32 lakh.

The scale of record updation is even more
revealing. Out of 454.32 lakh digitised jamaban-
dis in Bihar, approximately 93.5 lakh now reflect
changes brought about through proper quasi-
judicial proceedings. This translates into an
Updated Jamabandi Ratio of nearly 21 percent -
evidence that land records are no longer static
archival entries but living administrative instru-
ments aligned with ground realities.
Transparency in revenue adjudication has sim-

them during transactions.
Utilities and welfare systems
increasingly depend upon them.
The law may still stop short of
granting conclusive de jure
status to mutation entries, but governance
systems increasingly function on the assumption
that mutation-backed records represent the
current ownership framework.

Certainly, Bihar’s challenges remain enormous.
The sheer scale of its land-related ailments - his-
torical gaps, overlapping claims, tenancy com-
plications, survey inconsistencies, family parti-
tions, and procedural delays — forebode that dis-
putes and grievances are persistent, and may
continue to be so. But within the limitations of
India’s land adjudication architecture, continu-
ously updated and digitally secured mutation
systems, like Bihar’s, are gradually bringing
method to what was once near-chaotic land
administration. Bihar’s experience demon-
strates that land revenue administration need
not remain trapped in the shadows of its past.
The convergence of statutory safeguards, digi-
tised records, geo-referenced mapping, transpar-
ent revenue adjudication, and continuous
record updation can fundamentally alter the
credibility index of land governance.
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The last lesson of life: Understanding death
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Death is the one destination we all share, yet it remains
the most feared. No one wishes to die, and the uncer-
tainty surrounding it fills our minds with dread,
avoidance, and superstition. Yet ancient Yogis and
Saints stood in striking contrast to this fear — they faced
death with complete calm and awareness. This pro-
found difference has long fascinated scientists and spir-
itual seekers alike, drawing them to study the dying
process, particularly as experienced by those deeply
rooted in spiritual practice.

It is said that Yogis receive an inner knowing when
their time approaches. This awareness gives them the
precious opportunity to settle unfinished attach-
ments, ensuring that nothing pulls the mind back to
the world at the critical moment when the soul departs.

Stabilised in soul-consciousness and absorbed in the
loving remembrance of the Almighty, the Yogi expe-
riences a gentle numbness beginning at the toes, with
the soul gradually rising towards the forehead. The final
karmic accounts are dissolved, and the soul — com-
pletely detached — feels neither physical pain nor emo-
tional confusion. It simply rises and flies out through
the forehead into higher, angelic realms.

This graceful exit is not accidental; it is the fruit of
years, sometimes lifetimes, of sincere spiritual effort.
For such a soul, death is not a doorway into darkness
but a passage into light.

Death becomes painful primarily because we iden-
tify with the body, becoming so attached to it that the
soul cannot leave peacefully. Deep emotional bonds,
combined with the anguish of “I will never see them
again”, intensify karmic ties and make the separation
unbearable. This is why spiritual detachment, cultivat-
ed throughout life, becomes invaluable at the time of
death. Unresolved emotions act like invisible chains,
holding the soul back in sorrow even after it has left
the body.

When a Yogi loses someone close, there is no grief

— only understanding. Rather than

For those without such spiritual
preparation, however, the experience
is vastly different. At the moment of
realisation that time is up, a flood of
images rushes in — loved ones, unfin-
ished business, unfulfilled desires, and a lifetime of
actions, both good and bad.

Confusion and regret cloud the mind, and in this
unsettled state, the soul departs without peace or
clarity. The contrast is clear: the more one understands
death from a spiritual perspective, the better one can
prepare for it.

Many believe death is feared simply because it is
unknown. But this overlooks a deeper truth. Every soul
has left and entered bodies countless times; the expe-
rience of leaving is not truly foreign — it lives within
our subconscious.

The Pioneer

weeping, the Yogi meditates and channels
vibrations of peace towards the depart-
ed soul, helping it move forward quickly
and painlessly into the next chapter.

A natural death at the end of a well-
lived life carries with it a quiet inner voice: my part here
is complete. According to ancient scriptures, death at
the end of a full karmic cycle is the only death followed
by true liberation.

