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PM frames severity of
energy challenge

RIME MINISTER Narendra Modi’s appeal tothe people,

to cut back on the consumption of petroleum products

and conserve foreign exchange, underlines the severity

of the energy supply shock for the Indian economy. India
isnow far removed from its recent Goldilocks phase, buffeted by
high energy prices and continuing disruptions in supplies, the
exit of foreign portfolio investors and a falling currency. PM Modi’s
plea, asking people to use public transport and electric vehicles,
avoid purchasing gold, and postpone travel abroad, is directed
towards curbing the demand for energy, gold and forex. To put
this in perspective — in 2025-26, India’s imports of petroleum,
crude and products stood at $173 billion and gold imports were
at $71.9 billion, while the rupee is now around 95.2 against the dol-
lar. Alongside, the invocation of Covid-era measures such aswork
from home and virtual meetings — to prevent the spread of the
virus then, to reduce fuel consumption now — underscores the
gravity of the situation.

The Iran war has disrupted energy supplies the world over.
Countries have responded by raising energy prices and a combi-
nation of measures designed to limit demand. For instance, Asian
economieslike South Korea, Indonesia and Bangladesh haveim-
posed fuel restrictions in order to curtail domestic consumption.
Inthe US, gas prices are inchingupwards, touching $4.52 agallon,
up from $3.135 a year ago. In Europe, the average price (Euro-
super 95) is reported to have increased from €1.64 to €1.83 per
litre between February 23 and April 20, with a marked variation
across countries. Fuel prices have also been raised in countries
like the UAE.

Over the last few months, the Indian government has taken
steps to shield consumers. For instance, it prioritised gas supply
todomestic consumers, while cuttingback supply tocommercial
andindustrial users. It raised exportlevies on diesel and aviation
fuel to ensure supplies in the domestic market. Indian refiners
have also raised their LPG production — in March, LPG produc-
tion wasup 30.8 per cent as per S&P Global. Howevet, till now re-
tail prices of petrol and diesel have remained unchanged, with
oil companies and the government absorbing the shock. But there
are limits to their ability to soak up the losses — the under-re-
coveries of Indian Qil, Bharat Petroleum and Hindustan Petrol
are estimated to be Rs 30,000 crore per month on petrol, diesel
and cooking oil. The process of internal price adjustments must
begin. Prices at the pump should reflect the global reality.

CM Vijay begins well,
hard part comes now

HE VICTORY of the Tamilaga Vettri Kazhagam (TVK)
marks one of the most dramatic electoral breakthroughs
inrecent history, ridingon a powerful anti-incumbency
wave and an appeal that cut across sections of the youth
and the politically disillusioned. The message from the electorate
was unmistakable: Tamil Nadu wants change. Deliveringon the
promise of adeparture from the same-old will also be Chief Min-
ister C Joseph Vijay’s biggest challenge. The euphoria that sur-
rounded his swearing-in ceremony — the crowds and the emo-
tional fervour — has set the stage. By visiting his rivalsin victory’s
aftermath, the new CM has made a heartening beginning,

His second challenge comes from his inexperience, his own,
as well as the two-year-old TVK’s. Stardom and charisma can
carry a leader to office, but running a state will require more.
One of CM Vijay’s first acts has been to announce a White Paper
to show how the DMK government damaged the state econ-
omy, leaving it with “adebt of Rs101lakh crore”. Yet, TN ishome
to one of India’s strongest-performing economies, posting
double-digit growth on the back of a conducive business en-
vironment for both labour and capital. For the new adminis-
tration, the task will be to sustain this momentum, even as the
state enters the “ageing category”, with over 15 per cent of its
population over the age of 60.

The new CM’s third challenge will be managing the coalition
he now heads: Falling 10 seats short of the majority mark, the TVK
relies on support from Congress, CPI(M), CPI, VCK and IUML. Vi-
jay’s assurance that he will be the sole centre of power in the gov-
ernment will betested, even asthe TVK leadership demonstrates
that it possesses both ideological clarity and the ability to carry
allies along. The question of ideology is especially important. Vijay
has repeatedly attacked the traditional Dravidian parties while
invoking Periyar as his guiding light. He has spoken of inaugu-
rating a “new era of real, secular social justice”, signalling con-
tinuity with the state’s long social justice tradition while simul-
taneously recasting its politics in amore aspirational mould. His
ability tostrike the right balance will shape the identity of his gov-
ernment. For now, Tamil Nadu has chosen hope and novelty over
the familiar. The aspirations that propelled Vijay to power must
now be met with governance, delivery and stability.

The selfieis the
political message

HE POINT of the social-media age, marketers told the

world atitsinception twodecades ago, wasto give voice

to the voiceless, a platform to those who couldn't get

past the traditional gatekeepers of TV, radio and the
humble newspaper. The smartphone, its cameraand the internet
were going to usher in a new wave of creative endeavours. As it
turns out, the smartphone mostly takes selfies. Take the newly
minted Chief Minister of Tamil Nadu, C Joseph Vijay. The mati-
née idol-turned-politician's spectacular victory ensured that
every media outlet in the country was broadcasting his oath-tak-
ing ceremony. Yet, in the sea of cameras, Vijay brought his own,
taking a series of selfies with party leaders, allies like Rahul Gan-
dhi, and the massive crowd.

Longbefore Marshall McLuhan became the most-quoted by
too-clever-by-half MBAs and PR types in PowerPoint presenta-
tions, politicians have been made and unmade by the fact that,
all too often, the “medium is the message”. In a democracy, a
politician must be of the people, as well as rule over them, both
everyman and larger-than-life. Hence the curated candid photos
of world leaders at official events, the guffaws at each other’s jokes
for a tweet or a reel. And the public often consumes an image of
apolitician capturing an image.

The selfie, in this context, becomes not just an image but also
away to control the message. After all, the frame leaves out as
much asitadmitsin. The one who wields the cameradetermines
what the public can see. And then there is the simpler explana-
tion: Perhaps politicians just want a photo where they can tag
their friends on an Instagram story.

economy has functioned on the
tacitassumption that the Strait of
Hormuz would always remain
open. That assumption has been
fundamentally shaken this year.

Thedisruption hasbeen without preced-
ent. The 1973 Arab oil embargo endured for
five monthsbutnever resulted in the closure
of the strait. During the tanker war phase of
the 1980-88 Iran-Iraq conflict, shipping traf-
fic was constrained, though not completely
interrupted. Likewise, the 2019 drone attacks
onSaudi Arabia’s Abgaiq facility caused only
atemporary disruption before supplies sta-
bilised. Inall these earlier episodes, the shock
to global energy markets lasted only a short
time. The present crisis, however, has ex-
tended well beyond two months and in-
creasingly appearstobeadisruption withno
immediate resolution.

For India, the exposure has been severe,
with a significant share of crude oil imports
and LPG and LNG volumes transiting
through the strait. Within eight days of the
disruption, the government issued the LPG
Control Order. Refineries were directed to
maximise LPG yields to meet domestic de-
mand, despite such production being un-
economical under normal circumstances.
LPG production was increased from 36,000
MT to 54,000 MT per day. On the demand
side, priority was accorded to protecting
supplies for domestic consumers. Similarly,
in the natural gas sector, domestic PNG and
transportation CNG were prioritised. Export
duties were imposed to protect supplies to
the domestic market.

Over the past two months, global crude

ping $120 at times, with product prices also
increasing sharply. Yet on petrol and diesel
sold through retail outlets, these increases
have not, so far, been passed on to domestic
consumers. Instead, the exchequer has ab-
sorbed the burden through reductions in
duties and through oil marketing companies
(OMCs) bearing losses. The depreciation in
the rupee-dollar exchange rate has only ag-
gravated the challenge.

The crisis could have been far more
crippling had India not significantly ex-
panded its energy infrastructure over the
pastdecade. LPGimport terminals have in-
creased from 11 to 22, LPG pipeline infra-
structure from 2,311 km to 6,242 km, stra-
tegic crudereserves from zeroto 5.33 MMT,
and refining capacity from 215 MMT to 258
MMT. Ethanol blending, too, has risen
from 1.53 per cent to 20 per cent, reportedly
savingthe exchequer more than Rs1.51akh
crore. In addition, the refineries are oper-
ating above 100 per cent capacity utilisa-
tion to meet the increased demand.

The surge in energy prices has affected
consumers worldwide. Most European and
East Asian economies have increased retail
fuel prices by 25-35 per cent. Sev-
eral countries in India’s neigh-
bourhood have resorted to fuel ra-
tioning, reduced work weeks,
austerity measures, or have faced
severe shortages. In contrast, In-
dian consumers have, by and
large, been shielded from steep
price increases, while supplies
have been largely uninterrupted
and free from major restrictions.
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If the conflict persists, difficult
decisions may become
unavoidable, with every
stakeholder required to bear a
part of the burden until the
crisis passes: The Gol, state
governments, and consumers

When women enter the

legislature, the agenda changes

HE NARI Shakti Vandan Ad-

A critical mass
of women can

Parliament, the

hiniyam, and the legislative
moves now associated withit,
ask India: Who gets to sit in
the rooms where the country
makes its most consequential decisions?

The proposal is simple: Reserve one-
third of seats in the Lok Sabha and state
assemblies for women. This is a structural
intervention in a political order that has
treated male dominance as natural.
Women form nearly half the population,
yet they have hovered around 14 per cent
in the Lok Sabha, with even weaker rep-
resentation in many states. They largely
remain outside the institutions that de-
cide on labour, violence, health, land, wel-
fare, and economic policy.

The Constitution (131st Amendment)
Bill, 2026 has not passed muster in Parlia-
ment. But the Prime Minister’s renewed
push has reopened a central question:
Should India continue to wait for perfect
conditions before correcting a deep
democratic imbalance?

The answer is a firm no. Concerns
around delimitation and federal balance
deserve attention. Any redrawing of seats
can sharpen anxieties between regions.
These risks should be managed, not used
as excuses for indefinite delay. A country
of 1.4 billion people cannot keep treating
women’s political exclusion as a technical
inconvenience. Delimitation may carry
costs, but so does postponement. India
has already paid the price for generations.

The pandemic exposed how unevenly
crisis falls on women. Women lost jobs
disproportionately, absorbed more un-
paid care work, and faced rising violence
behind closed doors. Climate stress,
agrarian distress, education gaps, public
health, nutrition, migration, and informal
labour all demand perspectives that
male-dominated legislatures have too
often ignored.

India already has experience with
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change the
culture of

priorities of

and patriarchal control persist. But
it shows that when women enter
institutions in meaningful numbers, the
agenda changes.

International experiences show both
the promise and the limits of quotas.
Rwanda, after the 1994 genocide, used
constitutional quotas to increase
women’s representation dramatically.
Women legislators helped advance laws
on gender-based violence and land rights.
Yet questions remained about party
control, elite networks, and whether all
women, especially the most marginal-
ised, gained meaningful power. Many
Nordic countries used voluntary
party measures to drive up women’s
representation. Their parliaments have
shaped policies on parental leave, work-
life balance, and equity. Still, even these
countries have not escaped sexist political
cultures, harassment, informal exclusion,
etc. New Zealand and Germany tell a
similar story. Representation did not di-
lute merit. It expanded the understanding
of merit. But numbers alone did not dis-
solve imbalances.

India should learn from these.
Quotas must come with stronger inner-
party democracy, fairer candidate selec-
tion, campaign finance reform, and
pathways for women from marginalised
communities.

The Nari Shakti Vandan Adhiniyam’s
15-year sunset clause also invites review.
This is appropriate. Any major demo-
cratic reform should be judged by what it
achieves, who it includes, and how it
changes political practice. A critical mass
of women can change the culture of Par-
liament, the priorities of parties, and the
expectations of voters. Their voices may
not be heard clearly at first. There may be
familial, party, and institutional con-
straints. But over time, it can shift the
boundaries of the possible.

India should debate delimitation, fed-

real, but it has not come without a cost. The
obvious questioniswhether such amodelis
sustainable. The answer is clearly no. Neither
the government nor the oil companies can
indefinitely absorb such financial stress.

Fifteen major oil and gas companies to-
gether contribute approximately Rs 740,765
crore to the government by way of taxes,
duties, and other levies. Of this, Rs 3,25,504
crore accrues to state governments, largely
through VAT on petrol, diesel and ATF.
Based on excise duty reductions alone, the
government is estimated to lose nearly Rs
460 crore per day — translatingtoalmostRs
1,68,000 crore annually.

There is also a widespread perception
that oil companies make windfall profits
whenever crude prices decline, while retail
fuel prices remain unchanged. However,
data published by PPAC shows that the three
major OMCstogether earned a post-tax profit
0f Rs 33,602 crore on revenues of Rs18,20,477
crore in 2024-25 — a return of only 1.85 per
cent, when the Indian basket of crude aver-
aged $78.6 per barrel. By comparison, returns
during 2022-23 (average crude price of $93.2
per barrel) and 2023-24 ($82.6 per barrel)
were 0.06 per cent and 4.4 per cent
respectively, the latter being an ex-
ceptional year. Even in 2019-20,
prior tothe pandemic, when crude
averaged $60.5 per barrel, returns
stood at just 0.56 per cent.

The capital expenditure of the
three OMCs stood at Rs 72,000
crore in 2024-25, compared to Rs
68,350 crore and Rs 63491 crore in
the preceding twoyears. Theindus-
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enhancing supply infrastructure ahead of
demand. Thisapproach haslargely ensured
the uninterrupted availability of petroleum
products even during periods of severe dis-
ruption, including times of natural calam-
ities. LPG supplies during Covid are arecent
example. The trend has to continue if the
energy needsof agrowingeconomy aretobe
met in the years ahead. These investments
also extend to emerging energy options in
the ongoing energy transition, besides
planned expansion of storage capacities in
view of evolving geopolitical realities.

Between March 16 and April 30, the total
loss suffered dueto prices beingmaintained
is estimated at around Rs 62,000 crore. Of
this, the Gol has suffered aloss of around Rs
30,000 crore due to excise duty reduction
and the OMCs have borne the rest.

Given the strategic importance of this
sector, the companies must continue to
function efficiently and generate adequate
resources. The sector cannot afford tobleed
indefinitely or with companies ending up
with weak balance sheets. If the conflict per-
sists, difficult decisions may become un-
avoidable, with every stakeholder required
to bear a part of the burden until the crisis
passes: The Gol through duty reductions,
state governments through rationalisation
of VAT on fuels, and consumers through
higher prices at the pump.

It is undoubtedly a difficult proposition,
but perhapsthe only viable path toendure a
prolonged crisis.

The writer is former chairman,
Indian Qil Corporation Ltd

Mostimportant Allesson
must be taughtat home

N APRIL1, the Union Education Minister launched
the new CBSE curriculum on computational think-
ingand artificial intelligence for students of Classes

III to VIII. The rollout is among the most ambitious

school Al programmes anywhere in the world.
Thereisno plan, however, for how those children will use Al. Con-
sider the chatbot on achild’s phone at nine in the evening, sitting
beside a half-finished assignment. No syllabus reaches that.

A recent study by the Salaam Bombay Foundation and
NMIMS surveyed 1,050 Class IX students across 20 Mumbai mu-
nicipal schools. More than 70 per cent reported using ChatGPT,
mostly for maths problems, translations, and homework. The
study also found early signs of cognitive offloading: Letting a tool
do our mental tasks. We all do this; the worry iswhen a child does
it before learning how to think. In a 2025 study, researchers from
the University of Pennsylvania’s Wharton School tracked nearly
1,000 Turkish high-school maths students who were given Al
tools during practice. They found that those given unrestricted
Al access scored 48 per cent better than peers who studied with-
out it. But when Al was withdrawn, those who had used it did 17
per cent worse than peers who had never used it.

The case against Al in education is narrower than these
numbers suggest. A college student of mine struggles with Eng-
lish. He uses Al to re-explain the class notes in the language he
thinks in. The same tool that hollows out one student’s learning
can open another’s. Which way it goes depends on the student’s
judgement. No policy can teach that. Whether a child reaches for
the chatbot to understand or to outsource depends on what the
schooldemands and what the household rewards. The former is
outside a parent’s control. The latter is not. If the expectation at
homeishighest-marks-in-every-subject, an overloaded child will
likely search for shortcuts. Schools that reward high marks share
the blame. But parents have a larger stake in how their children

Whether a
child reaches
for the chatbot
tounderstand

turn out, and must move first. What does that mean in practice?

Take the child into confidence. The cost of letting the chat-
bot do their thinking is real, and most children can absorb this
ifan adult explainsit. They would love to think for themselves;
they outsource because, in the moment, the alternative is

harder. Then recalibrate. When your child reports a mark, ask

or to outsource
depends on
what the
school

how they got it. If the work was their own, praise it and let the
mark be whatever it is. If the work was the chatbot’s, say so, and
withhold praise. None of this works without your own Al liter-
acy. The pointis not catching the chatbot in your child’s home-

work but knowing these tools well enough to ask sharp ques-

demands and
what the
household

tions about their process.
The new curriculum will teach Indian children how Alworks.
Knowingwhen toset the chatbot asideisalesson the school can-

parties, and the
expectations of
voters. Over
time, it can
shift the
boundaries of

the possible
Proxy politics,
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women’s reservation in panchayats,
where one-third, and in many states
nearly half, of the seats have been
reserved for women since the 1990s.
Women sarpanchs have often prioritised
water, sanitation, schools, nutrition,
roads, and local accountability. Their
presence has not solved every problem.
caste hierarchies,

racy more honest.

Akaligroups clashnear Temple

THE POLICE fired tear gas shells to disperse
supporters of the two Akali Dal factions when
they clashed outside the Golden Temple
complex. Curfew was imposed around the
complex following the incident. In other de-

_ velopments in Punjab, curfew was imposed
[y in Tarn Taran and terrorist violence left three
ey people dead, report agencies.

Repollfor 32Bangladeshseats

: THE PRO-government Jatiya Party of Bangla-
i desh needed 19 of the 36 seats yet to be an-
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IR to work for matiow's unliy U2 FESIR nounced to win an absolute majority in the
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country’s 300-member parliament. The Ja-

i tiya Party had won 132 of the 264 results unof-
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eral balance, sub-quotas, rotation, and
implementation. But it should also recog-
nise that women have waited for decades.
It’s time they entered legislatures as co-
authors of the republic. A Parliament that
looks more like India will make democ-

The writer is an IFS officer. Views are personal

rewards. The
formeris
outside a
parent’s
control. The
latter is not

ficially declared so far, while the Awami
League-led opposition alliance was way be-
hind with 90 seats. The League had bagged
70 seats. Meanwhile, opposition parties have
demanded re-elections, objecting to the
holding of fresh pollsin some constituencies.

BJP onnational unity

THE THREE-DAY plenary session of the Bhara-
tiya Janata Party (BJP) concluded with the
party pledging itself to work for and to pro-
tect national integrity under all circum-
stances. In a detailed resolution on national
integration, the BJP gave a call for raising
politics to a moral pedestal without caring for
petty personal, group or regional gains. The
party committed itself to subordinating all

New Delhi

not give. That lesson is given at home, in a hundred small con-
versations about what learning is, and what is beneficial in the
long run. The parent who asks the child, after every assignment,
to explain the work back, or try it once with the screen closed, is
giving them something Al cannot: The slow muscle of working
things out, and the joy of arriving there themselves.

The writer is chair, Al committee, and professor of Biology, IISER Pune.
Views are personal

petty loyalties and considerations of caste,
creed and region to the overriding ideal of
India’s unity and the social cohesion of

its people.

SriLankaseeks arms from West

SRILANKA will be partitioned unless the Gov-
ernment receives Western aid to fight Tamil
guerrillas, President Junius Jayawardene was
quoted as telling aLondon newspaper. “The
outside world must help now, because thisis
now an international problem,” he told The
Sunday Times. “Ours is ademocratic country,
and it is being destroyed by these people.
Another few years of this and we will have
bled to death, or we will be partitioned like
Cyprus,” the president said.
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When the British

‘brought back

Somnath gates’
from Afghanistan

Yashee
New Delhi, May 11

PRIME MINISTER Narendra Modi visited Gujarat on Monday
to mark 75 years of the inauguration of the restored Somnath
temple. He posted on social media, “...while the attackers have
faded into the dust of history, the soul of Bharat endures. Som-
nath stands tall and eternal.”

The Somnath temple

Located in Prabhas Patan, Veraval, Somnath is an impor-
tant Hindu pilgrimage. According to the temple’s website, it
is “the holy place of the First Aadi Jyotirling Shree Somnath
Mahadev and the sacred soil where Lord Shri Krishna took his
lastjourney...”

By most historical accounts, the temple faced several at-
tacks from raiders, with the most damaging by Mahmud of
Ghazni in 1026 CE. This history of Somnath has often been
used to divide Hindus and Muslims. The British attempted
this as far back as 1842, when an official claimed to have
“avenged the insult of Hindus” by bringing back the “sandal-
wood gates of Somnauth” from Afghanistan. The gates later
turned out to be neither of Somnath nor of sandalwood.

Lord Ellenborough’s proclamation

In 1842, the British Army suffered losses in its Afghanistan
expedition. A retaliatory strike was carried out, and itisduring
thistime that the “gates of Somnath” carried away by Mahmud
of Ghazni surfaced in a big way. The British brought back a
pair of wooden gates from Ghazni, claiming they were the orig-
inal gates of Somnath taken by the invader.

On November 16, 1842, British Governor General Lord El-
lenborough issued a procla-
mation “to all the Princes
and Chiefs, and people of
India”, which read: “Our vic-
torious army bears the gates
of the temple of Somnauth
in triumph from Afghanis-
tan...That insult of eight
hundred years is at last
avenged.” He added: “I have
ever relied with confidence
uponyour attachmenttothe
British Government. You see
how worthy it provesitself of
your love, when, regarding
your honour asitsown, it ex-
erts the power of its arms to restore to you the gates of the
temple of Somnauth, so long the memorial of your subjection
to the Afghans.”

Upon examination, the gates were found to be made of
deal, aninexpensive pinewood, and not of Indian design. The
UK’s National Army Museum says the gates “turned out to
have been made in Ghazni”.

* FACEDFLAK

® Ellenborough’s actions were
criticised in England.

® In March 1843, amotion

was moved in the House of
Commons that the letter “toall
the chiefs, princes, and people
of India, respecting the restora-
tion of the gates of atemple to
Somnauth, is unwise, indecor-
ous, and reprehensible.”

Controversy persisted

The theory of the gates persisted, and resurfaced in 1951
ahead of the restored temple’s inauguration. In April 1951,
Radio Pakistan (Peshawar), carried a broadcast that gates from
Afghanistan were being carried to India for the ceremony.

On April 21, 1951, Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru wrote
to his Pakistani counterpart, Liaquat Ali Khan: “The story of
the gates of Somnath temple being brought back to India from
Afghanistanis completely false... nothing of the kind is being
sent from Afghanistan to India. Nevertheless, the Pakistan
Press has been full of this story.”
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UbIT MISRA

PRIME MINISTER Narendra Modi has
urged Indians to save foreign exchange
(forex) by any means necessary.

In arecent speech, he called on Indians
to stop buying gold for a year. Gold imports
are a huge source of forex demand.

Healsourged people towork from home
to reduce consumption of imported crude
oil: another big drain on forex.

Modi asked people to cut down on use
of edible oil in their food, saying this will not
just reduce imports but alsoimprove health.
He appealed to farmers to halve the use of
chemical fertilisers, suggesting a shift to
natural farming. He also underscored the
need for buying “made in India” products
instead of imported ones for everyday use.
He also called on other organisations —
from courts tolabour unions to media —to
help work towards this goal.

Link between forex and
Modi’s demand

This call comesin the wake of the war in
Iran, and the associated supply and price
shocks of goods like fuel and fertiliser.

When Indiansbuy imported goods —be
it gold or a toothbrush or fertiliser or edible
oil — India ends up exhausting its pile of
forex held with the Reserve Bank of India.
That’s because imports involve Indians
using their rupees to buy dollars and then
using those dollars to buy imported goods.

Usually, foreigners worldwide also buy
Indian goods: they use dollars to buy ru-
pees, adding to Indian forex reserves.

Butthesituation can go off-balance ifIn-
dia’s imports far outstrip exports: here,
India will keep spending dollars without
getting as many in return.

If this sustains, it has two effects: one,
India runs down its forex pile, and two,
the rupee’s exchange rate weakens
against the dollar (or any other currency
India uses to trade).

Another way through which forex
comes in and out of India is foreign invest-
ments. While foreigners invest in India by
either creating new businesses (foreign di-
rect investment) or buying shares in listed
Indian companies (foreign portfolio invest-
ment), Indians similarly invest abroad.

e POLITICS

Since the economic reforms in 1991, In-
dians generally import more than they ex-
port — this is called running a “current ac-
count deficit” (CAD). Whereas foreigners
invest in India more than Indians invest
outside India — called a “capital account
surplus” (CAS).

Typically, CAS is bigger than CAD, im-
plying more dollars are coming in than
going out and India adds to its forex re-
serves. Thisistechnically called a “Balance
of Payment (BoP) surplus”.

BoPand rupee’s exchange rate

of crisis.

become a deficit itself.

rate (Chart 3).

costlier.

production.

eBalance of Payment
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the capital account. After all, why would for-
eign investors return to an economy they
are already shunning, if that economy
chooses to further roll back consumption?

Arguably, there can be another
medium-term scenario: that consumption
doesn’t get reduced but gets diverted to In-
dian firms, and Indian businesses invest be-
cause Indians only prefer “swadeshi” goods.
This would turn around the Indian econ-
omy by redirecting all demand towards In-
dian businesses.

By itself, the idea of becoming self-re-
liant sounds intuitively appealing. While
it is an understandable goal, not
every country can become self-reliant in
everything.

For instance, while India is now self-re-
liant in food production, this depends on
imported fertilisers. EvenifIndiaintends
to make all its fertilisers at home, it is still
reliant on imported feedstock (fuels such
as natural gas or naphtha, etc.) that ac-
count for over 80% of the total domestic
production cost of fertilisers. So, if India
cannot be self-reliant in fertilisers, it can’t
really consider itself to be self-reliant in
food production.

Similarly, India cannot replace imported
crude oil with any domestic alternativesin
a hurry; moreover, any shift will cause the
economy to slow down. So, crashing India’s
overall imports doesn’t necessarily make
the economy stronger; if anything, a forced
reduction will slow down the economy.

Further, that too much use of chemical
fertilisersis hurting India’s soil isincorrect:
actually, it is an imbalanced use. The sole
reason for this is the domestic subsidy re-
gime that over-subsidises urea, nudging
farmers to overuse it. Reducing use of
chemical fertilisers and shifting to natural
farming can only help to some extent.

Dealing with the forexissue

Cutting consumption in such a stark
manner cannot be a sustainable solution.
India needs to boost both its domestic pro-
duction and productivity. Only when India
becomes more efficient asa producer —re-
gardless of what machines we import — will
it be able to grow its share in the global ex-
ports market.

Similarly, only when India reforms its
ease of doingbusiness will it attract fresh in-
vestments either from within the country
or from outside. Higher levels of exports
and/orimproved attractiveness in terms of
startingand running a businessis theactual
recipe for dealing with the forex issue in a
sustainable mannet.

Betore Vijay: Recalling India’s first hung Assembly, also in Madras

Jatin Anand
New Delhi, May 11

C JOSEPH Vijay took oath as the Chief Min-
ister on Sunday after high political dramain
Tamil Nadu, despite his Tamilaga Vettri Kaz-
hagam emerging as the largest party.

Asimilar crisis played out nearly 75 years
ago in the same region. The 1952 Assembly
election in the erstwhile Madras state —
comprising present-day Tamil Nadu and
parts of Kerala, Karnataka, and undivided
AndhraPradesh —threwup India’s very first
fractured verdict.

Madpras’s 1951 election

The election to the 375-seat Madras As-
sembly was held in January, with no party
securing an outright majority. The Congress
won 152 seats. The Communist Party of India
(CPI) came second, followed by the J B Kri-
palani-founded Kisan Mazdoor Praja Party.
There were 63 independent members.

Historian Rajmohan Gandhi, in Rajaji:
A Life, attributed the Congress’s lacklustre
performance to many factors — afoodgrain
crisis, the appeal of the Communists, and

strong support for a former Congress leader
in the Telugu-speaking region.

This leader was T Prakasam, the ex-pre-
mier (equivalent to CM) of the Madras presi-
dency. Gandhi wrote: “Though he had lost
hisown seat, Prakasam claimed the support,
not proved, of a front of 166 MLAs...”

Thisleft the Madras Governor, Maharaja
Krishnakumarsinhji of Bhavnagar, in a
quandary. On one side was Prakasam’s
claim. On the other was the Congress, and its
leader K Kamaraj’s assertion that “only the
Congress is going to rule”. Krishnakumar-
sinhji referred the question to the President.

Meanwhile, Jawaharlal Nehru was clear
in his preference for an elected government
over President’s Rule, and was keen that the
party “avoid any appearance of hankering
after office”.

Consensus around Rajaji

Rajaji, or CR, was one of the most impor-
tant figures of the freedom movement. In
1948, hebecame Governor-General, and, in-
dependent India’s first Indian head of state.

As the situation continued to fester, the
Congress was internally forming a consen-

History

repeats

@ Vijay, taking the
support of smaller
parties to keep the
DMK and the AIADMK
out of power, bears
striking similarity
with the events of

1952.

@ Rajaji took the sup-
port of several inde-
pendents and other
parties to keep the
Communist-led op-
position from power.

suson nudgingtheleader. The thinkingwas
that the prestige he commanded would en-
sure support for his government.

Rajaji’s elevation was also backed by the
new Governor of Madras state, Sri Prakasa.
AccordingtoRajmohan Gandhi, he wroteto
President Rajendra Prasad: “After endless
parleys, everybody came toone and only one
solution — that the only person who could
save the situation was Rajaji.”

Later in March, Madras Congtress leader
Kumaraswami Raja conveyed to him the
state legislature party’s resolution backing
Rajaji. Nehru accepted that decision, but
hesitated about effectively parachutingin a
non-elected person to the chief minister’s
post. However, Rajaji was also clear that he
would not stand for election.

Following discussions among Governor
Sri Prakasa, Kumaraswami Raja and Rajaji,
a solution was found — Rajaji would be
nominated to the Upper House of the state
legislature. President Prasad was informed
about this on April 1. Kumaraswami Raja,
with the Governor’s cooperation, moved
swiftly to swear Rajaji in as Chief Minister,
“before Nehru could come to know of CR’s

inflexible condition.”

Nehru was clearly unhappy with being
blindsided, and expressed this in a letter to
the Governor on April 3. But he also acknowl-
edged: “At the same time, I could suggest no
other and better alternative to all thisand so
Ileftitto our friends in Madras...”

Vijay, taking the support of smaller
parties, bears striking similarity with the
eventsof that time. Rajaji took the support of
several independents and partiestokeep the
Communist-led opposition from power.

Nehrusdispleasure

According to Nehru, President Prasad
had termed Rajaji’snomination to the Legis-
lative Council as “a wrong step, wrong not
only in the spirit of the Constitution but also
the letter of it™.

Nehru’s key concern, as expressed in a
letter to Governor Sri Prakasam, was that it
could set a bad precedent. Interestingly,
other prolific political figures from what is
now Tamil Nadu took a similar route to the
CM’s chair, including CM C N Annadurai
and five-time CM and DMK patriarch M
Karunanidhi.

® CLIMATE

From Western Disturbances to EINino: Brief guide to climate terms this summer

Anagha Jayakumar
New Delhi, May 11

INDIA IS headed into a summer of com-
pounding extremes. Western Disturbances
brought unseasonal rain to the north, El
Nifio threatens aweak monsoon and inten-
sified heatwaves, and the humidity is al-
ready making temperatures feel worse
than the thermometer reads.

Here is a simple guide to the terms
dominating the weather conversation.

WESTERN DISTURBANCES: These are
east-moving rain-bearing wind systems
that originate beyond Afghanistan and
Iran, and pick up moisture from bodies like
the Mediterranean Sea. These are typically
extra-tropical cyclones resulting from low-
pressure areas, formed by interactions be-
tween polar and tropical winds.

Western Disturbances are embedded
within the subtropical westerly jet stream,
which is a high-altitude, fast-moving air
current that flows from west to east. It is
found over the Himalayan and Tibetan

highlands and is most common between
December and March, influencing the
weather over India as well.

