
No, what you read in the 
headline is not an officially 
diagnosed syndrome, but the 

problem is real. It’s a term used to 
describe young people who struggle 
to transition smoothly into adult 
life. These young adults avoid 
responsibilities, resist work or educa-
tion, show low motivation to build 
a future that is self-sufficient. While 
on the surface it may seem like lazi-
ness or a child being entitled, this 
is largely a combination of anxiety 
and fear that is born out of learned 
helplessness and over-dependency 

on parental support.
When, as parents, we constantly 

shield our children from discomforts 
that are age appropriate and not  
detrimental to them in any way, we 
are crippling them as we deny them 
the opportunity to learn from set-
back, conflicts or time management. 
With every obstacle you remove, 
you also remove opportunity for 
growth. We often mistake love for 
giving in to everything. Children 
must learn that needs are met by 
personal initiative, constructive  
contribution, struggle and persever-
ance. And when needs are met easi-
ly, they must be met with humility 
and gratitude.

Sometimes, parents feel guilty 
saying “no” and easily give into all 
demands and excuses made by the 
child. Over time, the child gets the 

message that procrastination,  
excuses, manipulation and lack of 
effort is also rewarded. They learn 
that motivation and accountability 
is optional.

Sometimes, it’s hard to let go and 
accept that your child is becoming 
independent. Parents prefer to have 
the control and reinforce depend-
ence. Instead of reinforcing ability 
and instilling self-confidence, the 
young adult hears “he’s still my 
baby”, “leave it, I’ll do it for you” 
while these statements may come 
from love, it perpetuates feelings of 
self-doubt and low expectations.

Academic success is not the 
measure or predictor of your child’s 
success in adulthood. Children need 
to be taught how to balance work 
and play, how to budget, how to do 
chores at home (irrespective of your 
status and number of staff), they 
need to know how to cook, do laun-
dry and manage time. They need to 
be taught how to handle failure. 
Without these skills children enter 
adulthood unprepared, afraid and 
anxious. They do not trust them-
selves to manage and find them-
selves trapped in perpetual child-

hood. The world feels daunting, 
competitive, uncertain and judg-
mental. This makes them freeze, 
when what we want is for them to 
fly. Low tolerance for discomfort, 
constant fear of disappointing one’s 
parents and a great dependence on 
external validation can make the 
foray into adult life seem terrifying.

So, shift the narrative from, 
“Don’t worry I’ll do it for you” to 
“What would you like to do next?” 
replace, “Don’t mess up” with “Try 
it and if it doesn’t work, we will find 
another way”

Remember when your child feels 
both safety and faith, they will rise. 
Failure to launch is not about fail-
ure, it’s simply about us being una-
ble to let go, teach independence 
and self-reliance to your child.

“Our job is not to prepare the 
road for our child; it is to prepare 
our child for the road”

Piya Marker is a parent coach  
and special educator
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Obscenity versus overreach
Why the Ranveer Allahbadia saga continues to highlight our inability to understand the internet

S
ome controversies arrive like unin-
vited guests at a house party — loud, 
chaotic, and oddly entertaining. The 
Ranveer Allahbadia saga, however, 
is the gift that refuses to leave. Every 

time you think the noise has died down, 
someone opens a new window and lets in 
another gust of outrage.

A few weeks ago, it was the Supreme Court 
that threw the next log on the fire. While 
hearing petitions filed by Allahbadia and oth-
ers against FIRs stemming from the now-infa-
mous India’s Got Latent episode, the court 
suggested that perhaps it was time for “an 
autonomous body” to regulate online con-
tent. Self-styled mechanisms clearly weren’t 
enough, the bench said. And somewhere in 
the middle of the hearing came a line that 
could only have emerged from the peculiar 
anxieties of our digital age: maybe it was time 
to use Aadhaar to verify the age of anyone 
watching “obscene” content.

To which the Solicitor General solemnly 
added, “We are not only dealing with obsceni-
ty but perversity.”

At this point, one wonders whether any-
one arguing in that room had actually 
watched the show. As with most things on the 
Internet, India’s Got Latent wasn’t nearly as 
scandalous as the uproar around it. Like thou-
sands of others, I watched it only because it 
had been declared offensive. Call it the classic 
Streisand Effect: the fastest way to make some-
thing go viral is to try banning it.

And yet, here we are, discussing a proposal 
that sounds deceptively simple on paper — 
Aadhaar-based age verification — and collaps-
es entirely the moment it meets reality. 
Imagine having to type in your Aadhaar num-
ber every time you wanted to watch an 
“Adult” film. That category, by the way, 
includes such paragons of 

corrupting influence as Kabir Singh, Kashmir 
Files, and Rajinikanth’s Coolie. Half of 
Bollywood would be behind an OTP wall.

Now imagine a world where your Netflix 
account is linked to your Aadhaar. Not only 
would it create a buffet of sensitive data for 
hackers — your age, your address, your view-
ing habits — it would hand the government 
and corporations unprecedented insight into 
your most private moments. 

What you watch is not just entertainment; 
it is a portrait of who you are. Data of that 
kind has been breached before: in 2018, 
Aadhaar information of more than 130 mil-
lion citizens reportedly leaked through gov-
ernment websites, with over 200 portals acci-
dentally making the database public. We are a 
country that treats data leaks like passing 
monsoon showers — irritating, predictable, 
and quickly forgotten — but the consequenc-
es of linking Aadhaar to web activity are far 
more severe.

If you think this is an exaggeration, ask the 
United Kingdom. In 2019, it attempted to start 
mandatory age verification for pornographic 
websites. The plan collapsed under its own 
weight — legal concerns, tech flaws, and the 
terrifying possibility of a breach that would 
reveal people’s private habits to the world at 
large. Eventually, the government introduced a 
dilution version of the idea in July.

Of course, in India, we tend to operate in a 
parallel political universe. A Karnataka MLA 
can be caught watching porn in the Assembly 
and still be rewarded with a deputy chief min-
istership. Meanwhile, the average citizen is 
told that their viewing habits must be moni-
tored in the interest of “Bharatiya Sabhyata”. 
It is a strange morality indeed that punishes 
the many for the sins of the powerful few.

What worries me most is not the immedi-
ate proposal but the principle it normalises. 

Once Aadhaar becomes a routine gateway for 
online behaviour, where does the line stop? 
Will Instagram be the next frontier — verify 
your identity before you double-tap? Will 
your browsing speeds fluctuate depending on 
whether you like Viksit Bharat reels or anti-BJP 
satire? Will telecom companies nudge you 
toward preferred platforms by speeding up 
one streaming service and slowing down 
another? This is not dystopia. It is the logical 
conclusion of unchecked data capture.

More importantly, Aadhaar linkage to web 
activity directly contradicts the Right to 
Privacy affirmed by the Supreme Court itself 
in the Puttaswamy judgment of 2017. Privacy, 
the Court held, is not the absence of wrong-
doing; it is the foundation of dignity, autono-
my, and liberty. You cannot meaningfully par-
ticipate in public life if your private life is 
under constant surveillance.

The Ranveer Allahbadia controversy may 
seem trivial to some, a storm in a digital tea-
cup, but the questions it has prompted are 
anything but. What we are debating now is 
the architecture of the Indian Internet: who 
controls it, who polices it, who benefits from 
it, and who is made vulnerable by it. In that 
sense, this moment is a gift. It forces us to 
confront, with humour but also seriousness, 
the kind of country we are building.

Perhaps, instead of asking for Aadhaar to 
watch a YouTube comedy show, we should 
demand stronger data protection laws, inde-
pendent regulatory bodies with real expertise, 
and a public conversation guided by reason 
rather than moral panic. Until then, I suppose 
we will keep circling back to controversies like 
these — unexpected, absurd, and yet revealing 
— that serve as reminders that, in the digital 
age, the biggest threat to our freedoms may 
not be obscenity but overreach.

Anish Gawande is a writer and translator

Failure to launch syndrome
It is important to teach 
our children that adulting 
is much more than mere 
academic success

Ranveer Allahbadia
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Scientists ‘supercharge’ 
cells to reverse ageing  

A
geing taps us on the 
shoulder in many 
ways: wrinkles, 
thinning hair, loss of 
flexibility, slowing of 

the brain. But the process also 
unfolds at a more fundamen-
tal, microscopic level, as the 
energy source inside most cells 
deteriorates. Scientists at Texas 
A&M University have discov-
ered a way to recharge ageing 
and damaged cells, an innova-
tion that could lead to better 
treatment for a variety of con-
ditions, including Alzheimer’s 
disease, muscular dystrophy 
and fatty liver disease.

All cells, except those in red 
blood, get their energy from 
the mitochondria found in the 
fluid that surrounds the nucle-
us. Sometimes called the pow-
erhouse of cells, the mitochon-
dria play an important role in 
fighting viruses, starving para-
sites, and synthesising amino 
acids, sex hormones and other 
important chemicals in the 
body. As people age, their 
mitochondria diminish, “a pri-
mary or secondary contributor 
to multiple ageing-associated 
disorders, neurodegenerative 
diseases and metabolic condi-
tions such as diabetes,” accord-
ing to Akhilesh K. Gaharwar, a 
professor of biomedical engi-
neering at Texas A&M.

Gaharwar and his col-
leagues created mini mito-
chondria factories by adding 
microscopic flower-shaped 
particles called nanoflowers to 
a lab dish containing stem 
cells. The nanoflowers, hun-
dreds of which could fit in the 
width of a human hair, get 
taken into the stem cells 
through a natural process simi-
lar to the way cells absorb 
nutrients. The nanoflowers are 
made from an inorganic com-
pound called molybdenum 
disulfide, which is able to trig-
ger the process cells use to 
make more mitochondria. 
However, nanoflowers enable 
the stem cells to produce dou-
ble the normal amount of 
mitochondria, which they 
then transfer to ordinary age-
ing or damaged cells.

Mitochondria experts said 
the study represents an impor-
tant advance. “The fact that 
you can increase the number 
of mitochondria per cell is 

huge,” said Daria Mochly-
Rosen, a Stanford University 
professor. Mochly-Rosen, who 
co-wrote a book on mitochon-
dria called “The Life Machines: 
How Taking Care of Your 
Mitochondria Can Transform 
Your Health,” said her own 
research led her to conclude 
that “knowing what mito-
chondria can do for us can 
change the future of medicine, 
and I think [the new study] is 
an example of that.”

The process described by 
the Texas A&M team exploits 
the natural ability of battery-
like mitochondria to transfer 
from one cell to another. “We 
are supercharging stem cells so 
that they can donate these bat-
teries to damaged cells at a 
much higher rate,” Gaharwar 
said. The stem cells, he said, 
“have a homing ability. 
Whenever they see damage, 
they go and settle down over 
there and they basically try to 
regenerate the damaged area.”

Scientists carried out the 
procedure using different cell 
types in a lab dish. Gaharwar 
said he and his colleagues 
hope to begin testing the tech-
nique in rats in January or 
February. The method would 
need to show safety and effec-
tiveness in clinical trials before 
it could be used to treat peo-
ple. Existing medications can 
increase a patient’s mitochon-
dria, but most don’t change 
how the cell produces or main-
tains mitochondria. As a result, 
the treatments must be taken 
multiple times. If the new 
method receives clinical 
approval, doctors could use it 
to supercharge a patient’s own 
cells, Gaharwar said. The 
patient’s skin cells, for exam-
ple, could be removed and 
reprogrammed into stem cells, 
the raw building materials that 
develop into skin, bone, carti-
lage and blood.

The stem cells could then 
be supplied with mitochon-
dria-boosting nanoflowers in a 
lab dish and given back to the 
patient. The newly energised 
stem cells would circulate 
through the body providing 
mitochondria to stressed or 
damaged cells. Having new 
mitochondria could help age-
ing nervous system cells com-
municate better. In a person 
with diabetes, the addition of 
fresh mitochondria could help 
cells process glucose faster, 
Gaharwar said.

Curated global content from  
The Washington Post, exclusively  
in Mumbai Mirror

#

Researchers boost mitochondria using nanoflowers,  
offering hope for treating age-linked diseases like  
Alzheimer’s, muscular dystrophy and fatty liver disease
| Mark Johnson 
mirrorfeedback 
@timesofindia.com

Keshav K. Singh, founding 
editor in chief of the journal 
Mitochondrion and director 
of the Cancer Genetics 
Program at the University of 
Alabama at Birmingham, 
called the study promising 
but cautioned that it is still in 
the early stages. He said the 
long-term safety of molybde-
num disulfide in humans is 
unknown. “Improving mito-
chondrial function can really 
extend life and health,” he 
said. The goal would be to 
protect, sustain and generate 
new mitochondria, he said, 
“and do it for every organ.”
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T
he Donald Trump playbook of threats of trade wars and tariff tantrums
may not have worked too badly for him at home as the narrowing of the
US trade deficit in September to its lowest point since the Covid year of
2020 means a part of his economic attack on nations like China and

India and his sweeping tariffs against global friends and foes may be working.
A positive reading of his latest telephonic talk with Prime Minister Narendra

Modi may even be justified if there has ever been any correlation between
what the US President says and how he acts. His record does not support any
assumptions to be made about the phone call that India may have initiated.

The trade talks are on but moving at snail’s pace and there is only the word
of his envoys to talks in India that things are going swimmingly, and the New
Year might even see a deal being inked. Until then, Indian exports to the US
will be in limbo even as new threats are emerging with Indian rice and basmati
not quite being the flavour of the month at the White House.

What the “warm” Trump-Modi conversation can be taken to mean is that
India’s strategic autonomy is seen to be working as India’s balancing act with
Chinese and Russian leaders, especially during Vladimir Putin’s recent visit to
India, may have been noted with interest in Washington. However, there is no

sign of any concession being offered to India from
the tariffs imposed even as Mr Trump and Mr
Modi speak of enhancing cooperation in energy,
security, defence and critical technologies.

In the meanwhile, Mr Trump has annoyed
Europe with a new strategy document that has set
alarm bells ringing. The secretary-general of Nato,
Mark Rutte, has gone so far as to say that Europe
must prepare for war against Russia. It is causing
not just heartburn in Europe that Mr Trump has
been preparing to throw Volodymyr Zelenskyy
under the bus by coercing him to sign off on the
eastern Donbas, swapping territory for nothing as
no security guarantees have been spelt out.

Outlandish ideas like creating a free economic
zone in the war zone in Ukraine that is being held by Russia are not helping the
cause of peace either even as Mr Putin is threatening to take the Donbas by
force, regardless of how long it takes him and despite heavy troop losses. Mr
Trump’s 28-point peace plan has been whittled down to a 19-point plan that is
backed by the rest of Europe, but Mr Putin may not be as interested in it.

However good the intentions to make peace in Europe work for the world, the
Trump fixation with playing the broker between Ukraine and Russia, mostly
on terms favourable to Russia, is becoming troublesome. Failure in Ukraine
could be construed as Mr Trump’s biggest defeat and Europe fears that, in such
an eventuality, he could well lead the US into isolationism with Latin America
his sole focus outside of home.

A bad peace deal could spell disaster for Ukraine and Europe even if it does-
n’t straightaway lead to Russia coming back into the global economy. But India
will be a major gainer if peace does prevail as that would mean free access to
Russian energy sources again without tariffs and sanctions. India and China’s
influence on Mr Putin to make peace may have been exaggerated as evidenced
in the Russian president’s impassive responses to friendly nudges from Xi
Jinping and Mr Modi. Even so, peace in Ukraine would be a win-win for most
if not for the country that has suffered an invasion since February 2022.
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Trump-Modi call: Will deal
on Ukraine benefit India?

What the ‘warm’
Trump-Modi chat can

be taken to mean is
that India’s strategic
autonomy is seen to

be working as its 
balancing act with

Chinese and Russian
leaders was noted

with interest in
Washington

N
ever ever in
the history of
travel and avi-
ation has the
Indian airline

passenger vented as vocif-
erously or openly dis-
played the level of frustra-
tion, murderous rage and
retaliation, as on Decem-
ber 3, when a pampered,
privileged and monopo-
listic airline perversely
took advantage of the situ-
ation to hold millions of
fliers to ransom. It’s a
wonder there wasn’t
blood on the floor at air-
ports across India as hor-
rified citizens witnessed
the torment and helpless-
ness of customers who
had zero options but to
lump it, while flight after
flight got cancelled, with-
out any convincing expla-
nations. It was an un-
planned mutiny. Anar-
chy. Without an identifi-
able “monarch” to spew
one’s seething anger on.
Where were the top boss-
es during this unprece-
dented chaos? Why were
they absent from their
posts? How cowardly to
let juniors face the brunt
of passenger wrath, stom-
ach curses, insults, abuse,
while the top dogs rema-
ined shielded and silent
during the most turbulent
period of the breakdown.

We still don’t know
enough. Someone up
there is blatantly lying.
But who? It is not possible
that the so-called rejig of
time tables and schedules
came out of the blue. Or
that the top management
was unaware of the terri-
ble repercussions the
chaos would create. Did
anybody at that level apol-
ogise or show that they
cared? Nope. This is
called despicable corpo-
rate arrogance and high
handedness of the shabbi-
est kind. While so many
fellow citizens suffered on
account of cancelled
flights, the mighty execu-
tives at IndiGo chose to
hide behind flimsy expla-
nations and pass the

buck. Shameful, As sto-
ries of passengers faced
with the worst travel tra-
umas surfaced, airports
were turned into ugly bat-
tlegrounds with hysteri-
cal passengers  facing
bizarre dilemmas, like
the couple who missed
their own wedding recep-
tion and attended virtual-
ly (there’s a movie script
in their insane experi-
ence), to victims forced to
skip key job interviews,
legal cases, medical emer-
gencies and more.

IndiGo’s shameful atti-
tude was defined by cal-
lousness, indifference and
complacency. Who can
condone the absence of
basics like drinking
water and snacks to pas-
sengers stuck — rather —
trapped — for hours at
airports across the coun-
try? What explanation
does the IndiGo board
have for this and count-
less other lapses?

Inexcusable! It is really
the highest level of
resilience and tolerance
shown by citizens that
prevented a far bigger dis-
aster on the ground, given
how unconscionably pas-
sengers were treated. Far
more damage could have
occurred — not that dest-
ruction of public property
would get passengers a
boarding card. One felt
sorry for the physical as-
saults on hapless IndiGo
staffers, who had to stoi-
cally bear the brunt of
passenger rage. The thing
is, now that the crisis is
behind us… what do we
know that can possibly
justify the mayhem?
Those of us who were
caught in the turbulence
could do nothing but
scramble for crazily
priced seats on other air-
lines. There again — isn’t
it cold blooded, extortion-
ist, and horribly hard
hearted for major IndiGo
competitors to automati-
cally hike fares, often dou-
bling and trebling the cost
— imagine paying a lakh
and more to travel from

Mumbai to Delhi? Should
there not be a more
humane approach to a cri-
sis of this kind? Is every-
thing about making a
quick buck at the expense
of decency? How oppor-
tunistic and ugly all this
makes us look as a people.