To reach that state, one must actively renounce neg-
ative actions that create karmic bondage — conquer-
ing anger, greed, lust, arrogance, fear, and attachment
— and choose to live a life of purity, awareness, and
grace.

[ The writer is a popular columnist and a spiritual teacher j
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The Zojila tunnel breakthrough

The Zojila Tunnel, at an elevation of 11,578 ft, is set
to become India’s longest road tunnel and will
provide all-weather connectivity between Kashmir
and Ladakh. The recent breakthrough near Minimarg,
attended by Union Minister Nitin Gadkari, marks a sig-
nificant milestone in India’s infrastructure journey.
The 13.153-km single-tube, bi-directional tunnel is
expected to open to the public in February 2028.
Linking Baltal in Kashmir with Minimarg in Ladakh,
it will end the seasonal isolation caused by the Zojila
Pass and provide uninterrupted connectivity to Dras,
Kargil, and Leh. Megha Engineering and Infrastructure
Limited (MEIL), the executing agency, states that the
tunnel will reduce travel time from 1.5-3 hours to
about 15 minutes while meeting state-of-the-art
safety standards. Beyond improving military logistics,
the project is expected to boost year-round tourism,
lower transport costs, reduce fuel consumption and
emissions, facilitate faster movement of goods and
services, and generate local employment. Often
described as Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s dream
project, the Zojila Tunnel promises enhanced connec-
tivity, security, and economic development for

Jammu & Kashmir and Ladakh.
RAJINDER NARULA | PATIALA

From welfare to growth

Prime Minister Narendra Modi has surpassed Jawaharlal
Nehru’s tenure as India’s longest-serving elected Prime
Minister. While this is an important political milestone,
the true measure of leadership lies not merely in longevi-
ty butin the depth and durability of transformation. Over
the past12 years, India has witnessed a significant expan-
sion of welfare delivery through direct benefit transfers,
financial inclusion, rural housing, tap-water connectivi-
ty, and healthcare coverage. By reducing leakages and
leveraging technology, the government has sought to
make welfare more transparent and accessible. Equally
noteworthy is the BJP’s expansion into regions once con-
sidered beyond its political reach, reshaping the country’s
electoral landscape.

The next phase of governance, however, must move
beyond welfare delivery towards wealth creation.
Employment generation, skilling, quality education,
urban planning, agricultural diversification, and climate
resilience require greater attention. As India aspires to
become a developed nation by 2047, success will depend
on converting demographic potential into productive
opportunities. The challenge now is to ensure that
welfare gains translate into sustainable economic growth,
social cohesion, and stronger institutions.

SANJAY CHOPRA | MOHALI

Protecting Nicobar’s fragile ecosystem

The debate surrounding Great Nicobar has highlighted
the island’s strategic importance for India. Located near
the Strait of Malacca, a maritime chokepoint through which
a substantial share of global trade passes, the island is of
undeniable geopolitical significance. India’s desire to estab-
lish military and civilian infrastructure there is therefore
understandable.

However, strategic necessity does not override ecolog-
ical accountability. The proposed felling of 9.6 lakh trees
across 130 square kilometres of tropical rainforest is not
incidental to development; it is central to it. Coral reefs,
leatherback turtle nesting grounds, and one of the
world’s last intact island biospheres cannot be protect-
ed through vague assurances alone. While the Ministry
of Environment has acknowledged biodiversity concerns,
details of effective mitigation measures remain unclear.

The situation of the Shompen community is equally trou-
bling. With a population of only around 300, their
homeland lies within the project footprint. Allegations that
community consent was falsely certified warrant an inde-
pendent inquiry. India needs neither a choice between
strategy and ecology nor a false binary. What is required
is an independent environmental review, transparentand
genuine community consent before proceeding further.

M BARATHI | BENGALURU
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India’s era of cultural renaissance:
Reclaiming our civilisational glory

India stands as one of the world’s oldest living civilisations. For centuries, our resilience was tested by brutal
onslaughts from foreign invaders. Regimes changed and political power shifted, yet the core ethos of Bharat
successfully endured, passed down seamlessly from one generation to the next

As India scales new
heights across diverse
sectors 1from econom-
ic robustness and
national security to
cutting-edge science
and infrastructure - the
path to becoming a
truly Viksit Bharat
(Developed India)
demands more than
just material mile-
stones. True national
progression requires
an unyielding anchorin
our ancient culture, history, and heritage.