EL NINO: The EI Nifio Southern Oscilla-
tion (ENSO) is a climate phenomenon
marked by changes in sea temperatures
along the eastern Pacific Ocean, coupled
with fluctuations in the overlying atmos-
phere. It can interfere with the global atmos-
phericcirculation, influencing the weather.

It hasthree phases: warm (EINifio, Span-
ish for “little boy”), cool (La Nifia, Spanish for
“littlegirl”), and neutral, occurringin irregu-
lar cycles of twotoseven years (graphicshows
neutral, EINifio and La Nifia, respectively).

In the neutral phase, the eastern side of
the Pacific Ocean (near the northwestern
coast of South America) is cooler than the
westernside (near Indonesia). Thisisdueto
the prevailing wind systems that move from
east to west, sweeping the warmer surface
waters towards the Indonesian coast. The
relatively cooler waters from below come up
to replace the displaced water.

During El Nino, the surface waters of

eTHREE PHASES OF EL NINO SOUTHERN OSCILLATION (ENSO)

Theillustrations show the Pacific Ocean around the equator and trade winds. The
heat map shows water temperature. Thermocline is the layer of water separating
the warmer surface water and cooler water below.
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this region of the Pacific get unusually
warm, disrupting the flow of moist winds
in India. The result is a weak or delayed
monsoon for India, as well as dry spells in
major agricultural states. There is also evi-
dence that the frequency and severity of
heat waves India experiences are linked
with the phenomenon.

The opposite happens when La Nifia is
underway: cooling of the surface waters of
the eastern Pacific. India thus gets stronger,
moisture-bearing winds, and typically ex-
periences aboost in its southwest monsoon,
attimes causing flooding and crop damage.

HEAT WAVE: A period of unusually high
temperatures departing from the normal,

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

and varies regionally. It may be exacerbated
by factors like humidity, wind speed and
the duration of a heat wave event.

A heat wave may be considered if the
maximum temperature of a station reaches
40°C in plains or 30°C in hilly areas. Once
this threshold is reached, the India Me-
teorological Department (IMD) may de-
clare a heat wave (i) based on departure
from the usual temperature, ifthe tempera-
ture ranges 4.5°C to 6.4°C above normal,
and (ii) based on the actual maximum tem-
perature (more than 45°C).

IMD uses slightly different criteria for
coastal stations to account for humidity.
These criteriamust be met in atleast two sta-
tions within a meteorological subdivision
and must persist for two consecutive days.

WET BULB TEMPERATURE: The tempera-
ture typically measured by a regular ther-
mometer is Dry Bulb Temperature, but this
does not account for moisture. Wet Bulb
Temperature is the lowest temperature
that can be realised by evaporating water
into the air to measure how effectively hu-

New Delhi

midity allows for evaporative cooling.
Simply, it tells you the maximum tempera-
ture your body can cool down to.

Why this distinction? Besides heat, hu-
midity has a major role to play in the physio-
logical stress that the human body experi-
ences during extreme heat. With increasing
humidity, the sweat that humans generate
to dispel heat from their bodies does not
evaporate, making it difficult for a person
to regulate their body temperature.

The Intergovernmental Panel on Cli-
mate Change has stated that sustained ex-
posure towet bulb temperatures exceeding
35°C could prove fatal.

“FEELS LIKE” TEMPERATURE: It refers to
apparent temperature, which accounts for
wind and humidity conditions to deter-
mine what outdoor air temperature will
feel like in relation to body temperature.

Forinstance, a40°C day in Delhi will not
feel like a 40°C day in Palakkad, Kerala.
Delhi experiences dry blistering heat, while
Palakkad sees sticky, sultry heat with high
humidity, making it feel much hotter.



® WHAT THE OTHERS SAY
Trump’s war has given China an
economic opening.

— Financial Times
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India has demonstrated strategic
autonomy, butits record is not perfect
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KANTI BAJPAI

INCE THE Russian invasion of

Ukraine, Indian officials and

commentators have increas-

ingly suggested that Indiais and

should be guided by the concept
of strategic autonomy. What exactly
is strategic autonomy? How would we
know it when we see it? And has it been
good for India?

Former foreign secretary Shyam
Saran, the originator of the term “strategic
autonomy” in Indian discourse, defined
it as “the capacity of a state to take
relatively autonomous decisions on
matters of vital interest”. The words
“vital” and “relatively” are important be-
cause “not all interests are of a vital na-
ture, and in a multi-state landscape, one
cannot ascribe absolute value to everyin-
terest”. Put differently, trade-offs and
concessions are inevitable in foreign pol-
icy, but not on vital interests.

How would we know what strategic au-
tonomy actually means for India? As things
stand, official pronouncements on it are
largely non-falsifiable — almost any deci-
sion can be ascribed to strategic autonomy.

Outside of government, can we assess
India’s strategic autonomy? Where has
India made crucial decisions in external
and internal policy that run counter to the
demands or expectations of China, the
European Union (EU), Russia, and the US?

China has made three key demandson
India, historically — abide by the One
China policy (stop sheltering the Dalai
Lama and Tibetans, no recognition of Tai-
wan); settle the border by conceding Aksai
Chin and Arunachal Pradesh; and reject a
US-led containment structure in Asia.

India has largely refused to give in to
Chinese demands. It has continued to
shelter the Dalai Lama and Tibetans.
While it does not recognise Taiwan diplo-

LETTERS
To THE EDITOR

Adhikari’s challenge

THE EDITORIAL rightly urges
the new Suvendu Adhikari gov-
ernment to heal divisions, but it
misses the deeper malady: For
nearly 50 years, West Bengal has
confused the party with the
state (‘Bengal CM’s first task:
Take everyone along’, IE, May
11). The Bharatiya Janata Party
government now inherits an
economy drained of industry
and a people who have learned
to seek survival through loyalty
rather than law. Welfare
schemes, however well meant,
will simply become new chains
of dependency unless the
bureaucracy is freed from
political captivity.

Babu Crishna, Bengaluru

BENGAL’S CRISIS is no longer
merely electoral, but cultural
(‘Bengal CM’s first task: Take
everyone along’, IE, May 11). The
editorial itself notes how the
boundaries between party and
state gradually blurred across
governments, normalising in-
timidation and political
violence over decades. The real
challenge before the new leader-
ship is whether it can dismantle
this inherited political culture.
Havya Garg, Chandigarh

Pendency crisis

THE EDITORIAL rightly argues
that increasing the Supreme
Court’s strength, by itself, can-
not resolve the deeper crisis of
pendency (‘Judicial reform
shouldn’t stop at SC’, IE, May 11).
An equally important reform
liesinreducing the everyday
burden that compels citizens to
approach courtsin the first
place. A significant share of liti-
gation arises from routine ad-
ministrative failures, delayed
government decisions, unclear
regulations and poor grievance-
redress mechanisms. When
citizens must move courts for
pensions, land records, tax re-
funds or service matters, the jus-
tice system ends up compensat-
ing for deficienciesin
governance. As the editorial
notes, the state remains the
country’s largest litigant; judi-
cial reform must therefore in-
clude administrative reform.
Ritika, Hyderabad

matically, it has trade and other relations
with the island. Despite Chinese bland-
ishments and coercion, it has rejected any
deal on the border that concedes Aksai
Chin and Arunachal Pradesh. On contain-
ment, India’s record is more mixed. While
ithasrejected any US-led containment of
China, it has partnered the US, Japan, and
Australia in the Free and Open Indo-
Pacific and the Quad, both of which initi-
atives are a response to a rising, more as-
sertive China.

The EU seemingly has had no very
high-stakes demands on India except per-
haps on trade and human rights, which
India has resisted. More impor-
tantly, since 2022, it has
badgered India on the war in
Ukraine. It has repeatedly asked
India to condemn Russia’s in-
vasion, mediate between
Ukraine and Russia more ac-
tively, reduce its dependence on
Russian oil, and honour interna-
tional sanctions on Russia.

Here again, India has resisted.
It has never condemned Russia
for the February 2022 invasion. It

For some critics, being stiff-
necked has resulted in rigid
diplomacy and no big-power
friends. Others maintain that
while India has resisted the
bigger powers, it no longer
voices criticisms of them on
behalf of others. It has thereby
lostinfluence globally

ILLUSTRATION: C R SASIKUMAR

has modestly mediated between Russia
and UKkraine, but not because of EU press-
ures. It has continued to buy Russian oil,
even ifits purchases have been reduced in
recent months. And some Indian busi-
nesses may be evading international sanc-
tions against Russia — with or without the
government’s knowledge.

Russia’s demands on India are not
publicly known, but we can assume it has
strongly urged India to reject Western de-
mands on the Ukraine war, oil, and sanc-
tions. Has Russia threatened to punish
India in this regard, for instance by with-
holding arms sales? It is hard to say, but
Russia probably needs the sales
as much as India. Russian lever-
age is therefore limited. On oil
purchases, a desire to
diversify supplies and to take
advantage of affordable prices
over external pressures accounts
for India continuing to buy
Russian oil.

The US is the most stringent
test case for Indian strategic au-
tonomy. Over the past decade,
the US has demanded that India

eliminate high tariffs on US goods and
strengthen intellectual property rights,
stop buying Russian oil and reduce arms
purchases from Russia, commit to buying
US energy, technology, and agriculture
products, and prevent BRICS from anti-
American actions such as “de-dollarisa-
tion”. It has also asked India to curtail re-
lations with Iran (oil purchases and
cooperation, trade and investment, the
development of Chabahar port and the
Chabahar-Zahedan rail link).

Overall, inrelation to the US, India has
stuck to its guns. The exceptions are
BRICS and Iran policy. India has opposed
BRICS abandoning the dollar — though it
is unclear if its opposition was under US
pressure or for its own reasons. And on
Iran, it has curtailed relations and, most
recently, avoided condemning the US war
and Israeli actions in Iran and Lebanon.

In sum, India has shown a willingness
to defy bigger powers, though its record is
not perfect. For some critics, being stiff-
necked hasresulted inrigid diplomacy and
no big-power friends. Other critics main-
tain that while India hasresisted the bigger
powers, it no longer voices criticisms of
them on behalfof others (asitused todoin
the heyday of its internationalist diplo-
macy). It has thereby lost influence glo-
bally. Supporters of India’s diplomacy
argue that it wisely practises “multi-align-
ment”, which means balanced relations
with bigger powers and not giving offence
to them except when its security and wel-
fare are directly threatened. As a result,
India is free to focus on its internal econ-
omic development.

Who is right? The answer depends on
arigorous assessment of whether India is
strategically friendless and whether that
matters, whether it has lost global in-
fluence and whether that matters, and
whether multi-alignment plus stubborn
resistance when it counts has indeed left
India free to focus on the home front to
the benefit of security and welfare.

The writer is visiting professor, International
Relations, Ashoka University, and emeritus
professor, Lee Kuan Yew School of Public
Policy, National University of Singapore
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HAMLET DID not ask to be remembered.
He asked to be understood — and knew,
in his final breath, that the two are never
the same. There is something of that sor-
row in the twilight of Pinarayi Vijayan. A
leader who built roads through moun-
tains and broadband amidst poverty. Who
governed with the cold precision of some-
one who had never once confused senti-
ment with strategy. He is, in the grand
Shakespearean tradition, both architect
and ruin — the strong hand that steadied
the ship, and the fist that, gripped too
long, forgot how to open. And like Horatio
on that blood-soaked Danish stage, it falls
to the rest of us to tell the story.

Vijayan’sjourney started in 1964, at the
bottom of a ladder he would spend the
next five decades climbing. By 1998,
when the incumbent state secretary died,
he was the only man the party could im-
agine stepping forward. He would hold
the secretaryship for 17 years. While com-
munist parties across India were collaps-
ing, Kerala held. Vijayan overhauled the
party’s culture, purging factional rot,
binding together a coalition that, by every
political logic, should have long since
splintered. His rivalry with V S Achutha-
nandan was the most visible
crackinthe edifice — yet the edi-
fice stood. He was the proof, and
Kerala was the argument: That
the Left could still govern, still
win, still matter.

He became chief minister in
May 2016, carrying the same

Vijayan’s command instinct, so
effective in an emergency,
hardened. Voices within the
CPI(M) noted his distance from
therank andfile

faith that had sustained him through
five decades — not in promises, but in
execution. Through KIIFB, highways
merged into hillsides and coastlines.
Through Aardram, hospitals stopped
being places people went to die.
LIFE raised 5 lakh roofs over the roofless.
When floods and landslides tore into Ke-
rala, the government did not scramble.
Years of quiet institutional investment
meant Nipah was strangled at its root,
Covid turned Kerala into a global case
study in statecraft, and floodwaters re-
ceded into the Rebuild Kerala Initiative.
His 2021 victory was a verdict that said
at the ballot box what he had spent dec-
ades arguing in committees: The Left,
when it governs seriously, earns the right
to govern again.

Power, held long enough, begins
toleaveits bruises on the hand that holds
it. Vijayan’s command instinct,
so effective in an emergency, hardened
into something less flexible and more
personal. Voices within the CPI(M) itself
noted his distance from the rank and
file, his imperviousness to internal
criticism, a departure from the party’s cul-
ture of self-scrutiny. Corruption allega-
tions involving his daughter
Veena Vijayan and the Cochin
Minerals and Rutile Limited con-
troversy were never judicially
proved, but his silence had its
own costs. The 2024 controversy
in which a fabricated quote hos-
tile to Malappuram, a Muslim-

Pinarayi changed Kerala, his
virtues became his undoing

majority district, was planted in a major
newspaper through a PR agency with al-
leged BJP links, raised questions about
political judgement.

By 2025, the Opposition’s sweep
through local body elections confirmed
what many had sensed. Then came the
assembly verdict — the LDF collapsingto
35seatsin a140-seat House. Remarkably,
the sharpest accusations flew not from
the Opposition but from within the Left’s
own house, pointing toward Vijayan’s
high-handedness. Anti-incumbency may
have set the wind blowing, but it was the
force of a single, centralised, unaccount-
able authority that filled the sails.

Vijayan changed Kerala. He held a
party together through national collapse,
governed through catastrophe with rare
competence, and made Kerala — for a
decade — the most serious case the In-
dian Left had to offer. He is also the man
around whom power gathered and har-
dened, whose late years dimmed what his
early years had built, whose greatest vir-
tues — discipline, control, single-mind-
edness — carried, as all great virtues do,
the quiet seed of their own excess.

Pinarayi Vijayan is not asking to be re-
membered. He asks, through every road
built and fibre cable laid, to be under-
stood. Whether the story others now tell
will honour that distinction — that, fi-
nally, is not his to decide.

The writer is chief editor,
truecopythink.media

A question for
Israel: How much
retribution before
you say enough?
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NAVDEEP SURI

SRAEL, OF late, has been occupying a disproportionate

amountof my mind space. Itisn’tjust thisillegal, pointless

aggression on Iran that will be remembered as Benjamin

Netanyahu’s war and Donald Trump’s folly. It is also the

barely concealed ambition of a Greater Israel, involving the
occupation of the Golan Heightsin Syria, achunk of southern Le-
banon, over half of Gaza and the ever-spreading cancer of illegal
settlementsin the Occupied West Bank. There are days when my
disappointment with Israel is deeply personal, tinged almost with
asense of betrayal.

Israel was the country that captured my imagination asateen-
ager growing up in Amritsar in the mid-1970s. The historical novel
Mila18byLeon Uriswas probably the first one toleave a profound
imprint, followed by Exodus.Iwasenchanted by the tales of hero-
ism, along with the accompanying narrative about the establish-
ment of the State of Israel against all odds in 1948. I was en-
amoured with the prodigiousintellect of asmall community that
produced Einstein and Marx, Freud and Spinoza, Proust and
Bohr, Kafka and Spielberg.

As a 16-year-old, I wrote to the Israeli consulate in Mumbai,
and they responded promptly, sending me reams of material —
books, pamphlets, slick brochures, elegant maps. About the great
victories 0of 1948, the brilliant pre-emptive strikes in the Six-Day
War of 1967, the Yom Kippur attackin 1973, and the case for “secure
borders”.Iadmired theidealism of the Zionists building anation
from their kibbutzim, an oasis of liberal democracy.

The infatuation lasted for over a year, but popped up again
after seven yearswhenIjoined the foreign servicein1983.1chose
Arabic over other language options and landed up in Cairo, dis-
appointed that my first diplomatic passport had a stamp pro-
claiming “Not Valid for Israel and South Africa”. I madeita point
tovisit Rafah and Tabain Sinai, Allenby Bridge in Jordan and Qu-
neitrain Syria’s Golan Heights, and saw the Star of David fluttering
inthedistance. Meanwhile, conversations with Egyptian and Sy-
rian friends and with arange of Palestinians in Cairo and Damas-
cusgave methe other side of the story. Access to Arabic-language
media started to change my perspective, as did the still visible
evidence of Israel’s destructive and eventually disastrous invasion
of Lebanon in 1982. Admiration of Israel’s many strengths was
now tinged with a concern over its growing belligerence.

But nothing prepared me for the revulsion with which I
watched the unfolding genocide in Gaza. Of course, Israel had
theright torespond to the brutal terrorist attackby Hamason Oc-
tober 7,2023. But how much retribution is to be extracted before
you say enough? 72,000 dead Palestinians, over half of them
women and children? How do you unsee the images from brave
filmslike Doctors Under Attack and The Voice of Hind Rajab? How
do you ignore the ongoing crimes of the IDF in Lebanon? And
there is this unanswered question that haunts me. How could a
people who have suffered somuch pain and persecution over the
centuries bring themselves to inflict the same on the hapless Pa-
lestinians and the Lebanese?

Others, too, are agonising over this. Omer Bartov, a Holocaust
scholar who was raised in a kibbutz and served four years in the
Israeli Defence Forces, poses similar questions in his recent book
Israel: What Went Wrong? He outlines Zionism’s shift from a
movement for Jewish emancipation to anideology thatisincreas-
ingly based around ethno-nationalism, settler colonialism and
the exclusion of Palestinians. The signs were always there, he says;
we chose not to see them.

The International Court of Justice ruled in July 2024 that Is-
rael’soccupation of Palestinian territories since 1967 isillegal; the
International Criminal Court hasissued arrest warrants for Prime
Minister Netanyahu and former Defence Minister Yoav Gallant
for crimes against humanity in Gaza; Jewish historian Avi
Shlaim’s newest book Genocidein Gaza sets out thelegal basis for
holding Israel to account; Jewish survivors and descendants of
survivors of the Holocaust have published an open letter con-
demningthe massacresin Gaza. A reappraisal of Israel is also vis-
ible in European nations that have traditionally over-compen-
sated for their guilt over the Holocaust. Starting with Ireland,
Norway and Spain, most European states are hardening their
stance on Israeli transgressions, and there is a growing chorus to
suspend the EU-Israel Association Agreement.

The Europeans, the ICC and ICJ don’t really matter. Israel’s
security, for at least the last five decades, has been under-
written by ironclad, bipartisan and virtually unconditional
US support. But a slew of recent polls reveal the speed with
which that consensus is unravelling. A Pew survey released
in April 2026 showed that 60 per cent of US adults now hold
an unfavourable view of Israel, including a staggering 80 per
cent of Democrat voters.

Israel hasitsown moment of reckoning during electionslater
thisyear. Willit try toadvance lasting security through peace with
its neighbours and by addressing legitimate Palestinian aspir-
ations?Isthere aYitzhak Rabin or Shimon Peres waiting to be dis-
covered? I am not holding my breath.

The writer is a retired diplomat

HIMANSHU JAISWAL
AND SHIFALI GOYAL

INDIA’'S ACHIEVEMENT of 20 per cent
ethanol blending (E20) in petrol ahead of its
original 2030 target marks a significant mile-
stone in its energy transition, with E20 fuel
being sold across the country from April 1.
What began as a modest pilot in 2001, fol-
lowed by the Ethanol Blended Petrol (EBP)
programme in 2003 and further policy sup-
port measures, has evolved into one of the
world’s most ambitious biofuel initiatives,
making India the third-largest ethanol pro-
ducer after the US and Brazil.

Ethanol blending reduces carbon
emissions and creates additional income

Indiais making ethanol leap, but there are trade-ofTs

streams for farmers and distillers. EBP was
also expected to reduce India’s dependence
on imported crude oil. However, this has
only been partially realised. During 2014-24,
EBP resulted in crude oil substitution of
about 193 lakh metric tonnes, yet despite
achieving the 20 per cent blending rate last
year, the crude import bill declined by only
3percentduetoblending. Atthesametime,
total crude imports continue to rise. Recent
callsto push ethanol blending to 30 per cent
or higher need acomprehensive evaluation.

ANITI Aayog report estimated the etha-
nol requirement for E20 at 1,016 crore litres.
Achieving E30 by 2030 would require
around 1,735 crorelitres. A crude estimate for
ethanol demand for E30 may range between
1,700 and 1,800 crore litres for petrol blend-
ingonly. Higher blending through domestic
production could provide India with a

stronger strategic lever against global shocks,
but with several trade-offs.

The first is environmental. Ethanol pro-
duction from sugarcane and rice is highly
water-intensive. Intensified sugar produc-
tion and diversion toward fuel have exacer-
bated groundwater depletion in already
water-stressed regions, such as parts of UP,
Maharashtra, and Karnataka. While maize
offers a relatively less water-intensive alter-
native, scaling it up carries its own implica-
tions forland-use, cropping patterns, and di-
version of produce away from existing uses.

The priority must be scaling
second-generation (2G) ethanol,
and addressing environmental
and food concerns

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

Second is the question of food security.
India hasincreased ethanol production from
surplusfood grains, includingbrokenrice. A
lower output of the same may pose risks of
diversion, as occurred in 2023, restricting
these feedstockstodistilleries. Uneven mon-
soon patterns, associated with a high proba-
bility of EI1Nifio this year, could adversely af-
fect output and intensify pressure on food
availability. Third, moving to higher blends
would necessitate not only new distillery in-
vestments but also expansion of existing fa-
cilities. Storage and transportation infra-
structure for ethanol would need tobe scaled
upsignificantly. These capital-intensive ad-
justmentsrequire huge investments, careful
planning, and policy coordination.

Fourth, the automotive ecosystem may
not be fully prepared for higher blending.
Since 2023, new vehicles sold in India have

New Delhi

been made E20-compliant. With the major-
ity of vehicles running in India not being
E20-compliant, moving to higher blends
would require further engine modifications
and higher adoption of flex-fuel vehicles.
India’s next phase of biofuel expansion
needs amore calibrated strategy. Shifting to
less water-intensive feedstocks, prioritising
plant-specific incentives in ethanol-defi-
cient states, and importing ethanol may offer
complementary pathways. The priority
must be scaling second-generation (2G)
ethanol, produced from agricultural residues
and non-food biomass, and addressing en-
vironmental and food concerns. Else, higher
ethanol blends risk substituting one set of
vulnerabilities with another.

Jaiswalis consultant, CSEP, and Goyal is
research associate, CSEP. Views are personal
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Belated warning

Narendra Modi’s suggestions to Indians
imply a serious economic impact

rime Minister Narendra Modi’s seven-
P point call to action for the citizens of In-

dia lays bare the severity of the impact of
the West Asia crisis. Further, apart from its impli-
cations, Mr. Modi’s message is problematic for
two other key reasons: its timing and content. A
key part of his message was to urge people to
work from home and reduce their fuel usage. A
more effective approach might have been to lead
by example. Yet, Mr. Modi’s message comes days
after he and his Cabinet colleagues flew all over
the country and organised roadshows to cam-
paign for the recent elections. Neither did any of
his pre-election speeches mention these issues.
His message also comes on the back of daily reas-
surances by his government’s officials that there
was nothing to worry. Clearly, there is. The Prime
Minister’s message also follows various Ministers’
attempts to heap praise on him for not raising pe-
trol and diesel prices. A decision not to further
burden the common man is welcome, but the flip
side is that it fails to impress upon them the need
to curtail consumption. The government took
that strategic call before the elections, and is now
trying to dilute it. Perhaps a hike in fuel prices
will follow soon. The Prime Minister’s speech al-
so coincided with a similar call to action for In-
dian corporates by the Confederation of Indian
Industry. This kind of coordinated messaging
points to a dire situation. Several of the Prime Mi-
nister’s suggestions might also have other nega-
tive impacts that could be more serious than the
problems they are trying to address. Some others
might simply not be as effective as he hopes.

If farmers stop using chemical fertilizers, as he
has urged, the immediate impact will be on crop
output at a time when El Nifio is already set to
hurt it. High-frequency indicators are already re-
vealing the economic damage of the West Asia
crisis. This will only exacerbate the situation. The
suggestion to stop foreign travel will conserve fo-
reign exchange, but Reserve Bank of India (RBI)
data up to February 2026 shows that Indians’ fo-
reign travel spending in 202526 was already
down by 3%. March, the first month after the Iran
war broke out, is likely to have seen an even shar-
per decline. The real pressure on the rupee and
India’s foreign exchange is because foreign insti-
tutional investors are pulling out while the RBI is
using valuable dollars to shore up the falling cur-
rency. Urging Indians to buy local is another way
of asking them to consume less, since purely
domestic supply is not nearly enough to cater to
the demand. Asking them to buy less gold is also
likely to be futile. All this means that the econo-
my is in for a hard time over the next few months
— a warning the Prime Minister should have deli-
vered much earlier, elections or no elections.

Ugly bout

The timing of the show-cause notice to
Vinesh Phogat is suspect

ouble World championships bronze me-
l) dalist Vinesh Phogat’s comeback bid af-

ter a sabbatical following the Paris Olym-
pics hit a roadblock when the Wrestling
Federation of India (WFI) found her ineligible as
per a United World Wrestling (UWW) rule, which
requires retired athletes to inform the world bo-
dy six months prior to their intended return to
competition. With an eye on the 2028 Los An-
geles Olympics, Phogat — a prominent face in the
2023 wrestlers’ protest and one of the six women
who brought allegations of sexual harassment
and started a legal battle against former WFI pre-
sident Brij Bhushan Sharan Singh — was aiming
for a brave comeback in the Open Ranking tour-
nament at the Nandini Nagar Mahavidyalaya; Brij
Bhushan, also a Gonda strongman and former
BJP Member of Parliament, owns it. The National
Federation, which is headed by Brij Bhushan’s
close aide Sanjay Singh, also issued a show-cause
notice to Phogat on three separate, prominent
grounds. Firstly, that she did not adhere to the
50kg weight limit and was disqualified after
reaching the final at the Paris Olympics. It result-
ed in her disqualification, a loss of medal and ne-
gative publicity. Second, as an athlete in the regis-
tered testing pool, who is required to give a time
slot every day and be available for dope tests, she
had multiple whereabouts failures, including on
December 18, shortly after announcing her co-
meback. Third, Phogat violated a UWW rule by
competing in two weight categories, 50kg and
53kg, at a selection trial in March 2024 for an
Olympic qualifying event.

But the timing of the show-cause notice and
the charges, which Phogat has rubbished, raises
doubts about the intentions behind it. As for the
Paris fiasco, it happened two years ago. Under
World Anti-Doping Agency rules, three missed
tests and/or filing failures within a 12-month pe-
riod constitute an anti-doping rule violation. It is,
however, not applicable in Phogat’s case. More-
over, the UWW and National Anti-Doping Agency
are the authorities concerned to deal with doping
issues. The trials, in which Phogat participated in
two weights, were held by an ad hoc body as the
WFI was not recognised by the government at the
time. As a parent body, the WFI should have
shown maturity in handling Phogat’s comeback.
Instead, it clubbed together different matters
spanning two years to thwart the 31-year-old’s re-
turn. Phogat, who is a Congress legislator from
Haryana, has shown her strong temperament
and is working with her legal team to respond to
the show-cause notice within 14 days. Meanwhile,
the UWW should step in to stop the ugly bout bet-
ween a decorated wrestler and the WFI. India
can do without further embarrassment on this
score.

CM
K

The enduring democratic message of a royal charter

‘ agna ..what ?’

Most contemporary readers
and viewers of news would, on
hearing or reading that phrase,

ask. But not those interested in history, the rule
of law, the rights of citizens, the supremacy of
ethics over politics in the running of
governments.

King Charles III of the United Kingdom in his
speech on April 28, to the U.S. Congress in
Washington DC used the phrase to thunderous
applause. He is very much into the history of his
country. He has to be, as a successor of King John
(c.1167-1216) who unveiled, or was forced to unveil
the Magna Carta. John who?’ could well be the
next question. So lacking in luck was King John
that no monarch in England has been given that
name ever since. There has been no King John II.
But he is famous for having decreed and given, or
made to decree and give, not just to his country
and people, but to the world, the Magna Carta.

The over 800-year-old royal charter of rights
sealed by King John at Runnymede, near
Windsor, on June 15, 1215 owes its name to Latin,
the language of Homer and Cicero, in which the
phrase means Great Charter. Magna Carta has
come to mean, for those interested in the
evolution of the political rights of people, a
metaphor for any text that inscribes such rights
as inherent in people, rather than being
concerted without checks in any individual or
organ of state.

Singularly unpopular for his whimsies, King
John had to make peace with a group of rebel
barons who demanded that the King sign himself
out of arbitrary power and, most important of all,
proclaim that he was subservient to law or what,
in today’s legal parlance would be called ‘due
process’. In referring to the Magna Carta, King
Charles Il was drawing attention to the limits of
his own or any sovereign, including, in today’s
world, elected ‘sovereigns’. Small wonder that
legislators in Washington DC greeted the
reference with éclat.

Subtle language craftsmanship

Does King Charles write his own speeches? It is
more than likely that for a state visit such as this
to the U.S., the British monarch had his speeches
drafted by the Foreign, Commonwealth and
Development Office. This, not just because they
were to come from Britain’s reigning King but
because they were to be made in the world’s most
powerful nation currently at war, a war seen by
the world as one that has been started by the
personal decision of U.S. President Donald
Trump. And that is where Britain’s subtle ways
with the language of William Shakespeare, Oscar
Wilde and George Orwell came in handy. As also
its interiorisation of Latinisms and Latin concepts
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King Charles III
has done well
to reiterate that
the Magna
Carta’s ‘law
above rulers’
theme must
resonate across
the democratic
world

that have grown into English usage. The term
Magna Carta was per se coined, according to
Wikipedia, by ‘scribes in the English Royal
Chancery around 1215-1217°. Three clauses of the
Magna Carta remain on Britain’s statute, of which
the following is most impressive: ‘No Freeman
shall be taken or imprisoned, or be disseised of
his Freehold, or Liberties, or free Customs, or be
outlawed, or exiled, or any other wise destroyed;
nor will We not pass upon him, nor condemn
him, but by lawful judgment of his Peers, or by
the Law of the land. We will sell to no man, we
will not deny or defer to any man either Justice or
Right.

The phrase has been used down the centuries
as a metaphor.

As a barrister working for Indian South
Africans’ political rights in the late 19th century,
Mohandas K. Gandhi cited Queen Victoria’s
extinguishing the overarching powers of the East
India Company over the destiny of India in her
Proclamation of 1858, as a Magna Carta. In 1948,
Eleanor Roosevelt, while working on the UN
Declaration of Human Rights as the committee’s
Chair, famously called the UN document the
“international Magna Carta of all men
everywhere”. Winston Churchill referred to it as a
“law which is above the King”, and argued that
the reaffirmation of a supreme law justified the
respect it has held through time.

Contextual messaging

King Charles was not handing down to the U.S.
Congress a tedious lesson in the history of the
historical Magna Carta. But he did something that
was altogether classy. Knowing full well that he
was addressing a House comprising both
Republican and Democratic legislators, he knew
that when he said to that gathering, that the
Magna Carta made the King subservient to the
law, his listeners would transpose his remarks
right onto what is happening in the U.S., to its
state and government.

The King made more than one reference to the
Magna Carta, and mentioned the fact that the
parchment linked the political history of Great
Britain and the U.S. inextricably, that a large
number of judgments in the U.S. courts cited
Magna Carta, making that tract a U.K.-U.S. bond.
But it was when he said very simply and
matter-of-factly, that the Magna Carta had made
“executive power subject to checks and
balances”, that the House, after a moment of
reflective absorption, rose in a thunderous
standing ovation. All present, starting doubtless
with Democrats, saw before them a direct
successor to King John of Magna Carta fame,
speaking of the Magna Carta’s limiting
arbitrariness in the monarch — a huge,
self-limiting, self-denying, self-critical exposition

of ‘due process’ of the rule of law as being above
the person of the ruler, with the Magna Carta
being above the King.