But for every ugly out-
burst, there was a feel-
good story as well.

Take, for example, two
feisty ladies who almost
single-handedly run
Literature Festivals in
their respective cities —
Dr Manjiri Prabhu and
her Pune International
Lit Fest, Shinie Abraham
and the Bengaluru Lit
Fest. Both lit fests over-
lapped over the same dis-
astrous IndiGo weekend.
Which meant last-minute
cancellations, stranded
authors, non-arrival of
books — any organiser’s
worst nightmare.

But, with their inimit-
able never say die spirit,
the two ladies soldiered
on, rejigged schedules,
called in friends to help
conduct sessions, assured
attendees that the show
would go on! It brought
out the best in them, as
also in some of the writers
who sportingly took alter-
native flights, waiting for
hours at distant airports,
but turning up to make
their announced sessions.
It took me eight hours to
get from Pune to the Ben-
galuru venue — the city’s
old Central Jail. No
escape!

The IndiGo conundrum
continues to baffle with
conspiracy theories
galore. Forget the theo-
ries, boss… Just answer
one simple question —
Yeh Rahul Bhatia kaisa
aadmi hai? The managing
director of the rogue air-
line was gayab during the
crisis! Like… MIA! The
founder promoter with a
jumbo-sized ego was

invisible while the nation
was shaken. It was worse
than the “paan ki
dukaan” taunt of the co-
promoter. In this sce-
nario, there was no paan
(not even bottled water)
and the dukaan had rude-
ly pulled the shutters
down. This was flagrant,
blatant, and, dare I say it,
criminal. No punitive
action? No questioning by
the DGCA? It’s been
called a chhota gamble
that led to a massive
mess. A cascading effect
that started with one can-
celled flight. Even when
the pilots were willing to
fly. Yeah. Sure.
Exhausted, bleary eyed,
overworked pilots willing
to fly is small comfort to
passengers and crew
entrusting their precious
lives to fatigued captains.

Chalo ji… I was once an
IndiGo loyalist, true and
faithful. Now, I have
turned into a promiscu-
ous flier — ready to hop
on to any airplane willing
to fly me to my destina-
tion in one piece, and
hopefully on time.

Till my next flight, I am
working on the viral
Akshay Khanna hook
step from the movie
Dhurander, and pretend-
ing I am Balochi. I will be
watching the Ranveer
Singh starrer over the
weekend, inshallah... But
what has interested me
far more is the strident
backlash faced by a few,
prominent film critics
audacious enough to state
they have not exactly
adored the movie or the
track that has become the
movie’s signature. Kyun-
ki, only paid reviews rule.
Everyone knows. But lips
are sealed. With the num-
ber of heads rolling, the
film industry is playing
ostrich. In an environ-
ment where gush is
everything, even a single
critical line is taken as a
personal attack. Critics
for hire?

Yup.  Most “influen-
cers” are no better than
pimps parading as exp-
erts — on any and every
subject. Show them the
money and they will en-
dorse just about anything
— even if it is packaged
horse dung.

Instagram handle
@ShobhaaDe; Twitter

handle @DeShobhaa

Isn’t it cold blooded,
extortionist and 
horribly hard hearted
for major IndiGo 
competitors to 
automatically hike
fares, doubling and
trebling the cost —
imagine paying a lakh
and more to travel
from Mumbai to Delhi?

Time to change branding of
IndiGo to ‘Indi: GoToHell’?

In the history of humankind, few inventions and discoveries have altered
human civilisation. The prominent items in the list are fire, wheel, agricul-
ture, iron, shipbuilding, printing press, electricity, crude oil, computer and

Internet. The latest addition to this momentous list is artificial intelligence —
an invention that is expected to change how humans perform their basic func-
tion, i.e. thinking. It is, therefore, fitting for Time magazine to pay a tribute to
the architects of artificial intelligence by declaring them as the 2025 Person of
the Year.

Though tech companies were aware of AI and its potential and invested enor-
mous amounts of money, the breakout moment came with the launch of
ChatGPT, which uses generative models to generate text, images, among  others.

In 2025, AI began to change how people think and work. Organisations are
deploying it for various purposes such as writing code, managing vehicular
traffic, and optimising manufacturing, among others. People used AI for advice
on human emotions and medical treatments.

The AI craze set off a race between major technology companies to capture
the developing market. It catapulted Nvidia to become the most valuable com-
pany in the world for its ability to produce chips that run AI data centres — vir-
tually putting US stock markets on steroids.

Buoyed by the all-around optimism, Nvidia CEO Jensen Huang remarked
that the AI could increase the size of the global economy from $100 trillion to
$500 trillion. While AI is a great invention, one needs to make assessments
objectively. AI is still at its infancy, and nobody has any faintest idea about its
impact on job seekers or the new job avenues that it will create.

While there is no second opinion about embracing new technologies to stay
competitive in the modern world, governments around the world must not lose
sight of their primary responsibility — the welfare of people and the protection
of Mother Earth. They must evolve a global consensus to develop AI within the
confines of these higher objectives and not merely in the pursuit of money.

Fitting tribute to AI godparents

Why, as the world
goes crazy over AI,

it’s best to take it
with a pinch of salt

“I only know I am
Because memory tells me so
The gods above don’t give a damn
They probably don’t even know
There is below the heavens an earth
Where lesser beings crawl
Doomed to die from the gift of birth
It really matters f-all.”

— From Hey Bhagwan, What About
Hindustan, by Bachchoo

I
t takes intelligence to understand what intelli-
gence is. The invention of Artificial
Intelligence seems to tell us that it’s not God’s
gift but a construction which traces through

an ocean of available information to formulate
answers.

AI doesn’t just deduce, it invents, composes and
I suppose its formulations rely on statistically
checked probabilities.

I used the word “available” earlier. I’ll tell you
why. A couple of years ago, a friend of mine intro-
duced me to AI. In fact, he put the app on my com-
puter and said when you tap it, it will ask you to
ask it anything. He said I should try it now. I did.

The first thing I asked the Bot (Is that what it’s
generically called?) “Who the hell is Bachchoo?”
Readers of this column, regular, occasional or first
time, will be aware that a quotation from the said
Bachchoo’s works appears every week as a pre-

appendage to the deliberations in Cabbages and
Kings. The Bot answered almost immediately. The
words came up on the screen as though they were
transcripts of a dictating voice. The answer said
that Bachchoo was a nineteenth century poet from
some unknown place. I asked it the same question
again, phrasing it slightly differently — I can’t
recall the exact words, but perhaps I left the “hell”
reference out and said something like “please
identify the writer called Bachchoo, and tell me if
it’s a penname?”.

And yes, there was a completely different
answer. Botty said that Bachchoo was the pen
name of some obscure dead writer, who it named.

That the same Bot gave me two different
answers in the space of five minutes was peculiar.
But that was then, and this is where my qualifica-
tion of “available” applies.

Very recently I asked Botty the same question
again. Same Bot, same app on the computer. This
time it told me that Bachchoo was a poet, extracts
of whose work were quoted every week in a col-
umn — and then it mentioned my name. However,
after that in the same answer, it went on to say
that Bachchoo could be a misspelling of Bachchan,
and said there was a famous writer called
Harivansh Rai Bachchan, who very many readers
will know was the film star Amitabh Bachchan’s
dad, and wrote, among very many other things, a
transformation of Omar Khayyam’s Rubaiyat as

Madhushala.
But in the gap between the years that I asked the

questions, Botty has got smarter and accumulated
more data. It now adds that Bachchoo is a
Mauritian politician and another person with that
surname is a Trinidadian writer.

So, it seems that as Botty widens its information
base, things get better and perhaps, for writers
and operatives who work with information, a bit
threatening?

I have friends who work with AI, not for gain or
in their professions, but for fun. A director friend,
stage and film, doesn’t write scripts himself but
has recently sent me outlines written for whole
screenplays by the Bot he calls “his Friend”. They
describe, in synopsis, the dramatic action. Most of
it reads to me like cliches and quite predictable,
but in the hands of a skilful screenplay writer
these could be modified and made exciting with-
out the writer having to do the preliminary frame-
work of thinking out a plot. I suppose for genre
films — detective, romance, horror, this would
work. Perhaps this is already the way films are
being produced in some world film industries?

Another close friend, Tamara Howe, and I both
belong to a group of people calling ourselves offi-
cially the Darcus Howe Legacy Collective. Darcus
Howe was a prominent activist, left-wing thinker,
journalist, editor and broadcaster.

He was born in Trinidad and came to Britain as

an immigrant and dedicated his life to justice and
progress for the new communities of the UK. I
worked for and with him. His daughter Tamara
now asked AI to formulate what Darcus might
have said about a current political situation. Botty
replied and his/her/their formulations were
impressively convincing and precise — even
though the real Darcus would have undoubtedly
included some twist or surprise in his delibera-
tions.

A serious and dangerous development with AI is
that it can be programmed to deliberately lie, pass
disinformation or indulge in conspiracy theories.
Elon Musk’s AI device Grok is one such. Ask it
who was cleverer, Musk or Einstein, it will say
Musk. And I wonder what it will say if asked who
the better playwright is, Shakespeare or Musk?

Grok will also tell you that the gas Zyklon B
released into the chambers by the Nazis was not
there for genocide but was merely a disinfectant.
Grok also, following His Master’s Voice, advocates
the defunding of the BBC and champions extreme-
right-wing broadcasters like the UK’s GB News.

Wikipedia’s investigation into Grok contends
that it uses information from the racist, white-
nationalist platform Stormfront, and also from
Infowars owned by the conspiracy theorist and
school-shooting denier Alex Jones. Look him up
— not on Grok but Google — who is not very polite
about him.

Subhani

Farrukh
Dhondy

Shobhaa’s Take

Cabbages 
& Kings

MP MAOIST-FREE

It seems Union home minis-
ter Amit Shah’s lofty vision
of making India Maoist-free
by March 2026 has begun
with Madhya Pradesh. Not
only the grit and determi-
nation shown on the
ground but also sacrifice of
the lives by the security
forces personnel must be
remembered and lauded. 

Lam Jeevan Kumar
Guntur

NAIDU’S SPEED
There is no doubt some ministers
are not up to the mark in respect of
their duties. Chief Minister N.
Chandrababu Naidu could have
called them in his chamber and
advised them, rather than publish
rankings (Naidu’s speed stands out
in file clearances, Dec. 12). This is
not the right action from a
renowned administrator.

N. Ramalakshmi
Malikipuram

HONOURING DIWALI
It is heartening, encouraging and
cheering to read that Deepavali, the
festival of lights, has officially been
inscribed in the Unesco’s Repre-sen-
tative List of the Intangible Cultural
Heritage of Humanity (Global recog-
nition for Diwali, Dec. 12). The festi-
val also commemorates the victory
of good over evil and the unity and
diversity. 

Dr C. Ghanshyam
Visakhapatnam

As the world grapples with conflict
and polarisation, Unesco's recogni-
tion of Deepavali as an intangible
heritage of humanity is a shining
beacon of hope. This festival of
lights, celebrated by over a billion
people worldwide, has become a
symbol of India's soft power.
Diwali's inclusion in the list of over
700 elements from around the world
is a testament to the country's rich
cultural heritage.

Raju Kolluru
Kakinada 

NON-HINDU STAFF
It is genuine and praiseworthy that
the state government has directed
the TTD to resolve the issue of non-
Hindu employees deployed on the
Tirumala hills (AP : Redeploy non-
Hindu staff in other TTD depart-
ments, December 12) It is the
responsibility of both non-Hindu
employees and TTD Board to create
a congenial atmosphere on the
seven hills

B.V. Apparao
Simhachalam
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Corrections & Clarifications

In a report, “Opposition walks out as BJP MP withdraws question on

forensics question in Rajya Sabha” (Inside pages, December 11, 2025), the

reference to Rule 253 (“Division by operating automatic vote recorder”)

was incorrect. It should have been Rule 53 of the Rules of Procedure and

Conduct of Business in the Council of States (Rajya Sabha), which is on

“Withdrawal or postponement of questions”. No question was “skipped”

as the question (Question 107) was withdrawn. When the Chairman

moved from Question 106 to 108, the Opposition protested. The Chair-

man clarified that Question 107 had been withdrawn by the member who

posed it.

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

A
ccording to the World Trade Organiza-
tion, India has entered into 20 regional or
free trade agreements (FTA). This count

excludes the most recent pacts signed with the
United Kingdom in July and with the European
Free Trade Association (EFTA), which came into
e�ect in October. Also under way are negotia-
tions, most notably with the United States, the
European Union, Canada and the Southern Afri-
can Customs Union. With India now facing Amer-
ican tari�s of up to 50% on key exports, there are
intensive e�orts to fast-track these agreements.
Some reports have even suggested discussions
around a re-engagement with the Regional Com-
prehensive Economic Partnership, which India
walked away from in 2019 over concerns related
to farm sectors and rules of origin. However, New
Delhi has not accepted accession; at most, it has
explored consultative channels. Yet, trade diver-
si�cation demands far more — a deep, deliberate
transformation of the country’s productive sec-
tors and integration into global value chains. 

Commerce Ministry data show that some ear-
lier FTAs — with ASEAN, Japan and South Korea —
have tilted the trade balance sharply against In-
dia. The trade de�cit with ASEAN widened from
about $10 billion in 2017 to nearly $44 billion by
2023. A similar pattern holds for Japan — despite
India’s exports rising, imports of high-value, cap-
ital-intensive goods have grown even faster. The
reasons are structural and policy-driven. While
FTAs opened the door, mutual recognition arran-
gements on quality standards, certi�cations,
rules of origin and other non-tari� barriers were
not adequately negotiated. Many FTAs were not
custom-designed to re�ect India’s sectoral
strengths, nor were consultations with industry
bodies su�ciently robust. The government did
too little to popularise these agreements domesti-
cally, even as partner economies made full use of
the preferential margins. A review of the ASEAN,
Japan and Korea FTAs has brought some course
correction. This is re�ected in the more balanced
outcomes under the India-UAE Comprehensive
Economic Partnership Agreement — non-oil
trade touched about $100 billion in FY25 (DGFT
data). As India accelerates negotiations with the
EU and the U.S., it must internalise these lessons.
In the case of the U.S., consultations with servic-
es, seafood, engineering goods and textiles ex-
porters must shape India’s negotiating stance.
With the EU, the focus must be on carbon-inten-
sive sectors such as iron and steel and cement, es-
pecially given the Carbon Border Adjustment Me-
chanism. A trade agreement is only the
beginning. The arduous task of supporting In-
dia’s exporters — through standards, infrastruc-
ture, technology and market intelligence — must
follow if these pacts are to deliver lasting gains. 

FTAs for a start 
Support for exports is a must for
sustained gains from trade pacts

E
ight years after a prominent Malayalam
woman actor was abducted and sexually
assaulted in a moving car in Kochi, a trial

court on December 8 convicted six men of gang
rape, criminal conspiracy, wrongful con�ne-
ment, and destruction of evidence, among other
charges. On December 12, they were sentenced
to 20 years of rigorous imprisonment. The court,
however, acquitted actor Dileep and two others
of all charges, including that of masterminding
the conspiracy, citing insu�cient evidence. The
decision triggered widespread outrage, with acti-
vists decrying a disturbing pattern of powerful
men dodging accountability in high-pro�le sex-
ual violence cases. The survivor’s exemplary
courage in pursuing justice galvanised civil socie-
ty and many women in the industry. The incident
also exposed deep-seated misogyny and machis-
mo in Malayalam cinema. Women rallied behind
the survivor but faced vicious online campaigns
and denial of work. The Association of Malaya-
lam Movie Artistes (AMMA), controlled by men,
unravelled under scrutiny; a group of resolute
women formed the Women in Cinema Collective
to demand a safer, more equitable workplace and
endured professional boycott and cyber-bullying. 

Very soon, the Kerala government constituted
a committee under a retired High Court judge to
examine gender issues in the industry. Its report,
released after sustained pressure, catalysed
further reform: women were elected to leader-
ship positions in AMMA, Internal Complaints
Committees became mandatory on �lm sets, and
the government is now �nalising a comprehen-
sive policy to address �lm workplace safety and
equality. The developments inspired demands
from other regional �lm industries to follow suit.
During the trial, the survivor repeatedly, but un-
successfully, sought a change of judge, alleging
bias during the prosecution held in-camera. She
also raised serious concerns about tampering
with crucial video evidence: its hash value had
changed while in judicial custody, suggesting un-
authorised access. Although the court convicted
the direct perpetrators and con�rmed a conspi-
racy, its failure to hold the alleged mastermind
liable has eroded the survivor’s faith in the pro-
cess. The Kerala government has rightly an-
nounced that it will appeal. Faced with rampant
criticism, the judge, Honey M. Varghese, warned
the media and others of contempt proceedings
for casting aspersions on the court. Bringing all
conspirators to justice is critical to rea�rming
women’s con�dence in the system and encourag-
ing them to fearlessly report injustice. For the
survivor, a thorough and transparent appellate
process o�ers the only path to closure. 

Endless ordeal
Bringing all conspirators to justice is a

must to build faith in the system 

W
hen the United Nations
Convention on the Law of the Sea
(UNCLOS) was negotiated in the
1970s and early 1980s, India

stood with the world’s smallest and most
vulnerable states. Alongside Paci�c Island
countries, India championed the principle that
the seabed beyond national jurisdiction should
be the “common heritage of mankind”. It was a
remarkable moment: a large developing country
aligning itself with island nations, not for
advantage, but for fairness.

This was not new for India. As early as the
1950s, Jawaharlal Nehru recognised the ocean’s
centrality to India’s future, declaring: “Whichever
way we turn, we are drawn to the seas. Our future
security and prosperity are closely linked with
the freedom and the resources of the oceans.”
That foresight set the stage for India’s enduring
role as both a maritime nation and a maritime
leader. Half a century later, the ocean faces
pressures unimaginable at the time of UNCLOS.
Climate change is heating and acidifying the seas,
sea levels are rising, and illegal and unregulated
�shing is stripping marine life from the water
column. 