India stands as one of the world’s oldest living civil-
isations. For centuries, our resilience was tested by
brutal onslaughts from foreign invaders. Regimes
changed and political power shifted, yet the core ethos
of Bharat successfully endured, passed down seamless-
ly from one generation to the next. Though our sacred
places of worship, ancient texts, libraries, and univer-
sities were systematically demolished during these tur-
bulent eras, our cultural soul remained indomitable.

However, the most insidious blow to cultural India
came later through a systematically altered education
system. This framework was deliberately engineered
to instil a deep-seated inferiority complex within us
towards our own heritage, intentionally severing us
from our civilisational roots.

2014: The dawn of a cultural reawakening

The year 2014 marked a historic paradigm shift. Under
the visionary leadership of Prime Minister Shri Narendra
Modi, India began shedding its colonial cloak and ini-
tiated a massive cultural resurrection. Today, a confi-
dent Bharat is not merely recalling its glorious past; it
is actively restoring its grandeur, majesty, and
spiritual values to the very fabric of our mainstream
social life.

Our timeless festivals, historical monuments, tradi-
tional cuisine, attire, fine arts, music, and profound
craftsmanship are no longer viewed as mere relics of
history — they have emerged as dynamic pillars of global
fascination and respect.

Activating India’s cultural soft power

Over the past 12 years, the global acceptance and appre-
ciation of Indian heritage have reached unprecedent-
ed heights. The universal adoption of June 21 as
International Day of Yoga is a spectacular example. Yoga
is not merely a physical regimen; it is a profound ancient
Indian philosophy that the world has embraced for
holistic human well-being.

Our commitment to our heritage is equally reflect-
ed in the aggressive repatriation of stolen antiquities,
marking a sharp departure from past decades of insti-
tutional apathy:
® Prior to 2013: A mere 13 stolen artefacts were

brought back to India over several decades.
® Past12 Years: More than 640 sacred heritage artefacts

have been successfully retrieved from foreign soil.

This overwhelming shift proves that preserving
culture is no longer just a rhetorical exercise; we are
fiercely determined to reclaim the physical and spiri-
tual symbols of our civilisation. These artefacts are the
living imprints of our ancestors’ mastery of art, craft,
and science, serving as eternal beacons of inspiration.

Furthermore, UNESCQ’s recognition of Durga Puja and
Diwali as Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity val-
idates the timeless, universal messages embedded in
our traditions — the eternal triumph of truth over false-
hood and light over darkness. With 44 World Heritage
Sites, India now ranks sixth globally and second
in Asia, offering proud testimony to our tangible his-
torical legacy.

Reclaiming forgotten and suppressed

knowledge

For centuries, foreign forces that lacked respect for intel-
lectual and spiritual traditions tried to obliterate
India’s knowledge repositories by burning our univer-
sities, dismantling gurukuls, and scattering our man-
uscripts. While dedicated sages and households
quietly preserved these priceless manuscripts in
remote monasteries and temples, they unfortunately
slipped from public memory. Regrettably, even after
gaining independence, past regimes made no struc-
tured, national-level effort to compile these texts and
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reclaim our civilisational wisdom.

To rectify this historic oversight, the ‘Gyan Bharatam’
National Manuscript Survey has been launched as a massive
nationwide initiative. Today, over 1 crore manuscripts have
been successfully catalogued from across the country.

We are not just collecting these texts; we are pairing ancient
wisdom with modern technological capability. By leveraging
cutting-edge tools such as Artificial Intelligence (Al) and
advanced digitisation, we are securing this intellectual
wealth for posterity. This monumental archive will introduce
future generations to India’s historic excellence in spiritual-
ity, science, art, and craft, inspiring an unshakeable pride in
their roots.

Virasat Bhi, Vikas Bhi: Rejuvenating

our sacred places

Our grand temples, imposing forts, and historical fairs are the
physical anchors of our civilisational narrative. Yet, for
nearly seven decades after independence, these cultural land-
marks faced systemic neglect and administrative apathy, while
only a select few monuments were curated for global visibil-
ity. Temples in India have historically been the unifying threads
of our diverse social fabric. Over the past 12 years, we have
completely reversed this culture of neglect.