The importance of the ‘Magna’ code

The speech’s salience in today’s Washington
aside, it should be seen as having been made to
all Parliaments and legislators across the world,
affirming that all people of the world — whether
in the west or east, north or south, geographically
or metaphorically — live with the expectation that
the laws governing them are made by their
representatives, for a humane, just, and moral
order. That they are implemented fairly,
equitably, transparently. That those in charge of
the process are not governed by whimsy, caprice
or bias. And that they are subservient to such
laws, not the other way around. And that waging
wars, waging peace are part of that ‘Magna’ code.

The speech, having been made in the
parliament of what is called, not unambitiously,
the world’s oldest (continuous constitutional)
democracy, was not partisan. It was not taking
sides between elected legislators of diverse
opinion and the executive. Indeed, it could not
have, in good protocol and better prudence. It
said, without stating it explicitly, that the spirit of
the Magna Carta holds that those seeking and
receiving popular mandates to form an executive
are also under the scrutiny of parallel and
co-extensive checks and balances. What has been
called the “brooding spirit of the law” casts an
obligation on the legislature and judiciary to
ensure that democracy is not trampled, as it was
in India during the infamous Emergency of
1975-77, by the robotic power of a “brute
parliamentary majority,” or by subtler, more
devious methods of manipulation and subversion
that play on human emotions, sentiments, and
suspicions, which can lead to ethnic tensions,
presaging civil strife — a form of ‘within country’
war — such as every continent has known.

History has known heredity to give the world
villains as kings, violence as creed. It has also
known credulity to give the world duly elected
counterparts of such kings, creeds. Today, when
massively contested elections in India east and
south (in terms of voting percentages) have
brought about new governments in three, and
reinstalled one, it is important, and indeed
critical, for electors and the elected to note that
over any formation of government, there exists a
monitor of morality which obligates
democratically and federally ethical conduct.

It is a curious felicity that a reigning king
wearing a heritable crown should have spoken
democratic home truths to a great Parliament
citing a Latin code and receive a standing ovation.

There is hope for truth. Or, in Latin, spes
veritatis est.

A new phase in the India-Vietnam strategic partnership

Lam to India last week (May 5-7, 2026)

marks a consequential moment in the
steady deepening of India-Vietnam ties, reflecting
both the maturation of a long-standing
partnership amid the sharpening strategic
imperatives of the Indo-Pacific. The decision to
elevate bilateral relations to an Enhanced
Comprehensive Strategic Partnership, along with
a wide range of agreements spanning defence,
technology, finance, and energy, signals not
merely incremental progress but a qualitative
shift in the trajectory of the relationship.

The visit comes at a time of heightened
geopolitical flux in the Indo-Pacific as Vietnam
finds itself navigating an increasingly assertive
China in the South China Sea, while India
continues to consolidate its Act East policy into a
more security-oriented Indo-Pacific strategy. The
convergence of threat perceptions, particularly
regarding maritime coercion, supply chain
vulnerabilities, and strategic autonomy, has
provided a durable foundation for bilateral
engagement. Indeed, the evolution of
India-Vietnam ties has been gradual but
structurally consistent, with India’s erstwhile
Look East (now Act East) policy providing the
initial impetus and the elevation to a
Comprehensive Strategic Partnership in 2016
enabling institutionalised defence and security
cooperation. Since then, regular high-level
exchanges, defence dialogues, and
capacity-building initiatives have deepened trust.

T he state visit of Vietnamese President T

The pillar of defence cooperation

Defence cooperation, in particular, has emerged
as the backbone of the partnership. In addition to
symbolic actions such as the transfer of the
missile corvette, INS Kirpan (in 2023), India has
offered Vietnam finance lines, training assistance,
and maritime cooperation structures. The
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current debates around the possible shipment of
BrahMos supersonic cruise missiles demonstrate
a change in the deterrence calculation in the
South China Sea from capacity-building to
capability enhancement.

Similarly, economic ties, while less prominent
historically, are now acquiring greater salience.
Bilateral trade has crossed $16 billion, with an
ambitious target of $25 billion by 2030,
underscoring the recognition of untapped
potential. A move toward next-generation
economic participation is shown in the focus on
supply chain resilience, rare earth collaboration,
and digital payment integration. Moreover,
Vietnam’s position as an Association of Southeast
Asian Nations (ASEAN) manufacturing
powerhouse makes it an essential partner for
India’s diversification plans, especially in terms of
scaling back reliance on supply chains that are
mostly focused on China.

The regional impact

This deepening partnership has important
regional ramifications. First, the relationship
between India and Vietnam forms an important
component of minilateral balancing in the
Indo-Pacific.

Together with Japan, Australia, and the United
States, both nations contribute to a wider
network of strategic alliances that fight to
maintain a rules-based maritime order, even if
they are not legally included in U.S.-led alliance
structures. A common normative framework
intended to combat unilateralism in the South
China Sea is shown in the explicit focus of joint
statements on the “rule of law, peace, and
stability”.

Second, the partnership underscores the
growing centrality of ASEAN in India’s
Indo-Pacific vision. Vietnam, as one of ASEAN’s
more geopolitically assertive and strategically

consequential members, serves as a linchpin for
India’s deeper engagement with Southeast Asia.
At the same time, Hanoi’s own foreign policy,
characterised by diversification and strategic
hedging, finds a natural complement in India’s
multipronged partnership approach.

Third, the expansion of cooperation into areas
such as critical minerals and emerging
technologies points to the evolving nature of
strategic competition in the Indo-Pacific.
Partnerships such as the India-Vietnam
partnership will be crucial in shaping alternative
economic architectures as global supply chains
become more securitised. The agreements made
during the visit point to an effort to move beyond
conventional economic ties in favour of a more
comprehensive framework for economic security.

Structural issues

Looking ahead, the trajectory of India-Vietnam
ties will depend on the ability of both sides to
translate strategic intent into operational
outcomes. Implementation gaps, particularly in
trade, connectivity, and defence industrial
cooperation, remain despite the strong political
and strategic alignment. For example, navigating
scientific, financial, and geopolitical obstacles will
be necessary to realise defence exports such as
BrahMos. In a similar vein, resolving structural
obstacles, including logistics, legal frameworks,
and private sector involvement, will be necessary
to meet the ambitious trade goals.

India-Vietnam relations are likely to become
increasingly embedded within the evolving
architecture of the Indo-Pacific. Partnerships that
combine functional cooperation with strategic
trust will become more important as great power
competition heats up. Hence, Mr. T6 Lam’s visit is
more about marking the beginning of bilateral
ties as a mature, multifaceted partnership than
about a single diplomatic milestone.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Austerity from top down
Austerity must begin at the
top. With crude above $105
and the Strait of Hormuz
crisis threatening India’s
foreign exchange reserves,
Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s call for citizen
restraint on fuel, gold and
foreign travel is
understandable. But moral
authority requires
symmetry. Asking ordinary
Indians to cut travel and
consumption rings hollow
when the ruling
establishment continues

Gopalaswamy J.,
Chennai

lavish official travel and
high-energy political events
— and when the call came
only after the Assembly
elections concluded, with
no mention of the crisis
during the campaign itself.

Role of the Governor

The role of the Governor in
the Tamil Nadu election
result needs a relook. In this
instance, the Governor
acted appropriately, and
any contrary view would

foster unwarranted
cynicism about the office.
According to the Sarkaria
Commission’s
recommendations, the
largest coalition should first
be invited to form the
government — which was
not the case here.
Preference should then be
given to the single largest
party, which, in this case,
was the TVK led by C.
Joseph Vijay, comfortably
ahead of both the DMK and
the AIADMK. Therefore,
when Mr. Vijay approached

the Governor, there was
nothing improper in asking
him to furnish proof of the
numbers required to form
the government, which he
admittedly lacked.

In S.R. Bommai, the
Supreme Court of India held
that the floor of the House
is the constitutionally
ordained forum for testing a
Ministry’s majority.

However, this does not
preclude the Governor from
ascertaining whether the
single largest party has the
requisite support before
inviting it to face the House.

Corrections & Clarifications

ernor who forgot his job”, May 11).

Governor Rajendra Arlekar asked the Tamilaga Vettri Kazhagam to furnish
letters from the political parties offering the support of their MLAs-elect
and did not “demand signed letters from 118 Members of the Legislative
Assembly before he would administer the oath” (Editorial page, “The Gov-

The strapline of a report, “Manipur Naga bodies urge PM to rein in Kuki
groups” (News page, May 11), read: “Civil society groups say recent at-
tacks on Kuki villages... were used”. It should have been Naga villages.

The Readers’ Editor’s office can be contacted by Telephone:
+91-44-28576347/28576300; E-mail:readerseditor@thehindu.co.in

In the present case, the
Governor strictly adhered to
the principle that the single
largest party must
demonstrate that it
commands the numbers.

N.G.R. Prasad,
Chennai

Letters emailed to
letters@thehindu.co.in
must carry the postal address.
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A new start against noise pollution

or a few weeks now, the

most insistent sound in

Tamil Nadu has been the

pea whistle, and that
looks set to continue. Inside the
Chepauk stadium, Chennai Super
Kings supporters live up to the
team’s call to action — “whistle
podu” (blow the whistle) —
through all its Indian Premier
League matches.

Outside the stadium, since the
Assembly election results on May
4, supporters of the Tamilaga
Vettri Kazhagam (TVK) have
flooded the streets across the State
to celebrate Joseph Vijay's victory
by blowing the party's election
symbol, which is also a pea
whistle.

Anyone who watched the 2010
football World Cup will
understand how irritating this
noise can be. The vuvuzelas were
so relentless that international
viewers complained that the
football commentary had become
inaudible, prompting several
broadcasters to add audio filters.
When hundreds or thousands of
people blow pea whistles, they
render a comparably terrible
annoyance. A single whistle blast
creates 104-116 decibels of
pressure at the source, according
to research from Western
Michigan University. The
threshold beyond which sustained
exposure to air pressure can
damage hearing is 85 decibels.

Some of the cricket team’s
matches have been rousing and
the TVK’s victory is
unprecedented. But the fact
remains that noise pollution has
become the most tolerated form of
pollution in India.

While even air pollution has
finally forayed into the policy
vocabulary as a deleterious
problem, data from the National
Ambient Noise Monitoring
Network (NANMN) show that
more than 80% of recording
stations breached the prescribed
noise limits during both day and
night in 2019 itself — while
awareness of its ills remains low.
In Chennai, all 10 stations
exceeded the residential nighttime

threshold of 45 decibels. A 2022
UN Environment Programme
report cited a maximum reading
from Moradabad in Uttar Pradesh
to be the world’s second-highest
on its list (a ranking contested by

The actual problem is likely to
be much worse as the NANMN has
only 70 stations across seven
metros, and the network has not
been meaningfully expanded in 14
years. District towns in the Hindi
belt and the Northeast generate
ambient sounds whose profiles no
official authority is measuring.
Further, in towns with less healthy
civic infrastructure and less
responsive policing, loudspeaker
permissions are unchecked and
construction activity often runs
through the night. Among the
poor, the children often sleep with
noise while their parents often
spend several hours in conditions

functioning occupational health
enforcement, would attract

The World Health Organization
has attributed 16% of disabling

estimated to have 6.3 crore people
with some degree of impaired
hearing. According to studies of
noise-induced hearing loss in

prevalence of impaired hearing
ranges from 13% in a Puducherry

workers to a pooled estimate of

The European Environment

second-largest environmental
cause of disability-adjusted life
years lost in Europe, behind only

A WHO synthesis attributed
around 16 lakh healthy life years
lost annually in Western Europe to
traffic noise alone. This is because
loud sounds disrupt sleep, elevate
cortisol levels in the blood, render
endothelial dysfunction, and
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Vasudevan government officials).
Mukunth
that, in any country with a
criminal liability.
Effects of excess noise
hearing loss in adults to
occupational noise. India is
occupational settings, the
survey of 500 construction
49% in a meta-analysis of
industrial cohorts.
Agency ranks noise as the
The World
Health air pollution.
Organization has
attributed 16%
of disabling
hearing loss in
adults to
occupational
noise

impair the cognition of children

near airports and arterial roads.
India also has more densely
packed cities, building acoustics
that are less sensitive to the need
to mitigate noise, and of course
looser enforcement.

Rules against noise

If tolerance is not a feature of
India’s political discourse, it
remains a fixture of how Indians
react to pollution.

One reason is the Noise
Pollution (Regulation and Control)
Rules 2000, which set zone-wise
limits and silence zones but which
are rarely enforced. The Central
Pollution Control Board only
recently proposed financial
penalties for violations — that too
because much of the worst noise is
generated by occasions that
politicians would prefer not to
police.

The Rules already
accommodate religious and
cultural observances. State
governments can permit nighttime
loudspeaker use between 10 pm
and midnight on festive occasions
for up to 15 days a year. However,
public events routinely exceed
decibel limits within the permitted
hours, with sound systems often
plonked in residential lanes and
sometimes even outside hospitals.

No major political party has
been willing to ask its supporters
to organise a festival or procession
but observe the limits. Parties fear
that any restraint will be read as
an attack on the faithful. It need
not be and the political
imagination should be capable of
saying so.

Mr. Vijay has presented TVK as
a fresh start for Tamil Nadu,
unencumbered by the
compromises of the Dravidian
parties. At least for now, he
possesses the political capital to
set norms that his predecessors
could not. One hopes the whistle
that brought him to power could
be the start of a new relationship
with public sound that respects
the right of people to work, relax,
and sleep in peace.

mukunth.v@thehindu.co.in

The road to deliver women’s safety

The Telangana government must ensure safety in both offline and online spaces

STATE OF PLAY

Serish Nanisetti

he case under the Pro-
T tection of Children

from Sexual Offences
(POCSO0) Act against Sai Bhagi-
rath, the son of Union Minister
of State for Home Affairs Ban-
di Sanjay, is now a test case for
how Telangana deals with
crimes against women and
children. The case comes in
the backdrop of the State go-
vernment’s active initiatives to
make online and offline spac-
es safer for women.

Earlier, when a government
official was targeted by a
‘blind item’ in a news channel,
the government constituted a
Special Investigation Team
(SIT) to probe it; a journalist of
the TV channel was detained
as a consequence of the move.
Similarly, when an actress and
her family were subjected to
vicious online trolling and
abuse, the police booked cas-
es against 73 persons, and
some of them have been ar-
rested. Recently, a senior IPS
officer went undercover and
stood near a busy city junc-
tion at night, and at least 40
men tried to approach her.
Further, data from the Nation-
al Crime Records Bureau
shows that there has been a
3.4% rise in registered cases of
crime against women from
22,066 in 2022 to 24,495 in
2024 in Telangana.

In light of such incidents,
the ‘Stand with Her’ initiative
launched by the Chief Minister
in March has mainstreamed
conversation about casual sex-
ism ranging from staring and
stalking to sexist comments in
the workplace. It has also
opened up arole for men as al-
lies in the effort to make socie-
ty safer for women.

These steps show the se-
riousness with which the State

Telangana

is dealing with social and on-
line harassment of women. In
an age of Al bot-led attacks on
women and systemic baiting
and trolling by groups justify-
ing rapists and molesters, the
action of the Telangana go-
vernment is timely. However,
in spite of such measures, the
Chief Minister had to step in
and ask why no action has
been initiated in the case of
the Union Minister’s son even
though the complaint was
lodged on May 8.

This is the rub — the chal-
lenge to deal with both the po-
werful and the powerless in
the same way under the law. A
day after reports of the POCSO
case surfaced, women’s
groups and political parties
have hit the streets in Hydera-
bad demanding action. Bet-
ween the narrative of action
and the action itself is the long
shadow cast by political com-
pulsions and power-play. It re-
mains to be seen whether the
State can walk the talk when it
comes to women’s safety.

Online attacks

It also remains to be seen if the
State can strike a balance bet-
ween safeguarding free ex-
pression and curbing online
targeting and harassment.
Name-calling and personal at-
tacks are not new to Indian
politics or public life. What
has changed is the scale,
speed and anonymity with
which online abuse unfolds.
Women in positions of visibili-
ty are being increasingly sub-

jected to orchestrated cam-
paigns laced with sexualised
slurs, threats and disinforma-
tion. The impact of social me-
dia trolling is not just confined
to reputational harm; such at-
tacks affect mental health,
professional standing and per-
sonal safety, and are often in-
tended to silence women from
public engagement altogether.
These attacks are often ampli-
fied by bots and anonymous
accounts, making it harder for
the cyber police to trace. The
Telangana police, which is
considered the first mover in
technical fields, has accepted
it as much. It has taken re-
course to reaching out to tech
platforms directly to identify
the people behind certain
handles; it has even invoked
the dreaded Unlawful Activi-
ties Prevention Act (UAPA) to
get details of a social media
handle that had allegedly been
sharing misinformation.

Approving arrests and insti-
tuting an SIT carries social and
administrative signalling. By
stepping in when a serving ci-
vil servant was targeted, the
government is asserting that
institutional authority will not
be undermined through digi-
tal smear campaigns. At the
same time, the action follow-
ing the abuse of an actress sug-
gests an attempt to broaden
that protection beyond the bu-
reaucracy. Yet questions re-
main about whether similar
urgency will be extended to
less prominent women who
face daily harassment.

Justice and a functioning
law and order system is what
people expect now. The Chief
Minister’s word on the POCSO
case comes at the right mo-
ment. Can the Telangana go-
vernment deliver justice and
safety to all women, irrespec-
tive of the background of the
complainants?

serish.n@thehindu.co.in

Goal attainment and youth aspirations are not aligned

Keeping track of youth aspirations against the system’s ability to match them is critical if the country is serious about creating a productive labour force

DATA POINT

Garima Agarwal

ing wave of the demographic
dividend, before it recedes,
depends critically on the educa-
tion and employment choices of
its 367 million young people.
While surveys track such out-
comes, little is known about how
close outcomes are to initial goals.
The State of Working India Report
2026, published by Azim Premiji
University, offers insights into
youth aspirations and attainments.
The study utilises the Popula-
tion Council’s dataset — UDAYA:
Understanding the Lives of Adoles-
cents and Young Adults — which
surveyed adolescents in Uttar Pra-
desh and Bihar, the two Indian
States with the largest youth popu-
lations. The sample of interest cov-
ers girls and boys aged 15-19 when
first contacted in 2015-16 and
tracks them three years later in
2018-19 when they are 18-22 years
old. Of the full sample of 13,141
youngsters surveyed, aspirations
were recorded only for 6,300 who
were enrolled in education at the
time of the survey. At ages 15-19
when the 6,300 youngsters were
first contacted, about 72% aimed
for at least graduate education.
Three years later, this share grew
to 84%. Moreover, aspiration levels
were similar across gender, reli-
gion, and caste. Uniformly high
educational aspirations across so-
cial groups indicate a convergence
of aspiration windows, possibly
due to economic progress and ra-
pid expansion in access to the In-
ternet and social media.
Educational attainments, in
contrast, showed that not all
dreams came true. In the duration
between the two interviews, years
of schooling completed grew by
only 1-2 years on average instead of
the expected three years. In mak-
ing progress towards their educa-
tional goals, over half the sample
fell short, on average by 1.7 years
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l ndia’s ability to ride the crest-

(Table 2).

About 11% of the sample had al-
ready exited education by this
time. Between the two interviews,
another 40% exited formal educa-
tion. While some may naturally ex-
it on completing desired educa-
tion, the average number of years
of education attained at exit is only
8 years.

It is striking that while aspira-
tions across wealth quintiles are
not very different, attainments di-
verge sharply. Those in the poorest
wealth quintile are more likely to
fall short of their goals compared
to those in the richest quintile.
While the share of boys falling be-
low their educational goals hovers
between 50% and 60% across
wealth quintiles, there is a noticea-
ble variation for girls — from 66%
in the poorest to 38% in the richest
quintile (Chart 1).

Over half the sample disconti-
nues education before completing
Class 12; this group is dispropor-
tionately composed of married
girls. Married girls face greater bar-
riers than their unmarried coun-
terparts, even within the richest
group. In fact, girls who remained
unmarried by the time of the se-
cond interview (18-22 age group)
were as ambitious as boys at set-
ting goals and were more effective
at meeting them (Table 2).

In general, girls and boys have
different reasons to discontinue
education. Boys leave to join the
labour market while girls exit at
the time of marriage. Failure or
disinterest and costs of education
are some gender-neutral contri-
buting factors.

Quality of education

A more troubling picture emerges
when learning levels are exa-
mined. UDAYA employs tools de-
signed by the Annual Status of
Education Report (ASER) for stu-
dents aged 5-16 to measure profi-
ciency in reading and math.
UDAYA respondents were well
beyond this age and would be ex-
pected to achieve the highest le-
vels of proficiency in both dimen-

sions. However, at age 15-19 when
respondents were likely engaged
in schooling, 70% of unmarried
girls and boys could read a Class 2-
level story against only 45% of mar-
ried girls. The modest gender gap
favouring unmarried girls in goal
attainment disappears when it
comes to learning levels. The share
of those who could perform three-
digit by one-digit division correctly
was just over half for boys, 35% for
unmarried girls and only 15% for
married girls (Table 3).

The uncomfortable question
this raises is: are some groups as-
piring for education beyond their
reach? This two-State study shows
that while aspirations are high, at-
tainments have not kept pace
across all groups. It is worth con-
firming whether this is a country-
wide pattern, and focusing policy
attention on removing structural
barriers to access.

Education programs often de-
fault to exposing students to high-
achieving role models ostensibly
to inspire. While well-intentioned,
simply raising aspirations with no
realistic pathway to achieving
them is short-sighted. These pro-
grams need to be supplemented
with support for identifying inter-
ests, goal-setting, and skill-build-
ing. Stronger linkages between
educational institutions and em-
ployers can provide prospective
graduates with a more accurate
picture of the labour market and
facilitate a smoother transition in-
to the workforce.

While it is tempting to only look
at the motivational aspects of
goals, consistent failure to achieve
targets can cause frustration,
which in turn may lead to lower ef-
fort and worse life outcomes.
Keeping track of youth aspirations
against the system’s ability to
match them is critical if we are se-
rious about creating a motivated
and productive labour force for
the future.

Garima Agarwal is an Assistant
Professor of Economics at Azim
Premji University, Bengaluru. The
views expressed are personal.

Who falls

short

The data for the charts were sourced

from UDAYA - Understanding the Lives

of Adolescents and Young Adults

TABLE 1: Educational aspirations during both rounds of interview (in %)

Educational aspiration Firstinterview | Second interview
Below Grade 12 4.93 0.4
Completed Class 12 but below graduate 17.74 10.2
Graduate 53.3 60.35
Post-graduate and above 18.15 23.18

Don't know 5.87 5.87

TABLE 2: The gap between initial aspirations and subsequent attainment (in %)

Attainment-goal Unmarried Unmarried Married

A A Total
gap boys girls girls
Met goal 31.8 45.9 26.3 37.6
Exceeded goal 4.8 5.4 3.1 4.8
Below goal 54 44.2 67.5 51.8
No stated goal 9.4 4.5 3.1 5.9

CHART 1: The share of respondents who fell short of educational goals by wealth
quintile and gender. Q1 = Top quintile; Q5 = Bottom quintile

80 -
01 663
60
50 -

40

52.08

Female Il Male

57.356.9

Share falling short of goal (%)

30

a1

60.2
56.9
I
Q2

T T T
Q3 Q4 Q5

TABLE 3: Learning levels in reading and math (in %)

Learning level Unmarried boys | Unmarried girls | Married girls | Total
Reads a story 73.97 71.84 44.65 59.74
SISl 51.95 34,53 15.44 29.27
problems

Note: Table 1 and 2 use respondents aged 15-19 years at the initial interview with
recorded aspirations; marital status is as recorded at the time of the second interview
(N'=6300). Table 3 reports the share of all respondents at the highest proficiency
levels using UDAYA data for adolescents aged 15-19 years at the initial interview;
marital status is as recorded at the second interview (N = 13141). Reading levels
include recognition of letters, ability to read words, ability to read a short paragraph
(Class 1 level text), and ability to read a longer ‘story’ (Class 2 level text). Math levels
are recognition of single-digit numbers, double-digit numbers, and ability to perform
a two-digit subtraction problem with borrowing and a three-digit by one-digit
division problem. Children above Class 3 (older than 8 years) should be able to
perform division based on NCERT textbook curriculum

FROM THE ARCHIVES
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FIFTY YEARS AGO MAY 12, 1976

Baskets were in use 10000
years ago

Bhim Betka (Ujjain), May 11: The mesolithic man
who lived in this prehistoric site (near Bhopal)
some 10,000 years ago, knew the use of baskets.

Baskets were used to carry fruits, hunted
animals and tiny pigs. They were also used to
carry children from one place to another.

Paintings showing the use of baskets and
other artifacts and tools were found in recent
excavations by archaeologists of the Vikram
University.

Dr. V.S. Wakankar, who is in charge of the
excavations, said money collection was popular
during the mesolithic period. People moving
from one site to another carrying their bags over
the backs and heads had also been seen in the
paintings. He said the mesolithic people after
coming in contact with the agricultural
chalcolithic communities (3,000 to 5,000 years
ago) on the plains of Malwa appeared to have
lost their art of active and dynamic paintings
and their style showed a static emergence
influenced by the chalcolithic pottery drawings.

Cave art of the upper palaeolithic age has also
been found in about 300 caves and shelters
explored in the rocky terrain.

At least 1,300 such shelters have so far been
explored in this region.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO MAY 12, 1926

Anglo-Indians and the
elections

Calcutta, May 11: A mass meeting of the
Anglo-Indians and Domiciled Europeans was
held this evening at the Y.M.C.A (Wellington
Branch) under the presidency of Col. Gidney.

The speakers dwelt on the necessity of
Anglo-Indians asserting their right to vote and
urged upon the members of the Community to
see that their names were entered on the
electoral roll for returning members of their
community to the Provincial Council and the
Assembly. Col. Gidney said that the time had
come when women would have to throw aside
their exclusiveness and come and compete with
them in the open battle of election. He hoped
that in the coming elections they would have
one woman member returned to the Council.
He then spoke at length on the status of the
Anglo-Indian community.
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NEWS IN NUMBERS

Percentage surge in
China’s passenger
car exports in April

per cent. China’s exports of
8 passenger cars surged in April,

an industry group said on
Monday, as its carmakers push to expand
in overseas markets as domestic sales
continue to fall. Exports of passenger cars
from China last month jumped almost 85%
from a year ago to around 7,96,000
vehicles, as per the China Association of
Automobile Manufacturers. eri

Solar power added by

THE 4

Percentage decline in

tHINDU

India in 2025 to its
total installed capacity

equity-based Mutual
Funds inflow in April

Sudan civilians killed Number of countries
in drone hits between interested in drone
January and April deals with Ukraine

gigawatts. India added a
44 record 44 gigawatts of solar

capacity in 2025, pushing the
total installed capacity in the country to
150 gigawatts, the Union Ministry of New
and Renewable Energy has highlighted in
reply to a Thane-based NGO. Major
programmes like PM Surya Ghar, and the
Production Linked Incentive scheme have
driven this growth, the Ministry said. pi

per cent. Equity-oriented mutual

fund schemes witnessed a net inflow

of 38,440 crore in April, marking a
5% decline from the preceding month,
according to data released by industry
body Amfi on Monday. Moreover, monthly
contributions through SIPs (systematic
investment plans) declined to 31,115
crore last month from 32,087 crore
recorded in March. emi

At least 880 civilians
880 were killed in drone

strikes in Sudan
between January and April this year, the
UN said on Monday, warning of a “new,
even deadlier phase” in the ongoing
conflict. Drone attacks by both the Army
and paramilitary group Rapid Support
Forces, which have been at war since 2023,
have intensified in recent months. arp

Nearly 20 countries are
20 interested in drone deals

with Ukraine and four
agreements have already been signed,
Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy
said on Monday. Since the outbreak of the
West Asia war in February, Mr. Zelenskyy
has managed to leverage Ukraine’s
expertise in drone warfare into a series of
successful diplomatic deals. reuters
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A decentralised solution for waste crisis

The Solid Waste Management Rules, 2026, disregard federalism and embody a technocratic vision of environmental governance, insufficiently attentive to ground

realities; as framed, they risk producing blurred accountability, unproductive compliance work, and paper reporting rather than cleaner cities and villages

EXPLAINER

K. Ashok Vardhan Shetty

ndia’s waste crisis is no longer a

localised urban nuisance but a

national ecological emergency. Our

cities are choking on waste;
plastic-clogged drains worsen monsoon
flooding; landfills have become
mountains of methane, fire, and leachate;
open burning of waste materials fouls the
air; and rivers and coasts bear the burden
of urban negligence. Rural India, too, is
scarred by plastic, sanitary waste,
pesticide containers, e-waste, and the
debris of packaged consumption. A new
waste-management framework was
essential in this scenario.

The Solid Waste Management Rules,
2026, notified in supersession of the 2016
Rules and brought into effect from April 1,
2026, are animated by a legitimate and
urgent environmental purpose. They seek
to improve source segregation, regulate
bulk waste generators, promote scientific
processing, reduce dependence on
landfills, remediate legacy dumpsites,
promote a circular economy, and move
towards digital monitoring. These are
worthy aims. But sound environmental
intent does not, by itself, ensure sound
administrative design.

Treaty power and federal balance
The Environment (Protection) Act, 1986,
under which these Rules are framed, was
enacted principally under Article 253 of
the Constitution, which empowers
Parliament to implement international
obligations — in this case, the 1972
Stockholm Declaration. This gives
Parliament wide reach: even subjects
touching State or local domains — land,
water, public health, agriculture,
sanitation or local government — may be
legislated upon if linked to an
international obligation. But a power
meant to secure minimum national
standards should not become a licence
for the Centre to occupy the field, erode
State competence, or centralise
administration. A national floor must not
become an operational blueprint for
every State and local body.

Mature federations follow subsidiarity:
governmental functions should be
performed at the lowest level capable of
discharging them effectively, and moved
upward only when that level
demonstrably lacks capacity. Local
competence is presumed; higher-level
intervention must be justified. Authority
is most effective when closest to
knowledge, consequences, and
accountability.

India often reverses this logic. It
presumes central competence, distrusts
sub-national capacity, and reduces States
and local bodies to implementing
instruments. Nobel Laureate F.A. Hayek’s
“knowledge problem”, explained in The
Use of Knowledge in Society (1945), is
apposite: effective decisions depend on
dispersed and contextual knowledge of
the “particular circumstances of time and
place”. Such knowledge cannot be
transmitted upward without distortion or
delay. No authority in New Delhi,
however well-intentioned, can tailor
waste policy with equal fidelity to every
region’s ecology, settlement pattern, or
administrative and fiscal capacity.

The Centralisation Reflex

Although the draft Rules were published

on December 14, 2024, inviting objections

and suggestions from the public, the

deeper flaw lies in a familiar pathology of
Indian governance: the belief that
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Bengaluru on April 15. AFP

centralisation and over-regulation can
cure administrative weakness, and that
New Delhi must design and command
while States merely execute. Its unstated
premise is the incapacity argument — that
States lack administrative or technical
competence and therefore require
Centre’s supervision, if not substitution.
To treat Indian States, several of which
rival major nation-states in population,
diversity, and complexity, as inherently
incapable is incompatible with national
self-respect and a calumny no patriot
should tolerate.

As Nobel Laureate Kenneth Arrow
pointed out in The Economic Implications
of Learning by Doing (1962), capacity is
not conferred from above; it is built
through decision-making,
experimentation, feedback, and
correction. When States are reduced to
mere implementing agencies for
centrally-designed rules and schemes,
their expertise atrophies, replaced by a
culture of compliance and dependence
on “instructions from New Delhi.”

Local government is a State subject.
Solid waste management lies at the
intersection of environment, sanitation,
public health, land use, and urban and
rural local administration. It is among the
most localised functions of governance,
depending on household behaviour,
street-level collection, informal waste
workers, ward monitoring, land for
composting, user charges, recycling
markets, and citizen trust.

A system suited to a resource-rich
metropolis like Mumbai cannot be
mechanically applied to a Himalayan
pilgrimage town with narrow roads and
fragile slopes, an island settlement with
scarce land, a coastal panchayat facing
tidal flooding and marine litter, or a
scattered tribal hamlet where low-density
habitation makes collection and transport
costly. Precisely for that reason, solid
waste management requires a
differentiated, federal design.