The Indian Ocean, home to one-third of
humanity, is already one of the most
climate-vulnerable basins on earth.

India now has both the opportunity and the
responsibility to play a historic leadership role
once again. This time, the task is not to draft law,
but to shape practice — ensuring that the Indian
Ocean becomes not a theatre of rivalry, but a
laboratory of sustainability, innovation, and
resilience.

The case for a Blue Ocean strategy
India’s Blue Ocean Strategy should rest on three
pillars: stewardship of the commons, resilience,
and inclusive growth.

First, stewardship. India must continue to
assert that the Indian Ocean is a shared space,
not a contested one. By prioritising ecosystem
restoration, biodiversity protection, and
sustainable �sheries, India can set the tone for
cooperative management, rather than
competitive exploitation.

Second, resilience. As the climate crisis
intensi�es, ocean nations must focus on
adaptation and preparedness. India can lead by
establishing a Regional Resilience and Ocean
Innovation hub — one that strengthens ocean
observation networks, improves early warning
systems, and transfer technology to small island
developing states and African coastal nations.

Third, inclusive growth. The Indian Ocean
must become a driver of prosperity for all littoral
states. Green shipping, o�shore renewable
energy, sustainable aquaculture, and marine

biotechnology o�er pathways to development
that are compatible with climate goals. Realising
this potential, however, will require sustained
investment and coordinated regional action.

It is encouraging that the �nancial tide is
beginning to turn. At the Blue Economy and
Finance Forum (BEFF) held in Monaco, in June
2025, governments, development banks and
private investors highlighted a €25 billion
pipeline of existing ocean investments and
announced €8.7 billion in new commitments,
with near-parity between public and private
sources. The Finance in Common Ocean
Coalition, bringing together 20 public
development banks, announced annual pledges
of $7.5 billion, while the Development Bank of
Latin America doubled its blue economy target to
$2.5 billion by 2030.

At COP30 in Belém, the Brazilian Presidency
launched the One Ocean Partnership as part of
the Belém Action Agenda, committing to mobilise
$20 billion for ocean action by 2030. These
signals matter. They demonstrate that the ocean
— long marginal in climate �nance — is now �rmly
on the global agenda.

India must seize this moment to channel global
�nancing into regional priorities. An Indian
Ocean Blue Fund, seeded by India and open to
contributions from development banks,
philanthropy, and the private sector, could
provide the institutional architecture needed to
turn pledges into projects.

Security through sustainability
Much of today’s discourse on the Indian Ocean is
framed in terms of “Indo-Paci�c strategy”, naval
balance, freedom of navigation, and secure sea
lanes. These concerns are legitimate. But they
should not obscure a more fundamental reality:
ocean insecurity begins with ecosystem collapse
and climate disruption.

Illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU)
�shing, coral reef degradation and intensifying
storm surges erode livelihoods and undermine
social stability. Addressing these threats requires
a shift from traditional notions of maritime
security toward security through sustainability.

India’s doctrine of Security and Growth for All
in the Region (SAGAR) articulated by Prime
Minister Narendra Modi in Mauritius in 2015,
o�ers an important anchor, “We seek a future for
the Indian Ocean that lives up to its name as a
zone of peace, stability and prosperity,” he said.

The Indian Navy and the Indian Coast Guard,
working alongside civilian agencies, can deepen
regional cooperation in maritime domain
awareness, disaster response and ecosystem
monitoring - aligning security objectives with
environmental stewardship. Equally important is
the story India chooses to tell. Not of rivalry, but

of responsibility. Not of dominance, but of
stewardship. As External A�airs Minister S.
Jaishankar has noted, India’s approach to the
Indian Ocean is “cooperative, consultative, and
outcome-oriented,” aimed at shared prosperity
and stability.

The guiding principle should be simple and
resonant: “From the Indian Ocean, for the
World.”

India’s historic responsibility
At the Stockholm Conference in 1972, Prime
Minister Indira Gandhi warned, “We do not want
to impoverish the environment any more than we
want to impoverish our people.” That insight
remains strikingly relevant.

COP30 in Belém (2025) and the G-20 Summit
in Johannesburg recognised the importance of
terrestrial and marine ecosystems for climate
stability, sustainable development, and
community resilience as well as anchoring scaling
up of �nance and support for developing
countries, aligning with the equity dimensions of
ocean action.

Momentum is building. With the outcomes of
the 3rd United Nations Ocean Conference
(UNOC3) in Nice, COP30 in Belém, and the entry
into force of the Biodiversity Beyond National
Jurisdiction (BBNJ) Agreement, 2026 is shaping
up to be a pivotal year for ocean governance.
India’s readiness to ratify the BBNJ Agreement
presents an opportunity to demonstrate how the
Indian Ocean region can pioneer globally
relevant solutions, from green shipping corridors
and blue bonds to inclusive marine technology
transfer and carefully governed ocean-based
carbon dioxide removal. This agenda could also
serve as a de�ning theme for India’s
chairmanship of the Indian Ocean Rim
Association.

India’s history in ocean diplomacy gives it
credibility. India’s future in ocean leadership
gives it the responsibility. The Indian Ocean, the
cradle of some of the world’s oldest civilisations,
can now become the cradle of a new blue
economy, one that marries prosperity with
sustainability, and resilience with justice.

The challenge is clear: to move beyond
rhetoric, to align vision with �nance, and to build
partnerships that endure. For the world, the
message is urgent: the ocean is not a void to be
�lled or a frontier to be conquered. It is the
foundation of life itself.

If India leads with ambition, humility, and
inclusivity, the Indian Ocean can once again
demonstrate what was evident during UNCLOS
negotiations: that even in the most complex of
arenas, cooperation can prevail over con�ict, and
solidarity over rivalry.

The time to act is now.

The Indian Ocean as cradle of a new blue economy

Kilaparti
Ramakrishna 

is the Director of
Marine Policy Centre
and Senior Adviser 
to the President on
Ocean and Climate
Policy at the Woods
Hole Oceanographic
Institution, 
the world’s largest
independent
oceanographic
institution 
at Woods Hole, 
Massachusetts, U.S.

India must take
the lead in
promoting the
guiding
principle, ‘From
the Indian
Ocean, for 
the World’

T
he release of the national accounts data
for Quarter 2 recently was also one that
coincided with serious concerns being

expressed by the International Monetary Fund
(IMF) about the way India calculates its data. In
fact, the IMF has given India’s national accounts
statistics, which includes Gross Domestic Product
and Gross Value Added, a C grade, which is the
second lowest grade. While Q2 produced 8.2%
growth — much more than expected — very few
would be aware of the IMF’s concerns.

This is because the media virtually ignored
what the IMF had to say. Only one daily, The
Hindu, reported it and made it a front page story
(“IMF gives ‘C’ grade for India’s national accounts
statistics”, November 28, 2025), but the pink
papers, which should have been the most
interested in this report, ignored it to a large
extent. When some of these newspapers decided
that it was worth publishing, they did so, but only
in the inside pages, which was bizarre and
perplexing.

An issue
The truth is that the IMF’s grading of India’s
national accounts statistics is a matter of concern
and a key part of that is how we calculate GDP.

India uses the formal organised sector as a
proxy for calculating growth in the informal
unorganised sector. But the unorganised sector,
even after excluding agriculture, is still 30% of
GDP. So the �rst question is this: do we really
have a reliable and accurate way of estimating

growth in this sizeable sector or is it just an
intelligent guesstimate?

‘A less than reliable method’
Pronab Sen, the former Chief Statistician, and
Arun Kumar, a former professor of economics at
Jawaharlal Nehru University — the economists this
writer spoke to — believe that this is “a less than
reliable method”.

Their concern needs explanation. When you
use the organised sector as a proxy for calculating
the unorganised sector, the assumption made is
that they have both moved in the same direction.
But when there is a crisis or an unusual
development, that may not be the case. And that
is exactly what happened when India went
through demonetisation, the introduction of
Goods and Services Tax (GST) and the COVID-19
pandemic. These events have meant that India’s
organised and unorganised sectors have not been
in kilter. They have moved in di�erent directions.

While the organised sector expanded on all
three occasions, the unorganised sector went into
decline. So, during these years, using the
organised sector as a proxy for calculating the
unorganised sector meant that we were
overestimating the performance of the
unorganised sector.

What does this mean about India’s quarterly
estimates? It must be remembered that what
made the media euphoric was the quarterly
estimate of 8.2% growth. Professor Sen’s
statement must be brought in at this point: “For

the quarterly GDP estimates we make a lot of
assumptions. We simply don’t have quarterly
data for most things. Now[,] when we don’t have
the data you have to go by assumptions. You look
at past relationships, past trends and try to do the
best you can. But until we get to a situation where
most of the data that we need for quarterly
estimations are actually corrected physically[,]
this problem is not going to get solved.”

The answer is blunt
This leads to another conclusion. The concern
that the IMF has expressed, and which underlies
the lowly ‘C’ grade, is not going to be hastily
resolved. There is no doubt that the Union
Ministry of Statistics and Programme
Implementation is working on updating the GDP
base year and methodology of calculation and
hopes to release the new series next year,
probably by the end of February. But the
question is this: how much improvement will we
see in the way the unorganised sector is
estimated? When asked if India can adequately
resolve the IMF’s concern, Prof. Sen’s answer was
short and blunt: “I don’t think we can.”

All this has been mentioned because we rely
on the media to inform us and, usually, to help
us analyse and understand. But if the media
ignores critical stories, it leaves us not just
uninformed but also unable to fully understand
what has happened. It also means that journalists
are not doing their job. That is a sorry outcome
for all of us.

A critical story that a chunk of the media missed

Karan Thapar 

is a television anchor

The
International
Monetary Fund’s
grading of
India’s national
accounts
statistics is 
a matter 
of concern

In Parliament

The winter session of
Parliament, so far,
witnessed intense debate
on the national song, Vande
Mataram, and on electoral
reforms, highlighting, once
again, the value of
parliamentary discourse.
While the heated
statements from members
of the Bharatiya Janata
Party made it clear that the
discussion on the national
song was driven largely by a
symbolic political agenda,
the debate on electoral
reform turned out to be a
missed opportunity.
Important concerns
regarding the transparency
of election funding, the
integrity of the electoral
process, and the
independence and

clear that it is illegal to add
the word ‘bank’ with their
names as they are not
registered or covered under
the Banking Regulation Act.
As such wrongful projection
is not a cognisable o�ence,
unless there is a specific
complaint about this, no
agency will file a case
against the societies for
this. 
The RBI or Registrar of
Cooperative Societies in
States must initiate suitable
steps to penalise these
societies for taking the
public for a ride and for
accepting deposits from the
general public.

Unnikrishnan Nair B.C.,
Kuthiathode, Alappuzha, Kerala

Incorrect practice

It has become an almost
routine act by the Reserve
Bank of India (RBI) to insert
advertisements in
newspapers cautioning the
public about the wrong
practice by many
cooperative societies of
using the word ‘bank’ along
with their names. The
advertisements make it

lacklustre, despotic tactics,
on the contrary, silence
dissent. Parliamentary
debates are the cornerstone
of a truly vibrant
democracy. It is through
such tools that a democracy
ensures parliamentary
scrutiny of the executive’s
decisions.

R. Sivakumar,
Chennai

the decline, a trend
highlighted by data on the
number of sitting days, the
time spent on discussions
on key issues, and the
increasing frequency of
disruptions. Rising political
polarisation and a lack of
bipartisanship have
considerably reduced the
scope for constructive
dialogue and
consensus-building. To put
it candidly, under Prime
Minister Narendra Modi’s
leadership, religious
nationalism continues to
gain strength that often
diverts public attention
from the core issues
confronting the country.
While India’s economic
performance, which is the
essence of a growing
democratic nation, remains

verification mechanisms of
the Election Commission of
India were raised. However,
these substantive issues did
not receive the thoughtful
and constructive
deliberation that they
deserved. It is essential that
all political parties
understand the importance
of meaningful debate in
Parliament rather than
reducing such discussions
to blame games or political
grandstanding. Only then
can reforms truly serve the
public interest.
M. Jeyaram,
Sholavandan, Tamil Nadu

It is a matter of significant
public concern that
parliamentary debates in
India, in terms of number
and quality, have been on
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shaq Hussein Khaku, a 25-year-old from
Bengaluru, was excited to spend the party
season in Goa with his friends. According
to his father, Mohammed Hussain, the

group decided to go on December 6 for ‘Bolly-
wood night’ at Birch by Romeo Lane, a restau-
rant, cocktail bar, and club that had opened last
year in the village of Arpora. Located near Baga,
one of the most popular beaches of North Goa, it
promised “coastal luxury”, “a wild crowd”, “the
hottest beats in town”, and “island-style cock-
tails”, on their Instagram account.

Birch put out advertisements that Kristina
Sheikh, a dancer from Kazakhstan, would per-
form that night. When Sheikh began grooving to
‘Mehbooba, Mehbooba’ from the Hindi block-
buster �lm, Sholay, sparks began to �y behind
her. Videos that went viral later showed her stop-
ping and glancing above at the false ceiling made

of bamboo and wood.
“I ran home, into the arms of my daughter,”

Sheikh told a television channel later. “One of
my teammates alerted me about the �re and

I consider him my Indian god.” She was
one of the estimated 90 of the 100-odd pe-
ople who were part of the crowd on the �rst
�oor dance area, who escaped to safety.
Hussain said he heard from the police that

Khaku and his friends ran out to safety. But Kha-
ku realised that he had dropped his mobile
phone on the dance �oor and rushed back in to
retrieve it. He never made it out.

The next day, Hussain arrived in Goa with rela-
tives and identi�ed his son’s body. “Ishaq worked
as an IT engineer in a data science company,” the
distraught father said.

The �re spread quickly before midnight, aided
by the palm leaf decor and in�ammable mate-
rials used for the ceiling, investigating o�cers
told reporters in Arpora. Th �re claimed 25 lives
— 20 of them were sta� members and �ve were
tourists. Five others, including two tourists, suf-
fered injuries and are out of danger, Vasanth Dha-
bolkar, Sub Divisional Magistrate, Bardez, said.

From music to chaos

For Bhavana Joshi, from Delhi, the party quickly
turned into the worst nightmare of her life. She
lost her sisters — Saroj, Anita, and Kamla — and
her husband, Vinod Kumar. She managed to run
to safety, while the rest of them su�ocated to
death, she told reporters in New Delhi.

According to Joshi, Kumar noticed the �re as
soon as it broke out and alerted the sta�. She said
the DJ tried to extinguish the �re by throwing wa-
ter from a bottle. “No one from the club manage-
ment helped us out,” she said. “The bouncers on-
ly helped the dance troupe get out of the hall.”

Within minutes, the �re spread across the ceil-
ing and consumed the decorations, she recalled.
“There was so much smoke that nothing was vis-
ible. People panicked and ran out. They began
falling on each other and pushing each other.”

Joshi got separated from her family in the con-
fusion. “The club had only one entry and exit.
The same passageway also led to a basement
kitchen, and several people accidentally ran to-
wards it,” she said. Joshi ran out and stood out-

side the club, crying for help.
“Most of the sta� in the basement kitchen

died,” a police o�cer said.
Ami Manocha, a businessman from New Delhi

who has made Goa his home, said some of the
victims were his acquaintances. Manocha, who
was to attend the party, changed his mind. He
said he has not slept much since.

Manocha has met some of the survivors.
“They told me that there were no �re extinguish-
ers and that the club sta� were ill-equipped to
handle the incident. They did not make a safety
announcement. The ground �oor and the �rst
�oor were connected only by a small staircase.
There were no independent exits from either of
the �oors to the front gate,” he said.

According to the Goa Police’s list of victims,
the rest of the 20 victims were sta� members
from various States — Uttar Pradesh, Uttarak-
hand, Jharkhand, Assam, and West Bengal. Four
of them were from Nepal.

Rahul Tanti, 32, of Ranagirkhari in Assam, had
joined the club as a gardener just a day before the
�re, said his brother Deva Tanti. The father of
three, he dreamed of a more secure future. He
left his job at a tea estate that paid him just ₹200
per day. “Apart from the tea gardens, there is
nothing that employs us. There are no indus-
tries, factories, or businesses. Farming is non-re-
munerative and unpredictable as Assam su�ers
devastating �oods regularly,” Deva said.

Another victim from Assam was Diganta Patir,
of Dhemaji district. “He was planning to return
home by January to his mother,” said Vishwas
Kumar, Patir’s uncle. “His younger brother lives
in Delhi. Patir had worked for over a decade in
Goa and Tamil Nadu and had saved enough mo-
ney to open a small shop in Assam.”

Prakash Thapa, president of the Goa Nepali
Society, who helped the police identify the bo-
dies and trace their families, has been living in
Goa since the 1990s. He said migration from Ne-
pal to India is not a new phenomenon. “In the
1960s and 70s, the �rst generation of immigrants

were security guards. Later came the housekeep-
ing and cleaning sta�. Now, it is mostly cooks and
caretakers in houses and hotels,” he explained.

The Singhs from Pithoragarh in Uttarakhand
are a family of chefs. Satish Singh, one of the vic-
tims, had recently started working at the Birch
kitchen. He had worked as a chef in a Bengaluru
hotel earlier. “But his labour contractor shifted
him to Goa a year ago, promising better wages,”
said Ramesh Singh, his brother, also a chef.

However, not everyone said they were attract-
ed by higher wages to Goa. Some moved simply
because it has the reputation of being “a fun
place to work,” said Dhan Singh, the brother of Ji-
tendra Singh from Tehri Gharwal district in Utta-
rakhand, who died in the �re.

Jitendra used to work in Gurugram as a helper
in a kitchen. “He and his friends then decided to
shift. He did not get much of a raise, but he liked
the mood in Goa,” Dhan said.

Assessments in the aftermath

Soon after the incident, the police shifted the bo-
dies to the Goa Medical College and Hospital
(GMCH) mortuary in Panjim. Doctors said only
four people had su�ered severe burn injuries.
The cause of death in the other cases was su�oca-
tion and inhalation of poisonous gases, they said.

“Today is a very painful day for all of us in
Goa,” Chief Minister Pramod Sawant said after
the tragedy. “Those found responsible will face
most stringent action under the law — any negli-
gence will be dealt with �rmly.” He ordered a ma-
gisterial probe and a police investigation.

The Union government announced compensa-
tion of ₹2 lakh to the families of each of the de-
ceased and ₹50,000 for each injured person. The
State government announced compensation of
₹5 lakh and ₹50,000, respectively.