Through iconic transformations such as the Kashi
Vishwanath Dham, Mahakal Lok Corridor, Kedarnath, and
Somnath, we are executing a comprehensive overhaul of our
spiritual landscape. By creating world-class infrastructure and
seamless facilities for pilgrims, we have successfully cham-
pioned the philosophy of ‘Virasat Bhi, Vikas Bhi’ (Heritage
alongside Development).

This revitalisation has sparked a massive boom in spiritu-
al tourism, directly strengthening local economies and
transforming these holy towns into vibrant economic hubs.

Most heartening is the massive influx of young people to
these sacred centres. Their growing presence is the ultimate
symbol of India’s cultural revival, proving that our younger
generation is eagerly re-establishing its bond with our spir-
itual heritage.

Bharat reconnecting with its eternal roots

Today, India is confidently walking a dual path: keeping pace
with the cutting-edge modern world while remaining deeply
anchored in its ancient civilisational roots. We are writing a
glorious new chapter of cultural decolonisation. After centuries
of existential struggle, Bharat is firmly asserting its timeless
spiritual and cultural identity on the global stage.

We are demonstrating to the world how ancient traditions
and state-of-the-art modernity can seamlessly coexist. The
future belongs to this vibrant, self-reliant New India. In this
Amrit Kaal, the thought, philosophy, and cultural values of
Bharat are poised to give a fresh, holistic direction to the global
community.

NEET & the crisis of trust

Everyyear, lakhs of young students across India
prepare for one dream — becoming a doctor. For
many families, NEET is not just an exam. It is years
of sacrifice, hard work, coaching classes, sleep-
less nights, and emotional pressure. Parents
invest their savings. Students give up festivals, hol-
idays, and social life. They study with the hope
that their efforts will decide their future fairly.

Having gone through the same process in 1996,
Iam well aware of the stress and anxiety that stu-
dents face when they feel that their fate is at stake.
This kind of easy access to exam papers is highly
regrettable. I really empathise with the plight of
the students. Such acts create serious doubts about the validity of the system, as well
as put tremendous pressure on students, parents, and the government. Any allegation
of a paper leak or exam irregularity deeply hurts not only students but also the faith of
the entire nation. NEET-UG is today one of the largest entrance examinations in the world.
As per reports, NEET-UG 2026 was held in over 551 cities in India and 14 foreign coun-
tries, at over 5,400 exam centres. Around 22.8 lakh students registered for the test, while
over 22 lakh appeared. After reports of paper leakage, the examination will now be con-
ducted again in June. The exam is also linked to a massive medical education system.
India reportedly has more than 1.28 lakh MBBS seats across over 800 medical colleges.
Along with this, there are thousands of seats in dental and AYUSH colleges. The future
healthcare workforce of India begins with this one examination.

Exams such as NEET should reflect honesty, merit, discipline, and equal opportu-
nities. Students must believe that their efforts have value. Over the last few years,
allegations related to paper leaks and cheating have repeatedly raised concerns.
Whether proven or under investigation, such incidents damage public trust.

The biggest impact is not only administrative but also emotional. Students prepar-
ing for NEET already face extreme pressure. Many study for years. Some repeat attempts
multiple times. They live under constant stress, and when reports of leaks or unfair
practices emerge, students start feeling helpless. This uncertainty even affects their
mental health. Today, anxiety, burnout, sleep problems, depression, and emotion-
al exhaustion are becoming common among competitive exam students.

Parents also silently suffer. In many homes, the entire family’s routine revolves around
the child preparing for NEET. Expectations
become very high. If trust in the system
weakens, stress increases further.

As doctors, we often talk about mental
wellness, but we must also understand the
mental pressure created by academic
systems. A student preparing for medicine
should not feel broken before even enter-
ing medical college.

At the same time, we must also acknowl-
edge the positive side. Conducting an exam- -
ination of this scale is not easy. The conduct of examinations for lakhs of students in
thousands of centres requires tremendous coordination, manpower, and security. There
are many officials, teachers, administrators, and staff members who genuinely try their
best for the smooth conduct of the examination. We must also appreciate their efforts.