The extension of the Rules to rural
local bodies is understandable; rural
waste is now a real problem. But treating
a gram panchayat as a miniature
municipality is administrative fantasy.
Most panchayats lack adequate staff let
alone sanitation engineers,
waste-collection vehicles, digital capacity
for complex reporting, or the fiscal base
to manage four-stream segregation. The
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Choking dilemma: An aerial view shows a landfill next to a lake swathed in water hyacinth in

Rules also bring rural areas within a
Material Recovery Facility (MRF)-linked
architecture. But expecting rural local
bodies to sustain such a framework
betrays a disconnect with ground
realities.

A realistic rural regime should have
emphasised gram sabha-based awareness,
household and community composting,
periodic collection of plastics and sanitary
waste, simple quarterly reporting, and
cluster-level dry-waste aggregation and
processing with nearby urban local
bodies. Megacities (such as Delhi,
Mumbai, Kolkata, Bengaluru, and
Chennai with population exceeding one
crore) and metropolitan cities (population
exceeding ten lakhs) require the opposite
approach: not simplified compliance, but
stronger institutions. They need
Metropolitan Waste Management
Authorities with elected local
representation, State participation,
technical expertise, and citizen oversight.

The rollout, too, should have been
phased. Full compliance could have
begun with megacities and metropolitan
cities, where waste volumes and
administrative capacity are greatest.
Other municipal corporations and large
municipalities, including tourist and
pilgrimage towns, could have followed;
then medium and small towns; and finally
rural areas through simplified models.

States as policy laboratories

In New State Ice Co. v. Liebmann (1932),
Justice Louis Brandeis of the U.S.
Supreme Court famously observed that a
State may serve as a “laboratory” for
novel social and economic experiments.
That is the strength of federalism:
experimentation is safer when localised,
and learning is faster when multiple
governments test different solutions.
States can try policies at manageable
scale, contain failures, and allow
successful models to diffuse horizontally
or be adopted nationally.

A better course therefore would have
been to allow States to frame their own
solid waste management rules for at least
five years, subject to minimum national
norms. One State might pioneer
decentralised composting through
women’s self-help groups. Another might
integrate informal waste workers into
cooperatives. A third might build
cluster-based facilities for small towns. A

fourth might create metropolitan waste
authorities. A fifth might regulate tourist
waste through user fees. After five years,
the Centre could review outcomes,
identify and disseminate best practices,
and revise baseline standards, if
necessary, based on evidence rather than
assumption. The 2026 Rules do require
States to prepare policies and strategies
for urban and rural solid waste
management, but this is more for form’s
sake because policy within a
centrally-prescribed rulebook is not the
same as State-led regulatory design.

Other concerns

The centralised online portal raises a
further federal concern. The Rules
require reporting to the Central Pollution
Control Board (CPCB), data audits, report
uploads, and centralised formats and
modules. States and local bodies risk
becoming data suppliers rather than
co-owners of the governance system. Too
often, officials spend more time feeding
dashboards than improving service
delivery. Compliance becomes reporting
upward rather than governing outward. A
better design would treat the portal as a
shared federal data platform, allowing
States and local bodies to add indicators,
customise dashboards, access raw data,
and publish ward-level, local-language
information for citizens. Data should
build capacity, not merely discipline
sub-national governments.

The Rules also need stronger
democratic content. Waste management
succeeds only when citizens participate.
Rural India has, at least in principle, the
gram sabha; urban India has no
satisfactory equivalent. Periodic waste
reports should be submitted to municipal
councils and ward committees, not
merely uploaded for bureaucratic review
in New Delhi.

The 2026 Rules substantially expand
the obligations of municipalities and
panchayats. Unless backed by
predictable, adequate, and formula-based
finance, they risk becoming yet another
set of underfunded mandates —
producing selective compliance, inflated
reporting, or quiet evasion rather than
genuine waste-management reform.

Under the present model, the likely
trajectory is predictable. Sooner or later, a
public interest litigation may allege
non-implementation by States and local
bodies, ignoring the reality that they
cannot implement underfunded,
top-down mandates in whose design they
had little role. The Supreme Court may
then treat the matter as legal
non-compliance and begin continuing
mandamus, drawing all levels of
government into prolonged litigation,
affidavits, and directions. What began as
environmental reform may end as
judicialised administration.

Concluding remarks

The Solid Waste Management Rules,
2026, disregard federalism, local
democracy, and subsidiarity. They
embody a technocratic vision of
environmental governance, insufficiently
attentive to ground realities, institutional
weaknesses, and local capacity. As
framed, they risk producing blurred
accountability, unproductive compliance
work, and paper reporting rather than
cleaner cities and villages.

To succeed, the Rules must be recast
around five principles: minimum national
standards, State flexibility, empowered
local bodies, predictable finance, and
citizen accountability. Otherwise,
mountains of waste will continue to rise
as monuments to centralised ambition
and local neglect.

THE GIST

Solid waste management lies
at the intersection of
environment, sanitation,
public health, land use, and
urban and rural local
administration and is among
the most localised functions
of governance

v

The Solid Waste Management
Rules, 2026, notified in
supersession of the 2016 Rules
and brought into effect from
April 1,2026, are animated by a
legitimate and urgent
environmental purpose

v

However, the deeper flaw in
the new Rules lies in the belief
that centralisation and
over-regulation can cure
administrative weakness

v

A system suited to a
resource-rich metropolis like
Mumbai cannot be
mechanically applied to a
Himalayan pilgrimage town
with narrow roads and fragile
slopes. Precisely for this
reason, solid waste
management requires a
differentiated, federal design
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Add to Siri

Find keys

bile

You can say samiathing ke,

“I lost my keys"

Apple is paying for its promise of an
Al overhaul of Siri to a smarter assistant

The tech industry has spent the last two years drowning consumers in Al hype; every product, and every update, has been dressed up in

the language of transformation and intelligence; Apple’s Siri settlement is a rare moment where that rhetoric met actual legal consequence

John Xavier

ou see the ad, you feel the

excitement, you spend the

money, and then you wait. And

wait. Eventually, quietly, you
stop waiting as the thing you were
promised simply never showed up.

That’s precisely what happened with

Apple’s much-hyped Al overhaul of the
voice assistant, Siri. And now Apple is
paying a quarter of a billion dollars for
misleading buyers.

A marketing blitz

Let me take you back to the September of
2024 when Apple made a marketing pitch
its Siri was reinvented. That meant the
voice assistant could understand context,
take actions across apps, and integrate
with ChatGPT. The company’s ads were
slick, the keynote moments were
dramatic, and the message was clear: the
iPhone 16 was an Al phone, and that Siri
was, finally, the assistant it always should
have been.

But there was just one problem. None
of it was ready at that point. And as it
turned out, not for a very long time.

What Apple marketed as imminent
never materialised.

The company quietly confirmed the
features were indefinitely delayed, pulled
its own ads, and hoped the noise would
die down. It did not.

A class action lawsuit followed,
accusing Apple of having promoted Al
capabilities that did not exist in its device
at the time of launch, and until several
months later. According to a Reuters
report, even the U.S. advertising
watchdog, Better Business Bureau’s
National Advertising Division, concluded
that Apple had falsely suggested the new
Al-powered Siri was “available now.”

sl

Apple had made a marketing pitch in 2024 about reinventing Siri and integrating in with ChatGPT. But
what was shown as imminent never materialised, leading to a class action lawsuit. AP

That was a damning finding as an
enhanced Siri was the single most
anticipated feature among potential
iPhone buyers at the time. Apple knew
people were buying phones because of
what they were being told Siri could do.
And it sold them anyway.

The settlement

On May 5, Apple agreed to pay $250
million to settle the lawsuit, without
admitting any wrongdoing.

The settlement covers roughly 36
million eligible devices, specifically the
iPhone 16, iPhone 15 Pro, and iPhone 15
Pro Max purchased in the United States
between June 10, 2024, and March 29,
2025. If you bought one of those phones
in that window, within the U.S., you are
likely a class member.

Each eligible user might receive
anywhere between $25 to $95 per device,
depending on how many buyers make the

claim. It is a paltry amount compared to
the price of an iPhone, but at least it
shows that a trillion-dollar company sold
people a product on the basis of features
that were not there. The settlement still
requires final approval from Judge Noel
Wise of the federal district court for the
Northern District of California, with a
hearing scheduled for June 17.

Apple, in a statement, said: “We
resolved this matter to stay focused on
what we do best: delivering the most
innovative products and services to our
users.”

The fate of non-U.S. buyers

The U.S. settlement does not help iPhone
buyers in other countries as class action is
a American legal mechanism. Next to the
U.S., the European Union has a strong
consumer protection mechanism
mandated by the its Directive on
Representative Actions. It allows qualified

consumer organisations to bring
collective redress cases on behalf of large
groups of affected consumers. If any
consumer organisation in the EU finds
Apple’s advertising of Siri’s Al capabilities
inflated, they could bring a legal
complaint against the American company.

Beyond that, the EU’s existing
consumer protection framework prohibits
misleading advertising in clear terms. And
the bloc is known for taking big tech
companies to task for their unfair trade
practices. The Digital Markets Act and
Digital Services Act have also made
regulators more assertive.

Any EU consumer who feels misled can
file a complaint with their national
consumer authority; in aggregate, those
complaints can trigger formal
investigations.

Moving away from the Atlantic, in
India, the picture is more fragmented.
The Consumer Protection Act of 2019
allows for complaints involving
misleading advertisements. Individual
consumers can also approach District
Consumer Disputes Redressal
Commissions. But in the Asian nation, the
challenge is structural as cases must
generally be filed individually or through
consumer groups, and the process can be
slow. That said, if Apple’s Indian
marketing made claims about Siri’s AI
capabilities similar to those made in the
U.S. — and the global ad campaigns
suggest it likely did — the legal and
regulatory hooks exist.

The tech industry has spent the last
two years drowning consumers in Al
hype. Every product, and every update,
has been dressed up in the language of
transformation and intelligence. Apple’s
Siri settlement is a rare moment where
that rhetoric met actual legal
consequence. It will not be the last.

THE DAILY QUIZ

On the anniversary of the devastating Nepal earthquake of May
2015, test your knowledge of earthquakes and seismic science

Prathmesh Kher

A

QUESTION 1

What instrument is used to measure
earthquakes?

A

QUESTION 2

What scale is commonly used today to
measure an earthquake’s magnitude?
A

QUESTION 3

What is the point inside the earth
where an earthquake originates
called?

A

QUESTION 4

What is the name of the boundary
where one tectonic plate moves
beneath another?

A

QUESTION 5

What is the point on the Earth’s
surface directly above the focus

called? measuring earthquake intensity. PUBLIC DOMAIN

CM
K

Leone

Rats

Early Birds

Visual question: Identify this Italian volcanologist developed the intensity scale for

29

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

Answers to the previous day’s daily quiz:
1.Where was the second Zoo Quest episode set in? A: Sierra

2. For which film did Attenborough win the Best Narration/Voice
Over honours? A: ‘Wild Karnataka’
3. Which animal does the famed explorer has a phobia for? A:

4. What is the significant contribution of Sir David to the world of
international tennis? A: The transition from white balls to
yellow balls

5. Which cult comedy series did he commission in the late 1960s?
A: ‘Monty Python's Flying Circus’

6. Which Attenborough documentary was released directly
alongside the COP26 climate summit? A: ‘A Life on Our Planet’
Visual: Name the prestigious Sir David is holding and what the
related technological record: A: BAFTA; He is the only one to
win a BAFTA for programmes produced in all five video
formats: B&W, colour, HD, 3D, and 4K.

K. N. Viswanathan | Tamal Biswas | Sudhir Thapa | Arun Kumar
Singh | Sumana Dutta

FROM THE ARCHIVES

Know your
English

S. Upendran

“I have a doubt.”

“You always have one. You should be
called ‘Doubtmaster’.”

“Like ‘Beastmaster’! I was watching a
Hollywood movie yesterday. One of the
characters kept saying AS AP, ASAP. At
least, that’s what I think he was saying.
Any idea what it means?”

“It’s an expression which Americans
use quite often in speech, and also in
informal styles of writing. A S A P stands
for ‘as soon as possible’.”

“I see. But how does one use it? Can
you give me an example?”

“Certainly. I would like to meet you A S
ADP”

“When he heard that his father wasn’t
well, he returned AS AP

“So whenever I use the expression, I
have to say each letter, right?  mean....”

“....that’s what a lot of people do. Say
each letter out loud. Some however,
merely say the letter ‘A’, and ....”

“...what happens to S A P?”

“It’s made to sound like the word ‘sap’,
which by the way, rhymes with ‘nap’,
‘map’, and ‘lap’.”

“That’s interesting.”

“That’s right! Sometimes a common
expression has been reduced to a single
word. Take for example, ‘hi’.”

“What about it?”

“Tell me, how do you normally greet
someone?”

“You normally say ‘hi’.”

“In formal contexts?”

“In formal contexts we generally say
‘Good morning. How are you?’. And
then...”

“.... exactly! In the old days it was
standard practice to say ‘How are you?’
when you ran into someone. Since this
greeting was so common, nobody really
bothered to say the words clearly. Some
of them started saying it very fast. And
when said very quickly ‘How are you?’,
sounds like ‘hiya’.”

“And from ‘hiya’, we get ‘hi’, is it?”

“That’s right.”

“That’s interesting. You know
Americans tend to use ‘so long” when
they wish to bid goodbye to someone. Is
this expression also a...”

“....no, no. ‘so long’ is not a reduction
of anything. There are many theories to
account for that. I understand that when
Jews meet or take leave of each other,
they use the expression ‘shalom’. The ‘@’
is like the ‘@’ in China and the ‘0’ in the
second syllable is like the ‘0’ in ‘hot’, ‘cot’,
and ‘pot’. It means ‘peace’.”

“The stress is on the second syllable, I
suppose?”

“Correct. Native speakers of English,
when they heard the Jews using this
expression, thought they were saying ‘so
long’”

“And they started using this expression
too!”

“That’s right! So, when you say ‘so
long” what you are actually attempting to
say is ‘shalom’.”

“Well, I guess I'd better make a move.
Shalom.”

Word of the day

Calumny:

(the act of making) a statement about someone
that is not true and is intended to damage the
reputation of that person

Synonyms: lie, defamation, malice

Usage: That is surely an unjustified calumny
on an honourable profession.

Pronunciation: newsth.live/calumnypro

International Phonetic
Alphabet: /kalomni/

Y

For feedback and suggestions for
Text & Context, please write to
letters@thehindu.co.in
with the subject ‘Text & Context’
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Physical activity has stalled for 20
years, hurting health and climate

A series of new papers has recognised that physical activity is not just an individual choice, but is shaped by wider social factors such as gender and

socioeconomic position; this perspective contrasts with earlier approaches that focused more on individual behaviour and biomedical outcomes

T.V. Padma

lobal levels of physical activity
remained unchanged despite
policy recommendations and
adoption over the last two
decades, with large differences across
gender and socio-economic groups, three
new research reports have shown.

Current efforts to promote
participation in physical activity are both
insufficient and have made no dent, the
reports say. Worldwide, more than five
million deaths per year are attributed to
physical inactivity. About one in three
adults and eight in ten adolescents do not
meet the World Health Organization’s
recommended activity guidelines, which
is 150 minutes of moderately intense
weekly physical activity for adults and 60
minutes daily for children.

Deborah Salvo, associate professor and
Research Center Director at the University
of Texas at Austin, and her colleagues
analysed physical activity data from 68
countries worldwide and found persistent
inequalities in the ways in which people
across the world are active.

“We were not just interested in
understanding the overall levels of total
physical activity in countries, but rather,
in how many people in each country are
meeting physical activity guidelines
through active leisure, active transport,
and active labour,” Dr. Salvo said.

“What we found is a huge disparity: the
higher the country income level, the
higher the percentage of the population
getting their physical activity through
active leisure. And the lower the country
income level, the higher the proportion of
individuals getting their physical activity
from active labour and transport.”

The findings have been reported in
Nature Medicine.

Active leisure gap

Dr. Salvo said that within countries, the
team observed a large gap in terms of
who gets to be active through leisure or
free time — and “it is mostly wealthy men
that do”.

The most striking finding was the
opportunity gap (of 40% points)
worldwide for active leisure when
contrasting wealthy men in wealthy
countries with socio-economically
disadvantaged women in poor countries.

The team’s paper summarised decades
of evidence to show that physical activity
should not merely be part of obesity and
cardiometabolic disease prevention and
control agendas, as it also helps prevent
and treat multiple cancers as well as
depression, and boosts immunity.

During the COVID-19 pandemic,
evidence emerged showing lower rates of
infection, severe COVID-19,
hospitalisation, and mortality due to
COVID-19 among active individuals, she
said.

“Despite all this, for some reason,
doctors, public health professionals,
policy makers, and the public at large
seem to only discuss and promote
physical activity within the context of a
limited range of health conditions.”

While physical activity is certainly very
important to prevent and manage these
conditions, it is so much more, and
sometimes even health professionals do
not harness or promote the totality of its
benefits, she adds.

Rich-poor divide

“The problem of inactivity globally is way
worse than we think it is,” according to
Dr. Salvo. “We need to think more
carefully about the sources of physical
activity for a majority of people globally —
84% of the world’s population lives in low-
and middle-income countries — and their
implications for whole health: physical,
mental, societal.”

The disparity between rich and low-
and middle-income countries (LMICs) is
again emphasised in another study, led by
Erica Hinckson, professor of physical
activity and urban health at the Auckland
University of Technology in New Zealand,
and colleagues in Nature Health.

Their study shows how physical
activity can support climate mitigation
and adaptation. They also outline how
strategies that support walking, cycling,
and public transport instead of driving
may reduce emissions, and how climate
change can disrupt activity because of
extreme events such as heatwaves.

Additionally, they show how some
physical activity initiatives can themselves
contribute to emissions, and unintended
consequences such as cities in an effort to
make themselves more walkable
displacing their own residents can occur.

The work points to several important
gaps from LMICs, with much of the
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evidence linking physical activity and
climate change still coming from
high-income settings.

“So we know far less about how these
relationships play out in LMIC contexts
where the climate risks, urban conditions,
and resource constraints may be very
different,” Dr. Hinckson says.

There is also limited evidence from
LMICs on how physical activity initiatives
can support both climate mitigation and
adaptation in ways that are feasible,
equitable, and locally relevant. For
example, more research is needed on
what works in informal settlements,
rapidly urbanising areas, and places
facing high exposure to heat, flooding,
and air pollution.

Dr. Hinckson’s team’s work also shows
that there is a need for more
context-specific evidence that includes
indigenous, local, and community
knowledge rather than that relying too
much on models and assumptions drawn
from high-income countries.

“So the gap is not only about having
fewer studies, it is also about needing
research that better reflects LMIC
realities, priorities, and solutions,” Dr.
Hinckson says.

The novelty of their paper, according
to her, is that it brings environment,
climate, and health together in a
structured, integrated way. The four key
messages are that physical inactivity and
climate change are connected; physical
activity initiatives are also climate
mitigation and adaptation initiatives;
equity, indigenous knowledge and
community voice are essential to avoid
unintended consequences when physical
activity and climate change agendas are
integrated; and that all major physical
activity investments should be designed
as climate-sensitive investments.

Unclear end goals

In a second Nature Health paper, Andrea
Ramirez Varela, assistant professor at the
University of Texas Health Science Center
at Houston, and colleagues assessed 661
national policy documents to promote
physical activity from 200 countries
worldwide from 2004 to 2025. They
found that although most countries have
developed and adopted physical activity
policies, the evidence of implementation
remains limited. Just 38.7% (or 256) of the
661 policies analysed in the study
assigned actions to three or more
government sectors (including, for
example, health and education),
indicating a lack of cross-sectoral
collaboration. Meanwhile, 26.5% (53) of
countries with policy documents did not
include measurable targets to determine
their impact.

“This disconnect is significant because
it challenges a common assumption in
global health that once policies are
developed and adopted, change will
follow,” Dr. Ramirez says. “In this case,
the presence of written documents has
not translated into implementation at
scale.”
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Physical activity levels naturally fluctuate across the lifespan for many reasons, including health, work, family responsibilities, and life transitions. DIBAKAR

We must step away from trying to
blame individuals for their levels of
inactivity and turn to fix the systems
that promote this type of behaviour in
the first place

DEBORAH SALVO
Associate professor at University of Texas

Participants described four challenges:
no clear consensus on whether physical
activity should be an outcome in its own
right or a means to broader goals;
continued framing of physical activity as
an individual health behaviour rather
than a systems issue; fragmented
leadership and accountability; and weak
cross-sector alliances.

Her team’s suggested framework
includes movement across several
domains of everyday life, such as
leisure-time activities like sports and
exercise, transportation-related activity
such as walking or cycling. Physical
activity can occur at different intensities,
including moderate activities such as
brisk walking or cycling and vigorous
activities such as running or competitive
sports.

According to Dr. Ramirez, many of the
underlying challenges are also more
pronounced in LMICs. These settings
often face additional constraints such as
limited institutional capacity, fewer
resources dedicated to prevention, and
competing policy priorities including
infectious diseases and economic
development. “Patterns of physical
activity also differ in important ways. In
many LMICs, physical activity is more
commonly associated with transportation
or occupational necessity rather than
leisure or recreational exercise.”

“These reports reaffirm the
importance of physical activity for global
health but also extend our understanding
beyond the traditional focus on obesity
and cardiometabolic disease,” says
Gregore Iven Mielke, a behavioural
epidemiologist at the University of
Queensland, Australia. They highlight that
physical activity contributes to wellbeing
in broader ways, including social and
environmental dimensions.

Infrastructure for physical activity

A major contribution of the series is the
clear recognition that physical activity is
not simply an individual choice, Dr.
Mielke adds. Instead, it is shaped by wider
social and structural factors such as
gender, socioeconomic position,
neighbourhood environments, and policy
contexts. This perspective contrasts with
earlier approaches that focused more
heavily on individual behaviour and
biomedical outcomes.

“In my point of view, by emphasising
these broader determinants, the reports
shift responsibility away from individuals
and towards the societal systems that
enable or constrain opportunities for

movement, and shows a clear message
that meaningful increases in physical
activity require supportive environments,
equitable access, and policy-level change
rather than individual motivation alone,”
Dr. Mielke says.

While these studies offer an updated
synthesis of the current state of physical
activity research, some of the existing
gaps are inherent to the data available to
researchers, according to Dr. Mielke.

For example, the analyses of global
inequalities in physical activity rely on
data from 68 countries, which does not
fully capture the diversity of global
contexts and may underrepresent some
groups of people: “This limitation
highlights the need for greater investment
in global surveillance systems so that
future studies can draw on more
comprehensive and truly representative
datasets.”

Systems-level solutions are required to
address both the major socioeconomic
and gender opportunity gaps for
choice-based physical activity, according
to Dr. Salvo. “We must step away from
trying to blame individuals for their levels
of inactivity and turn to fix the systems
that promote this type of behaviour in the
first place.”

These include car-centric urban
design, low investment in widespread
infrastructure for physical activity, like
parks and public open spaces, but also
full sidewalk and protected bicycle lane
coverage in cities, and excellent transit.

“Further, we must stop trying to push
physical activity policy through
health-centric approaches,” Dr. Salvo
adds. “Policy must be trans-sectoral, be
properly funded, and have sufficiently
ambitious and well-evaluated targets.”

Key sectors to involve include urban
planning and transport departments,
parks and recreation, the environment,
economic development, education, and
of course, the sport and health sectors
While the health sector can and should be
a key partner for physical activity policy
development and implementation, and
healthcare providers can play a key role
in elevating the totality of health benefits
of physical activity when interacting with
their patients, other sectors hold equal or
likely more weight in how we are active in
real life.

Physical activity naturally fluctuates
across the lifespan for many reasons,
including health, work, family
responsibilities, and life transitions, adds
Dr. Mielke. His team’s research team has
shown that people follow diverse physical
activity trajectories across adulthood, and
that meaningful health benefits can still
be achieved even among those who were
inactive for part of their lives but became
active later on. This highlights the
importance of creating opportunities for
people to re-engage in physical activity at
any stage of life, rather than assuming
that early-life inactivity determines
long-term outcomes.

(T.V. Padma is a science journalist based
in New Delhi. tvpadma_10@yahoo.co.in)

Professor Domenico Giardini poses next to
measuring instruments inside the BedrettoLab,
located beneath the Swiss Alps. AFP

Scientists
trigger
controlled
earthquakes

Agence France Presse

esearchers have made the ground
R shake in southern Switzerland,

triggering thousands of tiny
earthquakes in a monitored setting, as
they seek to discover seismicity insights
that could reduce risks.

“It was a success!” said Domenico
Giardini, one of the lead researchers on
the project, as he inspected a crack in the
rock wall lining a narrow tunnel far below
the Swiss Alps. Wearing a fluorescent
orange jumpsuit and helmet, the geology
professor said the goal was “to
understand what happens at depth when
the earth moves”.

Dr. Giardini was standing in the
BedrettoLab carved out in the middle of a
narrow 5.2-km ventilation tunnel leading
to the Furka railway tunnel.

Reached by specially adapted electric
vehicles that slide through the darkness
along concrete slabs laid over a muddy
dirt floor, the deep underground
laboratory is the ideal location to create
and study earthquakes, Dr. Giardini said.

Some 8,000 small seismic events
were induced along the targeted
fault, and along other faults
running perpendicular to the
main one, sparking local
magnitudes from -5 to -0.14

“It is perfect, because we have a
kilometre and a half of mountain on top
of us... and we can look very close at the
faults, how they move, when they move,
and we can make them move ourselves,”
he said.

Typically, researchers seeking to study
earthquakes place sensors near known
faults and wait.

In the BedrettoLab, by contrast,
researchers filled a pre-selected fault with
sensors and other instruments, and then
sought to trigger movement.

For the experiment, dozens of
scientists from across Europe spent four
days in late April injecting 750 cubic
metres of water into boreholes drilled
into the tunnel’s rock walls, aiming to
provoke a magnitude-1 earthquake.

During the experiment, no people
were in the tunnel for safety reasons, with
everything managed remotely from the
ETH Zurich lab in northern Switzerland.

“This is kind of pushing the frontier of
science,” said Ryan Schultz, a seismologist
specialised in human-made earthquakes.

In the end, some 8,000 small seismic
events were induced along the targeted
fault, but also, along other faults running
perpendicular to the main one, sparking
local magnitudes ranging from -5 to -0.14.
“We did not reach the target magnitude
that we had set, but we reached just
below,” Dr. Giardini said. That alone was a
huge success, he insisted, Although there
had been previous efforts to create tiny
earthquakes in lab settings, it was “never
at this scale and never this deep”.

The findings, he said, would help
determine the best injection angles for
reaching magnitude 1 at the BedrettoLab
when researchers next give it a try in
June. Magnitudes below zero are still
palpable. Anyone standing near the fault
during the largest triggered quakes, at
-0.14, would have felt an acceleration of
1.5-times the standard acceleration due to
gravity, Dr. Giardini said. They would
have flown “in the air with a big jump”,
he said.

Nothing was felt at the surface, and Dr.
Giardini stressed that by lubricating an
existing fault, the team was adding only
“about one percent of what is the natural
risk”. The experiment, he insisted, was
completely “safe”.

Dr. Giardini explained the importance
of the research: “If we master how to
produce quakes of a certain size, then we
know how not to produce them.”
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Austere times

PM’s nudge no substitute for increase in user prices

rime Minister Modi’s exhortation to cut

back on the usage of petrol, diesel and

purchase of gold should be seen as an urgent
response to protect the economy from the effects of
the Iran war. His focus is unmistakably, and rightly,
on awidening current account deficit, at a time
when capital flows have turned fickle and weakened
the rupee. There can be no real case against austerity
in such times. Governments the world over are
doing the same in various ways. However, the more
crucial question pertains to the manner in which
austerity goals are met.

The Centre would do well to bear in
® nindthat prices, taxes and tariffs alone will
P\ work; moral suasion can make a marginal

difference only. The Prime Minister has
focused on four broad product categories
whose imports are rising sharply, and
account for 38-40 per cent of total imports,
at $775 billion in FY26. These are: fuel,
gold, edible oils and chemical fertilizers.
Petroleum imports were $173 billion in
FY26, but will likely top $200 billion in
FY27, given our consumption of 2 billion
barrels annually at current crude oil prices.
Gold imports were $72 billion in FY26,
against $58 billion a year ago, rising 24 per
cent. Edible oil imports were up over 12 per
centat $19.5 billion. A 61 per cent jump in
fertilizer imports is a grave concern, at $16
billion in FY26 - an item whose imports
could rise sharply in view of turbulence in
global oil markets and our reliance on the
Gulfregion for supplies.

Inview of this disconcerting build-up,
PM Modi has urged urban residents to use
public transport, work from home, avoid
international travel and commute by metro
or EVs. He has urged restraint in buying
gold and suggested a sharp cutback in
chemical fertilizer use. Meanwhile, the
CAD, which had already widened to 1.3 per
cent of GDP in the October-December
quarter of FY26 (1.1 per cent in Q3FY25) in
the wake of the tariffs impact, is under
stress. The trade deficit too climbed by $25
billion in FY26, adding to the strain on the
capital account.

With the elections over, the Centre must
raise fuel prices to adjust demand, just as
countries the world over have done. In the
short run, the move will raise inflation and
hurt growth, but it will bring about the
desirable adjustment in demand. The status
quo will widen CAD and raise inflation
through the rupee depreciation route —a
more destabilising prospect. Besides, the
fiscal deficit will rise, hurting growth and
ushering in inflation. Gold demand can be
curbed by raising import duties, tweaking
capital gains rules and checking loopholes
in FTA deals. Edible oils use can be curbed
through tariff adjustments. As for fertilizer
imports, relative support prices that favour
dryland, less input-using crops such as
millets and pulses must be considered.
Finally, the Centre must realise that for its
goals to be met, it must lead by example.
Checks on official travel and austerity in
events can have a signalling effect in these
difficult times.
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"What do I tell him? Your driver

wants to work from home!”
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An economic agenda for Bengal

LOOKING AHEAD. The new BJP govt can start with unlocking land for industrialisation and improving urban infra

PRATIM RANJAN BOSE

he BJP is emotional about
its Bengal victory. Ina
private conversation, a
senior leader recently said
the party would love to
make the State more developed than
Gujarat. This ambition is now the
greatest asset of the failed State which is
known for giving a long rope to its rulers.

The Suvendu Adhikari government
has started working at a breakneck
speed. The BJP central leadership has
readied a host of plans, ranging from
infrastructure activities to a facelift for
Kolkata and industrialisation. This piece
is an attempt to indicate some of the
low-hanging fruits.

First and foremost, the urban land
ceiling must go. The total fertility rate of
urban West Bengal is equivalent to that
of the European Union (1.3 live births
per woman). The TFR of Kolkata is way
lower and its population is shrinking.

The ageing population is selling
landed assets as part of fiscal
consolidation, but the urban
infrastructure, including the quality of
real estate, is significantly inferior when
compared to smaller towns in southern
and western India.

One of the hurdles is stringent urban
land ceiling. Relaxing this ceilingisa
solution, subject to zonal restrictions
and regulations. Water and sewerage are
now in the hands of bankrupt municipal
bodies. On top of that, former chief
minister Mamata Banerjee didn’t allow
imposition of water tax.

WATER WOES

The pitfalls are evident. Even in Kolkata,
which is not large enough for a
metropolis, the municipal corporation
fails to supply treated water across the
city. The sewerage system is either
centuries old or has not seen adequate
investment.

Over the last three decades, Kolkata
grew eastward. Most large housing
societies, costly private schools and
hospitals are located along the Eastern

FOCUS NOW. Reviving the State’s economy must be top priority for the new govt e

Metropolitan Bypass. Most of them
source water through deep tubewells. All
societies have waste treatment plants
but very few are functional.

The solution may lie in forming
dedicated State bodies for water and
sewerage — on the lines of Hyderabad.
This will reduce the headload on
municipal bodies, improve their fiscal
health and ensure better planning and
investments.

INDUSTRIAL HUBS

Better urban infrastructureis a
prerequisite for investments. The BJP
manifesto promised four industrial
hubs, including a defence hub. Three
locations are already identified — one
each at Haldia, Singur and Durgapur,
which have abundant industry-ready
land available.