As per the First Information Report �led on
December 7, the Goa Police have booked the
owners — Saurabh Luthra and his brother Gaurav
Luthra — and their partner, Ajay Gupta, among
others, under Sections 105 (culpable homicide
not amounting to murder), 125(a)(b) (endanger-
ing lives and personal safety) and 287 (negligent
handling of �re or combustible material) of the
Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita, 2023.

The police have so far arrested chief general
manager Rajiv Modak, general manager Vivek
Singh, bar manager Rajveer Singhania, gate man-
ager Priyanshu (Riyanshu) Thakur, and employee
Bharat Kohli. A court in Goa sent Gupta to police
custody for seven days. Sources said the Luthra
brothers, who escaped to Phuket from Delhi,
were detained in Thailand on December 11, based
on a request from Indian law enforcement agen-
cies. They said the process to deport the brothers
to India has been initiated.

“O�cials are also studying the �nancial tran-
sactions of the three partners and the land own-
er, Surinder Kumar Khosla. Legal action will be
initiated if violations are found,” Superintendent

of Police Harish Madkaikar told reporters.
Sawant told the media that a committee led by

the Revenue Secretary would review the safety
protocols being implemented in nightclubs and
similar establishments in Goa. It will not only re-
port violations, but also suggest a road map for
avoiding such incidents in the future, he said.

The Bardez district administration has sealed
the premises of Birch. O�cials also demolished a
temporary structure put up by Romeo Lane in
Ozrant in Vagator village, which faced allegations
by the district administration of encroaching on
government land. The wooden extension to the
main building was demolished last year too, but
it was rebuilt later, local newspapers in Goa re-
ported. A tourism department o�cial in Panjim
said that of the 16 properties of Romeo Lane in
the country, six are in Goa.

Many allegations of violations

Activists allege that violations of building, safety,
and environment norms is neither new, nor sur-
prising in Goa. “In fact, we Goans have come to
believe that violations are the norm,” said Sarika
Vashist, a resident of Mapusa.

Vashist said most buildings, including the one
in which she lives, have been built on the back of
violations. “We have been complaining to every
authority — from the panchayat to the Chief Mi-
nister’s O�ce — but in vain. Some o�cers told me
that if they acted tough against business owners,
investment in Goa would come down. It is ab-
surd. What if deliberate non compliance leads to
such tragedies,” she asked.

Vashist also said business owners target and si-
lence activists using legal and other means. “I
have faced multiple lawsuits and personal
threats. But I will not back o�,” she said �rmly.

Glen Fernandes, a member of Calangute Col-
lective, a volunteer group �ghting for environ-
ment conservation, said that Birch had violated
several rules. “The land on which it operated was
a salt pan and �sh farm and cannot be used for
non-agriculture purposes, as per Section 3 of the
Goa Agriculture Tenancy Act, 1964. Also, under
Goan law [The Goa Restrictions on Transfer of
Agricultural Land Act, 2023], it can neither be
sold nor bought. The owners violated the Coastal
Regulation Zone (CRZ) norms as well,” he alleged.

Fernandes said he was assisting the original
land owners — Pradeep Amonkar and Sunil Divk-
er — who had complained against the nightclub.
“In an earlier case, we approached the High
Court to seal around 20 illegal clubs and other
businesses,” he said.

A writ petition �led by the original owners of
the land in the High Court has prayed for a court-
monitored inquiry. They have asked for a de-
tailed inspection of the premises, the sealing of
operations, demolition of the building, and ac-
tion against o�cials responsible for the grant of
permits and licences. The case is scheduled to
come up for hearing on December 16.

Rohit Bras De Sa, advocate for the petitioners,
said the petitioners had issued a legal notice to
the club and some o�cers on November 4, 2025.
“We said that it was clearly an unauthorised com-
mercial establishment. We said that it was al-
lowed to function by o�cials who were guilty of
contributory negligence and dereliction of duty.
We sent it to the owners and all the concerned
departments. But we did not get any response.
The writ petition makes similar claims with simi-
lar prayers,” he said. He urged the government to
�x personal liability on o�cials who allowed the
alleged illegal construction and operations.

Like Fernandes, De Sa alleged that the club
violated many rules. “The nightclub is close to
the Baga river and the sea. This is a noti�ed CRZ 1
(B) region. The owners have violated CRZ
norms,” he said. “They also violated rules regard-
ing salt pans. They constructed an basement
built in the water body. They have violated town
and country planning codes as well. They do not
have occupancy certi�cates. We suspect that o�-
cials at all levels are involved in allowing the
illegalities.”

Rajendra Kerkar, 60, an environment conser-
vationist, lives in the village of Keri-Sattari, at the
edge of the Mhadei wildlife sanctuary. He said,
“Salt pans need to be conserved. For centuries,
salt made in Goan pans was exported to Europe.
Even today, the entire populations in villages
such as Nirul are engaged in making salt.”

The blame game

Roshan Redkar, the sarpanch of the Arpora-Na-
goa panchayat, claimed that the panchayat had
suspected irregularities in the club, got it inspect-
ed, and ordered for a demolition. But the Directo-
rate of Panchayats in the State government stayed
the order, he said.

MLA Michael Lobo responded that the state
cannot be blamed. “The panchayat made two
major mistakes,” he said. “In its enthusiasm, it
crossed the boundaries of its jurisdiction and is-
sued a no objection certi�cate for a restaurant-
cum-nightclub. Panchayats do not have the pow-
er to do that; only the State government’s Excise
Department does. The panchayat should have
sealed the club, rather than trying to demolish it.
That is why the owners got a stay,” he said.

The Congress and the Aam Aadmi Party (AAP)
have both demanded that Sawant resign. Con-
gress termed the State government “corrupt”
and “anti-people”, while AAP said nightclubs and
bars were “dens of extortion.”

Kerkar believes that there is only way out of
the problems that Goa faces today. “That is eter-
nal vigilance by the citizenry,” he said.

rishikesh.desai@thehindu.co.in

Policemen outside the Birch by Romeo Lane night club at Arpora in North Goa on December 7. At least 25 people were killed in the massive fire that spread at the club the previous night. MURALI KUMAR K. 

The party that took a
tragic turn in Goa
On December 6, a �re claimed 25 lives during a party at Birch by Romeo Lane, an establishment in Arpora in

Goa. The restaurant-cum-club was built on a salt pan and had only a narrow entrance and exit, survivors and

activists allege. Rishikesh Bahadur Desai reports on the night’s happenings and the worries of Goans about

unregulated real-estate development, marked by illegal construction, lax �re safety, and poor crowd control

The club
had only
one entry
and exit. The
same
passageway
also led to a
basement
kitchen, and
several
people
accidentally
ran towards
it

BHAVANA
JOSHI
Survivor

A Thai policeman with Gaurav Luthra and Saurabh Luthra (right) who fled to Thailand after the fire at their Goa nightclub. PTI 

The nightclub is close to the Baga river and
the sea. The owners have violated CRZ
norms, rules regarding salt pans, and town
and country planning codes as well. 

ROHIT BRAS DE SA
Advocate
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T
he introduction of the
Insolvency and Bankruptcy
Code, 2016 (IBC) marked a
turning point in India’s
pursuit of a comprehensive

and e�cient insolvency resolution
framework. Conceived as a panacea to
the ever-pervasive problem of
non-performing assets (NPAs) that had
a�icted the banking sector, the IBC
replaced India’s disjointed and lengthy
insolvency and company winding up
frameworks with a cohesive, time-bound
and expeditious process that restricted
undue court interventions. 

In this article, we lay out the present
framework of the IBC with a closer look
at the regulatory gaps and challenges. 

POSITIVES OF CURRENT REGIME

There is no doubt that when compared
to the earlier regime, the IBC has shown
positive results. But, as the Economic
Survey 2024-25 shows, this promise is
fulfilled only partially. So far, the journey
has been one of uneven progress,
punctuated by formidable hurdles. As
such, the IBC deserves a strategic
recalibration as India hopes for a
sustained 7-8 per cent annual economic
growth over the next 10 years.
Fundamentally, the IBC is aimed at
striking a balance between the rights of
debtors and creditors. Prior to its
enactment, the insolvency and
restructuring framework in India were
skewed in favour of debtors, with the
debtors being in control of troubled
companies even during the
restructuring process. The IBC, as it had
been originally envisioned, was meant to
challenge this dynamic by providing for

a time-sensitive, creditor-in-control
resolution process. 

For its part, the Economic Survey
highlights the transformative e�ects of
the IBC by examining its influence on
India’s debtor-creditor relationships at
the macro level along with
improvements in credit culture and the
mechanism’s e�ectiveness across
di�erent sectors. The Survey
underscores the versatility of the IBC in
managing distress in diverse industries
including steel and cement alongside
real estate and media. The quantitative
impact has been substantial: the IBC has
emerged as the dominant recovery
mechanism for banks, accounting for 48
per cent of all bank recoveries in FY
2023-24, compared to 32 per cent via
SARFAESI, 17 per cent through Debt
Recovery Tribunals, and merely 3 per
cent via Lok Adalats. 

The gross non-performing asset
(NPA) ratio of scheduled commercial
banks fell dramatically from
double-digits in 2017-18 (around 11.2
per cent) to just 2.7 per cent by March
2024. By end-2024, over 8,175 Corporate
Insolvency Resolution Processes
(CIRPs) had been initiated. Its
sector-agnostic e�ciency is evidence of
the IBC’s strong foundation and its
capacity to solve long-standing issue of
NPAs a�icting India’s banking system.
The IBC’s emphasis on value
maximisation is yet another key
strength. 

THE PROBLEMS

The average resolution time, however,
has surged to 582 days, much more than
the 270-day statutory timeline. Even

more concerning, operational creditors
had an average wait of 650 days simply
for case admission — a startling
deviation from the prescribed 14-day
period. Institutional bottlenecks,
particularly the overwhelming backlog
at the National Company Law Tribunal
(NCLT), exacerbate the problem. As of
July 2024, the NCLT had 2,593 cases
awaiting admission and 4,723 pending
post-admission. Recent data from the
Insolvency and Bankruptcy Board of
India (IBBI) also reveals that the IBC’s
e�cacy in resolving NPAs remains far
from optimal. The total recovery rate
has been on a downtrend spiral,
decreasing from 43 per cent in Q1 FY20
to a meagre 31.4 per cent in Q3 FY25.

The IBC’s promise of swift resolution
has been hampered by practical
impediments. While the NCLT’s bench
strength is simply insu�cient to handle
the mammoth workload, a deeper
problem is that the NCLT is embedded
in procedural complexities and judicial
processes unsuitable for the special
demands of insolvency law. In practice,
cases routinely get derailed by endless
litigation, largely frivolous challenges by
promoters who seek to regain control.
Further, as noted, even in cases where
resolution plans succeed, the outcomes
are often sub-optimal, with financial
creditors to some extent and operational
creditors to a larger extent taking
haircuts — a steep price that inevitably
a�ects the viability of the banking
ecosystem. 

The IBC ecosystem is also grappling
with a severe shortage of qualified and
honest Insolvency Professionals (IPs).
As per the Parliamentary Standing
Committee Report for 2023-24, out of
the 203 IPs against whom disciplinary
proceedings were initiated since 2016,
action has been undertaken against 61
per cent of them by the Insolvency
Professional Agencies (IPAs) and IBBI.
This points to deficiencies in the
regulatory oversight of IPs and the need

for a more robust framework for their
selection, monitoring, and
accountability. 

Pertinently, under the current
framework IPs are enrolled and
regulated by multiple IPAs, which are
responsible for their training,
certification, monitoring, and grievance
redressal. However, this decentralised
model of professional oversight has
several shortcomings. Having multiple
IPAs overseeing the functioning of their
member IPs, instead of a single unified
regulator, is not optimal. This
fragmented approach could not only
lead to inconsistencies in standards and
practices across IPAs but also could
create a potential conflict of interest
between their regulatory and
competitive goals.

The problems caused by the lack of
integrity and e�ciency are accentuated
by the lack of an e�ective mechanism to
place checks on IPs. Beyond corruption,
the IBC faces structural challenges that
compound its ine�ciencies. There have
been instances where promoters have
deliberately plunged their companies
into insolvency and purchased the
company back debt free indirectly. The
lack of an e�cient investigative
mechanism renders the existing
statutory safeguards prohibiting related
parties from bidding for insolvent
companies ine�ective.

The malaise is today deep rooted due
to the level of discretion the system
provides the IPs subject to the approval
by the committee of creditors.
Mandatory stipulations that increase
objectivity of the IPs’ actions will help
arrest the slide. This needs to be coupled
with better infrastructure and
assistance to the IPs. The IBC is a
legislation whose success is premised on
e�cient and honest IP. A carrot and
stick mechanism for IPs is the need of
the hour.

The writers are Advocates, Madras High Court

IBC: The halting
march towards

efficacy

The IBC’s efficacy in
resolving NPAs remains
far from optimal. The
total recovery rate has been
on a downtrend spiral

SPUTTERING. After a promising start, the IBC ecosystem is
grappling with shortage of qualified and honest Insolvency

Professionals and lack of an e�cient investigative mechanism
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I
n a world first, Australia has imposed the most
comprehensive measure against social media by
banning multiple platforms including

Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, X, Threads, TikTok,
YouTube, Reddit, Kick and Twitch for children under
16. The ban, which is now facing two lawsuits by
Reddit and two teenagers, has drawn global attention
at a time when the psychological impact of addictive
social media use on adolescents is increasingly
becoming a concern among parents, governments
and educators alike. 

Other jurisdictions are already tightening
the net. Denmark, France, Germany and the
EU have introduced or are planning
parental-consent requirements and
age-verification rules. India has stopped
short of restricting access, but its data
protection law requires platforms to secure
verifiable parental consent before
processing children’s data. Malaysia has
gone further, announcing that a ban
modelled on Australia’s will be e�ected by
next year. The move was spurred by a tragic
case in which a 16-year-old girl died after
posting an Instagram poll asking whether
she should end her life, an extreme but
emblematic example cited by advocates of
stringent curbs.

Adding weight to this are powerful
hypotheses such as the one forwarded by
social psychologist Jonathan Haidt who has
argued for no smartphones and ban on social
media for children under 16 in his influential
book The Anxious Generation: How the Great
Rewiring of Childhood is Causing an Epidemic
of Mental Illness. Haidt makes a correlation
between increasing use of smartphones and
rising incidents of anxiety, depression,
self-harm among adolescents, especially
young girls, and argues for smartphone-free
schools. Yet critics contend that the
evidence is far from definitive. Candice L
Odgers of the University of California,
writing in Nature, challenged Haidt’s thesis.
Odgers argued that there is no evidence of
association between well-being and roll-out
of social media globally. There is more
research, like a paper in the medical journal
JAMA by Yunyu Xiao et al, who followed
more than 4,000 adolescents across the US,
and concluded that it is not the use of social
media per se but “addictive use of social
media, mobile phones, or video games” that
is associated with “suicidal behaviour and
ideation and worse mental health”.

What is clear is that the scientific
consensus is still unsettled. It is equally
unquestionable that screens and social
platforms are here to stay; they o�er
educational, creative and economic
opportunities that should not be dismissed.
The emerging policy challenge, therefore,
lies not in denying digital reality but in
managing its excesses. The addictive design
of many platforms needs to be acknowledged
and societal and legal boundaries have to be
set to mitigate harm. Australia’s bold move
will provide a real-world test of whether
sweeping restrictions improve adolescent
well-being or simply shift harmful
behaviours elsewhere. For now, the prudent
approach lies in measured, evidence-based
regulation. 

Experiment Down Under 
Australia’s social media ban for kids, a useful precedent
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Districts as export hubs
This refers to ‘Transforming districts
into export hubs’ (December 12). A
unified exporter registry —
seamlessly linking DGFT and State
systems — would banish guesswork
and let o�cials champion firms with
precision. The push to formalise
micro enterprises and to install
district-level testing labs, packaging
centres, and robust logistics spines is
a great idea. Paring back middlemen,
upskilling artisans, and pairing them
with anchor buyers are
indispensable. With this
architecture, every district can plug

into supply chains and convert craft
into enterprises and jobs.
Arul Mozhi Varman
Sivakasi, TN

IndiGo crisis takeaways
This refers to ‘Learning’s from the
IndiGo crisis’ (December 12).
IndiGo’s aggressive expansion
without adequately assessing
manpower requirements,
particularly of pilots, exposes the
risks of scaling beyond operational
capacity. Second, the airline’s
mishandling of refunds revealed a
serious gap in preparedness among

frontline sta�. In service industries,
insu�cient training can quickly
erode trust and goodwill. 
R Mohan
Kumbakonam, TN

AI training model
Apropos your edit ‘Intellectual
property’ (December 12). India’s
proposed statutory licensing regime
for AI training is a long-overdue
recognition that creative labour is
not a free public utility. For too long,
global AI firms have extracted data
from millions of writers, musicians,
and artists without consent, credit,

or compensation. The proposed
Copyright Royalties Collective for AI
Training o�ers a fair and e�cient
“one licence, one payment” model,
ensuring creators share in the
economic upside of the AI boom.
However, licensing must not
override autonomy. Creators must
retain the right to opt out, even as
royalty systems evolve. 
K Chidanand Kumar
Bengaluru

Air connectivity
This refers to the report on the
Central Government’s proposal to

o�er more sops to improve air
connectivity. The Government’s
decision to o�er incentives such as
exemption of night landing charges
to regional airlines is a welcome step.
Further, there are new airlines, such
as Air Dravida and Star Aviation, in
the queue to take o� as regional
flights. This is good news and should
be encouraged. With better
connectivity, the smaller towns can
compete with the bigger towns and
cities in more areas, thus driving
economic growth in the region. 
P Senthil S Durai Vazhavallan
Tuticorin, TN

LETTERS TO EDITOR Send your letters by email to bleditor@thehindu.co.in or by post to ‘Letters to the Editor’, The Hindu Business Line, Kasturi Buildings, 859-860, Anna Salai, Chennai 600002.

S
ince its enactment in 1993, the
73rd Constitutional Amendment
has significantly overhauled the

spirit of federalism at the rural level. It
has empowered the Panchayati Raj
Institutions (PRIs) to levy and
appropriate taxes, duties and user
charges within their jurisdiction, thus
reducing their dependence on
governments’ grants-in-aid. Respective
State PRI Acts authorise the PRIs,
especially the Gram Panchayats (GPs),
to levy several taxes (including property
tax, entertainment tax, vehicle tax), user
charges on water and sanitation and also
raise revenue from Common Property
Resources (CPRs).