However, in the present era of technology, it is not sufficient. India is an IT nation. If
technology can secure the banking system, digital payment systems, and national data-
bases, then surely the examination system can also be improved. Artificial intelligence
and data analytics could be used for the detection of anomalies in students’ answers.
Ifa group of candidates shows highly abnormal answer similarities, systems can imme-
diately flag it for investigation. This can help detect organised cheating networks early.

There is a need to strengthen biometric authentication and standardise it across
all NEET examination centres in the country. Facial recognition, fingerprint scanning,
and live verification can minimise impersonation and fraudulent candidate entry.
There is a need to make sure that question paper movement becomes totally encrypt-
ed and digitally traceable. All stages, from printing to transporting, storing, and dis-
tributing papers, have to be digitally tracked in real time.

Technology can play an important role in monitoring examination centres. Al-enabled
CCTV systems can detect suspicious activity, while live monitoring from central control
rooms can improve transparency. Multiple paper sets generated through secure algo-
rithms can further reduce the risk of leaks. Cybersecurity must also become a priority
for examination bodies. Stronger cyber audits, ethical hacking tests, and independent
technology reviews should be mandatory before every major national examination.

In addition, we also need institutional accountability. In the case of any irregulari-
ties, the process of investigation should be quick, unbiased, and fair. Information should
reach students immediately rather than creating rumours and chaos. Any delay will
increase panic. Strict punishment is equally important. When people leak papers, they
are not just committing an act against the system; they are robbing honest students
of opportunities. Strict legal action can instil fear among such groups indulging in mal-
practices. It is also necessary to decrease over-centralisation. India is a vast and diverse
nation. According to some experts, states should play an active role in counselling, mon-
itoring, and conducting exams. The pressure around a single examination is another
major issue. For lakhs of students, one exam decides everything. This creates enormous
stress. India should gradually explore systems where academic performance, aptitude,
practical assessment, and multiple opportunities also play a role in admissions. A single
three-hour exam should not completely define a student’s worth or future.

Career counselling is equally important. Not qualifying for NEET should not be seen
as failure. India needs skilled professionals in many healthcare fields - nursing, phys-
iotherapy, psychology, public health, biotechnology, research, and allied sciences.
Society must stop treating only MBBS degrees as success.

Parents also play a very important role during such crises. Students preparing for
competitive exams need emotional support more than pressure. They need reassur-
ance that their value as individuals is worth more than mere marks and rankings. |
firmly believe that the future of medicine lies in the psycho-
logical health of students choosing this field. A stressed,
exhausted, and emotionally damaged student cannot
become a compassionate doctor easily. The NEET examina-
tion system does not only select future doctors. It shapes the
future culture of Indian healthcare. Research Foundation

India has the talent, technology, and administrative (SPMRF), New Delhi
strength to make NEET more secure and transparent. What @ o
is needed now is continuous reform, political will, institution- = dailypioneer
al responsibility, and student-first thinking. Lakhs of students @ @TheDailyPioneer
are not asking for shortcuts. They are simply asking for fair- @ The Pioneer
ness. And fairness is the minimum any young dream deserves.
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From efficiency to sustainability: The evolution of conscious industry

At the turn of this
century, the most
intelligent board-
room conversations
revolved around a
single obsession:
efficiency. The lan-
guage was clinical,
precise, mathemat-
ical. Waste reduc-
tion. Defect control.
Process optimisa-
tion. Lean systems.

I remember walking into the meeting where Six
Sigma was to be introduced. Our CEO asked if
knew what it stood for. In those pre-Google days,
I reached for common sense and humour: ‘If it’s
American, it must be simple.” As it turned out, the
very first line of the presentation read: “Six Sigma
plugs the hole in the bucket.” We made eye contact
and laughed. But beneath the simplicity, the
concept was powerful.

Six Sigma became the gold standard of indus-
trial discipline. If you were a certified champion,
those credentials walked into the room slightly
ahead of you — much like a pot belly. Factories
embraced it. Production lines worshipped it.
Consultants built empires around it. And, to be fair,
it worked. The manufacturing world became
sharper, faster, cleaner, and more accountable.
Every scrap of excess material, every unnecessary
movement, every defective output was treated as
aleak in a carefully engineered system. The goal
was simple: preserve value by eliminating waste.