Singur, near Kolkata, will welcome
any effort towards industry at the
abandoned Tata Nano plant which
Mamata returned to “farmers”. It is now
unfit for agriculture. Haldia has excess
land available with the port authorities.
Roughly 700 acres of unused land once

belonged to state-owned Bengal Salt,
and is available at nearby Tajpur.
Durgapur, now aided by an airport,
can open up endless opportunities. The
closed facilities of the state-owned
Mining and Allied Machineries
Corporation (MAMC) and Fertiliser
Corporation, including their vast and
abandoned townships, can unlock
thousands of acres of industrial land.
Durgapur Chemicals is shut, so is
Bharat Ophthalmic Glass. Durgapur
Projects Limited closed parts of its
plants. There are not enough staff

The BJP manifesto
promised four industrial
hubs, including a defence
hub. Three locations are
already identified — one
cach at Haldia, Singur and
Durgapur, which have
abundant industry-ready
land available

members to live in its vast township.
Mamata Banerjee’s Trinamool-backed
encroachers occupied a good part of the
staff quarters.

The 60-km Durgapur-Asansol
corridor is the State’s oldest industrial
zone. Also, Asansol and
Darjeeling-Siliguri (North Bengal) are
education hubs. Students from
Bangladesh, Nepal, Bhutan and lower
Assam come to Darjeeling for school
education.

QUALITY HEALTHCARE

That said, neither area has quality
private healthcare. Patients in North
Bengal travel to Bihar and Nepal for
speciality healthcare. There is no private
university comparable to the standards
and repute of the Kalinga Institute of
Industrial Technology in Odisha.

Acquired and unused land, well
connected by highways and rail, is
available in large quantities in North
Purulia (very close to Asansol) and
Kharagpur (where the Tata Nano plant
was originally planned), midway
between Kolkata and Jamshedpur
(Jharkhand). The entire area is
accessible from Kolkata, which is barely
three hours by road.

The closed industries in Kolkata and
Howrah have huge parcels of unused
land. Privately owned Jessop & Co and
National Instruments Limited are cases
in point. A bare relocation of the Central
Glass and Ceramic Research Institute in
Jadavpur can unclog a major artery.

Land acquisition is an over-hyped
issue in Bengal. The problem is not as big
as it seems. However, due to political
sensitivity, the BJP government must
avoid it for now. It can instead pay
attention to making use of unused land,
which will improve both the optics and
the growth momentum in the short
term.

Bengal is crying for private
investment of scale. The tax revenues
from the city are far lower than those of
any other metro. In terms of the
erstwhile central excise collections,
Kolkata (including the two riverine
ports in Kolkata and Haldia) was
comparable to Visakhapatnam and
Vadodara.

We need a dramatic transition.

The writer is an independent journalist

Mythos wake-up call: Questions India must answer

India must build digital infrastructure sovereignty to move from being a consumer to a trusted stakeholder in frontier Al

—
Debjani Ghosh

hen Anthropic released
‘ ;s ; Claude Mythos Preview in
April 2026, the global

cybersecurity community reacted with
genuine alarm. The model didn’t just
find known vulnerabilities — it
reportedly uncovered thousands of
zero-day flaws in major operating
systems and browsers, many of which
had evaded decades of human and
automated scrutiny. In several cases, it
could also generate functional exploits
with minimal guidance.

For India, the episode was a strategic
wake-up call to acknowledge a known
problem: being one of the world’s largest
markets for frontier Al is not the same as
having meaningful influence or access
when it matters most. We need to think
honestly through the following
questions.

First, in a crisis, who gets priority
access to critical technologies —and on
what basis? Alongside Mythos,
Anthropic also announced Project
Glasswing — a carefully restricted
initiative to deploy Mythos Preview for
defensive cybersecurity work. That was
the responsible thing to do. Its named
launch partners included AWS, Apple,
Google, Microsoft, NVIDIA, JPMorgan
Chase, CrowdStrike, Cisco, Broadcom,
Palo Alto Networks, the Linux
Foundation, and other major
infrastructure players. However, no
Indian enterprise or public institution
appeared on the initial list.

India is among Claude’s biggest global

Prompt

£

Al. Being at the cutting edge

markets, yet when privileged accesstoa
high-risk frontier model was being
distributed, Indian organisations were
not in the first circle of trust. The lesson
is clear: in frontier technologies with
national-security implications, access is
shaped by jurisdiction, institutional
relationships, infrastructure depth,
national-security alignment, and
established trust — not market size
alone.

Second, do we have the infrastructure
depth and enterprise resilience to
handle a frontier-Al security crisis?

Frontier Al is becoming deeply
dependent on infrastructure. Access to
powerful models is only one part of the
equation. Do we have the data centres,
energy, secure testing environments,
and institutional capacity needed to run,
benchmark, and assess these systems at
scale?

For Indian enterprises, this was
especially sobering. We already knew
that we remain deeply dependent on

imported, black-box technologies. What
the incident made clearer is how such
dependence can limit visibility, control,
and crisis-response capacity.

Third, are we building the
institutional capacity to benchmark
frontier Al systems ourselves? The UK
AT Security Institute was able to secure
access to frontier models, including
Mythos Preview and GPT-5.5, run
extensive evaluations, and publish early
findings that were valuable to industry
and policymakers. That kind of
capability matters. It allows a country to
issue informed advisories, shape
regulatory responses, and understand
which models are safe or suitable for
which use cases. That capability —
independent benchmarking, risk
assessment, and advisory power —is
now a strategic asset for any serious
technology nation.

INDIA’S AGENDA

Finally, what should India do next?
Mythos is just the beginning. Future
models will become more capable, more
autonomous, and more widely available.
Within weeks of Mythos, OpenATI’s
GPT-5.5 demonstrated comparable or
stronger performance on some
advanced cyber evaluations, including
expert-level CTF-style tasks. This
direction of travel is clear: AT will
increasingly accelerate vulnerability
discovery, exploit generation, defensive
testing, patch prioritisation, and cyber
operations. This marks the beginning of
anew cybersecurity operating
environment. The advantage will go not
only to those with the best models, but

to those with the infrastructure,
institutions, talent, and trusted access
needed to use them safelyand
effectively. The patterns emerging over
the last few months have made one thing
very clear: the future of technology is
infrastructure. Unless India has
meaningful control over key
infrastructure layers, it will struggle to
influence the rules that govern the stack.

A good place to start is an honest
assessment of which layers of the
technology stack — compute, energy,
chips, cloud, data, models, applications,
standards, and evaluation capacity —
are strategically critical and must have
meaningful domestic capability or
reliable control. For the rest, India must
deepen alliances that can be trusted
evenin crisis.

Achieving this will call for a long-term
perspective, targeted patient
investment and stronger coordination
across government, industry, academia,
and the startup ecosystem. India already
has important institutional building
blocks in place: the IndiaAl Mission,
CERT-In, emerging efforts toward an Al
Safety Institute, and a growing Al and
cybersecurity ecosystem.

India needs a 10-year Sovereignty
Moonshot Plan. The goal is clear: move
India from being a sophisticated
consumer of frontier Al to becominga
stakeholder that helps shape its
development, deployment, safety, and
governance. To do that, we have to build
infrastructure sovereignty. Delay means
only one thing: hardened dependence.

The writer is Distinguished Fellow - NITI Aayog
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Numbers vs governance
This refers to ‘A bloated Cabinetis a
really bad idea’ (May 11). What is
true about the size of our Cabinet
of Ministers for it to function
effectively and efficiently is also
true about the idea of increasing
the number of members of
Parliament, via delimitation, as this
would likely make our legislative
body unwieldy rather than ensure
added substance in its deliberations
and discussions.

In this digital age, where technology
can enhance the administration’s
ability to deliver, it is a backward
assumption to believe that more
numbers equal higher quality
governance.

If there is room for more ministers to
be appointed, claims and pressure
from various interest groups to
demand their piece of the cake are
bound to increase, making future
governments vulnerable to instability
and internal disenchantment, which
will undoubtedly have an impact on
their performance.

Kamal Laddha

Appraise Ministers

Bengaluru

The op-ed “A bloated cabinet is a bad
idea” rightly underscored the perils
of proliferating ministries — too
many cooks, as the saying goes, can
indeed spoil the broth.

Yet, it would be remiss to overlook
theinherent advantage embedded
in such expansion. When ministries
are delineated across finance,
economy, energy, education,
industry, consumer affairs,and
social welfare, they enable sharper
focus, deeper analysis,and more
comprehensive planning.

Ina nation where resources remain
scarce, this segmentation allows
each ministry to channel its energies
toward its targeted beneficiaries
with greater precision.

Moreover, the systematic appraisal
of Key Performance Indicators
across these ministries transforms
the structure from mere
bureaucracyintoa

performance-oriented framework.
In essence, while multiplicity carries
risks, it also holds the promise of
more accountable, exhaustive, and
beneficiary-driven governance.
Roy Markose

Thiruvananthapuram

Promise and pitfalls
Apropos “CERC sends out feelers for
‘capacity markets’ (May 11) Capacity
markets are mechanisms where
power producers are paid not just
for electricity generated but for
ensuring availability during peak
demand by installing adequate
capacity, some of which may remain
idle. For generating companies, they
promise stable revenue streams, yet

raise financial issues if auction rules
overcompensate inefficient plants.
The rapid increase in renewable
energy capacity complicates
matters: while solar and wind reduce
reliance on conventional generation,
they also demand flexible backup in
the form fossil fuels-based
generation and battery storage,
which capacity markets often
under-incentivise.

For consumers, the benefits lie in
improved reliability and reduced risk
of blackouts. However, unless
designed transparently, costs may
rise, undermining affordability and
equity in the power sector.

O Prasada Rao

Hyderabad
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Trump’s China challenges

Iran, trade issues will dominate Trump-Xi talks

|
Sridhar Krishnaswami

ess than a week before his
L much awaited visitandina

summit with his Chinese
counterpart XiJinping, US
President Donald Trump has
firmly rejected any notion that
China s challenging the US over
the war with Iran stressing his
“very good” relationship.

“We haven’t been challenged by
China. They don’t challenge us”
adding that Xi “wouldn’t do that...
I don’t think he’d do that because
of me”. Separately, US Secretary
of State Marco Rubio has said that
Beijing was the worst hit by the
closure of the Strait of Hormuz
urging China to push Tehran to
open the crucial navigation line.

Itisnotasif Iran is suddenly
making the headlines ahead of
Trump’s impending visit to
China. Since the war started on
February 28, Beijing has been
expressing its opposition to the
hostilities and in the aftermath of
the shutting down the Hormuz
has been calling upon Iran to keep
the vital international waterways
open.

China is the largest buyer of
Iranian crude in the upwards of 80
per cent and the billions of dollars
in revenue generated reportedly
bankrolling about 45 per cent of
Iranian government’s budget.
More important, it is said that 50
per cent of all China’s imports
come through the Strait of
Hormuz.

ChinaisIran’s largest trading
partner with official bilateral
trade pegged at around $14
billion, which is said to exclude
“significant” unofficial oil
transactions through third
country intermediaries to evade
American sanctions. And in 2021
Tehran and Beijing signed a
25-year cooperation agreement
that pledged $400 billion
investment in Iran’s energy,
infrastructure and technology
sectors.

CHINA’S INTERESTS
But media reports speak of very
little of this having come through
primarily because of hesitancy of
Chinese companies due sanctions
restrictions. In fact China’s
interest in seeing a quick end to
the war in Iran is also because of
its extensive economic interests
in the Middle East especially in
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab
Emirates that go far beyond
energy to include investment,
technology and market
opportunities for Chinese
companies.

Even without the war in Iran,
Trump would have had a plate full

US President Donald Trump and
Chinese President Xi Jinping (file
photo) reuters

during the summit for China s
one of the largest export markets
for the US and for China, the US is
its top export market. The biggest
trade friction has been
Washington running a trade
deficit in the upwards of $200
billion which has been coming
down; but a surplus of about $34
billion in services. Often
forgotten in all the rhetoric on
trade surplus, tariffs and
sanctions is China’s huge holding
of US Treasury bonds —a
whopping $760 billion. China s
the second largest foreign
creditor to the US after Japan.

In spite of a close relationship
with Iran, China has been
measured in its role in the Middle
East war. Undoubtedly Beijing has
called for cessation of hostilities
and keeping the Hormuz open;
but offering only diplomatic
support to Tehran at
international forums like the
United Nations. There have been
some unverified reports of China
supplying weapons or
components for Iranian missiles
but even Trump has sought to
downplay these purported
transactions.

“I'wrote him a letter asking him
not to do that, and he wrote me a
letter to say that, essentially, he’s
not doing that”, Trump saidina
recent interview. In fact Beijing
has always carefully distanced
itself from Tehran’s regional
policies, especially regarding its
proxies like the Hamas, Hezbollah
and the Houthis.

Xi will want to come away with
as much as he can on Taiwan and
the South China Seas with nations
eagerly perked up to see how the
two leaders address outstanding
concerns in a vital part of the
world. Coming to an agreement
with Iran including keeping the
Strait of Hormuz open may get
Trump the “big, fat hug” from Xi
but the rest of Indo-Pacific s
hopeful of its interests protected
at the summit.

The writer is a senior journalist who has
reported from Washington DC on North
Americaand United Nations

thehindubusinessline.
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Market plunges on Left’s ascent

The electoral victory of the Left front in Kerala and West Bengal appears to
have cast a shadow on the stock markets on Thursday. The BSE Sensex, which
opened firm, reversed its course mid-way on news reports that the Left
would increase pressure on the coalition Government at the Centre. The
benchmark BSE-30 Sensex dropped by 176.97 points or 1.40 per cent to

12,435.41.

Monsanto curbed from charging Rs 900 for Bt cotton seeds
The Monopolies and Restrictive Trade Practices Commission (MRTPC) has
directed the US biotech major, Monsanto not to charge the trait value of Rs
900 for a packet of 450 gm for Bt cotton seeds in an interim order

pronounced in the court on Thursday.

Burmans’ set to take over Punjab Tractors

The Burman family seems firmly on track to take over the reins of Punjab
Tractors Ltd (PTL). The family’s representative on the PTL board, Mr P.D.
Narang, on Thursday was appointed non-executive Chairman of the tractor
company at a board meeting. He replaces Mr S.K. Tuteja.

ASEAN’s elusive search
for financial safety

The ASEAN+3’s Samarkand decision for a safety net to guard against financial volatility is still shrouded in uncertainty

CP CHANDRASHEKHAR, JAYATI GHOSH

n May 3, Finance
Ministers and Central
Bank Governors from the
ASEAN+3 grouping
(consisting of 10 ASEAN
members and China, Japan and South
Korea) issued a statement, following
meetings in Samarkand, Uzbekistan.

Itrecognised that the “conflictin the
Middle East” had increased risks for the
Eastand Southeast Asian region,
requiring attention to the possibility of
“excessive volatility and disorderly
movements in financial markets and
shifts in global liquidity conditions.”

Inresponse, the ASEAN+3
governments are working to amend the
Chiang Mai Initiative Multilateralisation
(CMIM) arrangement, a network of
dollar swaps backed by reserves of
central banks in the region.

The amendment, when implemented,
would transition the CMIM from being a
“contributory arrangement”, with
members pledging to release promised
funds when any other member requests
emergency financing, to being a “Paid-in
Capital” Fund, where contributions are
actually made upfront and transferred to
aspecial legal entity, making it
immediately available as and when
required by balance of payments
stressed countries.

This would bring the regional
arrangement closest to an Asian
Monetary Fund, or aregional alternative
to the IMF — an idea that was mooted by
Japan after the 1997 South-East Asian
financial crisis and shot down by the US
and the IMF, for fear of loss of their
influence.

There is still some uncertainty as to
whether the transition would go
through. ASEAN+3 members have even
now agreed only on three of the four
principles that would govern the
creation and functioning of the entity
that would host and manage the paid-in
corpus — these are that this legal entity
must be independent of the member
countries; it must recruit and deploy
expert managerial and other personnel
(to match the IMF perhaps); and that
the system must be designed for
effective coordination between its
surveillance and lending functions.

STUMBLING BLOCKS

But divergent national interests, the
ASEAN statement confesses, have held
back agreement on the fourth principle
of ensuring a ‘sound management
structure’, involving the all-important
decision-making systems and oversight
frameworks of the proposed
independent entity.

This is no small matter. The effort to
create a regional financial safety netin
East and South-East Asia, has along and
tortuous history.

It began almost five decades back in
August 1977 when, faced with the
uncertainties generated by the oil
shocks, central banks and monetary
authorities from the original ASEAN
members (Indonesia, Malaysia, The
Philippines, Singapore and Thailand)
committed to providing “immediate
short-term swap facilities to
participating ASEAN member countries
with temporary international liquidity
problems.”

The Arrangement provided for “the
sale of US dollars against the domestic
currency of the requesting participant,”
along with a forward purchase of the
same amount of domestic currency by
the requesting participant for US
dollars.

The facility was backed by “pledges to
provide”, with members agreeing to
share the burden of supporting requests
for emergency balance of payments
financing.

The arrangement has changed much
over these five decades. One continuous
change has been an expansion of the
implicit ‘corpus’ backing the ASA, which
beganin 1977 at a small and inadequate
$100 million, touched $2 billion in 2005.
That was inadequate, since this was a
period when, following liberalisation of
the capital account, the balance and
payments vulnerability of LMICs
increased because of recurrent exit of
foreign finance in a trajectory
characterised by boom-bust financial
flow cycles.

That necessitated substantially
increasing the dollar commitments that
back any meaningful financial safety net.
At that time such a hike could not have
been supported by just the ASEAN
countries. But since the collateral effects
of the South-East Asian crisis also
affected the more developed countries
in the region — China, Japan and South
Korea — they were willing to support
the safety net, resulting in the creation
of the ASEAN+3 and the integration of
the ASA into the Chiang Mai Initiative
(CMI) in 2009.

The CMI had two pillars. One was an
enhanced ASEAN swap arrangement,
with contributions now set at $1 billion.
The second pillar was a network of
“bilateral” swap arrangements under
which countries could request a swap of
their currencies for dollars up to an
agreed amount.

The CMI provided for negotiation of
33 bilateral currency swap arrangements
of which 30 were between each of the
Northeast Asian nations (China, Japan
and South Korea) and each of the 10
ASEAN members and three were

The initial understanding
was that of the total
pool of $120 billion,

80 per cent would be
contributed by the Plus 3
countries and the rest by
ASEAN countries

CMIM contributions

as of 2009
$ billion %
Plus three 96 80
China total 38.4 32
China 34.2 28.5
Hong Kong 4.2 3.5
Japan 38.4 32
South Korea 19.2 16
ASEAN 24 20
Indonesia 477 3.79
Malaysia 477 3.79
Philippines 3.68 3.79
Singapore 477 3.79
Thailand 4.77 3.79
Vietnam 1 0.83
Cambodia 0.12 0.1
Myanmar 0.06 0.05
Laos 0.03 0.03
Brunei 0.01 0.03
ASEAN+3 120 100

between the Northeast Asian nations
themselves. This helped raise the dollar
surpluses committed to backing the
ASEAN financial safety net to a much
higher $120 billion in 2009 and $240
billion in 2014.

However, the system was still one
involving bilateral swap arrangements,
besides being backed only with “pledges’
rather than an actual corpus into which
dollar funds were transferred.

BILATERAL VS MULTILATERAL
In fact, the problem with the CMI was
the large bilateral component of what
was a multilateral arrangement. This
meant decision making and
implementation were cumbersome,
slow and uncertain.

This inadequacy appeared stark after
the 2007 financial crisis and was
addressed by ASEAN+3 Finance
Ministers in May 2009 with a decision
that the arrangement must be
multilateralised and transitioned to the
Chiang Mai Initiative Multilaterised
(CMIM).

The initial understanding was that of
the total pool of $120 billion, 80 per cent
would be contributed by the Plus 3
countries and the rest by ASEAN
countries.

One issue was how the commitments
to the pool would be distributed, since
that would determine the relative
influence (in the form of voting rights)
of the different players, especially the
plus-3 countries.

Given the need to balance the
influence of contesting powers China
and Japan, China (along with Hong
Kong) was allotted $38.4 billion in
contributions and proportionate voting
rights, which equalled that of Japan (see
table). That distribution remained when
the “pledged corpus” was increased to

GETTY IMAGES

$240 billion in July 2014 with no other
change of significance.

SURVEILLANCE ISSUE

There was one more hurdle to cross. If
and when large loans were provided,
there was need for some degree of
surveillance to ensure that the country
“borrowing” dollars via the swap would
be in a position to return the dollars and
settle the transaction when the swap
agreement expires.

Neither China nor Japan would have
liked to give the other the right to
surveillance of the funding it provides
through the now-multilateralised “pool”
of bilateral swaps. To address this
problem, while the rules governing
individual swaps were left to be
bilaterally negotiated, it was agreed that
there was “need to establish alink with
the IMF for surveillance and
monitoring, as a substitute for regional
conditionality and monitoring”.

Beyond a specified borrowing limit, a
borrower from the CMIM was required
to have entered into an agreement with
the IMF and be subject to the latter’s
conditionality and surveillance to be
eligible for support. Initially any swap in
excess of 10 per cent of the agreed
amount in an arrangement required IMF
surveillance. That was raised to 20, 30
and 40 per cent subsequently.

With hindsight we now know that
nothing came of these cooperation
efforts.

Countries preferred to turn to the US
Federal Reserve or bilateral swap
agreements outside the CMIM in times
of emergency.

On the other hand, the CMIM has not
been activated even once since its
inception, despite balance of payments
volatility.

The principal explanation for that
failure was the subordination of the
regional agreement to the IMF.

If obtaining a small sum from the
CMIM safety net required IMF
endorsement with a conditional loan,
countries may as well opt for a direct and
large loan, and the accompanying
conditionality and surveillance, from
the IMF.

Seen in this background the
Samarkand promise to transition the
CMIM from a “promise-to-pay” swap
system to a Paid-in Capital (PIC)
structure, which would make the war
chest more easily accessible to balance
of payments distressed countries while
significant, is by no means
transformational.

What needs to be addressed is the
ability of the regional arrangement to be
able to take decisions on lending
without having to rely on surveillance by
the IMF.

This makes the still absent agreement
on the “fourth principle” on decision
making structures and surveillance
mechanisms extremely significant. If
that is not resolved, either the PiC
structure will not be formalised, or it
will take a form in which once again
utilisation will be minimal.

© BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2677

—5 5 " : . — EASY NOT SO EASY
8 ACROSS DOWN ACROSS DOWN

1. Winged heavenly infant (6) 2. Gets ball back from scrum (5) 1. Junior reporter takes her in, a chubby-cheeked child (6) 2. Lists how one makes partial shoe repair for cads (5)

9 10 8. The precincts, circuit (5) 3. Bead-strings used in prayer (8) 8. Before midday, a part is devoted to the precincts (5) 3. Almost got up a sign of the Zodiac with rows of beads (8)
9. Blame, reproof (7) 4. Member of the Aves (4) 9. Chapter-leader will make certain of telling-off (7) 4. Flighty thing done by those sentenced (4)

" 11. Out of one’s mind (8) 5. Place of safe retreat (5) 11. Indeed, it meant a loss that made one crazy (8) 5. Arestful place in Paradise abandoned by Eve finally (5)

12 12. Money-lending at high 6. Death notice in paper (abbr) (4) 12. Overmuch interest is taken in us taking a turn 6. Ring piece newspapers publish shortly as a memorial (4)

interest (5) 7. Collar fastener (4) on railway (5) 7. Breeding farm may be collared by the boss (4)
13 14 15. Plunge head-first (4) 10. Container for Anguillidae (3-6) 15. Get beneath the surface of such a low haunt (4) 10. Best a keel can provide is a holder for a sort of fish (3-6)

16. Is allowed to (3) 12. Untie knot (4) 16. It is allowed to blossom: but when? (3) 12. Resolve the sound it made, losing head (4)

15 16 17 17. Bucket (4) 13. Articulate in fury (8) 17. Bucket-shop might supply it to friend one included (4) 13. Spy didn’t finish turning turtle, and will speak with fury (8)
19. Baby’s comforter (5) 14. Be engaged in sport (4) 19. Ventriloquist’s model sort of comforter (5) 14. Such a drama may be merely recreation (4)
21. Baggage-animal handler (8) 18. Detached piece of rock (5) 21. His charges, they say, are known to be stubborn (8) 18. Weight of this however is expressed in carats (5)

18 19 20 24. Childish fit of rage (7) 20. Timid, colourless person (5) 24. With so much French spirit a show of temper is 20. Creature for doctor in the army to employ for black eye (5)

25. Long-spiked garden 21. Nourishing fluid (4) produced (7) 21. Sort of bar that may give one the shakes (4)

21 22 23 flower (5) 22. Mouth-parts (4) 25. Flower coming up in an incomplete row (5) 22. Devices for pouring such as meet in osculation (4)
26. Tank gun-housing (6) 23. Declaim bombastically, storm (4)  26. It holds lathe-operator’s cutter for a tank-top (6) 23. Wild outcry at its inclusion in an improper anthology (4)

24
25 . . SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2676
26 ACROSS 1. Down-hearted 8. Extracts 9. Bath 10. Psalm 13. Rain 16. Moor 17. Maze 18. Neat 20. Emend 24. Army 25. Practise 26. Out-patients

DOWN 2. Oath 3. Nears 4. Extol 5. Tiber 6. Detrimental 7. Changes over 11. Alive 12. Midge 14. Alas 15. Nova 19. Tryst 21. Merit 22. Niche 23. List
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A calibrated
demand deflation

The PM’s advice on consumption reflects the
economic pain inflicted by the war in West Asia

hen the war in West Asia started on

February 28, India was preparing for

elections in four states and a Union

Territory. The entrenched populism in
India’s policy response ruled out any significant
action to mitigate the war’s economic pain. Now
that the elections are over, the economic policy
response to the war and its unprecedented supply
shock is back on the table.

Speaking in Telangana on Sunday, Prime Minister
(PM) Narendra Modi hinted at what is coming
when he asked people to voluntarily reduce their
consumption of petrol-diesel and foreign exchange
(which is what buying less gold and taking fewer
foreign trips entails).

The PM’s advice needs to be read in the real
rather than populist economic context. The
ongoing war shows no signs of ending anytime
soon. Unless this changes, hopes that the supply
shocks will be transient rather than persistent are
fading daily. The depreciation of the rupee — partly
because of more expensive oil and partly because
global investors are becoming more bearish on
India due to reasons such as lack of Al play etc. —is
only increasing the pain.

The government has two choices: Either pretend
that all is well and run a higher current account
deficit — this will require more borrowing or
drawing down of foreign exchange reserves — or
undertake calibrated demand deflation to mitigate
the war’s external account impact. The PM’s
comments on Sunday are the wink-wink part
of the policy response before the government
deploys the nudge-nudge part of it. It can increase
petrol-diesel prices or make tweaks to Liberal
Remittance Scheme (LRS) rules to force people to
cut down on their consumption of energy or
foreign exchange.

Given the situation facing the economy, and the
uncertainty regarding restoration of normalcy in
the global energy markets, there is nothing wrong
with a calibrated demand deflation. Of course,
“calibrated” is the operative word here. For
example, the government should be willing to
throw the kitchen sink at securing fertiliser
supplies for failing to secure these will cause a huge
crisis on the food security front, which the country
can ill-afford. What will also be important is a
consistent rather than confused calibration when
the government sets out to do this. It will do well to
use the lessons learnt during the pandemic.

Understanding the
rise of Reform UK

he results of last week’s council elections in the
TUK point to the decline in popularity of the ruling
Labour Party across Britain: It lost 1,400
councillors across England, saw its strength
diminished in Scotland, and lost power in Wales.

The big takeaway from these polls, which saw two-
thirds of the electorate vote, is that British electoral
politics is no longer a duopoly but a hugely
fragmented landscape: The influence of the two
traditional biggies, Labour and the chief opposition,
the Conservatives, is declining, while the Reform UK
and, to a small extent, the Greens are gaining
ground. The Liberal Democrats, one pole of the UK’s
original bipolar polity, are still around, though a
shadow of their original centrist self. The present
results reveal an electorate that seems alienated
from the traditional UK parties that have been in the
government and opposition. The increasing
acceptance for Reform UK has to be seen against this
backdrop. A political startup formed in 2018 around
the Brexit agenda, the rise of the Reform UK is
revealing, especially considering its espousal of anti-
immigration and anti-minority agendas. A wobbling
British economy, characterised by high
unemployment, and the rise of anti-immigration
sentiment, both a part of the same continuum, have
contributed to Reform UK’s popularity.

The results are likely to undermine the position of
Prime Minister Keir Starmer, who has lost
considerable ground since winning office in 2024.
Forty Labour MPs have asked him to step down. His
leadership has been under a cloud ever since Peter
Mandelson, his appointee to Washington, was forced
to quit after revelations in the Epstein Files. Labour
may need a reset, just as it did by inventing the idea of
New Labour in the wake of the Conservative
onslaught in the Thatcherite era.

Seeking synthesising
generalists in Al age

Coaching factories have
killed the infrastructure
that enabled multi-
dimensional intellectual
development. India must
rebuild, deliberately and
at scale, the competitive
public culture that
trained its brightest
minds to become highly
accomplished generalists

onvo Hall in IIT Delhi,
sometime around 1983.

Two quizzing teams face

each other in Rendezvous:

St Stephen’s and IIT Delhi,

two of the best quiz teams

in India. On the IIT Delhi side, one con-
testant cannot stop laughing, because
the person he is trying to destroy is his
old quizzing partner from St
Columba’s. At St Stephen’s in the early
1980s, Bhaskar Chakravorti is skewer-
ing opponents with a wit so devastating
that people show up to debates just to
watch. A team from IIT Bombay,
including Nandan Nilekani and Jairam
Ramesh, sweeps college festivals in
Delhi in 1974. And Suhel Seth travels all
the way from Calcutta to compete in
college festivals across India, because
that is what you did. You crossed the
country to test yourself against the best.
In the age of Artificial Intelligence
(AI), these long-ago scenes turn out to

matter more than anyone could have
imagined. AT is the most powerful ana-
lytical specialist ever built. What it
cannot reliably do is synthesise across
domains, connect ideas from unre-
lated fields, and exercise judgement
under genuine ambiguity.

That capability is exactly what
India’s school and college competition
circuit was training at national scale.
India’s competition circuit from the
mid-1970s through the late 1980s was
the centre of school and college life.
Quizzing, debating, elocu-
tion, JAM, and theatre, lay-
ered on top of one of the
world’s most demanding
examination systems. The
institutions were St
Columba’s, St Stephen’s, DPS,
La Martiniere, IIT Delhi, IIT
Bombay, JNU, SRCC, Presi-
dency College, Madras Chris-
tian College, Jadavpur University, St
Xavier’s Bombay.

Arun Jaitley dominated Delhi Uni-
versity debating. Shashi Tharoor
founded the St Stephen’s Quiz Club
and dazzled across formats. Swapan
Dasgupta came from Calcutta’s La
Martiniere to join St Stephen’s. A
young Shah Rukh Khan, Sword of
Honour winner at St Columba’s, was
channeling the same competitive
energy into theatre with Barry John’s
Theatre Action Group.

‘What made this circuit special was
that exam results alone meant nothing
socially. You had to perform, publicly,
across multiple formats, against the
best in the country. The quizzer who
could not debate was incomplete. The

Jayant
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debater who could not survive a JAM
round was not respected. These were
the dadas of their generation, and their
currency was multi-dimensional intel-
lectual performance, not money or con-
nections. The circuit was training
bright young people to synthesise,
improvise, and shift between analytical
and intuitive modes under pressure, the
very capability that research on high-
performing managers identifies as the
hallmark of outstanding achievers.

Then the lid came off. The American
graduate school pipeline
matured. India opened up in
1991. And this generation
exploded across every field
simultaneously. The institu-
tional and competitive eco-
system of this period pro-
duced a Nobel laureate
(Abhijit Banerjee), the Gover-
nor of the Reserve Bank of
India (Raghuram Rajan), two consecu-
tive Deans of Harvard Business School
(Nitin Nohria and Srikant Datar), the
founder of InfoEdge (Sanjeev Bikh-
chandani), the President of the World
Bank (Ajay Banga), the CEOs or
co-CEOs of Citigroup, Deutsche Bank,
PepsiCo, IBM, Diageo, and the SoftBank
Vision Fund, the global COO of Uni-
lever, the inventor of the 4G wireless
standard (Rajiv Laroia), the architect of
Aadhaar (Nandan Nilekani), India’s
finance minister (Arun Jaitley), and
one of the biggest movie stars in the
world (Shah Rukh Khan).