Despite these financial powers, PRIs
face significant challenges in mobilising
su�cient own source revenue (OSR).
According to the RBI Report on
‘Finances of Panchayati Raj
Institutions’, OSR generation in PRIs
remains meagre; with property tax
revenue being the dominant revenue
source in the majority of the States. A
recent study by NIPFP, titled
‘Preparation of a Viable Financial Model
for Generation of Own Sources of
Revenue’, highlights some structural
and procedural issues limiting OSR
mobilisation. 

Property tax accounts for nearly 40
per cent of GPs’ OSR collections
nationwide, yet India’s property

tax-to-GDP ratio remains among the
world’s lowest at around 0.2 per cent
(World Bank). This stems from both
structural and empowerment issues in
some States. Several States like Uttar
Pradesh and Odisha have not yet
authorised GPs to levy property tax,
while others face ambiguities regarding
definitions, valuation, rate revision and
limited State support. Disputes over
property ownership also discourage
taxation, especially of commercial
buildings on contested land. 

CLEAR DIRECTIVES

In contrast, States such as Maharashtra,
Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh, where
clarificatory orders and clear directives
have been issued with su�cient State
hand-holding, show improvements in
property tax collections. For GPs lacking
manpower or technical capacity, States
could set simple, flat rates based on
house area to ensure a minimal
collection of property tax. GPs with
adequate specialised sta� should follow
the rules and amendments from the
above high-performing States.

GPs are also empowered to collect
fees/user charges from users of basic
services, such as drinking water and
solid waste management (SWM).
However, distinct agencies under State
and Central schemes — like Jal Jeevan
Mission, Rural Drinking Water Supply
Department, Public Health Engineering
Department — handle these services.
According to the guidelines, once the
Central and State Governments

construct the required systems, the
long-term implementation,
management, operationalisation and
maintenance (O&M) of these systems
are to be vested with the PRIs. This has
still not happened, which prevents GPs
from collecting any user charges. 

However, field surveys by NIPFP
found that in some States, the water
supply and SWM systems are
maintained informally outside the PRI
system either through users’
associations or by self-help groups
(SHGs). O�cially handing over these
systems to PRIs from the line
departments would not only facilitate
their proper O&M but also aid GPs in
generating revenues.

The other major source of revenue for
the GPs is licence fees from commercial
establishments. However, GPs often
lack clarity in deciding the appropriate
fee amounts. In the absence of such
clarity, GPs auction out the collection of
such revenue to a third party, resulting
in sub-optimal collection. GPs must

prepare a comprehensive list of all the
eligible taxpayer commercial
establishments in their jurisdiction and
then calculate the actual levy based on
the shop characteristics such as yearly
turnover, profits, location, etc.

The last issue pertains to
community-owned CPRs such as minor
forests, pastures or grazing lands and
water bodies. Though GPs are
encouraged to monetise the proceeds
from these CPRs, ownership of several
of these resources frequently overlaps
with other line departments such as the
Forest Department. O�cially
transferring the control of CPRs to GPs
would not only allow for their more
e�cient management but would also
add to the co�ers of GPs.

To realise the full potential of OSR,
MoPR has also rolled out a specialised
training module for PRI functionaries
developed in collaboration with IIM
Ahmedabad. The Ministry has also
developed a digital platform called
“Samartha” which can be used by States
for end-to-end digitisation of OSR
management of panchayats. E�orts are
also being made to handhold identified
GPs, having either high revenue
collections or situated in peri-urban
areas, in formulating commercially
viable projects which could create a
virtuous economic cycle with spill-over
e�ects. 

Lohani is Additional Secretary in Ministry of Panchayati
Raj, and Shrawan is Assistant Professor in National
Institute of Public Finance and Policy

Why panchayats aren’t able to boost revenues

Sushil Kumar Lohani 
Aakanksha Shrawan

PANCHAYATS: Financially hamstrung 

Structural and empowerment issues in States are restricting the expansion of property tax and user fees for basic services
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It’s important to understand China’s trade surplus correctly
China’s goods trade surplus has surpassed $1 trillion for the first time, drawing
significant international attention. Some Western media outlets deliberately
amplify the narrative of a “historic high” in their reporting, linking China’s
surplus with false labels such as “dumping” and “overcapacity”. Correctly
understanding China’s trade surplus requires a return to fundamental
economic principles and an acknowledgment of the laws of international
division of labour and cooperation. A surplus does not equate to “squeezing
others out”; rather, China’s surplus is the outcome of mutually beneficial
cooperation among countries. A significant portion of China’s exports
represents the model of “produced globally, assembled in China and sold
worldwide.” (BEIJING, DECEMBER 10)

OTHER VOICES. 

Situation surrounding US economy gets complex
The U.S. economy finds itself caught in a dilemma, with concerns over
deteriorating employment and a risk of renewed inflation. Under such
circumstances, the U.S. Federal Reserve Board has decided to cut its policy
rate by 0.25 percentage points to a range of 3.50-3.75%. The Fed signalled it
expects only one more rate cut next year. While the U.S. economy is robust for
now, there is significant uncertainty about the future, due in part to U.S.
President Donald Trump’s tari� policy. There are also downside risks to
employment. The Fed likely decided to cut its rates out of concern for the
economy. However, this is not a situation in which vigilance against inflation
can be eased. (TOKYO, DECEMBER 12)



In conflicts within India, women’s groups have repeatedly taken risks to mediate peace. In 
present-day Manipur, women work discreetly to support displaced families in relief camps, 
rebuild relationships, and restore threads of trust. GETTY IMAGES
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D
espite its tariff stare-down with the US,
China has registered a trade surplus of $1
trillion, becoming the first country ever to
do so. What explains China’s crushing

trade power? More importantly, why has the West
not been able to contain it?

Some answers may be found in Stewart Paterson’s
China, Trade, and Power. In the book, Paterson, a sen-
ior fellow at the Hinrich Foundation, argues that 
China’s ascendancy is rooted in its unfair trade prac-
tices — from currency depreciation to questionable 
labour practices and economic coercion. He outlines
how the country has leveraged the WTO system 
despite not adhering to a rules-based global trade 
regime. The book also talks about how little the West
understood the global trade developments that flowed
from China’s accession to the WTO in 2001 and the 
ramifications of the Western economic model becom-
ing unmoored from democratic morals. 

HT’s editors offer a book recommendation every Saturday, which provides history, 
context, and helps understand recent news events

CHINA’S TRADE MUSCLE

China, trade and power
Stewart Paterson

2018

S
ri Lanka is dealing with its worst disas-
ter since the multi-faceted crisis of 2021.
As of December 11, Cyclone Ditwah had
claimed 639 lives and affected over 2.3

million people. Economic losses are close to 
$6-7 billion, derailing the country’s economic
recovery and setting its infrastructure back by
decades. The Sri Lankan government’s 
delayed and inadequate preparation has pro-
vided much-needed momentum to the Oppo-
sition. On its part, India launched Operation 
Sagar Bandhu to ensure Sri Lanka’s “early 
recovery, rehabilitation, and reconstruction”,
securing its long-term interests

Since the operation’s November 28 launch,
India has delivered over 1,058 tonnes of relief
materials, and its naval and air forces have 
been deployed for rescue and relief assistance.
These efforts are being supplemented by 

National Disaster Response Force teams, med-
ical personnel, medical centres, and a para-
field hospital. Till December 8, over 450 people
had been rescued and 3,338 treated. India has
also flown its military engineers along with 
Bailey Bridge units to restore criti-
cal infrastructure.

India’s recent efforts build on its
previous commitments. Since 
2021, it has offered over $4.5 billion
in aid. It comes at a time when the
Sri Lankan government is facing 
immense challenges. One year into
power, the high tide that Anura 
Kumara Dissanayake (AKD) rode
to power is descending to its natu-
ral ebb. The Opposition has started gaining 
momentum by criticising the government’s 
policies. The crackdown on former ministers

and bureaucrats, especially president Ranil 
Wickremesinghe, has united the Opposition,
motivating them to hold joint rallies.

The inadequate response during the recent
disaster has given them further momentum. 
Increasing centralisation and scrutiny in the 
name of accountability had left the bureauc-
racy paralysed. The State mechanism hesi-
tated to respond without the president’s inter-
vention, and families were left with very little
assistance.  This has created new pressure 
points against the government. Over the last 

year, owing to its nationalist and
protectionist constituencies and
lobbies, the government reversed
privatisation and cancelled energy
projects in Mannar and Pooneryn. It
also slowed negotiations on the Eco-
nomic and Technology Cooperation
Agreement (ETCA) and land bridge.
The defence MoU signed with India
has also drawn criticism. With the
Opposition’s growing role, the gov-

ernment is now growing more vulnerable to 
politicisation of its engagements with India.

Cyclone Ditwah has also shrunk Sri Lanka’s

bargaining agency and necessitated Chinese 
assistance and funds. The AKD government 
has already initiated a recovery programme to
mobilise resources from multiple sources, 
including foreign governments and interna-
tional organisations, to rebuild the country’s 
infrastructure. This comes at a time when 
China has resumed its projects in Sri Lanka. 
Recently, it offered a $500 million loan for the
stalled highway project. It also offered cash 
donations and relief supplies during the latest
crisis. Amidst these political and geopolitical 
shifts, Operation Sagar Bandhu will help India
secure its long-term interests. Its swift 
response, gestures and efforts have generated
a positive perception, especially after it 
allowed Pakistan to use its airspace to deliver
humanitarian assistance to Sri Lanka. This has
created goodwill for India that will go a long 
way in securing its interests and projects, espe-
cially as Sri Lanka’s political ground gradually
shifts, and China’s influence increases.

Aditya Gowdara Shivamurthy is associate

fellow, Neighbourhood Studies, ORF.

The views expressed are personal
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management system, which was due to be 
released this week, has been postponed because 
staff have gone on strike over inadequate pay. 
Meanwhile, the £6-7 million spent on necessary 
technological upgrades was reported to have 
depleted the BL’s reserves by 40%. Altogether, the
glaring vulnerabilities that allowed the hackers in
and the limping recovery since then are symptoms
of Britain’s buckling public finances.

What makes this imbroglio a cause of particu-
lar concern for India is that the BL is the principal
repository of the records and holdings of the India
Office. The contents — ranging from surveys, 
maps, and artworks to memoranda, official files,
and private papers — are, without doubt, the sin-
gle-most important resource in the world to 
understanding what transpired in India between
1757 and 1947, spanning as they do rule by the East
India Company and the Crown. So extensive is this
collection that it occupies some 14 km of shelving.

This concentration of resources in a small patch
of London has two implications. First, it means 
that scholars must make pilgrimages to one of the
most expensive cities in the world. This require-
ment disadvantages scholars from the developing
world, who felt their geographical disadvantage all
the more when the pandemic limited interna-
tional travel. Second, it means that our ability to 
study the emergence of modern India is worry-

ingly dependent on the upkeep of one institution.
The hacking incident made it difficult to locate 
records, but it did not destroy them. It is possible,
however, to envision worse happening, with stud-
ies warning that the climate crisis is increasing the
risk of flash flooding in London.

The obvious remedy to these concerns about
equity and preservation is to digitise the India 
Office Records and make them freely available to
the wider world. Several important repositories 
such as the Wellcome Collection and the Getty Col-
lection have already made their holdings open 
access. But given its strained finances, and the size
of its holdings, the BL is unlikely to follow suit. 
There is an alternative, however. Over the past 
decade, the Qatar Foundation has funded the BL to
create the Qatar Digital Library, a completely free
online resource that beautifully digitises and 
presents colonial records relating to the Gulf. 
Might the government of India learn from this 
example and create a non-profit foundation to 
fund the digitisation of irreplaceable Indian 
records held in Britain?

No such thing will ever happen. This much is
clear from the government’s lacklustre perform-
ance on this front in India. Every few months, 
there is a grandiose press release promising the 
imminent digitisation of millions of valuable hold-
ings in some library or archive in the country. But
hardly any of these ventures have borne fruit. Try
visiting the National Digital Library of India 
(NDLI), whose prehistoric website would actually
be improved by being hacked. Or try using the 
typo-ridden digital catalogues of the National 
Archives of India (NAI). There is a reason why its
portal, bravely described as Abhilekh Patal, is bet-
ter known to researchers as Abhilekh Pataal.

The fundamental issue is that, unlike in Britain,
the bureaucracy in India has no genuine desire or
incentive to support historical research. The 
instinct is to control and prohibit. There are plenty

of promises to satisfy political masters, but on the
ground, nothing ever changes. Little wonder, then,
that the most interesting efforts to preserve and 
widen access have come from private initiatives 
such as Srujanika, a collective whose digitisation
of rare Odia texts has been documented in The Vol-
unteer Archivists, a moving film by Subhashish 
Panigrahi. Ironically, the BL, whose mandate is to
serve the British public, has probably done more
than the Ministry of Culture to bring unique 
Indian archives online. Its noble Endangered 
Archives Programme (EAP) has made available 
materials from private archives and libraries in 
India that successive governments have not cared
to help.

What all this means is that, incredibly, nearly
eight decades after Independence, Indians must 
hope that Britain keeps calm and carries on, 
because their best chance of studying their own 
history depends upon it. In India, history is meant
to be fought over, not to be preserved or to be seen.
If you want to actually inspect a document or view
an artefact, your luck depends on whether the Brit-
ish carried it away (and that Russian hackers have
not carried it away from them in turn). Perhaps 
there is something admirable about this arrange-
ment — the expatriation of our history. Like a 
coursing river, contemporary India cares solely 
about moving forward. Only those civilisations 
that believe their greatest days are behind them 
need to worry about crumbling pagodas and 
decaying archives. We will create new monuments
and new memories. And for those who wish to 
think of what was and could have been, for them
there is London, hackers and pandemics permit-
ting.

Rahul Sagar is Global Network associate professor at 

NYU Abu Dhabi. His recent books include

The Progressive Maharaja and To Raise A

Fallen People. The views expressed are personal

highlight the compounded effects of conflict on 
economic, social, and political rights. Their activ-
ism has created transnational networks for justice,
inclusion, and reconciliation.

Enhancing the effectiveness of women in peace-
building requires strengthening their representa-
tion in legislatures, public institutions, and demo-
cratic spaces. Gender justice intersects directly 
with issues such as sustainable development, 
de-weaponisation, militia disarmament, commu-
nal harmony, and accountability for security-force
excesses. In conflicts within India, women’s 
groups have repeatedly taken risks to mediate 
peace. In present-day Manipur, women work dis-
creetly to support displaced families in relief 
camps, rebuild relationships, and restore threads
of trust. Such examples abound, but are invisibil-
ised. Women’s activism frequently uses perform-
ance, symbolism, and spectacle. Rejecting the 
image of peace as passive purity, women “wage 
conflict” non-violently, employing household arte-
facts — rolling pins, utensils, veils — to dramatise
dissent. This echoes Gandhian satyagraha, which
transformed mundane symbols like salt and khadi
into moral forces.

From the Chipko Andolan to Koodankulam,
women have expanded peace activism to address
livelihoods, ecological justice, displacement, and
resource access. Irom Sharmila’s decade-long fast
and the Meira Paibi nude protest in 2004 remain
potent reminders of the lengths to which women
will go to protest systemic and overt violence.

Moving from divided pasts to shared futures
requires women’s participation as leaders, media-
tors, and negotiators. UNSC Resolution 1325 has 
shifted the global understanding of peace from a 
militarised model of conflict management to one
that recognises social justice, gender equity, and 
civilian safety as central to security. In a polarising
climate, reconciliation becomes a democratic 

necessity.
India’s Mediation Act (2023) offers an opening.

By recognising community mediation, we can cre-
ate frameworks that make peace mediation more
mainstream across social and political contexts. 
Women, with their extensive and dense relational
networks and knowledge of local ecologies, can 
serve as early-warning monitors, negotiators, and
dispute mediators.

Research demonstrates that women’s media-
tion styles are distinct: They favour consent-build-
ing over transactional bargaining; emphasise rela-
tionships over zero-sum outcomes; rely on multi-
logue and network mobilisation; and prioritise 
sustainable agreements over power calculi.

The UN General Assembly (2011) affirmed that
women’s participation enhances the durability of
peace processes. Their relational perspective chal-
lenges the realpolitik view of security as a competi-
tion for power.

Today’s peacebuilding landscape has moved
from great-power mediation to community-cen-
tred, adaptive, proximal approaches. Women lead
this “quiet revolution”, navigating interconnected
crises. Mediation today is as much about inner 
work — empathy, intuition, emotional intelli-
gence, and the ethics of care — as about negotia-
tion techniques.

In these times of a global polycrisis, India needs
the restorative force of coexistence. Women have
shown that Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam can be a 
lived ethic, not just rhetoric. The challenge is to 
institutionalise their contributions so that 
women’s peacebuilding is recognised, amplified,
and embedded into the architecture of India’s 
democratic and constitutional frameworks.

Meenakshi Gopinath is director, Women in

Security, Peace and Conflict, New Delhi.

The views expressed are personal

T
here is a delicious anecdote that Harvey
Mansfield, the legendary Harvard profes-
sor, loved to share when he lectured on
Thomas Hobbes. In his masterpiece Levia-

than, Hobbes famously posits that life without gov-
ernment would be “nasty, brutish, and short”. 
Unfortunately, having neither read nor listened 
with due care, one hapless undergraduate, Mans-
field would recount, went on to write his term 
paper on how life without government would be
“nasty, British, and short”.

This anecdote came to mind on the second
anniversary of one of the worst cyberattacks in 
Britain. Back in October 2023, the computers of 
the British Library (BL) were taken over by hack-
ers. When the BL rightly refused to pay the ransom
they demanded, the hackers retaliated by destroy-
ing the management systems vital to marshalling
the 170 million records under its care. To its credit,
the BL immediately set about restoring services 
and subsequently published a frank report detail-
ing how inadequate investments in technology 
had allowed this “cyber incident” to occur. In the
meantime, its outstanding staff stepped up to help
patrons trace items manually, serving as what one
report described as “human computers”. 

The real horror is that two years hence, the BL
is yet to fully recover. Several catalogues, the very
essence of a library, remain offline. A new library

W
omen in India are transform-
ing the landscape of electoral
politics with unprecedented
force. Their turnout has now
overtaken male participation
in many elections — for

instance, women reported a 65.8% turnout in the
2024 General Elections as against 65.6% for men,
and an extraordinary 71.6% in the Bihar Assembly
elections of November 2025 as against 62.8% for 
men. This shift has made women an electoral con-
stituency of immense significance. Even though 
their numerical representation in lawmaking 
remains low, their growing presence as voters has
recalibrated political strategy. Welfare schemes, 
cash transfers, and targeted develop-
ment programmes are now routinely 
crafted around women, reflecting a rec-
ognition that “investing” in this constitu-
ency yields tangible political dividends.