SHARMILA DAS

But nearly a quarter of a century later, human-
ity discovered something larger. The bucket
itself was leaking — not merely in factories or
supply chains, but in ecosystems, lifestyles, cities,
oceans, and our very relationship with consump-
tion itself.

That is where sustainability quietly entered -
not as a replacement for efficiency, but as its
natural evolution. Because sustainability, in
many ways, is Six Sigma expanded to life itself.

Today, the conversation is no longer only about
how efficiently we manufacture fabric. It is
about what happens to everything left behind
once manufacturing is complete — the offcuts, the
trims, the rejected panels, the tiny mountains of
discarded material that silently accumulate
across the world every single day. For decades,
fabric scraps were treated as unavoidable indus-
trial residue: too small to value, too inconvenient
to process, too insignificant to discuss. But sus-
tainability changes the lens entirely.

Whatif the scrap is not waste? What if it is simply
material waiting for its next identity?

A discarded fragment today can become insu-
lation tomorrow, handcrafted accessories, regen-
erated yarn, or even the design statement itself.
Reuse and recreation are no longer experiments
in niche studios. They are becoming central to the
future of responsible manufacturing. The beauty
of fabric is that, unlike many materials, it carries
memory — texture, history, energy. A scrap is not
dead matter. It is unfinished possibility.

This is why the philosophy of textile reuse feels
so connected to the ancient wisdom of Yoga. At

its core, Yoga is not merely exercise. It is alignment.
It teaches that waste occurs the moment there is
disconnection — between breath and awareness,
between movement and intention,
between body and mind. The moment we lose con-
sciousness of how energy flows through us,
imbalance begins.

The same principle applies to sustainability.
Modern consumption has functioned like a body
breathing incorrectly. We inhale endlessly through
production, extraction, and acquisition — but we
have forgotten how to exhale responsibly through
reuse, restoration, and mindful circulation. The
result is imbalance: overflowing landfills, pollut-

ed rivers, burning textile waste, and societies con-
suming faster than they can emotionally process.

Yoga reminds us that health lies in circulation,
notaccumulation. Nothing in nature wastes itself
— afallen leaf becomes soil, a river recycles its own
journey. Sustainability is, in this sense, industrial
yoga. It asks industries to move with awareness,
to understand that every output carries a conse-
quence and every resource deserves respect.

In traditional manufacturing, scraps represent-
ed inefficiency. In sustainable systems, they rep-
resent opportunity. That single change in percep-
tion is revolutionary. When designers build collec-
tions around leftover materials, creativity trans-
forms. When factories intelligently segregate
scraps, systems transform. When consumers
value recreated products, markets transform.
And when businesses measure not only profit
margins but also environmental footprints, prior-
ities transform.

The remarkable thing is that sustainability has
moved far beyond environmental activism - it has
become operational intelligence. The companies
shaping the future are no longer simply those pro-
ducing the fastest or cheapest products.
Increasingly, they are those designing circular
systems where materials stay in motion longer,
waste is minimised before it exists, and regener-
ation is built into strategy itself.

Six Sigma taught us how to control defects in
manufacturing. Sustainability asks us to examine
defects in behaviour.

Six Sigma asked: How do we reduce wastage
inside the factory? Sustainability asks: How do we

reduce wastage within civilisation?

It is no longer enough for a process to be effi-
cientif the planet supporting that process becomes
inefficiently burdened.

And perhaps the most hopeful part of this tran-
sition is that creativity is returning to industry. For
years, mass production rewarded uniformity.
Now sustainability rewards imagination. A recre-
ated fabric panel carries character. A repaired
garment feels personal in ways a new one rarely
does. Imperfection becomes individuality rather
than failure. Yoga teaches acceptance — not of stag-
nation, but of transformation. A stiff body can grow
flexible. A fragmented life can become integrated.
Likewise, a fragmented textile can become whole
again. The scrap is not the end of the story. It is
simply the pause before reinvention.

Value does not disappear merely because form
changes. A cutting on a factory floor still holds
purpose. A repaired product still carries dignity.
A recreated object still possesses beauty.

We are entering an era in which the most
admired industries may not be those that produce
the most, but those that waste the least while cre-
ating the most meaning. The future

belongs not to those who build bigger buckets
— but to those who finally learn how to stop the
leaking altogether.
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