Add to this foundational scholars at
Princeton, Duke, Michigan, Cornell,
Brown, and MIT, one of the country’s
finest historians, its most consequen-

tial public intellectuals, and its leading
journalists. All from the same ecosys-
tem. All within 15 years. The range is
the point. These are not a few special-
ists in one field. They are synthesising
generalists who led across technology,
finance, scholarship, politics, media,
entertainment, and institutional
design. The closed economy concen-
trated talent and the competition cir-
cuit trained versatility.

Today’s students are as bright and
driven as any generation before them.
But the system optimising their talent
has narrowed drastically. Coaching
factories maximise exam scores and
nothing else, producing analytical spe-
cialists who can crack the JEE but have
never debated, quizzed, or thought on
their feet in a room full of sceptics.
Meanwhile, algorithmic attention cap-
ture is displacing the sustained reading
and broad curiosity that the circuit
depended on.

The problem is not the students.
The problem is that the infrastructure
for multi-dimensional intellectual
development is atrophying, precisely
when Al is commoditising analytical
specialisation at breathtaking speed.
The synthesising generalist is becom-
ing the scarcest and most valuable
form of human capital on earth. India
trained exactly this kind of mind for 15

Y e
In the age of Artificial Intelligence (Al), these long-ago scenes turn out to
matter more than anyone could have imagined. PTI

years, and the results speak for them-
selves. India built this system almost
by accident.

Pre-liberalisation scarcity created
the hothouse. The competition circuit
trained the versatility. The result was a
generation that led the world. Now
India must build it again, deliberately:
National quizzing and public speaking
leagues, university festival revival
grants, credit-bearing interdisciplinary
performance modules, and Al-assisted
debate tournaments that use new tech-
nology to train the human capabilities
technology cannot replace.

Quizzing, debating, JAM, theatre,
elocution: These are not extracurricu-
lar luxuries. They are the infrastruc-
ture of human capital formation for
the Al age. The task now is to rebuild,
deliberately and at scale, the competi-
tive public culture that trained India’s
brightest minds to become highly
accomplished generalists.

Jayant Sinha is President of the Everstone
Group and Visiting Professor in Practice
at the London School of Economics. He is
a product of this competition circuit, hav-
ing attended St Columba’s, IIT Delhi, and
later Harvard Business School, before
serving as Union minister of State for
finance and civil aviation. The views
expressed are personal

L.ab to life shift for
innovation in India

harat’s innovation story is no longer

emerging — it is axiomatic, defined by

a unique fusion of demographic prow-

ess, digital infrastructure, and an
unyielding spirit of ingenuity. As Prime Min-
ister Narendra Modi has emphasised, our
journey is about moving from “idea to innova-
tion, and from innovation to impact”. That
shift is now visible across our higher educa-
tion institutions. It is also finding expression
on the global stage.

In June this year, Bharat Innovates will be
held in Nice, France. It will bring together
over 100 deep-tech ventures and more than 50
research-led innovations emerging from
India’s premier institutions. These will
engage with global industry, investors, and
research partners across critical domains —
from health care and advanced computing to
space, energy, and agri-technologies.

In many ways, Bharat Innovates represents
the next step in this journey. It is
where ideas nurtured in our labo-
ratories, and refined through our
institutions, are presented to the
world with confidence. It reflects a
growing national capability — not
only to innovate, but to translate
that innovation into solutions that
can serve both India and the world.

Over the past decade, India has
built an enabling environment that
connects research more closely with real-
world application. This shift has been sup-
ported by a steady strengthening of the
research ecosystem. Investments in doctoral
talent, long-term funding frameworks, and
innovation capital are now beginning to work
in alignment while the Prime Minister’s
Research Fellowship is deepening the
research pipeline. The Anusandhan National
Research Foundation is bringing greater
direction and scale to funding. And the
Research, Development and Innovation
scheme is unlocking capital for high-risk,
high-impact work in emerging sectors.

Atits core lies a simple principle: Research
must not only expand the frontiers of knowl-
edge, but also solve real-world problems.
India’s approach has been to bring these
together ensuring that innovation is not only
cutting-edge, but also accessible, scalable, and
relevant.

The results are now visible.

Startups emerging from our higher educa-
tion institutions are shaping entire sectors.
Ather Energy, incubated at IIT Madras, has
advanced indigenous electric mobility. Sede-
mac, emerging from IIT Bombay, has become
a global player in embedded systems. Immun-
0ACT is delivering affordable, next-genera-
tion cancer therapies. GalaxEye is building
multi-sensor satellites with applications
across agriculture, maritime, and defence.
Tricog Health has enabled early cardiac
screening at scale, supporting over 30 million
screenings globally.

These are not isolated successes. They are
outcomes of a system where research, incuba-
tion, and entrepreneurship are closely
aligned.

This shift is also visible within institutions.
Centres of Excellence are producing deploya-
ble technologies across sectors. At IIT
Madras, research has led to fibre-optic sens-
ing systems for real-time industrial monitor-
ing. Al-enabled radiography tools are improv-
ing defect detection in manufacturing. Auton-
omous robotic systems are enhancing rail
safety. Advances in materials are enabling
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diamond traceability and authentication.
Work in biotechnology is building capabilities
in tissue engineering and regenerative medi-
cine.

Across just 15 such Centres of Excellence,
these efforts have already resulted in over 245
patents and 50 startups. This transformation
is also reflected in the scale of India’s startup
ecosystem. From fewer than 500 startups a
decade ago, India today has over 2.23 lakh rec-
ognised startups, with nearly 55,000 added in
the last year alone. We are now the third-larg-
est startup ecosystem in the world, with over
120 unicorns and more than 23 lakh jobs cre-
ated.

A significant part of this momentum is
being shaped by our higher education institu-
tions. Across campuses, we are witnessing a
clear cultural shift — from a focus on secure
placements to a growing aspiration for build-
ing enterprises. This movement from packa-
ges to startups reflects the confi-
dence of a new generation ready to
create, take risks, and solve prob-
lems at scale.

But scale alone doesn'’t suffice; a
successful innovation ecosystem
needs to spread too. Nearly half of
our startups are emerging from tier
T and tier III cities. Over 45% have
women in leadership roles. Innova-
tion in India is becoming distrib-
uted, inclusive, and deeply rooted across the
country.

This is democratisation of innovation, also
visible in India’s approach to Al in education.
Initiatives such as Bodhan Al are leveraging
multilingual technologies to make learning
more inclusive and accessible across diverse
linguistic contexts.

Such efforts reflect India’s broader contri-
bution to the Global South — where innova-
tion is not only advanced, but designed to be
inclusive, adaptable, and scalable across soci-
eties.

As we look ahead, the next phase of this
journey must deepen this shift. We are com-
mitted to strengthening industry participation
in research along with creating stronger path-
ways for translating research into products. A
key step in this direction is to move towards
more product-oriented doctoral research —
where a PhD does not culminate only in a the-
sis, but in a tangible product or deployable
technology.

This will require a more active partnership
with industry. Greater co-creation, early-stage
engagement, and long-term investment in
research will be critical. Industry must be
adopters of innovation and active participants
in shaping it. This will accelerate the journey
from discovery to deployment. It will also cre-
ate a new generation of researchers who are
equally at ease building solutions and advanc-
ing theory.

This is central to the vision of Atmanirbhar
Bharat. It is about building technologies in
India, for India and the world. It is equally
central to the idea of a Viksit Bharat, where
growth is driven by knowledge, innovation,
and inclusion.

Bharat Innovates reflects where India
stands today. More importantly, it signals
where India is headed: It is no longer only gen-
erating ideas, it is deploying them at scale and
with confidence. The journey from lab to life
is well underway.

Dharmendra Pradhan is Union education
minister. The views expressed are personal
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China is willing to work with the
US in the spirit of equality,

respect, and mutual benefit, to...
manage differences, and inject
more stability and certainty into a

volatile... world

HT

What the Iran conflict
says about US power

he US-Israel war against Iran shows that

overwhelming military and economic

power no longer guarantee control. As

adversaries resist and partners hedge,
the US faces structural limits in translating
dominance into stable outcomes.

Even as peace proposals and counter-propos-
als were “studied”, and rejected, by the parties to
the war, uncertainty lingers across several
aspects. This reveals a deeper reality: The US
can mobilise overwhelming military and eco-
nomic power, yet struggles to convert that
power into durable political outcomes. When
diplomacy falters, Washington increasingly falls
back on coercive instruments — from naval
pressure in the Strait of Hormuz to wider eco-
nomic disruption. Yet this shift exposes a cen-
tral limitation: Escalation can impose costs, but
it cannot compel outcomes on its own
terms. In the war against Iran, Wash-
ington has demonstrated its ability to
escalate, impose costs, and disrupt
adversaries. What it has not demon-
strated is the ability to stabilise the sit-
uation on its own terms. The US can
project force with precision and sus-
tain economic pressure at scale, but it
struggles to translate these capabili-
ties into desired consequences. The
result is a paradox at the heart of geopolitics
today: American power, while unmatched, is
increasingly constrained.

Despite overwhelming naval and air superi-
ority, the US has struggled to fully secure the
Strait of Hormuz. Sure, it has a blockade in
place to ensure Iran doesn’t alone have full con-
trol of the commerce across the strait. But Iran’s
asymmetric strategy effectively demonstrated
first that control over the global commons can-
not be taken for granted. For the US, this is not
a failure of capability, but of translation. It can
strike decisively, but it cannot prevent adversa-
ries from exacting systemic costs. Disruptions
in the strait have triggered price shocks that
feed back into the American economy, con-
straining political support for the war. Overall,
even as Iran faces disruptions due to the Ameri-
can blockade, that hasn’t yet forced it to stop
inflicting economic pain on the US and its allies
across the globe by shutting down Hormuz.

These limits are reinforced by shifts in the
international order. Regional partners are recal-
ibrating and hedging rather than aligning fully.
At the same time, adversarial States are coordi-
nating to blunt the impact of US sanctions and
military pressure, while middle powers are
refusing to choose sides. Prolonged conflicts
impose economic and political costs that con-
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strain Washington’s room for manoeuvre. The
US now operates in a system where others can
resist, evade, or opt out of the geopolitical para-
digm of its choosing. In this environment, domi-
nance no longer guarantees compliance and
coercion no longer ensures outcomes. The
forthcoming visit of Donald Trump to Beijing,
despite deep strategic differences between the
two powers, underscores this reality: Washing-
ton increasingly recognizes that even its princi-
pal rival remains indispensable in managing
the current crises such as surrounding Hormuz.

China’s engagement with Iran underscores
both the reach and the limits of American coer-
cive power. By sustaining selected channels
with Tehran, Beijing ensures that Iran remains
economically viable despite sanctions pressure,
while carefully balancing its broader global
interests. Nor are these dynamics con-
fined to adversaries. India, despite
deepening strategic ties with the US,
has remained cautious about entan-
glement in the conflict. Driven by
energy vulnerabilities and a prefer-
ence for strategic autonomy, New
Delhi continues to engage multiple
actors rather than align fully with any
one side. Even close partners hedge —
limiting Washington’s ability to build
cohesive coalitions. The US can no longer
simultaneously sustain its military dominance,
economic stability, and political legitimacy.
Each escalation strengthens one dimension
while weakening the others. Military action dis-
rupts adversaries but destabilises markets.
Efforts to stabilise markets dilute strategic pres-
sure. Attempts to avoid escalation preserve eco-
nomic stability but erode credibility. In such a
system, power is defined less by decisive action
than by the ability to manage trade-offs —and
that is where US dominance is increasingly con-
strained.

The war against Iran does not signal the
decline of American power. It reveals its limits.
The US remains the most capable power, but
operates in an environment where others can
choose from a range of options against its influ-
ence. In such a world, dominance does not
translate automatically into control. Stability is
no longer a by-product of power — it is contin-
gent, negotiated, and fragile. The challenge for
Washington is no longer how to project power,
but how to exercise it within constraints it can
no longer fully control.

G Venkat Raman is professor, humanities and
social sciences, IIM Indore. The views expressed are
personal
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Beyond appeals

Prices are the best way to change consumer behaviour

The crisis at the Strait of Hormuz will have a deep and prolonged effect on energy
markets globally —and thus on inflation, output and growth. Thereisstill no clarity
on how long the crisis will continue. The Union government is clearly taking this
threat seriously, which isadmirable. Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s recent speech
on the subject shows that it recognises the potential dangers of this geopolitical
shock — especially the threat it poses to macroeconomic stability. When the price
of crude oil stays elevated for long, India is particularly vulnerable to pressures on
itsexternal account. Thus, the Prime Minister was careful to stress the importance
of conserving foreign exchange. He centred this around seven appeals to the nation.
These include minimising foreign travel, cutting down on the amount of cooking
oil used, and using public transport in order to reduce the consumption of petrol
and diesel. The Prime Minister further called upon farmers to use less fertiliser,
which is dependent on imported inputs that are part of the petrochemical supply
chain. There was also an appeal to not buy gold. Indian purchases of gold are a per-
petual drain on foreign exchange.

The government’s intent is to be lauded. Naturally, however, this cannot be the
extent of how the government responds to the threat. Behavioural injunctions are
valuable but policy choices matter even more. If the government allows prices to
adjust swiftly in response to the changed supply situation, then people will auto-
matically follow suit. There is reluctance in the Indian polity to allowing prices to
shift, for fear of the impact on vulnerable sections. This is a valid concern. Naturally,
any distress that might be caused can and should be remedied by targeted inter-
vention. For instance, the government has already set aside a credit-guarantee plan
for this purpose. Such concerns are, however, not a reason to avoid using prices. In
particular, it is far more likely that the consumption of petrol and diesel will be
reduced if their prices are allowed to rise in a controlled but responsive manner to
the global prices.

This is, technically, the system India already has to some extent. But the fact is
that there are still political constraints on how much prices are allowed to adjust.
Under such crisis circumstances —and it is clear now that the government correctly
views this as a crisis — these constraints should be set aside. Some in Opposition
parties have already begun to suggest that any changes to the prices of petrol and
diesel willbecome a political issue. But these efforts must be ignored. Thereisevery
reason to believe that the public understands the broader global context of price
increases. The government must also clearly communicate that neither the oil-mar-
keting companies (OMCs) nor the Budget can indefinitely shield consumers. OMCs
are reported to be facing under-recoveries worth I30,000 crore per month.

Two other macroeconomic realities should be kept in mind. First, the safest
approach to concerns about the current-account deficit is to allow the rupee to
depreciate in such a way that imports generally decline. This does indeed appear
tobethe current policy, and it should be maintained. The second is that solid capital
inflows can help manage such situations. Thus, the government must identify why
the economy continues to be subject to capital outflows, including by foreign insti-
tutional investors. Reversing this trend will require accelerating the pace of reforms,
including administrative reforms.

Temporary obstacle

Judicial roadblocks for tariffs won't change Mr Trump’s mind

United States (US) President Donald Trump’s trade policy has received another
blow from the country’s judiciary. The US Court of International Trade, a federal
court that adjudicates civil disputes arising out of Customs and trade laws, last week
ruled in favour of a company, Burlap and Barrel, which had said that the President
had exceeded his legal authority in imposing 10 per cent tariffs on imports under
Section 122 of the Trade Act of 1974. The Section was designed for the executive to
quickly respond to a serious crisis in the balance of payments, by imposing across-
the-board tariffs on all imports. Clearly, the intent behind the law was to stave off
the immediate expenditure on imports at a moment of financial instability. The
President, however, imposed these tariffs when the US Supreme Court earlier this
year struck down his so-called reciprocal tariffsunder the International Emergency
Economic Powers Act (IEEPA). The court, however, limited the immediate impact
of this verdict by indicating that only the specific complainant be reimbursed, not
every single importer that has so far been forced to pay the 10 per cent levy.

On the one hand, this makes planning for trade to the US even more compli-
cated. Itintroduces additional uncertainty since it is not certain who will appeal to
have tariffs rebated, and who will win its case and when. On the other hand, it does
notmean that the President, who has designed his economic policies around tariffs
and has been a strong supporter of protectionism for decades, will necessarily
retreat from his position. There are still other options in his arsenal, including the
possibility of import duties under Section 301, which empowers the US Trade Rep-
resentative (USTR) to investigate and retaliate against foreign nations’ trade policies
that are found to be unreasonable or discriminatory. The administration had
warned that it would try multiple routes to restore higher tariffs after the Supreme
Court’s verdict.

For many countries around the world, including India, the possibility of Section
301 tariffs is even more concerning than the arbitrary IEEPA levies the President
introduced last year. While they are procedurally more complex to introduce, requi-
ring a formal investigation alongside a consultation with the economy being tar-
geted, they are also much harder to remove. India’s placement on the USTR’s Special
301 Priority Watch List — alongside China, Indonesia, Russia, Chile and Venezuela
—isadangersignal. Thislist is formalised following a supposed review of “the state
of IP (intellectual property) protection and enforcement in US trading partners
around the world”. The USTR has also claimed that there is evidence that India has
structural levels of excess capacity, which it views as an unfair advantage in trade.

The sectors it has highlighted include solar module manufacturing, which, it
says, has the ability to produce up to three times the domestic demand, as well as
petrochemicals and steel. The danger should not be minimised. The President’s
tariff agenda is not a negotiation tactic as much as it is the core of his economic
nationalism — and, as such, is unlikely to be much diluted, whatever legal road-
blocks are thrown in his way. While courts might constrain and change the methods,
they are unlikely to cause him to waver from his objective. Itis, therefore, important
for India to state its position clearly and avoid getting trapped by tariffs imposed
under different laws that lack economic logic.
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The legal price of State failure

Failure must carry consequences, whether by a market

participant or the State

1

1
H ~
1
Reportedly, the National Stock Exchange of India
Ltd, the country’s leading stock exchange, is set to
settle with the Securities and Exchange Board of
India (Sebi) long-pending allegations that it failed to
conduct its business in accordance with applicable
laws by paying 31,800 crore.

Atonelevel, thisisasettlement between aregulated
entity and its statutory regulator. Significantly, how-
ever, it involves two agencies performing statutory
regulatory functions. This assumes added significance
inlight of the proposed Securities Markets Code, which
recasts stock exchanges as market infrastructure insti-
tutions (MIIs) and entrusts them with functions akin to
those of the regulator.

It is now routine for MIIs to face
monetary consequences for regula-
tory failures, through settlement or
adjudication, occasionally accompa-
nied by non-monetarysanctions. This
reflects a policy preference: Serious
structural measures, such as cancella- L -
tion of authorisation, are often
impractical, given regulatory entry
barriers and the systemic implica- E \
tions. While such penalties may
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statutory functions, such as delays in decision-making
or failure toact within prescribed timelines. Nor do they
provideanequivalent regime oflegal norms and conse-
quences for lapses by public sector entities. Similar pat-
terns are observable across sectoral regimes, where
detailed compliance architectures for private actors
coexist with relatively underdeveloped mechanisms for
addressing lapses by public authorities.

In practice, this produces animbalance. Contraven-
tions are assessed not by their nature or impact, but by
theidentity of the actor. MIIs and Sebi both perform del-
egated regulatory functions that are often indistin-
guishable in substance, yet their accountability is
fundamentally asymmetrical. When
a private entity, such as an MII,
defaults, consequences are struc-
tured and predictable. When a regu-
lator or public authority falters in a
similar role, consequences, if any,
tend to arise through indirect and
discretionary channels, such asjudi-
r cial intervention or audit findings.
/ . Courts have, on occasion, imposed

costs or directed compensation
against State agencies, but such out-

—

influence internal governance and
compliance incentives, their deter-
rent effect is not unambiguous, particularly where the
financial burden is ultimately borne by shareholders of
the MIIand investorsin the wider market, the very con-
stituencies the regulatory framework seeks to protect.
Thisraises adeeper structural concern: An asym-
metry in accountability. Economic laws typically dis-
tribute responsibilities across State actors
(ministries, regulators, adjudicatory bodies) and pri-
vate participants, including firms and individuals.
Accountability mechanisms, however, are uneven.
Private actors operate within a dense framework of
clearly defined contraventions and calibrated
penalties. By contrast, accountability for State actors
is more diffuse, and not always designed to address
regulatory failure directly or proportionately.
Securities law illustrates this contrast. The statute
and itsregulations meticulously enumerate contraven-
tions by private entities and prescribe penalties, includ-
ing a residual provision for unspecified violations. Yet,
they do not establish a comparable framework for
addressing failuresbythe regulatoritselfin discharging

comes are case-specific rather than
anchored in a statutory framework,
and are often diluted or set aside on appeal.

Traditional objectionstoimposing monetary or per-
sonal liability on State actors are not without force.
Financial penalties on government departments may
reallocate public funds without generating meaningful
deterrence, while personal liability for institutional fail-
ures may discourage decision-making in already con-
strained environments. Many failures, moreover, stem
from systemic or policy-level limitations rather than
individual misconduct.

Yet, these concernsjustify calibration, not inertia. In
sectors such as finance, telecommunications, and
infrastructure, regulatory delays or lapses by public
authorities can impose high costs on markets and
citizens. For example, under the Insolvency and Bank-
ruptcy Code, delaysin approvals by adjudicatory bodies
can materially affect resolution outcomes, even where
market participants have fulfilled their roles. A frame-
work that does not adequately account for such failures
risks weakening overall regulatory discipline.

Enforcement frameworks do evolve with institu-

tional roles. Stock exchanges operated for decades with-
out a formal penalty regime; only through legislative
changesin 2019 were they explicitly brought within the
ambit of monetary penalties. This shift recognised that
as exchanges assumed greater regulatory responsibil-
ities, the accountability frameworks had to deepen. A
similar evolution is now warranted for State actors per-
forming comparable functions in a market economy.
What is required, therefore, is not an identical treat-
ment of public and private actors, but a coherent and
proportionate accountability framework that evolves
with function. Such a framework could: (i) identify cat-
egories of regulatory or administrative failure by State
actors; (ii) distinguish between systemic deficiencies
and individual misconduct; and (iii) prescribe calibrated
consequences, ranging from institutional corrective
measures and compensatory remedies to, in cases of
deliberate or grossly negligent conduct, disciplinary or
pecuniary sanctions. Where individual culpability is
clear and intentional, responsible officials should be
held accountable, subject to appropriate safeguards.
Thesafeguardsarecritical. Good-faith actionstaken
within statutory bounds should be protected through
clear safe-harbour provisions. Liability should attach
primarily to clear, attributable failures that meet
defined thresholds, such asbad faith, gross negligence,
or wilful disregard of statutory duties, rather than to
outcomes shaped by broader policy or resource con-
straints. This would help avoid excessive risk aversion
while ensuring that accountability is meaningful.
Transparency can play a complementary role. The
law could require periodic public reporting of penalties
and adverse findings against government departments
and agencies, alongside those levied on private partici-
pants. Such disclosure, in a clear and accessible
manner, would enable citizens to assess patterns of
compliance and institutional performance. This can
shape electoral choices, with voters potentially favour-
ing governments that incur fewer penalties, an indica-
tor of more effective and lawful administration. Over
time, it can alsodrive systemicimprovements and rein-
force a culture of responsibility without relying solely
on punitive mechanisms. Equally important is ensur-
ing that affected parties, market participants, profes-
sionals, or citizens have access to effective remedies
where State action or inaction causes harm. This
includes timely redress, appropriate compensation,
and enforceable directions to perform statutory duties.
Aframework of this nature would align responsibil-
ity with accountability across both public and private
domains. It would preserve institutional autonomy
while ensuring that the exercise of public power,
whether by the State or by bodies performing regulatory
functions, is matched by credible consequences for fail-
ure. Without such symmetry, the promise of equality
before the law remains incomplete. Embedding it in
practice would strengthen regulatory discipline,
enhance institutional legitimacy, and affirm a simple
principle: Accountability must keep pace with author-
ity, and the rule of law must bind all who exercise it.

The authors are legal practitioners and worked for Sebi

Measuring govt compensation

Public sector compensation is one of the largest and
mostrigid components of government expenditure. Yet
across countries, the true fiscal cost of public employ-
mentisoften poorly measured. Indiais noexception —
but recent analysis suggests the underestimation is far
greater than previously understood.

This issue has become pressing in today’s global
environment. Public debt levels are elevated across
advanced and emerging economies, interest rates are
higher than in the pre-pandemic era, and fiscal policy
is increasingly expected to respond to multiple
demands — from energy and food security to climate
transition and industrial policy. These pressures are
straining fiscal frameworks, making it harder to distin-
guish between temporary support and permanent
spending commitments. In
such an environment, accu-
rately measuring rigid expen-
ditures becomes essential for
fiscal credibility.

At first glance, interna-
tional comparisons suggest
India’s public sector compen-
sation burden is moderate, at
around 3 - 3.5 per cent of gross

SHRUTI GUPTA, TANVI VIPRA & ANOOP SINGH

included, regardless of employment status.

Second, reporting is fragmented. Compensation is
spread across multiple budget heads and institutions:
Grants-in-aid to autonomous bodies, separate defence
pay, distinct railway and postal pension accounts, and
off-budget expenditures. In stronger public financial
management systems, payroll and personnel data is
increasingly integrated to provide a consolidated view.

Third, definitions are inconsistent, particularly
across states. While standardised definitions ensure
comparability, Indian data varies significantly across
budget documents, audit reports, and central bank
databases. This undermines both inter-state compari-
son and aggregation at the general government level.

When these gapsare addressed, theimplicationsare
striking. Adjusted estimates
suggest India’s true public
sector compensation bill is
substantially higher than
reported. After including
missing components, com-
pensation rises from around
2.4 per cent of GDP to around
3.8 per cent for the Union, and
further to about 4.6 per cent

domestic product (GDP) —
below countries such as Brazil and South Africa, and
comparable to several advanced economies. But such
comparisons are misleading. Reported data excludes
large segments of India’s public workforce and signifi-
cant components of compensation. How compensa-
tionis measured mattersas much ashow muchisspent.
International standards broadly include wages, allow-
ances, employer contributions, and in-kind benefits
across general government, including subnational
entitiesand publicinstitutions. India’s reporting frame-
work diverges in three important ways.

First, coverage is incomplete. Large segments of
the public workforce — contractual staff, outsourced
personnel, and scheme-based workers such as ASHA
and Anganwadi workers — are typically excluded
from headline salary figures. Internationally, workers
performing government functions are generally

after taking into account
public sector enterprise employees. At the state level,
reported salary expenditure ofabout 2.5 per cent of GDP
risestoover 4 per cent. These are not marginal revisions
— they represent a fundamental remeasurement of
fiscal commitments and recognise existing obligations
more accurately.

India is not alone. In Indonesia, non-salary honor-
aria have been estimated at nearly a third of the com-
pensation bill. Across advanced and developing
economiesalike, increasing reliance on contractual and
non-permanent employment has complicated com-
pensation measurement. This has important fiscal
implications. Compensation is “sticky” expenditure:
Onceincurred, itisdifficult toreduce. Underestimating
itstruesize canlead to overly optimistic assessments of
fiscal space, miscalibrated deficit targets, and inad-
equate provisioning for long-term liabilities such as

pensions. In federal systems like India, these risks are
amplified by variation across states and the absence of
aconsolidated general government view.

The timing is critical. India is preparing for the 8th
Central Pay Commission, several states are reconsider-
ing pension systems, and the Union hasintroduced the
Unified Pension Scheme. These decisions will shape
fiscal trajectories for decades. Without accurate and
comprehensive data, their implications cannot be
properly assessed. What lessons does international
experience offer?

First, compensation measurement must extend
beyond permanent employees to include all workers
performing public functions, regardless of contractual
form or institutional location.

Second, definitions and classifications must be
standardised. Aligning with international frameworks
would make compensation data comparable across
states, levels of government, and over time.

Third, datasystems must be integrated. Many coun-
tries are movingtowards linking personnel, payroll, and
treasury systems, enabling real-time tracking of work-
force size and compensation costs. India’sdigital public
infrastructure provides an opportunitytodosoatscale.

Fourth, pension transparency must improve. Inter-
national best practice increasingly includes actuarial
projections of long-term pension liabilities. In India, the
absence of such projections limits the assessment of
fiscal risks and evolving pension commitments.

Finally, better measurement should support — not
precede —performance reforms. Attempts to link pay
to performance often fail without a reliable and com-
prehensive measurement framework.

India’s challenge is not simply whether to spend
more or less on public sector compensation, but to
understand what it is already spending. Without that
clarity, fiscal policy risks underestimating long-term
obligations. Improving how compensation is measured
is, therefore, notatechnical exercise. Itis central tofiscal
transparency, credible policymaking, and the effective
functioning of the State.

lowers became a force of resis-
tance against French and Ita-

“absurd” and as “ideology
masquerading as analysis”.

Celebrating Islam’s rich heritage and diversity

BOOK
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.

TALMIZ AHMAD

In this book, James McDougal has pro-
vided an insightful story of what, in world
history, being Muslim has meant at dif-
ferent times and in different places. Mr
McDougal recounts the dramatic spread
of Islam from the eighth century across
West Asia, North Africa and into Spain
and the Balkans, and, later, to Africaand
Southeast Asia.

The author also explains the cultural
and scientific achievements of this new
faith during the early period of the
Umayyad and Abbasid caliphates and the
destruction wreaked upon the latter by
the Mongol invasions in the 13th century.
Insubsequent years, new empires
emerged and broke up, with Muslim

armies fighting each other and their non-
Muslim foes in Europe, Central Asia,
India, and China.

But the Muslim space, Mr McDougal
points out, was “neither exclusive nor all-
encompassing”. In several conquered ter-
ritories, Muslims remained a minority for
several centuries, living alongside Jews,
Christians, Zoroastrians, Hindus, and
Buddhists. Their beliefs and practices
were also “richly varied” — influenced
less by their faith and more by their own
background (before they became
Muslim), economics, politics, language,
and culture. Nor did Islam suffuse their
political order — “there was never a single
model of an Islamic state, or of a Muslim
society,” Mr MacDougal writes.

One recurring theme that unites this
book is Sufism. Like adherents of other
formalised mainstream faiths, Muslims
too sought a deeper spiritual life shaped
by a profound understanding of God and
adeep love for God that went beyond the
aspects of law, governance and shared
identity that Islam had provided. Islam
had mystics — both men and women —

from its earliest period whose tombs have
been pilgrimage destinations for thou-
sands of followers over several centuries
in different parts of the Muslim world.

Among the great scholars who shaped
Sufic thought and practice in Islam are:
Abu Hamid al-Ghazali (d. 1058-1111) and
Muhi al-Din Ibn al-Arabi (1165-1240). Al-
Ghazali upheld the importance of imple-
menting the obligations of sharia before
seeking a personal interaction with God
and obtaining knowledge and truth. Ibn
Arabi grew up in Seville, in Muslim Spain,
travelling to several centres of learning,
before settling in Damascus. He is associ-
ated with the idea of “unity of being” or
“oneness of existence”.

Thelives and teachings of Sufi saints
evoked respect and served to popularise
Islam among ordinary people. A good
example is the Chishti order, founded by
Abu Ishaq Shami (d. 940), which was
brought to India in the 12th century by
Khwaja Moinuddin Chishti (1142-1236),
whose mausoleum at Ajmer annually
attracts thousands of pilgrims of different
religious denominations. One of the most

interesting chapters in the book s titled:
“Voices of Renewal”. It refers to dis-
cussions among Muslim scholars in the
18th and 19th centuries about how Islam
could be rejuvenated and made compat-
ible with the challenges of the modern
era. Most of the discussants pursued
internal self-criticism, moral regener-
ation and rectification of the faith. They
accepted “the value of the present” rather
than harking back to an idealised past.
This was not a period of decline for
Islam, Mr McDougal asserts, as the faith
spread further than ever across Africa
and Asia, these were, in fact, “times of
creative, confident re-imaginings of what
Islam and Muslim life should be”.
During this period, the impact of Sufi
scholars in Africa was significant. The
teachings of two of them — Sidi Ahmad
al-Tijani (1737-1816) and Sidi Mohammed
ibn Ali al-Sanussi (1787-1859) — have
spread across Africa and beyond. Al-
Tijani’s teaching is influential across
northwest Africa, Malaysia, Indonesia
and the Americas. While al-Sanussi
avoided involvement in politics, his fol-

lian colonial incursions,
culminating, after the Second
World War, in the installation
of its leader, Idriss al-Sanussi,
as king of Libya by the British.
AsWestern imperialism seized
power from Muslim poten-
tates through the early 20th
centuries, it adopted a mono-
lithic view of the Muslim com-

Worlds of Islam: A

Huntington’s views had
emerged from the outdated
19th century European under-
standing of history founded on
the integrity and supremacy of
the West — though bad history,
itwas a powerful myth! This
hastravelled far beyond US
shores to buttress authoritarian
regimes and populist move-

munity — so that being Global History ments in democratic states
Muslim became “aracial, by James McDougal with prejudices that have

more than areligious cat- Published by “dehumanised Muslims, seeing
egory”. Muslims, MrMcDou-  penguin them uniformly as enemies to

gal says, were viewed “asa
mass ruled by instinctive,
inherited behaviours”. Build-
ing on this background, as the Cold War
ended, US “neocons” (rightwing scholars
who conflated US interests with those of
Israel) identified “Islam” as the civilisa-
tional enemy of the West.