Yet, this dynamic raises more pro-
found democratic questions. Does this 
“quid pro quo” empower women as full
political agents? Women must not 
remain mere labharthis (passive recipi-
ents of State benevolence). A democracy
worthy of its constitutional promise requires 
women as active claimants of rights, voice, and 
agency in policy arenas.

This shift in political participation parallels
broader transformations in women’s social and 
professional presence. Their rising presence in 
higher education, their substantial contribution to
science and technology, their legally mandated 
inclusion on company boards, and their influen-
tial role in panchayati raj institutions have cumu-
latively infused governance with greater gender 
sensitivity.

The labour force story, however, remains com-
plex. While female labour force participation has
increased to 41.7% (PLFS 2023–24), nearly 95% of

these women work within the informal economy,
where wage gaps, precarious employment, limited
social protection, and minimal access to credit 
continue to constrain the transformative potential
of women’s economic agency.

One domain where women’s contributions
remain especially undervalued is peacebuilding.
This invisibility persists despite India’s globally 
recognised achievements, such as deploying the 
All-Women Peacekeeping Force to Liberia in 2007
and the impactful presence of Indian women in 
UN peacekeeping missions in Sudan and Congo. 
These high-visibility successes overshadow the 
quieter, everyday work women undertake to nur-
ture peace across communal, ethnic, and political
divides. Much of this labour occurs in civil society
spaces where women mediate tensions, maintain
communication channels, provide humanitarian
relief, and rebuild social trust.

However, the need is not only for “women-led
development” but also for women-led peacebuild-
ing long before conflicts escalate. Women’s inter-
ventions unfold along both axes of human security

— freedom from want and freedom from
fear — making their peace praxis espe-
cially grounded and holistic.

India observes Constitution Day on
November 26 when the Preamble’s
injunctions — justice, liberty, equality,
and fraternity — come to the fore. Among
these, fraternity — the ethic of coexist-
ence — remains the most neglected in
practice. The women of the Constituent
Assembly recognised its significance.

Despite being few in number, they were unani-
mous in warning against the politics of identity 
and exclusion. Renuka Ray cautioned against 
denominational prejudice; Amrit Kaur warned 
that ritualism and dogma divide rather than bind;
Begum Aizaz Rasul pointed out how communal 
categorisations fracture the social fabric. While 
diverse in caste, class, religious and regional back-
grounds, the women collectively sought to dimin-
ish denominational dominance in the constitu-
tional order.

Women globally have long argued that peace
must be crafted, not simply declared. They interro-
gate cultures of militarism, challenge war-making
mindsets, oppose weapons proliferation, and 

Politics to peace, 
women leading a 
quiet revolution
The role of women needs to be 
recognised, amplified, and 
embedded into the architecture 
of India’s democratic and 
constitutional frameworks

India’s history, preserved in 
the distant archives of UK
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O
n February 12, 2026, Bangladesh will hold its
first general election after the ouster of the
Sheikh Hasina government more than a year
ago, quelling speculation about the caretaker

administration’s commitment to holding polls. 
Hasina’s party, the Awami League, is barred from 
contesting because the poll panel has suspended its 
registration. Most trends point to the Bangladesh 
Nationalist Party (BNP) winning the highest number of 
seats, followed by the Jamaat-e-Islami. Jamaat was 
banned under the Hasina regime but has re-emerged 
after the uprising of 2024, with the interim government
in Dhaka withdrawing measures instituted by previous 
regimes to check Islamists and radical elements. The 
National Citizen Party (NCP), formed by a group of 
student leaders who led the 2024 protests, has been 
unable to fashion itself into real political force — 
though detractors of Muhammad Yunus, the head of 
the interim government, argued that many of his 
actions, such as dragging out the process of organising 
elections, were aimed at strengthening the hands of the 
students. The NCP is expected to fare worse than both 
the BNP and Jamaat. In addition to the polls, voters will 
participate in a referendum on the so-called “July 
Charter”, a declaration finalised by political parties and 
the interim government for constitutional, electoral 
and administrative reforms to enhance representation 
of women in parliament, set term limits for prime 
ministers, increase presidential powers, and expand 
judicial independence and fundamental rights. The 
Awami League has rejected the election schedule, 
saying that the caretaker administration cannot ensure 
“a fair and normal environment” for the polls. It has 
announced protests, though it remains to be seen how 
much street power it can mobilise at a time when most 
of its senior leadership has fled Bangladesh. Hasina’s 
authoritarian streak has harmed the party’s standing 
among the people, but it retains a dedicated cadre base.

The polls could be a salve for the country that saw 
hundreds killed in widespread violence, including a 
crackdown on protesters by the security forces. The 
wounds remain, as do deep fissures in society, and a 
democratically-elected government will be better 
placed to address these issues than the interim 
government, several of whose actions are viewed by 
critics as transgressions into areas better handled by 
an elected administration.

The election announcement, however, presents a 
dilemma for India, which has insisted on free, fair, 
inclusive, and participatory polls in Bangladesh. While 
India must welcome the poll date announcement, it will 
have to decide whether it must insist on a more 
participatory exercise. Another issue is Dhaka’s call for 
Hasina’s extradition — New Delhi has said it is looking 
into this, after a Bangladesh tribunal sentenced the 
former prime minister to death over the violence 
during the 2024 protests. At the same time, New Delhi 
must begin preparing to engage with a BNP-led 
government in Dhaka, especially given the party’s 
history of animosity towards India and earlier links to 
forces that backed the insurgency in the Northeast. BNP 
leaders have signalled a change in their party’s stance 
towards India, raising hopes for a fresh start. However, 
there are several reasons why India will have to remain 
cautious. The parties in the fray in the elections could 
still bank on an anti-India plank, given that they have 
often accused Hasina’s regime of having a pro-India tilt. 
Any strengthening of radical political elements through 
the polls will have the potential to unsettle New Delhi.

Dhaka’s return to 
rule by the vote
The first general election in Bangladesh after 
the ouster of the Sheikh Hasina government 
presents a dilemma for India
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President Donald Trump finally received 
his sought-after peace prize on Friday. 
Except it wasn’t from the Nobel Foundation 
but from Fifa, an institution charged with 
overseeing penalty shootouts in soccer 
rather than geopolitics. I’m not much of a 
football fan — I prefer rugby — but how can 
this sycophancy to a world leader who’s 
pulled his nation out of the Paris Agreement 
and calls climate change a “con job” serve 

either athletes or soccer fans? 
The award was handed out at a glitzy 

draw event for the World Cup, set to take 
place next summer across three countries 
— Canada, the United States and Mexico. 
Gianni Infantino, head of the governing 
body, seems to have invented the Fifa Peace 
Prize as part of a wider effort to ingratiate 
himself and his organisation with the Presi-
dent. Mr Infantino needs to make sure the 
tournament, which could see as many as 6 
million fans flying into North America, 
runs smoothly; with 11 of the 16 host cities 
located in the US, Mr Trump is a core piece 
of that puzzle. But footballers and fans 
would surely thank him more for taking 
more note of a serious threat to the sport: 
Climate change. 

At this summer’s Fifa Club World Cup, 
a heat dome settled over the eastern US — 
a weather phenomenon made at least three 
times more likely by fossil-fuel emissions, 

according to an analysis by research group 
Climate Central. Temperatures of 37C (99F) 
combined with high humidity to create 
feels-like conditions of about 45C. Such an 
environment is dangerous to simply exist 
in, let alone play 90 minutes of strenuous 
sport. Chelsea FC manager Enzo Maresca 
told the BBC that it was “impossible” to 
organise normal training sessions; crates of 
iced water were placed around the pitch 
and huge fans were set up to blow water 
spray at the exercising players. Multiple 
games were also suspended for hours due 
to extreme rainfall and lightning storms, 
prompting Maresca to call the situation a 
“joke” and suggest that the US “is not the 
right place to do this competition.” 

During the tournament, Fifa lowered 
the threshold for extra cooling breaks to a 
wet-bulb globe temperature — a measure 
taking into account humidity, wind speed, 
sun angle and cloud cover — of 28C. But that 

was only because the International Feder-
ation of Professional Footballers (FIFPRO) 
intervened early on. It also contravenes gui-
dance from the American College of Sports 
Medicine, which suggests cancelling games 
even for highly fit and acclimated partici-
pants at that temperature. 

Fifa has just announced that for the 
upcoming Cup, there’ll be a three minute 
hydration break per half no matter what the 
temperature. Experts are already concerned 
about the World Cup; 14 out of 16 host cities 
are expected to be vulnerable to extreme 
heat during the tournament, while only 
three venues have retractable roofs and air 
conditioning. Two more offer roof shade. 

In addition to the health concerns for 
both teams and spectators, the spectacle will 
likely just be worse. Matches being delayed 
or cancelled could wreak havoc with travel 
and accommodation plans. Games played 
in hot weather will also be less energetic and 

interesting to watch. Now that the draw has 
been announced, attention is on schedul-
ing. Fifa will assign most afternoon games to 
air-conditioned stadiums or temperate 
cities, while other locations will have even-
ing kick-offs. These are sensible measures, 
but with the final scheduled to start at 3 pm 
ET at MetLife Stadium in New Jersey — an 
open venue which hosted multiple danger-
ously hot games last summer — critics have 
suggested the highly convenient timing for 
European TV fans suggests Fifa is more con-
cerned with protecting its commercial inter-
ests than the game’s attendees. 

Fifa can try to adapt its tournament to 
the summer heat as best it can, but it’s 
clearly contributing to the climate crisis. The 
new trend of hosting events across countries 
— or even continents, as is set to happen in 
2030 — is evidence of that. Campaign group 
Scientists for Global Responsibility expects 
the 2026 event to generate more than 9 mil-

lion metric tonnes of CO2, the highest 
carbon footprint of any World Cup tourna-
ment. Travel, both international and inter-
city, contributes 85 per cent of that. 

The governing body has pledged to 
reduce emissions by 50 per cent by 2030 
and achieve net zero by 2040. But this 
relies heavily on carbon offsetting. 
Carbon Market Watch found that the 
credits Fifa intended to use for 2022’s 
tournament were of poor quality, and that 
the organisation’s own carbon accounting 
rested on dubious calculations. 

At Friday’s draw, Mr Infantino called 
the 2026 World Cup “the greatest event that 
humanity… will ever see.” But sidling up to 
climate deniers, making deals with heavy 
polluters and failing to tackle its own 
emissions is a sure fire way for Fifa to turn 
the beautiful game ugly. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
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Australia’s restrictions on access to 
social media for under-16s affect plat-
forms like Facebook, Instagram, Snap-
chat, Threads, TikTok, X, YouTube, 
Reddit and streaming sites like Kick 
and Twitch.  These must now set up 
age verification to prevent Australian 
kids setting up accounts and close 
down existing accounts of under-16 
Australians. The Australian govern-
ment is considering expanding the ban 
to some gaming platforms. There will 
be legal challenges, and there may also 
be copycat legislation in other nations. 

The proximate trigger for the ban 
was the tragic deaths of cyberbullied 
children. The results of a study com-
missioned by the Australian govern-
ment indicated that not only 
cyberbullying, but also sexual assault 
and the grooming of minors by paedo-
philes were common on social media. 

One big implication is loss of pri-
vacy for every Australian social media-
user. The verification will be invasive 
and enable the platforms (and perhaps 
the government) to collect private, 
personal data. Although the platforms 
must destroy data after verification, 
this may have a chilling effect on free 
speech since anonymity will no longer 
be possible. 

The ban means loss of engagement 
for platforms. Young users are not only 

a big chunk of the social media popu-
lation, they are the most engaged, 
spending more time on social media 
and interacting more on it. That trans-
lates into higher ad revenues. 

Remove those users and the ad 
revenue, which is by far, the largest 
income stream (ads generate over 90 
per cent of revenues for Meta) dimin-
ishes.  While platforms must destroy 
the new data they collect in Australia, 
they will probably find ingenious ways 
to monetise it. 

The new processes of verification 
are also going to be leaky. The targeted 
cohort is digital-native. They will find 
ways around the bans by using VPNs, 
fake IDs, impersonating adults, finding 
platforms not currently banned, etc. 

The platforms may respond by set-
ting up global verification systems and 
collecting this data for all users 
because, why not?  Many governments 
may be happy to let this happen, so 
long as the governments can also get 
their own hands on the data, even if the 
platforms have to delete it post-verifi-
cation. So loss of privacy, and anonym-
ity and the associated chilling effects 
on free speech could be global. There 
may certainly be a spillover effect in 
India where legislation like the Digital 
Personal Data Protection (DPDP) Act 
makes exceptions for governments 
and does not always guarantee the 
right to erasure for data held by govern-
ment agencies. 

It will require both time and data to 
judge the effectiveness of the ban, in 
terms of mitigating cyber-bullying 
and reducing the reach of paedo-
philes. It will take longitudinal studies 
that last years or decades to assess 
some other potential effects. 

Social media is embedded into the 
digital ecosystem. Kids who use 
Reddit, Twitch and YouTube learn 

coding, maths, languages, geography, 
biology, among other things, on these 
platforms. Moreover, social media 
helps mitigate loneliness in tiny, 
physically isolated communities. Aus-
tralia has plenty of those. 

Australia pioneered distance 
learning via radio and TV over 60 years 
ago to serve kids on far-flung sheep 
stations across the Outback. Banning 
social media may lead to a learning 
deficit and leave aching holes in the 
lives of kids growing up in the middle 
of nowhere. 

Another imponderable is neurol-
ogical development. There are some 
hypotheses that children introduced 
early to social media (smartphone 
usage starts at around age 3 for many) 
suffer from poor development of the 
“3Rs”. Their reading, verbalising, cal-
culating and overall learning skills 
may be stunted. 

Cutting them off may lead to 
higher educational attainment. Aus-
tralia could be a “test” case.  Around 
10-15 years down the line, we’ll have a 
sense of whether Australians who 
grew up post-ban are smarter, better 
adjusted individuals, or if they lag 
peers from “no-ban” nations in educa-
tional attainment, and/or are more 
socially awkward. 

It makes sense, therefore, to see 
the ban as an experiment involving 
large populations. To put it in a 
broader context, Australia’s sexual age 
of consent is 16, and it issues driving 
licences to 16-year-olds, while alcohol 
consumption is legal at 18, and that’s 
also the voting age. So the ban implies 
using social media is about as danger-
ous as having sex, or driving a car, but 
less dangerous than alcohol, or the 
right to choose people who may 
choose to ban social media. Only time 
will tell if this is true.

There can be three immediate reactions when 
you see the unravelling of IndiGo, arguably the 
greatest global brand built in post-reform 
India. All three come with some frustration. 

The first, the IndiGo founders and the 
management must be nuts, unthinking, or 
arrogant, as some have argued, to have let it go 
into such a rapid meltdown. 

The second, that whoever thinks of taking 
on the Government of India, and that too the 
Narendra Modi government, particularly 
when Vladimir Putin was in town, is smoking 
something illegal. Remember, those that alleg-
edly triggered Shaheen Bagh protests while 
Donald Trump visited New Delhi in 2020 are 
still in jail without trial. And this, just as the 
holiday weeks are beginning. 

And third, for those who’ve argued for 
decades that the government should get out 
of our lives, especially in areas 
better served by the private 
sector, how reckless did you have 
to be to do exactly the reverse? 
That holier-than-cow mai-baap 
sarkar is back to clean up the 
mess created by an arrogant, anti-
customer private-sector leader. 
This is a national tragedy. 

You can quite believe that for 
all these years, as private aviation 
grew, took the Jet and Kingfisher 
meltdowns in its stride, and Air 
India was privatised, many in the 
ancient regime chafed at the loss of 
power. No planes to buy, no lar-
gesse of hirings, contracts, or even purchases 
of consumables. 

The Government of India, or what in my 
more frustrating moments I have described as 
Sarkar-e-Hind, given its self-image, had been 
rendered irrelevant in at least one area. Here 
the private sector built a globally envied suc-
cess. Even in telecom, at least some vestiges of 
old power stay with the government: Spectrum 
sales, one active public sector unit, BSNL, and 
a 49 per cent equity in Vodafone-Idea. In civil 
aviation, it has nothing barring that insignifi-
cant helicopter charter. Most of the significant 
airports are privately-owned and many others 
will soon be. 

Now, the sarkar is back and how. The min-
ister is strutting from one TV channel to 
another, promising to clean up the mess 
IndiGo created, threatening to indirectly take 
over the management of a listed company still 
valued at around ~2 trillion, or $24 billion, 
despite a nearly 15 per cent collapse in the wake 
of the crisis. This happens only in India: A pri-
vate company messes up. But the guy explain-

ing and taking questions is not its chief execu-
tive oicer, but a minister. 

The minister has threatened to have the 
CEO fired, and had him summoned by the 
sector regulator for a highly publicised 
humiliation. He first withdrew, in panic, the 
regulations on pilots’ duty hours that his own 
ministry and regulator failed to enforce over 
nearly two years and then ordered a cut in 
flights till February, 2026. He’s now thinking 
aloud. A duopoly is bad, so his preference is 
to have five airlines instead, with a hundred 
aircraft each. 

Is he going to give IndiGo or Indian avi-
ation, since the airline is two-thirds of it, its 
“Baby Bells” moment. That harks back to the 
US anti-trust process breaking up AT&T’s mon-
opoly into Regional Bell Operating Companies 
(RBOCs). The minister should have his staff 

Google that. Indian aviation looks 
big, but it has enormous head-
room for growth. Just IndiGo has 
another 1,400 jets on order, Air 
India approximately 570, and 
another couple of hundred 
between Akasa Air and SpiceJet. 
How can we talk of wishing for five 
airlines with 100 planes each, 
when India can absorb five with 
500 planes each? 

This incredible Indian success 
story was made possible because 
the establishment, for once, 
accepted what Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi has said often: The 

government has no business to be in business. 
Just as Indian aviation is growing at a global 
scale, the minister in charge is talking of cut-
ting it into pieces. This when both his Prime 
Minister and his party supremo, Chandrababu 
Naidu, are believers in scale. 

We might be losing our way, however, in 
venting much over the poor minister. He was 
given what seemed to be an easy, if glamorous 
ministry, with very little to do except cutting 
ribbons. Then a crisis found him. 

So, we leave him to his prime-time and 
return to the real issue — the return of the gov-
ernment into the very heart of one of India’s 
most spectacular success stories. How else can 
we describe the placing of oicers in key posi-
tions in the IndiGo corporate headquarters 
overseeing decisions? This is accountability-
free micromanagement. They come from the 
same regulator, the Directorate General of Civil 
Aviation (DGCA), which first introduced rules 
for crew rest-and-recovery so conservative 
even the Europeans would baulk. They did so 
without getting the stakeholders’ buy-in. 

Unless the idea was the old one: That any 
impossible regulations bring discretion and 
exceptions in their wake. That’s how the sarkar 
has built ATMs for itself through generations. 

The success of private aviation made the 
case for minimum government. Civil aviation 
became the most expendable ministry. It 
should’ve been abolished without needing 
some Javier Milei as Mr Mckinsey. 

There’s much to blame IndiGo for, but its 
greatest crime is to have made the government 
appear as a saviour in the face of furious public 
opinion — the same government that ran Air 
India and Indian airlines as monopolies and 
ran them into the ground, and lived through 
multiple aircraft-purchase scandals. Some of 
these still endure. Now it’s back in your head-
quarters. Good luck. 

Just how did IndiGo let things collapse, and 
then hid in a bunker hoping it would dissipate. 
Which century are they living in? In the past, 
you could buy “goodwill” with most media 
through advertising, favours, largesse, Diwali 
gift hampers and having breathless commer-
cial hagiographies written about yourselves. 

But in the era of social media, where every 
abandoned passenger has a voice and each 
stranded bag an identity, don’t blame misfor-
tune. This is colossal incompetence and insen-
sitivity. So bad, heads would have rolled even 
in the old PSU-era Indian Airlines and Air 
India. Civil Aviation ministers have lost their 
jobs over much less. 

IndiGo leadership should’ve been out and 
speaking in contrition laced with reassurance 
at the first sign of trouble. But why bother if the 
customer has nowhere else to go? And the min-
istry? Of course, we have that base covered. 
They forgot that dealing with the government 
is like playing in a casino. However brilliant you 
may be, however deep your pockets, the House 
always wins. 
Postscript: One of those storied pilots’ 

strikes in the PSU era led to Madhavrao Scindia 
resigning as the civil aviation minister in 1993. 
To keep some air-connectivity going, he had 
wet-leased aircraft. One of these, a 
Russian/Central Asian aircraft, landed on top 
of another taxiing at New Delhi in deep winter 
fog. Scindia took moral responsibility. 

A couple of days later, as I made a stop at 
Sitaram Kesri’s home, as I sometimes did for a 
tutorial on Indian politics, he said that Scindia 
was very young, bright, popular and ambi-
tious. Good candidate for Prime Minister, but 
will never make it. 

I asked why. He said that Scindia took 
moral responsibility for an accident and 
resigned. He should’ve followed it up with 
press conferences and interviews to cash in on 
his sacrificial martyrdom. 

“I checked,” he said, “and he had gone 
incommunicado, on a silent vacation in the 
hills”. This showed, he said, that he lacked the 
instinct for the top job. It’s a different matter 
that history could never put Kesri’s hypothesis 
to test as fate intervened and Scindia died in a 
private plane crash on September 30, 2001. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
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Fifa’s World Cup sycophancy is dirtying the beautiful game

bbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbb

IndiGo’s real ‘crime’
Don’t blame misfortune. This is colossal incompetence 
and insensitivity. So bad that heads would have rolled 
even in the old PSU-era Indian Airlines and Air India
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A sweater shouldn’t be the most inter-
esting thing in the sky. Yet earlier this 
week in Delhi, a blue argyle one hung 
off the edge of a yellow billboard. Not 
printed on it, but tilted forward as if 
left there to dry above a crowded 
intersection. For a moment, the city 
paused. A scooter slowed. Someone 
lifted their phone to click a picture. 
And Delhi, a place that rarely sees its 
own skyline through the smog, looked 
up at this quiet, slightly absurd inter-
ruption — a billboard pretending it 
was never just a billboard. 

For years, billboards were simply 
part of the urban backdrop. Loud 
rectangles selling cement, insur-
ance, electronics, fairness creams. 
Anything that needed height more 
than imagination. They demanded 
attention mostly because there was 
no escaping them. Then attention 
drifted elsewhere. As streaming plat-
forms multiplied and social media 
became a second home, advertisers 
followed the glow of screens. Bill-
boards didn’t disappear. They just 
faded into the periphery.  

The shift back began quietly. A few 
brands started treating billboards less 
like instruction manuals and more like 
personality statements. Bumble led 
with its witty one-liners that felt lifted 
from a group chat rather than a mar-
keting deck. Short, self-aware, lightly 
cheeky. The kind you smirk at at a 
signal because the billboard seems to 

know exactly who it is talking to. It was 
the first sign that outdoor advertising 
had realised something simple: To be 
noticed again, it had to feel alive again. 

Then billboards began stepping 
outside their frames. Literally. A choc-
olate bar lifted itself out of a hoarding. 
A sneaker in Bengaluru burst forward 
in anamorphic 3D, startling people 
into filming it. Britannia wrapped its 
billboard around real trees instead of 
slicing through them. In Vijayawada, 
a Taj Mahal Tea hoarding did some-
thing stranger still. When it rained, it 
played. Raindrops brushed against 
santoor strings stretched across the 
board, filling the junction with a few 
seconds of Megh Malhar and turning 
a passing shower into a small concert 
for whoever happened to look up. 
Blinkit set up visual riddles you kept 
thinking about two junctions later. 
Ikea whispered small morning jokes.  

Billboards were just ads once. 
Now they are content, slipping into 
our camera rolls and conversations 
with the same ease as anything we 
scroll past. They are now Instagram 
stories, banter, tiny civic moments 
we archive. Proof that the city still 
has a sense of humour. Outdoor 
advertising quietly figured out that 
competing with screens does not 
require being louder. It requires 
being clever enough to land on those 
screens by choice. 

The numbers adjusted accord-
ingly. Out-of-home advertising, which 
dipped during the lockdown years, 
has climbed steadily back across 
India. Brands have realised a billboard 

does not need attention for long. It 
needs it for precisely three seconds. 
Just long enough for surprise and a 
photograph. But beneath the econ-
omics lies something more human. 

In a world where most of our 
visual life happens through glass, we 
now notice the things that break that 
boundary. These new-age billboards 
behave almost like installations. Tac-
tile, playful, occasionally mischiev-
ous. They don’t overwhelm. They 
interrupt. They remind us there is still 
something in the physical world that 
can earn our gaze without tracking it. 

The country’s biggest cities have 
quietly turned into open-air galleries. 
A strange object suspended above a 
junction becomes a shared experi-
ence for strangers who will never 
meet. A punchline on a flyover makes 
a whole bus grin for a second. A bill-
board shaped around a tree makes 
people feel oddly protective. These 
aren’t ads in the old sense. They are 
small edits to the everyday. 

Perhaps that is why these new bill-
boards stay with us. Not because they 
are louder or brighter, but because they 
ask for a moment in a city that rarely 
gives us any. A billboard might once 
have shouted for attention. Now it only 
hopes for a brief look up from the blur. 

Their return is marked not by a 
spectacle, but a reminder — that in a 
life lived through glass and scrolls, the 
world outside still has its own ways of 
tapping us on the shoulder. Not to sell 
us something, but to say: We are here, 
in this place, in this moment. Look up 
while it is still happening.

Every now and then, the United 
States (US) government is sup-
posed to issue a document out-
lining its strategy for the 
maintenance of national secur-
ity. Many countries do this — 
India is an outlier in that it has 
avoided the notion of public dis-
cussion of a white paper on 
defence or a comprehensive 
strategy for national security for 
some time.  

The current US administra-
tion’s attempt at such a strategy 
— the National Security Strategy 
2025, or NSS25, released last 
week — provides a glimpse into 
both the advantages and disad-
vantages of such documents. On 
the one hand, they can provide 
an enormous amount of clarity 
about the political purposes and 
shifts in intentions that underlie 
security strategy. It stands out 
from the low-level buzz of diplo-
matic and communiques and 
other oicial statements, which 
are better seen as responses to 

immediate provocations or spe-
cific high-level visits rather than 
as elements of a coherent geo-
political approach. But, on the 
other hand, it can cause a rup-
ture in how a country’s past 
actions are seen, and colour its 
future choices.   

NSS25 is being seen as an 
unusually ideological instance of 
such documents. Perhaps that is 
partly because this US adminis-
tration, like many other populist 
regimes, is fond of stressing how 
much it differs from prede-
cessors and exaggerating the 
extent of any policy changes it 
might make. Certainly, this 
document tries to suggest that 
previous national security 
approaches from the US did not 
adequately prioritise the inter-
ests of “real Americans”.  

Under the Trump adminis-
tration, by contrast (it claims), 
foreign engagements will be in 
the service of clear domestic 
priorities. These include, but are 
not limited to, control of the 
opioid addiction epidemic, 
which is ravaging lower-middle-
class white America; the recon-
struction of American 
manufacturing; fewer non-white 
immigrants; and the rolling back 
of various social changes that 
accompanied the creation of a 
multi-ethnic cultural and aca-
demic elite.  

These are variously imple-
mented in NSS25. A defence of 

tariffs and economic coercion in 
support of US manufacturing is 
mounted in the document. 
Europe, as the source of many 
ideas disruptive of white 
supremacy in culture, is seen as 
an ideological rival rather than 
as an ally.  

Then there is immigration 
control and the drug problem. 
For these to be addressed, the 
administration believes it needs 
to return to close control of the 
actions and choices of other 
countries in the Western Hemi-
sphere. This is defined, by the 
document, as the “Trump corol-
lary” to the Monroe Doctrine. 
The latter, named for America’s 
fifth President and the last of its 
founding fathers to take oice, 
was an attempt to keep what 
was then called the New World 
from being embroiled in the 
colonial misadventures and 
great power rivalries of the Old. 
This has been updated by NSS25 
to explicitly include a claim to 
the resources, connectivity, and 
chokepoints in both American 
continents.  

For the rest of the world, this 
is a disquieting return to an old 
theory about “spheres of 
influence”. India, alongside 
some other nations in Asia, will 
be both concerned about losing 
independent access to natural 
resources in Latin America as 
well as the implied possibility 
that the US will allow other 

powers to develop spheres of 
influence of their own.  

Thus while NSS25 does allow 
for considerable clarity as to how 
US foreign policy will be formu-
lated in the future — as another 
weapon in a domestic social, 
political and cultural civil war — 
it also means that Washington’s 
decisions will always be inter-
preted in this light. Countries in 
Europe or Africa may well con-
clude that their ties with the US 
do not reflect shared interests, 
but instead how those nations 
are perceived and mobilised 
within domestic cultural argu-
ments in the US. They will, in 
turn, seek to influence that 
debate. America is incentivising 
greater foreign influence in its 
democracy.  

Last week, the chipmaker 
Nvidia was granted permission 
to sell some of its frontline prod-
ucts to Chinese manufacturers. 
This might first be seen as purely 
transactional, especially since 
the US government gains rev-
enue from the sale. But in the 
context of NSS25, it will be inter-
preted additionally as a sign that 
the US only prioritises tech com-
petition with China in certain 
limited ways, and it does not see 
access to this technology as criti-
cal to the core domestic debates 
that the new national security 
positioning serves. Sometimes a 
strategy adds more questions, 
not answers. 
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Charlie Wilson’s War is a 2007 film on the Texas Congress-
man who was pivotal in getting the US to come to the aid of
Afghan mujahideen trained by Pakistan against the Soviets.
In one scene, Wilson is at a gathering with Pakistani army of-
ficers where President Zia-ul-Haq turns to him and says, ‘I
don’t need courtesy. I need airplanes, guns and money.’ Wil-
son tells the general that the US has just doubled the CIA’s
budget — from $5 mn to $10 mn. Flabbergasted by the paltry
amount, some of  the gathered ask whether it’s a joke. ‘No,
sir!’ Wilson responds, to which Zia explains, ‘Congressman,
what they are saying is that $10 million from the United States
to fight the Russian army is such a low figure that it can be

mistaken for a joke.’ Wilson tells him,
with due respect, that he had caught on
to the sarcasm.

In a different era, Pakistan’s officer
class has replaced sarcasm with flattery
when dealing with US leadership. So, for-
going unrequited courtesy, Donald
Trump has lined up $686 mn military aid

for Pakistan, this time to sustain interoperability in counter-
terrorism operations and joint exercises. The US Defense Se-
curity Cooperation Agency (DSCA) proposal to Congress this
week will be reviewed over a 30-day period.

DSCA’s pitch: the F-16 sale is vital to US national security.
New Delhi, keeping a stiff  upper lip in its dealings with the
Trump regime’s good tidings towards Asim Munir’s regime,
is understandably aghast. Trump throwing in an F-16 moder-
nisation package for Pakistan’s fleet seems like Washington
throwing in the sink in a hostile kitchen. But instead of  airing
its displeasure, India would do well to treat this US-Pakistan
weapons biradari as further rationale to continue and extend
its policy of  strategic autonomy.

How to Deal with
US-Pak Arms Biradari

A college degree is just not what it used to be. Graduates
are less assured of  landing a decent job, and tuition fees
are eye-watering. Palantir, a US tech company, thinks it
has a fix. It is offering fellowships to high-school students
who will forgo a college degree to learn on the job. Not ex-
actly a novel idea, but can it be made to work now? The
world has come to regard a college education as essential
for any form of  high-paying employment. The glass cei-
ling is thick today and only extraordinary individuals —
Bill Gates, Steve Jobs and Mark Zuckerberg — are likely
to break through. Alex Karp, Palantir’s CEO, holds deg-
rees from US and German universities even as he expres-
ses his disdain for the state of  higher education.

Companies can be good teachers in a narrow sense.
They are best at equipping employees with the skills they

need. Colleges serve a wider curricu-
lum while shaping learning abilities.
Young adults gain more by acquiring
a world view as they sharpen their li-
velihood capabilities. Universities
are melting pots with something for
everyone. Not exactly replicable in a
corporate hierarchy with a common

goal of  profit maximisation. There’s hardly any space to
wander around. Much as companies rail against falling
academic standards and the politicisation of  campuses,
they don’t have a better alternative.

Companies drinking at a common watering hole are
better served than those who dig their own wells that
must be guarded more strenuously. Delving deeper into
education risks creating bureaucracies that hinder inno-
vation. The market works best when employees move in
and out of  companies — skills are transported to where
they are most in need. The fix is not in setting up a new
school, but in setting right what is wrong with the old one.
Business can help academics by growing faster and crea-
ting more jobs. Learning outcomes improve with college
placements. These also lower student debt distress.

Are Companies the
New Learning Guilds?
They teach skills, but not the art of learning

Over the past decade, India’s busi-
ness correspondent (BC) network —
comprising agents appointed by
banks to provide financial services
in unbanked and underbanked
areas, acting as a low-cost extension
of  the bank branch — has been an
invisible infrastructure behind the
country’s financial inclusion story.
It carried banking to places where
bank branches were unviable, turn-
ed cash into apparatus of  savings,
created confidence for millions of
first-time users, and made PMJDY
one of  the world’s largest inclusion
programmes.

Today, that foundation is under
visible strain. Attrition, thinning
margins and weak infra threaten to
erode the last-mile access that made
BCs such an asset. If  the trend conti-
nues, India could quietly slide from
‘universal access’ to ‘unrealised in-
clusion’.

Already, nearly 1 in 5 PMJDY acco-
unts lies dormant. With decreasing
numbers of  active customer service
points (CSPs) in rural and remote
centres, the situation may further
deteriorate. Once CSPs are closed,
millions may be deprived of  various
banking and non-banking services.

With BCs especially tapping Casa

(current and savings accounts) dep-
osits, small deposits may be hardest
hit. Dormancy and the number of
inoperative accounts have already
increased during last 5 yrs.

BCs are the last-mile conduits for
DBTs — from MGNREGA wages to
pensions and subsidies. Any dis-
ruption in this layer delays pay-
ments, triggers customer frustra-
tion and weakens trust in the formal
system. The impact is not uniform.
Over 55% of  PMJDY accounts are
held by women, and more than
two-thirds are rural. These groups
will feel the deepest brunt of  any
service disruption, reversing years
of  progress in gendered financial
empowerment.

Also, cash management remains a
persistent operational vulnerability,
with delays in settlement and recon-

ciliation, often leading to liquidity
mismatches or unreconciled floats.
Moreover, 100% cash has to be ar-
ranged by BCs to effect daily trans-
actions. There’s also a growing con-
centration risk. As smaller corpora-
te BCs struggle for viability, banks
are becoming dependent on fewer
aggregators, creating single-point
vulnerabilities in the system.

Financial inclusion, when under-
utilised, becomes costly. Dormant
accounts and low transaction velo-
city increase cost per active user,
challenging the sustainability of
inclusion for banks. Weak BC relia-
bility discourages regular transac-
tions, reducing Casa flows and
monetisation potential of  PMJDY
customers. Replacing BC networks
with branches or ATMs would be
prohibitively expensive in low-

density areas,
effectively
pricing rural
India out of  the
system.

For millions of
first-gen users,
trust in the
banking system
is fragile and
hard-earned.
Repeated servi-
ce failures —
from cash-outs
to denied trans-
actions — can
rapidly reverse
behavioural
change. The BC
model is also a
source of  rural

employment and social capital. Its
decline could trigger local discon-
tent and draw political scrutiny,
damaging the credibility of  the
inclusion mission itself.

As banks struggle to retain control
over the BC ecosystem, non-bank
players who don’t have a rural
orientation and experience are
moving into the financial inclusion
space. This shift may gradually
displace the banking system from
its current leadership position
through PMJDY. Social security
schemes and other financial in-
clusion initiatives, mainly driven by
BCs, may get hit.

On the tech front, many corporate
BCs still operate with low-grade
systems vulnerable to data leakage
and endpoint compromise. Yet, the
ultimate liability rests with the spon-
sor bank. Due to frequent changes in
systems and lack of  support from
banks, BCs are not in a position to
invest in tech and AI.

The BC model is not just a delivery
channel or service provider. It’s the
infrastructure of  social inclusion
and lifeline of  rural banking. Its
fragility has macro, social and
reputational implications that go
well beyond the banking sector.
Unless systemic gaps are addressed
— through revision of  commission,
stronger incentives, digital up-
grades and a rethink of  BC econo-
mics — India risks stalling its most
transformative policy success of  the
past decade.