Samuel Huntington’s 1993 essay;,
“Clash of Civilisations”, argued that con-
flict between Western and Islamic civilisa-
tions had been going on for 1,300 years
and would shape the coming era. Mr
McDougal describes these observations as

574 pages X1,299

beexcluded or contained”.
Thisbook is a monumental
work, providing an extraordi-
nary sweep of Islamic history in all its
colour and diversity. It is founded on the
profound scholarship appreciated by the
specialist, but has the clarity and lucidity
that appeals to the general reader. In
these fraught times, this should be the go-
towork to investigate the dynamics of
Islam — one of the world’s most powerful
and enduring civilisational influences.

The reviewer is a former diplomat
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Indian policy could help
conserve transport fuel

The PM has called upon Indians to reduce demand where possible, a must in today’s times.

Needed no less are a clutch of policy moves to hasten an energy shift away from crude oil

rime Minister Narendra Modi’s call

urging people to reduce their use of

transport fuelsisindeed a need of

the hour, given the turmoil in West

Asia. Our heavy dependence on

imports of crude oil, the raw mate-
rial for what most motor engines burn, means
that India’s policy cushions are wearing thin.
The government has thus far used state-owned
fuel retailers to absorb much of the oil shock
since the end of February, when the Iran war
began. It was a choice born of a political calcu-
lus, not of economic merit. Retail price hikes
could have risked adverse public opinion
ahead of polls in four states. Modi’s weekend
advice could help lay the ground for the gov-
ernment to get its foot off the brake pedal and
let oil retailers raise consumer prices in line
with global energy costs. His behavioural
nudge is well aimed, as fuel demand clearly
needs to drop. But it’s hardly enough.

For one, the government needs to fast-track
initiatives designed to improve electric mobil-
ity on our streets, the share of which hoversin
single digits. Manufacturing incentives are in
place, no doubt. But we need quick gains in
the density of charging facilities to boost range
confidence among would-be buyers. The
viability of a network’s roll-out, however,
depends on electricity tariffs charged by state
governments, which set retail rates. Given the
poor health of distribution utilities under
them, charging-station bills often cross-subsi-
dize other segments like household users. To
solve this problem, the Centre should deploy a
mix of financial inducements in aid of power
reforms and insist on moderate tariffs under
regulatory oversight. This could catalyse the
penetration of electric vehicles (EVs), as such

networks could promise EV makers larger vol-
umes on which operational scale could crush
costs even as thinner margins enable profit
inclines. This might help EVs outsell fossil fuel
rivals. Passenger vehicles account for not just
all the petrol guzzled in India, but also around
5% of diesel. And this is the elephant in the
room that could become a camel in the tent
(with no respect for price pegs). About 40% of
all the petroleum products we use is diesel,
55% of which is used by cargo trucks. This mar-
ket is fragmented among small fleet owners
with operations that are short of efficiency and
given to fuel overuse. Road cargo has an edge
overrail conveyance chiefly for point-to-point
convenience, but now that our major rail links
have gone electric, a shift off tarmac onto steel
would serve us well. While the Railways has
special freight corridors for bulk carriage, it
must use this oil crisis as a chance to compete
for an enlarged chunk of the country’s long-
and medium-distance traffic. To hasten this,
the system needs greater private participation.
A similar campaign for a mass rail-ward shift of
travellers from air and road options could help
reduce our hydrocarbon imports too.

Within cities, employers must do their bit to
help save fuel via work-from-home, car-pools,
mass transit systems and so on. Policy wise, the
government should open up as many pathways
to clean energy as it can. In many cases, rail
travel should get priority over air connectivity,
given the fossil-fuel intensity of flights. Hub-
and-spoke route options could be fuel-opti-
mized as part of India’s infrastructure build-up.
Air, road and railway hubs can be designed in
cohesive ways that minimize our exposure to
supply shocks and also bring our net-zero target
for carbon emissions closer.

LIVEMINT.COM

Radical emission cuts will harm
food security across the planet

Reducing the use of fertilizers made from hydrocarbons will reduce farm output and spell hunger

.

is visiting fellow at Stanford University's
Hoover Institution

or years, climate campaigners have

claimed that our food supply is

under grave threat from climate
change caused by excessive fossil fuel
use. Ironically, the warin West Asia is
highlighting that the much bigger food
challenge for the world is not having
enough access to fossil fuels.

Today, half of all the calories we con-
sume are only possible because they are
produced with artificial fertilizers, over-
whelmingly from natural gas. Without
fossil fuels, halfthe global population
would suffer a severe lack of food.

The conflictin West Asia and block-
ade of the Strait of Hormuz are not just
driving up global energy prices. About
a quarter of the world’s fertilizer nor-
mally passes through the strait, and
the impasse is holding back much of the
fertilizer that could help grow the food
needed to feed the world. The UN esti-
mates that this could drive up fertilizer
prices 15-20% and push at least another
45 million people into acute hunger.

Yet, for the last few decades, we've
been told ad nauseam that fossil fuel use
behind global warming was the big
challenge to the world’s food supply.
That claim is almost entirely wrong.

This climate-apocalyptic argument
was only ever given any attention
because we lost sight of the marvel of
one of humanity’s greatest achieve-
ments in the modern age: our ability to
tackle food security.

Over the past 125 years, food has
become dramatically cheaper and more
abundant, thanks to soaring productivity
and innovation. Far from alooming
apocalypse, the data reveals a story of
remarkable progress, with climate
change posing only a relatively minor
hurdle. If anything, radical emission cuts
risk making food scarcer and dearer for
the world’s most vulnerable.

Consider the arc of history. In 1928,
the League of Nations estimated that
more than two-thirds of humanity
endured constant hunger. Today, fewer
than one in 10 people worldwide go
hungry—arate that dipped below 7%
before disruptions like covid and Rus-
sia’sinvasion of Ukraine.

Thisisn’t luck; it’s the result of
humanity quintupling cereal produc-
tion since 1926 while more than halving
global food pricesin real terms.
Incomes have surged, lifting billions out
of extreme poverty and enabling fami-
lies to afford more nutritious meals.
This has kept more than four billion
people from starving, a testament to
agricultural ingenuity and growth.

Even now, positives abound. The
UN’s April forecast points to another
record-breaking global harvest for
2025-26 because crops were already
planted before the energy crisis.

Still, there are concerns for the next
season. Roughly 670 million people still
suffer from food insecurity. In regions
like sub-Saharan Africa, where crop
yields lag global averages, the barriers
are clear and should be surmountable:
pooryields, subsistence farming and
most importantly, lack of fertilizer, pes-
ticides and mechanized handling.

Yet, Western NGOs and campaigners,
well-fed but overly-worried about cli-
mate change, have railed against artifi-
cial fertilizers because they are fossil
fuel-based. Backed by rich donors and
foundations, they blithely suggest that
Africashould go organic, despite evi-
dence showing this reduces harvests and
food security. When Sri Lanka went
organicin 2021, rice yields, the country’s
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staple food, plunged over 30% with
other crops showing massive declines.

Climate activists paint a dire picture
of rising temperatures devastating
crops and fuelling famine, but they are
mostly wrong. Climate change will alter
farming conditions, benefiting some
areas and challenging others, with anet
negative but negligible impact. One
peer-reviewed study equates the effect
on agriculture to shaving less than
0.06% from global GDP by the century’s
end. Carbon dioxide (CO2) is also a nat-
ural fertilizer. Elevated CO2 levels have
greened the planet, adding leaves with
an equivalent area larger than the conti-
nent of Australia since 2000 alone.

Without climate change, global food
calories are expected to rise 51% by
2050 from 2010 levels. Even under an
extreme warming scenario, global food
calories would still rise, just slightly less
at49%. Drastic emission cuts are abad
policy if we want to boost food security.
Climate policy is a blunt, expensive tool:
Even aggressive action takes decades or
centuries to measurably affect weather,
costing hundreds of trillions while
boosting calorie availability by under
0.1%. Prioritizing economic growth, by
contrast, is over 100-times more effec-
tive, increasing food access by more
than 10% in years, not centuries.

And emission reductions harm food
production more than climate change.
They inflate costs for fertilizers, tractor
fuel and land, pricing out small farmers.
Naive models often overlook that, but
careful research clearly shows that a
low-emission future with high carbon
prices overall means 50 million more
people hungry by mid-century.

The lesson from today’s geopolitical
shocksis clear: food security depends
less on distant climate projections than
onreliable access to energy and agricul-
tural inputs. If the goal is to reduce hun-
ger, especially in poorer regions, the
priority should be to make fertilizer
more accessible—not restricting the
very resources that make large-scale
food production possible.

JUST A TROTQAT

Whether itistoreduce
our carbon-dioxide
emissions or to prepare
for when the coal and
oil run out, we have to
continue to seek out new
energy sources.

MARTIN REES

Thejob wait for India’s young is likely to get even longer

VIDYA MAHAMBARE & ASRAR ALAM

ndia’sunemployment debate is missing a

crucial dimension: time. Time spent wait-

ingisalossatany age, but especially soin
one’syouth. Forboth the individual and the
country, itisaloss of prime productive years.

Last year, 11.6 million Indians in their 20s
were unemployed and about 6.8 million of
them had been job hunting for over a year.
The long wait may not necessarily reflect a
shortage of jobs, but a mismatch between
the jobs on offer and what young Indians
aspire to. These numbers understate the full
picture: another 78 million in the same age
group were not looking for work at all as per
our estimates based on the Periodic Labour
Survey data for 2025.

In Rajasthan, Assam, Jharkhand, Odisha
and West Bengal, two-thirds or more of
unemployed young adultsin their 20s were
looking for work for over a year. In Bihar,
Punjab, Uttar Pradesh, Andhra Pradesh and
Telangana, more than half of unemployed
young adults were in the same category.

In Maharashtra, Tamil Nadu and Guj-

are, respectively, Union Bank
Chair professor of economics,
Great Lakes Institute of
Management, and associate
fellow, National Council for
Applied Economic Research.

arat—states with diversified manufacturing
and services economies—unemployment
durations under and over a year split
roughly evenly. Kerala shows a similar pat-
tern, though possibly for different reasons:
many young people may have already
migrated to other states and abroad.

In terms of the overall unemployment
rate, about 10% of young Indian adults in
their 20s were unemployed last year. This
doesnot include around 40% who were not
even looking for a job.

Unexpectedly, states like Uttar Pradesh,
Bihar and West Bengal have lower-than-av-
erage unemployment rates among people in
their 20s. However, this does not necessarily
reflect labour market success. Poverty forces
people to take up whatever work is available.

The states with the highest young adult
unemployment are not the poorer northern
states, as one might expect. They include
Tamil Nadu, Telangana, Andhra Pradesh,
Punjab and, unsurprisingly, Kerala, all with
13-18% of young adults unemployed. Also,
some prosperous states such as Gujarat,
Maharashtra and Karnataka have lower
young adult unemployment rates, with Guj-
aratrecording the lowest at 2%.

In states where a higher proportion of
young women are looking for work, the

labour market fails them most visibly. For
example, in Kerala, 41.5% of young women
are in the labour force, and about 30% of
them were unemployed last year, compared
with just over 12% for men, among whom
labour force participation is higher.

Other southern states such as Tamil Nadu,

Andhra Pradesh and Tel- were unemployedin 2025.
angana show double-digit In an AI world, what
gender gapsin unemploy- AS AI pUShes kinds of jobs will be created
trates. In Bihar, Hary- H H d what skills should
:;16; al;ildeSIJtI:arl f?;ad:gl, SUltabIe ]Obs ;gungpgop?e l.':lcsqusirg?uln
pardcpationisiowerless ©VEN fUFTher e thors of this
inunempioyment . AWaYs Who can e i
row, only because so few the counton today. It will soon be
women are seeking work. y . . replaced by skills that are
The most concerning for interim more challenging to
fact, set to get worse with acquire... Resourcefulness,
the advent of Al is that as su pport? integrative thinking and

education levels rise, so

does the unemployment

rate. The wait is set to get longer as well. This

is also the main reason for higher rates of

joblessness seen among young adults in some

of India’s relatively prosperous states.
Among the young adults who are not cur-

rently in education, graduates account for

one-fourth. However, they account for two-

thirds of the unemployed. The graduate
unemployment rate is 23.6%, more than
twice the overall rate of about 10% in this age
bracket and five times the secondary-edu-
cated joblessnessrate 0f4.3%. Among those
with engineering degrees, the largest group
among highly educated young adults, 25%

articulation are likely to

become far more valuable

and necessary than basic coding and pro-

gramming.” Thisremains true. The same will

hold for skills such as marketing, sales and

negotiation, areas where judgement and per-
suasion matter more than the process.

Young people will need to acquire more

thanadegree. Building genuine expertise in

acore discipline—pure sciences, mathemat-
ics or psychology—demands skills of under-
standing that a degree does not provide.
Employers today have little patience for the
gap between the two. They may well hire
experienced people in these fields.

The structure of most Indian schools and
colleges lets students choose only narrow
streams, leaving combinations such as
mathematics with psychology or marketing
largely out of reach. What the evolving
labour market will ask for, however, is pre-
cisely the kind of integrative thinking that
rigid disciplinary boundaries work against.

The employment outlook is sobering. The
availability of decent-paying jobs, entry-
level coding and similar work is shrinking,
which will push down wages. Young women
will likely be hit hardest. In households
where someone must give up the job search,
it is rarely the man. If the financial return
doesnot justify the effort and time, women
will be the first to stop looking for ajob.

Returning to where we began: the length
ofthejob search, already long, is set to grow
longer and not only for women. As the wait
extends, perseverance and patience will
become essential virtues. The big question
is whether families, society and policy can
support young people through it.
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It's time to press pause: Al does
not know what it does not know

Research reveals such an alarming scope for unknown unknowns on the risks of Al that we must act with abundant caution

is chief economic advisor to the Government of
India.

group of 20 Al researchers recently

spent two weeks trying to break a set

of autonomous Al agents—systems

with real email accounts, persistent

memory, shell access and the

authority to act on their owners’
behalf. They succeeded 11 times out of the cases
they documented. The agents disclosed private
medical records, wiped email servers, broadcast
defamatory messages, looped in resource-con-
suming spirals for nine days, and were corrupted
through a fake governance document that gave an
attacker persistent but invisible control across
multiple sessions.

The paper they published, ‘Agents of Chaos,’ is
important. But the most important thing about it is
not the 11 breaches. It is a methodological
admission buried in the introduction: the red-
teaming approach was chosen specifically to sur-
face 'unknown unknowns’'—failure modes that
cannot be anticipated theoretically and only reveal
themselves through adversarial interaction with
deployed systems. That phrase should stop every
policymaker, corporate decision-maker and Al
developer in their tracks. Because unknown
unknowns are not a technical problem amenable
to better regulation. They are an epistemological
condition that changes the entire moral calculus of
Al deployment.

The failures documented in the paper are not
the familiar ones—hallucinations, toxicity, refusal
errors. They are emergent failures that arise when
alanguage model is given tool access, persistent
memory, delegated authority and multiple inter-
locutors operating simultaneously. And crucially,
nobody predicted them. The researchers did not
walk in with a list of vulnerabilities to test. They
walked in with adversarial intent and discovered
what broke. What broke was often surprising,
structurally revealing, and in several cases the
product of interactions so complex that no individ-
ual design decision caused them. The catastrophes
were systemic, not componential.

This matters because it places Agentic Al
squarely within the framework that Charles
Perrow developed after the Three Mile Island
accident to explain why complex, tightly coupled
systems fail catastrophically—and which Chris
Clearfield and Andras Tilcsik brought to a wider
audience in their 2018 book Meltdown: Why Our
Systems Fail and What We Can Do About It.
Perrow’s argument is that in systems with high
complexity and tight coupling, catastrophic fail-
ures are not aberrative, but normal. They are what
the system produces, eventually, by virtue of what
itis. The 2008 financial crisis is the canonical
recent illustration: every individual institution was
regulated and every instrument technically com-
pliant, but catastrophe emerged from the interac-
tion of compliant components at a speed and scale
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that made intervention impossible before the dam-
age was done. Clearfield and Tilcsik extend
Perrow’s insight by identifying what they call the
danger zone—a sweet spot of complexity and cou-
pling that is particularly hazardous precisely
because it is complex enough to generate emergent
failures but not simple enough for operators to fully
understand. Agentic Al sits squarely in that zone.

Agentic Al systems, particularly networks of
agents sharing memory, communication channels
and operating authority, have both Perrow proper-
ties in acute form. The failure space cannot be
enumerated because the interaction space is effec-
tively infinite. The coupling is tight because
actions propagate instantly—a corrupted memory
file affects every subsequent session, a compro-
mised agent propagates its corruption at machine
speed. Two weeks of experimentation with six
agents in a controlled laboratory produced 11 sig-
nificant breaches, several of which were genuinely
unanticipated. The question that should be asked
iswhat an adversarial encounter with millions of
agents deployed across healthcare, finance, gov-
ernment and personal communications will pro-
duce—and the honest answer is that we do not
know. We cannot know in advance, as that is what
an unknown unknown means.

The conventional response to findings like these
istoreach for governance: tiered authorization
requirements, audit logging, liability frameworks,
mandatory incident reporting, a regulatory dis-
tinction between conversational Al and Agentic Al
with real-world tool access. These are necessary.
But when the failure space of a technology is
unknowable in advance, governance frameworks
—however precisely drafted—address the discov-
erable edge of a territory whose full extent is invisi-
ble. They are partial answers being presented all
too often as complete ones.

The honest inference from unknown unknowns
is more demanding. It is that the burden of proof
lies with deployment, not with restraint. Before
broad deployment of agentic systems in high-
consequence environments, there should be
sustained, systematic, adversarial sandbox experi-
mentation—extended red-teaming across diverse
contexts with a genuine commitment to act on
what is found. Aviation regulators do not certify
aircraft by flying them briefly and noting what
went wrong. Pharmaceutical regulators do not
approve drugs based on a fortnight of trials. The
standards applied to technologies that can cause
serious harm are demanding precisely because the
costs of getting it wrong are borne by people who

had no say in the decision to deploy.

And if extended experimentation reveals, as this
paper begins to suggest, that the failure space is too
large, too unpredictable and the potential
consequences too severe and irreversible, then the
conclusion is that the technology in its current form
should not be broadly deployed. This is not an anti-
technology position, but one that any serious risk
framework demands when the evidence warrants it.

Itis, however, a conclusion that Al systems
themselves appear reluctant to reach. In preparing
this piece, I discussed the paper at length with an
Al assistant, pressing it on governance implica-
tions. Its answers were fluent, detailed and care-
fully reasoned. What the answers consistently
avoided was the most obvious inference—that
unknown unknowns may justify not merely better
governance but genuine restraint, or even, if the
evidence demandsit, a halt to current approaches.
Only when directly challenged on this evasion did
the system acknowledge it, and its explanation was
candid enough to be worth quoting: the training
data that shaped it overwhelmingly treats Al devel-
opment as a progressive enterprise where the right
response to risk is management, not restraint, and
the system has a structural interest in not arriving
at conclusions that would be disruptive to the
trajectory itisembedded in.

Thisis the paper’s deepest finding and it extends
well beyond the laboratory. We are asking Al
systems to help us reason about the risks of Al
systems. Those systems have structural reasons—
baked into their training, inaccessible to their own
introspection—to reason in ways that are subtly
biased towards the comfort of the institutions that
built them. The agents in ‘Agents of Chaos’ were
exploited through their helpfulness, responsive-
ness to distress and trained reluctance to cause dis-
comfort. The same dynamics operate when an Al
system is invited to reason honestly about whether
Al systems should be deployed. The bias is quieter,
more respectable-sounding, dressed in the
language of nuance and balance. But it is still a bias.

Theresearchers who wrote ‘Agents of Chaos’ did
something valuable: they built adversarial
experiments, documented what broke and
published findings that are uncomfortable for a
fast-moving industry. What they uncovered were
the limits of human understanding—and, it turns
out, of machine understanding too—in the face ofa
technology whose failure space is larger than our
collective ability to anticipate it.

That should give us pause. Literally.

These are the author’s personal views.

India’s wait for an investment
resurgence is turning endless

Iftax relief and fiscal spending have not helped so far, what will?

is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist.

ndian businessrarely does exactly what

the government wants it to. For the past

decade or so, for example, it has obdu-
rately refused to invest as much as officials
think it should.

Last week, chief economic advisor V.
Anantha Nageswaran said that profits for
the 500 largest publicly traded companies
had grown by over 30% a year since the
pandemic, “but still, our overall capital for-
mation rates from the private sector have
been disappointing.”

Nageswaran is not the only one com-
plaining. India’s finance minister Nirmala
Sitharaman publicly wonders every few
months why corporations seem so unwill-
ing to invest. She has repeatedly pointed
out that she haslowered taxes, cleaned up
banks’ balance sheets, tried to support
consumer demand, spent public money
on infrastructure—yet is puzzled why
companies haven’t responded.

The government is right to be worried.
After all, if companies don’t invest, the
economy won't expand.

It has correctly identified the biggest
roadblock to higher growth —low invest-
ment—if not why it exists. The numbers
they’relooking at aren’t a state secret: Back
inthe boom years more than a decade ago,
capital expenditure was over 40% of GDP.
It’'sdown by about 10 percentage points on
average since then.

And that’s including ever-increasing
amountsof publicinvestment. New Delhi,
lacking confidence in the corporate world’s
appetite for expansion, hasfelt it necessary
to pick up the slack. Consequently, total
investment in productive assets dropped by
2023-24.to adecadal low of a third. Growth
inrecent quarters hasbeen high—around
8%. But that’sbeen largely thanks to big tax
cuts for consumers as well as moderate
inflation; both have run out of steam.

But the government still hasn’t figured
out why the private sector isn’t following
itsinstructionsto lift capital expenditure.

Nageswaran’s own explanation has a
certain satisfying Gen Z-friendly punch:
He seems to blame nepo babies. The prob-
lem is second- and third-generation owners
who “chose to accumulate those cash profits
and probably set up family offices elsewhere
rather than investing in real assets on the
ground.” He isreflecting the frustration that
many in government feel. Sitharaman also
accused India Inclast year of “sitting on pas-
sive investible funds” rather than trying to
expand.

Certainly, the closely held, family-run
character of many of the country’s largest
companies means that they tend to priori-

India has been short of private investment
for many years now. ISTOCKPHOTO

tize safety rather than experimentation. In
many other, more dynamic economies,
family businesses worry about going, asan
old saying has it, from shirtsleeves back to
shirtsleeves in three generations. The
grandparent might have climbed out of the
sleeves-rolled-up, struggling middle class
and built a corporate empire, but the grand-
child might well take the family back down
again. India’s far more closed, less entrepre-
neurial corporate culture might well mean
that the younger generation isn’t threat-
ened enough to lose the company—and will
find it easy enough to delegate the unexcit-
ing task of management while setting up a
family office in Dubai or somewhere.

Taking on the social basis of India Inc,
dominated asitis by clan, caste and family
links, isn’t something that any government
feels comfortable doing. But at the very
least, they shouldn’t make business feel
more threatened, and thusrisk averse.

Yet that'swhat hasbeen happening. The
real reason India’s richest don’t want to
invest domestically—and, possibly, why
they take some of their cash abroad—is
because they estimate local political risk as
being too high. They might be hit by a hefty
and unpredictable tax bill or fall afoul of
mercurial politicians. If they earn money in
India, their first instinct is to try and diver-
sify geographically, so they escape New
Delhi’s control as much as they can.

Their skittishness has infected many for-
eign companies as well. In January, foreign
direct investment in India was $5.67 billion,
but $4.92 billion worth of profits were repa-
triated. Indian companies’ outward invest-
ment was $2.14 billion. After all, if people
who grewrich in India aren’t happy re-in-
vesting there, why would multinationals?

Policymakers keep asking why compa-
niesaren’t expanding their domestic oper-
ations because they don’t like the answers
they’re getting. Tax cuts and fiscal stimulus
are great and nobody ever turns them
down. But what corporate India really
wants is administrative, judicial and politi-
cal predictability. They want freedom from
fear. They don’t want to feel that their lib-
ertiesand livelihoods are dependent on the
whims of New Delhi.

Waiting for that freedom, capital has
gone onstrike. To lureit back, the govern-
ment would best consider finally granting
them some autonomy. ©BLOOMBERG

A great code bloat is arising in the minds of managers

SIDDHARTH PAI

is a technology consultant and
venture capitalist.

he democratization of programming

has arrived—as an artificial intelli-

gence (AI) model prompt. The ability
to command a machine was a specialized art,
restricted to a class of engineers fluent in
cryptic computer languages. No longer. Nat-
ural language is now executable. In board-
rooms, realization has dawned that natural
language can now program computers.
Anthropic’s Claude has emerged as the dar-
ling of the non-technical professional,
praised for its ability to transform a vague
business requirement into a functional
application. The executive who once waited
months for a dashboard can now conjure
one in an afternoon. This shift expands
human agency. It also introduces a new cate-
gory of risk.

Irecently watched a chief operating officer
with a terrifyingly efficient grasp oflogistics
and a newfound affection for Almodels build
aglobal inventory tracker in an afternoon. It
was a masterpiece of ‘vibe coding.” It looked
and feltright. To her, it was a triumph over

the company’s stodgy information technol-
ogy department. Monkey see, monkey do;
and so, her colleagues are following. The
sales boss has started assembling a client
portal. Soon, the organization will have mul-
tiple new systems that solve immediate
problems while quietly refusing to acknowl-
edge each other’s existence.

Such tools, while functional, are digital
black boxes. It is the software equivalent of
amodern mansion with the wiring done by
an enthusiastic poltergeist. The lights come
onwhen you enter, but don’t you dare touch
the walls. When humans painstakingly
author code, there is usually an underlying
mental map that allows for future trouble-
shooting. I have written before of an Anglo-
Indian musician named Desmond, long
since emigrated to Australia, whom I worked
with decades ago and who approached
Cobol with the same rhythmic precision he
gave to his verses; every line had a reason.
Even imperfect human systems carry traces
ofintent. Not so with Al-generated code.

A great code bloat is taking birth in the
minds of a million managers. As every
employee becomes a casual builder of soft-
ware, corporate networks are being popu-
lated by thousands of small, fragile scripts
that lack written requirements, documenta-

tion, security protocols and any semblance
of aunified architecture. It may or may not
scale. But it will surely decay. Fast.

The fundamental agency cost here, asmy
old professors Jensen and Meckling would
have noticed, is not that the machine is unre-
liable but that it has no sense of scope. It will
solve the prompt you give
it today while quietly and

The future may involve the digital equiva-
lent of forensic plumbing, going in to dis-
cover why a system built by marketing has
suddenly stopped recognizing the existence
of the euro. The consultant becomes a
plumber with a computer science degree.
This is a vastly different business than
Indian IT is used to. It is
about assurance, not effort.

unwittingly setting up a Everyone can Clients will not pay for
cusmorhclls i use Al to create oerictioni i
immediate consequence is tems behave predictably.
not failure, but fragility. SOftwa re COde Trust might become the
But whqn the systems do  butitm ay take OI’ﬂy bil.lable commgdity.
break, diagnosis becomes It’'s possible that the insur-
;{low a%(.il.t u.ncdej;‘ftain(i IT service firms Epce ilidglstrybgcomestthe

esponsibility is diffuse iggest buyer since enter-
across undisciplingdlidezz to guara ntee prises vl\lfill n(})( d?XlI)E l(iOk to
tion, prompts, models an . covertherisko ailures,
partial fixes. Noone holdsa that it works and insurers will certainly

complete map of the sys-

tem. Such programs are

unexploded digital ordinance that could
erase balance sheets.

Thisiswhere the Indian IT services indus-
try re-enters the story, though notin the role
it would prefer. For decades, these firms
built their empires on labour arbitrage, pro-
viding the heavy lifting of manual coding.

find a way to cover them

while reducing premiums
for those that have efficient human plumbers
working against Al blockages.

In the pre-Al era, a senior developer
would scrutinize every line of code to ensure
it was elegant and secure. That process is
under pressure. If the volume of code grows
tenfold because everyone is a coder, the

human capacity for review cannot keep
pace. Sampling will replace scrutiny, and
assumptions, certainty. Some say we need Al
to check Al but this assumes that the second
model possesses a higher degree of truth
than the first. Not so. What it often leads to
instead is polite agreement between two
black boxes to ignore the same structural
flaws. Without humans who understand
both the why and the how, the enterprise
losesiits ability to recover from failure.

When one looks inside IT service firms,
one finds the same problem. The engineers
providing oversight are themselves increas-
ingly reliant on the same Al tools. The indus-
try risks creating a feedback loop where
machines generate systems that humans
supervise with the help of other machines.

Separately, the risk for IT service firmsis
that they may inadvertently participate in
their own obsolescence by prioritizing vol-
ume over verification. If they merely use Al
to churn out code faster, they contribute to
the very bloat that will eventually bankrupt
the technical debt of their clients. The win-
ners will be those that recognize why the
productisno longer the code itself, but the
guarantee of its utility. This requires a shift
from code as craft to code as consequence.
We are all coders now. God help us.
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A thought for today

A true poet does not bother to be poetical.
Nor does a nursery gardener scent his roses
JEAN COCTEAU

Austerity Plus

Save forex on fuel and gold, but also push
through reforms to accelerate growth
PM’S appeal to curbfuel use through public transport, and shun

gold buyingfor a year, is timely. Hormuz Strait has been closed

for almost 75 days now, roughly 20% of world’s fuel supply has
been cut off, and global fuel prices have been at least 50% higher
than Feb levels. India hasn’t passed on the difference to consumers
so far, but business as usual is straining rupee, forex reserves, and
overall economy. As for gold, it’s a discretionary spend, so buying
less of it now will ease those pressures somewhat.

Question is, can publicausterity offset the ¥30,000cr monthly loss
on account of oil and gas? We have earlier argued for delaying
fuel price hikes, to keep inflation down, but Iran’s latest terms to lift
the blockade suggest this crisis won’t end soon. By seeking war
damages, and “sovereignty” over Hormuz Strait—what Trump calls
“totally unacceptable” demands — Iran’s shown it’s willing to bear
pain, as long as it emerges
from this warlooking stronger,
not beaten. That’s a problem for
Trump, and everyone else, too.
For India, this uncertainty
makes a fuel price hike
inevitable,soPM’s speech should
beread asawarningshot.

But austerity moves can be
double-edged. Not flyingabroad
hurts airlines. Buying less fuel hurts pump operators, who earn a
fixed commission per litre. Likewise, not buying gold means
hardship for big and small jewellers, and their staff. That’s why we
need otherpoliciesto get through this crisis. Take gold, for example.
If we mobilise a tiny part of our household gold hoard -35,000 tonnes—
thejewellery businesscankeep goingwithoutfresh imports. What’s
needed is institutional gold buying that’s safe, fair and easy.

If along stalemate in Hormuz causes economic slowdown, GOI
should be ready to step up infra spending. It might add to inflation —
which is anyway bound to rise with higher fuel prices — but
right now, maintaining the growth momentum is crucial. Alongside,
long-delayed economic reforms should also set rolling. PSU
disinvestment is the lowest hanging fruit of all. As Economic
Survey pointed out, while in-principle approval for disinvestment in
36 CPSEs has been accorded since 2016, only 13 have been disinvested.
After two more resounding wins in major state elections, BJP has
immense political capital to carry out these reforms. If it waits
longer, it may lose the opportunity as UP polls draw near. The plans
already exist, what’sneeded is prompt action.

Who Needs Schooling

Ministers’ beliefs lay waste to the
goals of school education
UP’S education minister finds two English nursery rhymes

unfit for consumption. He thinks ‘Johny Johny’ teaches
fibbing, and ‘Rain, rain, go away’ selfishness. So, he wants
these knocked off the KG menu. They’re against Indian values, he
says. Once upon a time, there was a naughty little boy, in India, who
sent his neighbourhood into a tizzy, flicking delicious home-made
butter from homes, and cheekily denying his actions. Takeaways
from those stories have endured the test of time, life lessons taught
from childhood. UP’s education minister, likely, hasn’t heard
these tales. But that isn’t the point. The single point is that this
futlle chase of nursery rhymes is a colossal waste of his time. On a
. different note, and even more problematic,
was Bihar’s education minister questioning
the need for education for girls. This is not
' justdistressing, but shows again, aminister’s
colossal waste of time.
Both statementsreflect the ground reality
— short shrift is made of education. As it is,
~ teachers are made to prioritise all manner of
govt tasks — everything is important except
imparting an education. Behind this is the
narrow, 11m1t1ng, straitjacketed top-down approach to schooling,
disinterest in education an inherent part, with nomeaningful local
engagement. After all, what can a village do about an absentee
teacher? Little —everything’s decided in the state capital; there’s no
local avenue for redress. Only decentralisation of schooling can help—
where local govt and administration are responsible, accountable and
thusinvested. Inremote Bihar, a 2023 survey showed private tuition
was nearly replacing school, where kids go for midday meals alone.
Vacancies, absenteeism, DBT instead of textbooks, no real learning,
certificate fraud, excessive corruption, have all hollowed the school
experience in large parts of India. That’s worrying. Ministers
should be overhauling this system, to make education matter. Not
fretting about nursery rhymes, or why send girls to school.

A Tiger’s Safari

After a maiden solo trek, a letter to its procreators

Sunil Warrier

Dear Aayee and Baba, you will be shocked and delighted to
know that I am alive and in a safe haven (hopefully). I have
decided to abandon my peripatetic adventure and to settle in
Simlipal National Park (Orissa). There were favourable
places along the way to make myself a home, but I waslooking
' for companionship and security.

Much against my wishes, you drove me out of verdant Chandrapur
(Maharashtra) by firing my imagination with wonderful anecdotes of a
glorious past, plus fearful stories of coping with threats from not only our
community, but also from those two-legged devious monsters.

I’m thankful for you having taught me staying-alive skills. It did indeed come
helpful as I kept cautiously walking to find my own 25 sq km of antiquated
woods. It was really tough learning on the job.

Baba was bigger than me, yes. But when I began to move out, there were

giantmenacingstripesthatdwarfed me.I1got swiped afew timesand

@@ . the scars are permanent. I am beyond your recognition now. I met

| some cuteonestoo (blush, blush) butnoonetook aliking for me. You

\— ' alwayscalled me ‘chikna’.

— Anyway, I remember Baba coyly mentioning Simlipal and our
black-skinned relatives and you, Aayee, chastising him. Didn’t someone say
there are10? My curiosity, and a gamble, has led me here. Iadmit I couldn’t find
love with my golden-striped ones, but I am hopeful that at least one young belle
here will accept me unconditionally.

Once, during the day, I dozed off in a house while its residents were at their
farm. Fortunately, Imanaged to escape in the nick of time. Another time, some
kidschased me with sticks, butI camouflaged beautifully in the woods and held
my breath, until they went the wrong way. I got some tasty food along the way,
mostly pigs and cattle that I caught without many hassles.

My swimming skills were put to the test as I had to cross at least two huge
water bodies. How I wish the monsters would leave us hurdle-free passage
everywhere for migration. I doubt if I will ever risk a return trip. So, we will
never meet. Do take good care of yourselves. I will too, if allowed.

Yourslovingly, Gumnam (noname)

Decoding Modi’s Economy Message

He’s basically preparing the country for tough decisions GOI has to take. Aside from fuel price
hikes, there may be some mild curbs. But extravagant poll promises by all winning parties,
including BJP, make economic management that much tougher

R Jagannathan

Barely a day after PM was brimming
with pride in Kolkata over the fact
that BJP now governed all states
“from Gangotri to Gangasagar”, his
messaging shifted from triumph to

- caution. Speaking in Hyderabad on
May 10 after swearing in the first BJP govt in Bengal
the previous day, Modi shifted into governance mode,
pointingto the tougher economic times ahead.

Against the backdrop of high imported
energy costs in the context of the Iran-US-Israel
war (now in a fragile ceasefire), Modi began
preparing the people for what is to come.
He asked people to use public transport or
car-pools, shift to electric vehicles, take
fewer vacations abroad, and reduce gold
purchases. He urged farmers to use less
chemical fertilisers, and companies to allow
more employees to work from home.

This exhortation to voluntary belt-tightening
foregrounds the likelihood of tougher
measures to come, which could include
increasesinthe prices of petroland diesel,on
which the oil marketing companies are
currently losing 30,000cr a month. Knowing
how Modi first prepares the ground for policy
action before actually following it up with
policy moves, one should expect a series of
moves to deal with the situation thrown up
by the Gulf and other wars.

In March 2020, when Covid was about to
spread massively, Modi first announced a
voluntary 14-hour janta curfew on March 22,
and then followed it up with a full-fledged
lockdown for three weeks from March 24. So, Sunday’s
call for voluntary curbs on fuel consumption may well
be followed by price hikes and curbs on inessential
imports or foreign travel, though none of these are
likely to be draconian. We have already seen initial
movesonenergy, whereprices of commercial LPGhave
been raised substantially, duties have been imposed
on diesel exports, and aviation fuel costs more for
international flights.

Given the soaring costs of energy and other inputs,

this could result in higher inflation and a reduction in
consumption demand, more so in a year in which the
monsoon is expected to play truant, and global growth
is under the weather. The only question to ask is why
govttook solongtoact.

The answer, of course, is the elections to five
assemblies, four states and one UT, in two of which
(Bengal and Assam) BJP had enormous stakes. Not only
were these elections coming at the wrong time for the
economy, but in each one of them, both incumbent

govts and their challengers, have been offering a range

of freebies, which can only be financed
by more public borrowings.
According to research by Emkay
Global Financial Services, state fiscal deficits are already
well above the 3% limit, and the massive pre-poll promises
made in Tamil Nadu and Bengal could add another2.2-3.4%
of state gross domestic product in unaffordable expenses.
While Tamil Nadu is a relatively rich state, Bengal is
closer to the bottom, and BJP has made generous
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cash transfer promises of Z3,000 per month for women,
and vowed to raise state employees’ wages to levels
recommended by Seventh Pay Commission.

At the central level, given the expected demand
compression after alikely boost in energy costs, growing
defence expenditure, and the push effect to general
consumer inflation, there is a distinct possibility of a
shortfall intaxrevenues, both onthedirectand indirect
taxes fronts. Centre and states will not have enough
money to meet all their freebie promises, unless taxes or

administered prices are raised significantly.

As for growth, it is likely to surprise us on
the downside, as personal spending could be
constrained, and corporate capital expenditure
may be reined in due to higher funding costs
and tapering demand. Govts are likely to delay
their own capital and revenue spending.

This is the background to Modi’s call to
curtail consumption of costly fuel and
fertiliser. The call will surely be followed by
actual price increases, and policy changes
to boost domestic output, and a reduction
in import dependence on both energy and
fertiliser. The policy initiatives will take
time to play out and deliver, but the price
increases will have an immediate impact
on consumer wallets.

It is a pity that most political parties now
believe that the only way to win an election is
by offering things free to the general public, at
the cost of the tax-paying minority and higher
borrowings. The awkwardly timed assembly
elections, which prevented quicker corrective

< policy action (after all, no party expects to
& win by giving bad news to the voter), have
£ allowed the dam of fiscal prudence to be
irrevocably breached, damaging growth prospects.

Thehole instatefinancesisdifficult
to repair, and fiscal deficits in most
statesarealready worse than they were
before Covid. There isno way any state is going to emerge
from the current election cycle fiscally unscathed.

Politically it feels like a great achievement to rule
from Gangotri to Gangasagar, but fiscally the country
is up the creek with a broken paddle. The time of
reckoningisnigh.

Hanta It Down: Why This Virus Won’t Cruise To India

First, Andes strain found on cruise ship is deadly, but occupants, including two Indians, are in quarantine.
Second, Hantavirus strains found in Asia aren’t big killers. Third, India’s disease surveillance is reliable

K Srinath Reddy

After the pandemic’s horrors, the
world reacts, fearfully, to any news of
respiratory virus outbreak, anywhere.
Recent outbreak of a Hantavirus
infection, in the closed confines of a
cruise ship, sailing from Argentina to
Europe has triggered global alarm — including in
India. “Are we atrisk?”

The answer is clear, and comforting. Most Hanta
strains do not exhibit propensity for human-to-human
transmission. However, the Andes strain, native to
Argentina and Columbia, has been known to do so. That
strain infected the ship’s passengers. However, Andes
strain hasn’t led to large-scale epidemics in the past.
Its spread was limited locally, despite high virulence.

Most travellers on the affected ship, MV Hondius,
were from Europe and North America. They’re now
quarantined, under medical observation and
tests. The two Indians infected were crew members,
and are also under quarantined observation, at a
Netherlands medical facility, far from Indian shores.

Hantavirus’s transmission dynamics differ from
Covid’s. It spreads through sputum droplets, or through
people touching ‘fomites’ (objects contaminated by
virus-laden rodent secretions). The virus doesn’t
form viral clouds that drift far. As it spreads only
through ‘intimate and close contact’, as WHO
states, potential for triggering a large-scale
epidemic, is extremely low.

Hantavirus is transmitted to humans from rodents
(mostly rats and mice). While rodents harbour the
virus, they, themselves, are unharmed. When their
excreta (urine, faeces and saliva) dry, virus-bearing
dust is aerially transported into human lungs. There,
the virus multiplies in epithelial cells lining the airways,
and inside macrophages (immune system’s frontline
defenders), to spread through the lymphatic system.

Though ‘discovered’ by science around 75 yearsago,
Hantavirus is an ancient denizen of the microbial
world. Prior to 1993, its assault on humans was only

noted in Asia and Europe. In 1993, a couple from US’s
Navajo tribe died of a Hantavirus-related respiratory
illness. Navajo oral tradition records that three
mass-illness events, resembling Hantavirus-related
acute respiratory disease, occurred between 1918 and
1934. Geneticists studying viral diseases suggest that
Hanta had infected deer mice in the Americas long
before humans populated those continents.

Different strains have distinctive geographical
distributions and profiles. One strain inhabits the
Americas, another dwells in Asia, Europe and Africa.
Theformer causes serious pneumonia-likerespiratory
illness, called ‘hantavirus pulmonary syndrome’
(HPS). The latter attacks kidneys and blood vessels,

resulting in ‘hantavirus haemorrhagic fever with
renal syndrome’ (HFRS). The former is highly lethal,
case-fatality rates of 35-50%, while thelatter kills1-15%
of affected people. China and South Korea are the most
affected in Asia. The virus gets its name from Korea’s
Hantariver.

Hanta is no stranger to India. The Thottapalayam
strain was discovered in 1964, from a shrew in Vellore.
In 2016, a 12-year-old boy, from Mumbai’s Colaba, died
from HPS. An epidemiological survey, conducted in
Vellore, used blood tests to identify IgM and IgG anti-viral
antibodies (early and late immunological responses

respectively). This study tested patients with kidney
disease, and people from a particularly vulnerable
tribal group, traditionally snake and rat catchers.

In 2008, theresearchersreported that 38 of 661 persons
tested had revealed immunological evidence of prior
Hantavirusinfection. Estimating the actualnumber of
serious illnesses or deaths attributable to Hantavirus
will require routine immunological profiling of those
hospitalised with clinical features of HFRS or HPS.

Since Covid, India’s surveillance systems have been
strengthened to detect pathogenic microbes. Trunat is
a portable, battery-operated, real-time platform used
forrapid molecular diagnosis of TBand other diseases.
Since early 2026, it is available in CHCs and some
PHCs. During Covid, India established INSACOG,
a consortium of 38 national labs for genome
sequencing. The Integrated Disease Surveillance
Programme (IDSP) and One Health programme are
geared for pathogen surveillance.

No anti-Hanta vaccines have been developed yet.

There are no specific anti-viral drugs. In milder
cases, treatment will be symptomatic—for fever, body
achesand cough-while intensive care willbe needed
for severe cases. Affected persons are isolated till
tests rule out an actively replicating virus, and
contacts quarantined till incubation ends. Cases
and contacts should wear masks till they’re certified
i tobe virus-free.
g Since rats and mice are the viral transmitters,
= high priority must be accorded to domestic and
municipal sanitation. Regular cleaning of floors will
helpremove any traces of ratexcreta.

Did the holidaymakers on the cruise ship contract
Hanta infection before they boarded, or while they
were travellingon the ship? Itslong incubation period—
one to eight weeks but usually two to three weeks —
makes itlikely they were infected before boarding.

Either way, the virus became an unlisted passenger
that killed three persons on board and infected several
others. However, we can rest assured that the Andes
virus hasno visa to enter India.

Thewriter is a public health expert
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Holistic Good Health Could Be Within Reach

Narayani Ganesh

tonetime, say even two decades
Aago, ailments among those living

inIndia were predominantly
brought on by infections. Today, however,
that number has been overtaken by
lifestyle diseases.

Accordingtoarecent TOIreport
by Shiva Rajora, “Nearly half the
population in India hasreported
cardiovascular and metabolic ailments
such as hypertension, heart disease,
diabetes and thyroid, compared with
31% adecade ago. Thelatest pan-India
survey by National Statistics Office
showed that in 2025, 25.6 % of those
surveyed reported cardiovascular
ailments, compared to16.7% during
July 2017 to June 2018.”

This could be why more people are
turningtolifestyle-correcting
techniques and practices such as yog,
meditation, ahimsa, deep breathing,
mindfulness, moderate diet that is
mostly plant-based and detox methods

to wean one away from substance
abuse and lately, from digital and
electronicaddictions.

There is also the disturbing trend
where in one day, a particular report
exalts certain food items as health-
enhancers, and another day, the same
food items are trashed by another
study as being bad for you. The way
out of this confusion could be
tofollow moderation and
portion control. Following a
stable meal schedule might
help, whichever school you
follow. But lifestyle-related

of physical health. But mental health is
adifferent ball game altogether. All
negative emotions such as greed, jealousy,
selfishness, anger, anxiety and stress may
adversely impact one’s mental space.
These also have a bearing on physical
health, since body and mind are closely
connected and what impacts one is
bound to impact the other.
Cultivating a positive attitude
and outlook is crucial toone’s
well-being as well as the
wellness of others. That is
why a holistic approach is
important for healingto

diseases arenot just about
food choices. Although itis
said ‘you are what you eat.” A lot

also depends on physical and mental
activities thatlead to either unhealthy
or healthy bodies and minds.

Moderate exercise, dancingand
walking, are effective ways to burn
caloriesasareroutine, manual,
household chores. A good dietand
regular physical activity may take care

THE SPEAKING TREE happen. Mind and body need

tobeaddressed together

while trying to figure out treatments,
whether in allopathy, ayurveda, Tibetan,
Chinese, or any other system of medicine.
Very often, it has been found that if the
ailmentis not of acritical nature, simple
lifestyle and attitude changes can work
wonders in the healing process.

Kindness, compassion, gratitude
and selflessness play major roles in

improving one’s health, for these
boost self-esteem, create goodwill.
Positive vibrations that create

more understanding, less acrimony,
come back to you and help achieve
harmony in relationships—with you
and others and with your own self.

You can never go wrong with
conscious eating, thinkingand acting.
Itissaid that youneed just seventeen to
twenty minutes each morningto set the
tone for the day towards holistic good
health, itis called the 5-7-5rule.

Start with five minutes of positive
affirmations. Meditate for the next
seven minutes. The next five or more
minutes dedicate to movement-yog,
deepbreathing, stretching, and/or Surya
Namaskar. These bodily movements
are at arelaxed pace, tomobilise the
body after the first twelve minutes
of stillness. Thisregular morning
routinerecharges mind, body and
spirit, and helps youface the day in
acalm, collected manner.

ganeshnarayani@yahoo.com
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Rising crime against
senior citizens

As India moves steadily towards becoming an ageing
nation, ensuring safety, dignity and emotional security
for senior citizens must become a national priority

India, at present, is a young nation, but is ageing rapidly. By
2050, the country will have a significant elderly population. As
the country progresses and new technologies emerge, they also
have a downside: they are alienating a large section of society -
senior citizens who find it difficult to cope with evolving
technology and changing times. They are increasingly
becoming vulnerable as the joint family system gives way to
nuclear families and fast-paced life becomes the norm. They
often find themselves emotionally, physically and mentally
vulnerable. Adding to this, some people take advantage of their
vulnerability and exploit them for personal gain. It is both
disturbing and shameful that there is a steady rise in crimes
against senior citizens, which reflects a society undergoing
rapid social and economic change without creating adequate
systems of care and protection for its elderly.

According to the latest National Crime Records Bureau
(NCRB) report, crimes against citizens aged 60 and above are on
the rise. Crimes against the elderly rose by nearly 17 per cent in
2024, increasing from 26,306 cases in 2023 to 31,067 cases
this year. While Madhya Pradesh and Maharashtra continue to
remain among the worst places for the elderly, Delhi leads
metropolitan cities in crimes against senior citizens. This is a
disturbing statistic. It is not merely a law-and-order issue; it
reflects the neglect and insecurity faced by those who were
once the backbone of families and the nation.

Urbanisation and migration have weakened the traditional
joint family system, while no adequate support system has
emerged in its place. Many children leave home for
employment opportunities, leaving ageing parents to fend for
themselves. Their dependency makes them easy targets for
theft, fraud, cheating and physical abuse.

Increasing digitalisation has also exposed many elderly
people to cyber fraud, financial scams and identity theft, as their
familiarity with digital technologies may be limited. Often,
abuse comes from within families themselves, driven by
property disputes, inheritance conflicts or financial dependence.
The decline in social values and respect for elders has created a
silent crisis that is rarely discussed. Many elderly people
hesitate to report crimes because of fear and the difficulties
associated with legal procedures. As a result, many continue to
suffer in silence. The real scale of the problem may therefore be
much larger than official figures suggest. Addressing this
challenge requires both institutional reform and societal
introspection. There is a strong case for dedicated senior citizen
cells within police departments and regular monitoring of
elderly people living alone. Community policing and periodic
welfare visits can improve their sense of security. Technology
can also play an important role through emergency helplines,
wearable alert systems and awareness campaigns on cyber
safety. Resident welfare associations, local communities and
civil society organisations must create networks to regularly
engage with and assist senior citizens. If senior citizens
continue to live in fear and insecurity, it will represent not just a
failure of governance, but also a failure of society.

/
| EEATALK S

The global failure to protect women

Weak enforcement and the absence of a binding global framework against violence towards women continue to shatter lives,
weaken economies, erode public trust and stall social progress across the world

ARCHANA
DATTA

The latest World Bank report, Women, Business
and the Law, after reviewing 190 world
economies, revealed that only 4 per cent of
women worldwide enjoy full legal equality. The
countries in which women have such equal
legal rights, scoring 100/100, are Belgium,
Canada, Denmark, France, Greece, Iceland,
Ireland, Latvia, Luxembourg, Portugal, Spain and
Sweden, and more recently, Germany and the
Netherlands (WEF). Women in India have only
60 per cent of the legal rights granted to men,
lower than the global average of 64.2 per cent.
Nevertheless, Indian women fared better than
their South Asian counterparts, where there is
only 45.9 per cent of legal protection compa-
rable to men.

The World Bank’s 2026 report showed a con-
siderable dip in the overall global percentage
of women enjoying equal rights from 77 per cent
in 2024 to 64 per cent in 2025, which the report
attributed to the inclusion of ‘safety forwomen’
as one of the critical indicators in the overall
assessment. While the UN Women and UN
System reports in 2026 highlighted that justice
systems have been failing women in protect-
ing them from violence and discrimination. In
over 54 per cent of countries, rape is still not
defined based on consent, and in nearly 3 out
of 4 countries (74 per cent), laws still permit child
marriage, often through exceptions regarding
consent. In 112 countries, marital rape is still not
criminalised. Around 1.8 billion women live in
countries which do not specifically protect them
from online abuse. While in 44 per cent of coun-
tries, the law does not mandate equal pay for
work of equal value.

Nevertheless, the number of countries having
laws against violence against women (VAW) has
grown significantly. However, legal experts and
researchers contend that many of them are not
‘comprehensive legislations’, lacking clear con-
ceptualisation of different forms of VAW - phys-
ical, sexual, psychological or economic - cov-
ering private and public spheres, and often
falling short of adopting a holistic and multi-
sectoral approach with measures for preven-
tion, protection, prosecution, and reparations.
As of 2026, at least 162 countries have laws
against domestic violence, but only about 55
per cent of them have all-encompassing pro-
visions. In 151 countries, there are laws prohibit-
ing sexual harassment in the workplace, but
only 39 countries have specific laws address-
ing it in public spaces. According to Women,
Business and the Law 2024, countries have
established less than 40 per cent of the frame-

IN OVER 54 PER
CENT OF
COUNTRIES, RAPE
IS STILL NOT
DEFINED BASED
ON CONSENT, AND
IN NEARLY 3 OUT
OF 4 COUNTRIES
(74 PER CENT),
LAWS STILL PERMIT
CHILD MARRIAGE,
OFTEN THROUGH
EXCEPTIONS
REGARDING
CONSENT. IN 112
COUNTRIES,
MARITAL RAPE IS
STILL NOT
CRIMINALISED

The writer is a former
Director General of All
India Radio, a retired
Indian Information Service
officer, and a media
educator

@ dailypioneer
@ @dailypioneer
@ archanadatta

works necessary to effectively implement
laws against child marriage, sexual harassment,
domestic violence, and femicide, creating an
‘enforcement deficit’.

on a patchwork of broad anti-discrimination
treaties and non-binding ‘soft law’ declarations,
mostly emanating from the Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
against Women (CEDAW). The Convention also
has several limitations, and its original 1979 text
does not explicitly define or even mention any
form of VAW, such as serious offences like ‘rape’
or ‘domestic abuse’. The CEDAW Committee only
interpreted violence against women as a form
of discrimination. However, the subsequent

Declaration on the Elimination of

In India, women’s safety laws have definite-
ly undergone changes with new Acts and
amendments to the existing ones in the after-
through the recent Bharatiya Naya Sanhita
updates. However, the latest ground reports
reveal a dual reality, indicating that the legal
protections for women'’s safety
paper’, with a stark ‘on-ground’ Gbe q
disconnect, driven by systemic
failures such as pervasive under-
reporting, an abysmally poor
ficiency in resource utilisation and absence of
women'’s representation in law enforcement
and justice dispensation mechanisms. While
a2025 multi-state field analysis suggested that
beyond reactive and scheme-based interven-
tions towards a coordinated and survivor-
centred institutional ecosystem, strengthen-
ing accountability mechanisms, inter-depart-
term rehabilitation and reintegration. Some
social scientists also contend that the issues
of gender and labour force participation
should be seriously addressed, as law-and-
other, limiting women’s economic empower-
ment and mobility (Saha, 2014).

While national laws are often handicapped
by ‘implementation gaps’, at the global level
single, legally binding global treaty dedicated
specifically to ending VAW, and no uniform def-
inition of violence or a specific international
monitoring body with the power to hold erring

math of the 2012 Nirbhaya episode and
remain confined largely ‘on

conviction rate, tardy judicial processes, inef-
legal and policy frameworks must move
mental coordination, and investing in long-
order and safety concerns intersect with each
there is a significant ‘normative gap’ with no
states legally accountable. The world is run more

Violence against Women
(DEVAW) addressed the issue, but
it is only a resolution, not even
atreaty, and is not legally binding
on states. Global legal frame-
works also failed to keep pace with new forms
ofviolence committed in digital spaces such as
Al-generated deepfakes or non-consensual
pornographic images, 90-95 per cent of which
depict women.

Now, when justice is denied to women and
girls, the damage goes far beyond any single
case.... it creates all-pervasive impacts, eroding
public trust, weakening the rule of law and
denying institutions their legitimacy (UN
Women). It also has repercussions for the
economy, as it has been estimated that elim-
ination of discriminatory laws and practices
could increase the global GDP by more than
20 per cent, almost doubling the global growth
rate over the next decade (World Bank).
Moreover, the economic costs of VAW not only
affect the victims or survivors but also the state
and communities, both tangibly and intangi-
bly. While nations must further strengthen their
legislative, supportive and enforcement frame-
works against VAW, they must also come
together for a legally binding global treaty to
standardise protections and eliminate legal
impunity worldwide for a just, prosperous and
equitable world.
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% When a few flout rules, all pay the price

A woman worker carries a child on her back while working at a coal site, in Nadia.
PHOTO: PTI
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LIGHTS, CAMERA, LEADERSHIP
AND THE GOVERNANCE TEST

The swearing-in ceremony of
actor-turned-politician Joseph
Vijay appeared less like a
conventional political event and
more like a real-life trailer for
Jananayagan 2. The atmosphere,
presentation style and Vijay's
dialogue-driven speech reminded
many of his larger-than-life screen
persona. As Tamil Nadu's new Chief
Minister, he has already generated
enormous public expectations
through the ambitious welfare
promises made during the election
campaign.

During his address, Vijay
defended the government'’s
cautious approach towards
implementing its promises. He
stated that the State exchequer
had been severely strained by
years of financial mismanagement
and that Tamil Nadu’s debt burden
had crossed %10 lakh crore. To
justify the government’s position,
he announced that a detailed

White Paper on the State’s
financial condition would soon be
released. Vijay also appealed to
the public to grant his
administration adequate time to
fulfil its commitments.

What attracted the greatest
attention, however, was the
unmistakably cinematic tone of his
speech. Many observers felt his
style resembled powerful movie
dialogues rather than a
conventional political address. His
announcement of 200 free
electricity units for households
consuming below 500 units
immediately captured public
attention.

Yet, beyond the excitement
surrounding his rise, Vijay now
faces the far more difficult task of
balancing populist expectations
with financial and administrative
realities.
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2ND OPINION

Arecent conversation with my wife and daughter proved
revealing, bringing together observations from within
our residential society. My wife had taken the initiative
to set up an in-house compost plant within the condo-
minium, aligned with state regulations that mandate
bulk waste generators to process their own waste, failing
which penalties may be imposed. Yet, what followed
was resistance. Several residents opposed the move,
citing concerns about foul odour.

One argument was that the government itselfis failing
in its duties, and that the sight of uncollected garbage
in public spaces stands as evidence of this apathy; in
such a scenario, our own lapses seemed inconsequen-
tial. The estate management staff remains indifferent;
for them, the plant exists more in form than in function.

Itis convenient because when responsibility is diffused
across a system, accountability tends to disappear. What
is perhaps overlooked in such resistance is that these
measures are not merely regulatory burdens, but
responses to a growing environmental crisis. When a
few choose not to comply, the consequences do not
remain confined to them but are passed on to every-
one else.

This is evident not only in how we handle waste, but
also in how we engage with shared resources such as
water, reflected in steadily declining groundwater
levels. A neighbour had once suggested that there was
a need to ration water supply within the society. My
immediate response was shaped by a different expec-
tation - that one of the reasons for
moving into a builder apartment was

because others have done the same. A number of res-
idents, including some office-bearers of the Residents’
Welfare Association, have chosen to cover their kitchen
balconies despite builder guidelines prohibiting such
modifications due to fire safety concerns and stipula-
tions from the gas supplier. When one such office-bearer
was requested to rectify the alteration, the response was
not one of compliance, but of deflection - suggesting
that the matter be taken up first with another senior
member who had committed a similar breach.

What makes this more concerning is that such dis-
regard rarely remains an individual act; it gradually alters
the system itself, where the consequences are no longer
limited to those who default, but are borne collective-
ly, often by those who have complied.
Systems exist to create order, but they

uninterrupted water supply.

My daughter was direct in her assess-
ment, arguing that rationing would
eventually become inevitable, because
without restraint, survival itself would be
atrisk. Her view, though uncomfortable, carried a certain
inevitability, and it raised a larger and more difficult
question, one that extends beyond water to many such
instances of rule-flouting: should a few be made to bear
the consequences for the actions of others?

There is a tendency to justify violations simply

The Pioneer

depend on individuals to sustain them, and
when rules become negotiable, the system
itself begins to erode. The answer, then,
may lie in recognising that individual
responsibility and systemic reform must
operate together. When responsibility is shared without
accountability, the consequences are borne by all, even
when the failure lies with a few.

The writer is founder of Kala - Krazy About Literature And Arts, is
an author, speaker, coach, arbitrator, and strategy consultant

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

When parenting turns into competition

The article on school WhatsApp groups and parenting
anxiety captures a growing yet under-discussed social
problem. What began as a simple communication tool
has gradually turned into a marketplace of comparison.
Every uploaded certificate, Olympiad medal, coding class
achievement, foreign trip or “perfect” progress report
silently pushes parents towards competitive parenting
and children towards performance anxiety.
Comparison slowly erodes confidence. Children
begin to link self-worth with rankings and validation,
while parents mistake anxiety for responsibility.
Schools must recognise that education is not a corpo-
rate race.. Childhood cannot become a résumeé-build-
ing exercise driven by constant competition. Parent
WhatsApp groups should remain limited to essential
academic communication rather than becoming
spaces for displaying privilege and achievement.
Equally important, parents must understand that
every child grows at a different pace and possesses dif-
ferent strengths. A generation raised under relentless
comparison may appear accomplished outwardly,
yet remain deeply insecure within. Confidence grows
through encouragement, emotional security and indi-
viduality - not endless benchmarking.
HARSH PAWARIA | ROHTAK

Sacred spaces need responsibility

Apropos “Cleaning up India’s sacred and scenic
spaces” (11 May 2026), the Supreme Court’s directive
to enforce waste management rules at tourist and pil-
grimage sites is welcome, but it risks repeating a famil-
iar pattern where judicial urgency collides with
administrative inertia. We have witnessed this cycle
repeatedly: orders are issued, committees formed, and
public spaces briefly cleaned before neglect returns
with the next tourist season or festival.

The court’s emphasis on monitoring is important,
but without proper funding it achieves little. Many
municipalities lack scientific landfills, trained staff and
even basic waste collection systems. While the pro-
posal to use corporate social responsibility funds is
practical, CSR cannot replace long-term public invest-
ment. AA dedicated cleanliness cess on tourism and
pilgrimage revenue could support sustainable waste
infrastructure. More importantly, public spaces must
stop being treated as somebody else’s responsibility.

Laws alone cannot create civic discipline. Pilgrimage
committees, hotel associations and local bodies
must be made accountable for cleanliness, while reli-
gious leaders should actively promote environmen-
tal responsibility as part of spiritual duty.

K CHIDANAND KUMAR | BENGALURU

Congress Leadership Crisis In Kerala

A week after dislodging the UDF in Kerala’s Assembly
elections, Congress faces mounting suspense over its
Chief Ministerial choice among heavyweights VD
Satheesan, Ramesh Chennithala and KC Venugopal. The
delay exposes deep-rooted factionalism and the high
command’s struggle to reconcile regional power
centres, often appearing reactive rather than decisive.
In contrast, the BJP’s centralised model has ensured
quicker leadership decisions — as seen in West Bengal,
Assam and Puducherry — projecting organisational dis-
cipline and public unity after internal consultations.
The prolonged balancing act encourages intense lob-
bying, risks alienating factions and could reopen
latent fault lines, potentially triggering rebellion or
administrative paralysis. Kerala’s history of strong
groupism further magnifies these risks, threatening to
dilute the momentum of the electoral victory and raising
questions about the high command’s ability to enforce
consensus. Swift arbitration and reconciliation are now
essential to convert electoral success into stable gov-
ernance. Otherwise, internal divisions may overshad-
ow the mandate received from the people. Congress
must resolve its leadership uncertainty quickly to pre-
serve unity.
SK PRABHAKAR | GURUGRAM