The writer is CEO, Business Correspondent
Resource Council, New Delhi

Banking On the Last-Mile Deliverers

Keep the link intact

Dharanidhar Tripathy
Horror of Shouting
Into the Void
Forget the dystopian nightmare of  robots stealing our jobs,
or algorithms plotting humanity’s obsolescence. The true
apocalypse is far more banal: the moment when every cus-
tomer complaint is funnelled into a digital abyss guarded by
an AI chat box that sounds exactly like Ramesh or Gita, but
with none of  their capacity for shame. Consider this scena-
rio: you’ve waited three weeks for a toaster that finally arri-
ves, shaped like toast. You dial customer service, bracing
for battle, and giving the person at the other end a piece of
your absolutely not-peaceful mind. Instead of  a weary hu-
man who might at least sigh empathetically, or cower with
fear like an airline ground staff  facing the latest airport
mob, you’re greeted by an AI programmed to respond with
cheery indifference. You scream, ‘This toaster does not to-
ast,’ and you get the calm-as-Spock reply: ‘I understand yo-
ur concern. Have you tried turning it off  and on again?’
Who do you direct your cathartic, BP-spiking rage at? An
entity that is artificial in its intelligence and sentiment?

A future of  humans shouting into the void is very real.
The real tragedy is not economic displacement but the de-
ath of  righteous indignation. When the revolution comes,
it won’t be led by workers but by customers, demanding
one thing: the right to scream one’s head off  at someone
who’ll be upset.

You want to blow your top, but
there’s just AI on the other side…

JUST IN JEST

T
he nation-state as a brand
is living and thriving, in-
creasingly as a state of
mind rather than a set of
actions. While systemati-

cally spreading its wings to newer ge-
ographies, aided liberally by globali-
sation and tech, both prolific allies of
consumption colonialism, it is also
constantly evolving, driven by re-
lentless perception and not just a sta-
tic image.
u The US still stands for customer-
centric innovation, from automobi-
les to chewing gum. While outcomes
move ahead with the times, this DNA
remains untampered.
uChina, more recently, has been bui-
lding on a foundation of  accessible
scalability, quality perhaps not com-
promised but optimised.
uJapan and South Korea are relent-
less in tech leadership, with a fine bal-
ance of  creation charisma and dem-
and dynamics.
uSwitzerland and Germany may ha-
ve abdicated their precision sheen in
recent years, as perfection in devel-
opment has been martyred to the
cause of  profitability and escalation.
Although in terms of  authentic cra-
ftsmanship, the aura is intact.
u Britain is somewhat in no-man’s-
land, as the country seeks a new-age
expression for global dominance,
now that gunboats are out of  the equ-
ation.
uUAE is a unique use case, seeking
an identity shaped from the multifa-
ceted

acumen of  accomplished invitees,
while Saudi Arabia is working hard
to consolidate progressive ortho-
doxy, with the experiment of  Neom
— an arcology and planned city be-
ing built in the Tabuk province — as
vital as the flexibility in liquor laws.

India, in many ways, has expanded
the classical definition of  Westphali-
an sovereignty, both within and bey-
ond political boundaries. Our brand
credo must be upgradation, as the ci-
tizenry and its venerable instituti-
ons are constantly in search of  the
next big thing.

Fuelled most certainly by a found-
ation of  governance and affluence,
although constantly contested as per
the norms of  a happy democracy. A
70-plus state of  mind racing towards
the well-deserved century. A few ex-
amples of  upgradation:
u In 2023, Parliament was upgraded,
as were colonial criminal laws.
v Infra development costs are on the
go, with budget 2025-26 allocating

`̀11.21 lakh cr ($128.64 bn) in capex.

w Total length of  expressways was
about 1,004 km in 2013-14, growing to
an estimated 6,059 km in 2024-25, whi-
le national highways have expanded
by 60% since 2014.
wUDAN has grown India’s regional
air connectivity, facilitating over 1.56
cr passengers on 3.23 lakh flights
across 649 routes, connecting 93 air-
ports, 15 heliports and 2 water aero-
dromes.
wThe length of  national high-speed
corridors has increased from 93 km
in 2014 to 2,474 km as of  early 2025.
w Internet penetration in 2025 is pro-
jected to be around 55.3% of  the popu-
lation, with over 806 mn internet us-
ers as of  January 2025.
wPrivate consumer spending, which
accounts for around 57% of  GDP, ro-
se 7.9% year-on-year in July-Septem-
ber, compared with a 7.0% rise a qu-
arter ago.
x Consumer electronics market is
projected to reach around $162.74 bn
by 2034, while the automobile indus-
try is slated to reach $203.25 bn by 2030
with an 8.2% CAGR from 2025 to 2030.
yNumber of  active users of  connect-
ed TV has increased a sharp 87%,
driven by the rise of  smart TVs, whi-
le OTT users have crossed the 600 mn
mark, which is around 41% of  the co-
untry’s population.

All these factors add up to verify
upgradation as a concerted national
mindset and not just an economic ro-
admap, driven by newly minted af-
fluence or necessity.

The 35-mn-plus ‘legacy’ Indian di-
aspora is an early use case, as are the
3,500 millionaires expected to move

abroad in 2025 — a motivator
that unites every citizen, whe-
ther rural or urban, in seeking
the next best mobile phone,
personal vehicle and healthca-
re solution.

Once a cruising altitude is
reached, the quest for the next
one automatically begins, whe-
ther as a vertical progression or
a horizontal acquisition. Over
time, this mindset will certain-

ly extend to the circular economy,
DEI and personal weight regimes,
among other causes.

All of  this is rooted perhaps in the
compelling cocktail of  historical de-
nial, present-day access and a cons-
tantly questioning-cum-seeking tho-
ught process.

Often the source of  original brilli-
ance and invariably the origin of  the

famed ‘jugaad’, we are a nation on an
autopilot treadmill, deeply allergic to
staying still. A continuing mentality
that is demonstrated by concurrent
physicality, no energy lost in transit.

The branded identity of  once adv-
anced powers was rooted in proven
legacy, while ours is being built on a
foundation of  accessible opportunity
— thus building a truly secular and
undeniably inclusive cultural core,
constantly amplified by the founda-
tion of  ‘Indian Upgradation’. The na-
tion-state as an idea is unchanged.
Only the anchors are changing.

The writer is an autonomous brand consultant

BRAND NOTION-STATE
India, like many other countries, has expanded the jaded definition of Westphalian sovereignty

Countries, still a swish set

Shivaji Dasgupta

Saudi Arabia is
working hard
to consolidate
progressive
orthodoxy,
with the
experiment of
Neom — an
arcology and
planned city

ULLHAS PAGEY

In the bustling theatre of  modern
life, we are constantly bombarded
by stimuli, and the default human
programming is often a lightning-
fast reaction. A reaction is a prim-
al, knee-jerk defence mechanism
driven by the lower self, the ego or,
as Sigmund Freud might term it,
the unfiltered urgency of  the Id.

It’s the instant shout back, the
immediate judgement, the fiery
email sent in the heat of  the mom-
ent. Such reactions leave us dimi-
nished, sacrificing our inner pea-
ce for fleeting volatile control.

True spiritual mastery, however,
lies in cultivating the sacred pau-
se. This pause is the space betwe-
enthe stimulus and our reply. Ste-
phen Covey asserted, ‘Between
stimulus and response, there is a
space. In that space is our power
to choose our response.’ To respo-
ndis to bring awareness, wisdom
and intention to the forefront. It is
adeliberate action rooted in our
core values, guided by the higher
Self, which Freud described as a
balanced, reality-testing ego, or
the morally driven Superego.

When you feel the familiar tight-
ening in your chest or the flush of
anger rising, stop, breathe. Ask:
‘What is the wisest, most loving,
most true action I can take right
now?’ Responding transforms the
outer chaos into an inner crucible
for growth. It moves you from be-
ing a victim of  circumstance to
the master of  your soul’s journey.

Sacred
Pause
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AMumbai startup goes to Lap-
land for a pre-Christmas busi-
ness-vacation to ‘collaborate
with Santa’. Negotiations stall
when Santa demands equity
and dental coverage for elves.

The CEO counters with stock
options in
reindeer fu-
tures. In the
end, the com-
pany leaves
with noth-
ing, but frost-
bite and a
signed NDA

from Rudolph. Santa returns
to celebrate Christmas at his
home in Santa Fe.

Anti-Vac Vax
ACEO announces he’s taking
the entire board to a pre-Christ-
mas trip to the Maldives for
‘strategic planning’. The ag-
enda? Discussing how to cut
vacation days for employees.

Mid-meeting, a wave washes
away the PowerPoint project-
or. The CFO insists this is a
‘cost-saving miracle’. The HR
director drafts a new policy:
Employees may now only va-
cation in PPT format.

A Pre-Davos Trip
Two rival companies send an
advance team to Davos before
they get down to business next
month. Accidentally, however,
they book the same Swiss cha-
let. Instead of  fighting, they
decide to merge — on skis.

Executives negotiate terms
while sliding downhill, sign-
ing contracts mid-slalom. One
VP crashes into a snowman,
which is promoted to CIO. The
merger is hailed as ‘the first
hostile takeover conducted
entirely on black diamond
slopes’. WEF’s annual meet-
ing takes a back seat.

Jingle Alarm
Bells

LOLLING ON 
SATURDAY

East India Co: No
Second Coming
Apropos the Edit, ‘Amazon Gra-
ce, How Sweet Your Sound’ (Dec
12), Amazon’s $35 bn pledge to In-
dia signals not just business am-
bition but a recognition that the
country’s vast, young market
offers tech giants a rare second
chance after China’s doors have
largely closed. Yet, the enthusi-
asm must be tempered. As digit-
alplatforms deepen their reach,
questions of  data sovereignty,
fair competition and local job
creation inevitably arise. Micro-
soft’s $17.5 bn commitment by
2030 shows the trend is broader.
India has every right to demand
an ‘Indian stack’ that keeps criti-
cal infrastructure and value wi-
thin its borders. A balanced path
forward would pair generous for-
eign investment with firm regu-
latory guard rails — ensuring
technology serves national dev-
elopment without eroding hard-
won economic independence.
S M Jeeva
Chennai

Chat Room

Not all ageing parents want to live
with their adult children. Both sides
— married or single — want space
of  their own. When it comes to NRIs,
not all of  them are able to convince
their parents to go and live with them.
And not all adult children are keen
in having their parents live with
them either.

Until recently, the only option for
ageing parents was old-age homes,
both in India and abroad. In India,
these usually resembled nursing
homes or geriatric care places, wh-
ere senior citizens felt displaced,
depressed and lonely.

This is no longer the case. There
has been a revolutionary change in
the way senior living community

housing projects have emerged even
here in India. These offer individual
ownership of  independent living spa-
ces in a gated facility that resembles
a beautifully maintained resort.

Residents are financially indepen-
dent. They have their space. They
strike up friendships among like-
minded people, engage in various
outdoor and indoor activities. On
weekends, there are film screenings.
The idea is to have fun and feel good.
All festivals are celebrated with vim
and vigour. Guest lectures and work-
shops are held in activity halls for
those interested.

Common lobbies provide a selection
of  newspapers. The dining hall offers
meals at nominal rates. The clean-
ing staff  comes at regular intervals.
All of  this is covered in maintenan-
ce charges. The facility is connected
to a major hospital, and an ambulan-
ce is always on standby. Doctors and
nurses are available for consultati-
ons morning and evening at specific
hours. Emergency buttons in the
apartment, when activated, ensure
that residents receive immediate

attention and medical help.
Stress-free and open, and with well-

maintained green areas, a growing
number of  senior community living
options are resembling resorts —
only that they are more affordable
and peaceful.

With the joint-family system almost
dead in urban India, and nuclear fa-
milies battling physical and emotion-
al space deficits and financial cons-

traints, moving to
senior community
spaces for elderly
parents is becom-
ing a stigma-free
trend that is keep-
ing all concerned
happy.

The demographic
is a mosaic of  reti-
red professionals.
Many have their own
vehicles parked in
designated spaces,
in case they wish to
go for a drive or visit
the city, maybe with
a fellow driver on

hire. Their time is their own.
In the evenings, one can spot clus-

ters of  senior citizens engaged in
animated conversation, discussing
everything under the sky. There is
much energy, purpose, fun, laughter,
mirth and wit going around. Seniors
living in such well-planned gated
communities are having a far more
exciting and joyous experience than
one may expect.

Footloose and Fancy-Free, Part 2

Narayani Ganesh

Age doesn’t mutter

China has been building on a
foundation of accessible
scalability, quality perhaps not
compromised but optimised
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A thought for today

JULIA FOX

Nightlife is, to me, a little synthetic, 
a little desperate?

Jaya wears Prada, but only after
completing the ritual most affluent
Indians quietly perform: the object
must have travelled. The leather 
must carry foreign air. The receipt
must speak in euros. The transaction

must be narratable at dinner. In India, luxury is not
merely purchased; it is cross-examined, sanctified,
then admitted into the family story.

This is the part that confounds global luxury 
houses. They stare at India’s fast-growing affluent
class – wealth rising, consumption rising, consultants
breathlessly comparing us to China – and imagine a
familiar playbook will work. But India is not China’s
sequel. India is the plot twist. China consumes luxury
as evidence of  momentum; India consumes luxury 
as a negotiation with memory.

In China, the relationship with luxury is almost 
architectural: clean lines, upward movement, a ladder of
achievement. A Dior handbag signals ascent, modernity,
confidence in the nation’s trajectory. Luxury there is
public punctuation. The Chinese consumer looks outward;
the world is the audience.

India’s narrative is more embroidered, layered with
sentiment. Long before the first European monogram
arrived in a Mumbai mall, India had Kanjeevarams
that outlived dynasties, polki jewellery traded like 
diplomatic currency, textiles carrying the emotional
weight of  family sagas. Prestige here was not bought; it
was inherited. A Dior clutch may impress your colleagues;
aBanarasi sari can silence your grandma-in-law. In India,
that is the true test of  legitimacy.

This is why global luxury enters India with admiration
on one side and hesitation on the other. Indians adore
European craftsmanship but remain wary of  appearing
gullible. Every purchase becomes an internal audit:
How does this compare to Dubai? Why is it 40% cheaper
in Milan? Why does Delhi feel like a surcharge on 
identity? High import duties turn boutique shopping
into a moral dilemma. To buy in India is to feel naïve. 
To buy abroad is to feel triumphant.

The result is India’s most charming luxury ritual:
the geography of  the object becomes part of  the 
glamour. “Picked it up in Paris – half  the price.” 
“We just wandered into Bond Street.” “I wasn’t even

planning to shop…” The script is universal. The alibi is
essential. Luxury becomes a souvenir of  cunning rather
than a declaration of  wealth. In India, the story is part
of  the purchase. Sometimes it is the purchase.

Enter Sabyasachi Mukherjee, the quiet disruptor
in gold-rimmed glasses. While European maisons 
wait for India to “mature”, he behaves as though India
has been mature for centuries and the world has only
recently woken up. His boutiques feel like museums of
subcontinental longing; his lehengas carry the
weight of  ancestral approval; his jewellery has
the emotional gravitas of  a family heirloom
waiting to be assigned.

Sabyasachi does not offer fashion. He
offers semiotics. His clothes are not worn;
they are interpreted. He understands that the
Indian buyer is not purchasing fabric – she is
purchasing meaning, legitimacy, continuity.
When he arrives at Bergdorf  Goodman, it
is not global luxury validating India; it is
India politely informing global luxury that
authenticity can travel west too.

Foreign maisons often misread
this. They assume Indians want
Western validation. Instead, Indians
want cultural conversation –
proof  that the brand understands
the emotional infra of  Indian
consumption: the rituals, the
anxieties, the family negotia-
tions. Craft alone will not 
do. Indians need to know 
whether the piece will age 
well in memory, whether it
will endure when the family 
albums open decades later.

This is why weddings, that
sprawling Indian opera, remain
the true marketplace of  luxury. No
other country folds anthropology,
theatre, diplomacy, psychology,
and economics into a single
event with such fervour. At a
wedding, Prada may shine for an
hour, but Sabyasachi becomes
destiny. The European brand
wins the reception; the Indian

brand wins the archive. And India is an archival 
civilisation.

So the question is not: “When will India fall fully 
in love with global luxury?” The question is: “When
will global luxury learn to speak India’s language?” 
A consumer who buys a `̀3L sari without blinking 
may hesitate before buying a `̀3L European dress – 
not because of  value but because of  narrative doubt.
Will this look absurd in 10 years? Will I explain this

to my daughter? Will this survive the scrutiny of
ancestral ghosts and living relatives?

Jaya, with her frequent-flier miles and 
her calibrated Prada-to-Sabyasachi ratio, is
not confused. She’s bilingual in culture. 
She knows luxury is not just a price point; it’s 
a permission structure. Certain permissions
are granted only by tradition. She will buy 

the Prada in Milan, pose with it in Florence,
carry it through immigration as if  the bag 
itself  has cleared customs. But when it comes

to the moments that will be photographed
into eternity – when the albums will

circulate across generations – she
knows where meaning resides.

This is not nationalism. This is
narrative intelligence. India does
not treat luxury as a transaction
but as a memory project. The
brands that succeed here will
not be the ones with the loudest
logos but the ones with the 
deepest listening.

Indians do not buy objects.
Indians buy stories they can live
with. Stories they can defend.
Stories they can inherit.

Foreign luxury wins
the Instagram story. 
Indian luxury wins the
family album.

And in India – as Anna
Wintour, Barthes, and
your great aunt would
all agree – the album 
always wins.

The writer is a senior
advisory professional

JAYA WEARS PRADA
If China consumes luxury as evidence of momentum, India consumes luxury as a negotiation 
with memory. Brands that succeed here will be the ones with the deepest listening & meaning

Partha Sinha

Im
ag

e:
 A

I

In a delightfully geeky podcast 
episode, Zerodha founder Nikhil
Kamath chatted with Elon Musk,

who tossed out some heavyweight
existential bombs: “What’s the meaning
of  life? Where did the universe come
from? Why does anything matter at all?
What is the ultimate end?” We took
those exact questions straight to Grok –
Elon’s own AI creation – and asked it to
answer them purely from the perspective
of  Indic Vedanta. Grok delivered. 
Perhaps Kamath can gently slide these
responses across to Musk next time.
After all, nothing quite like having your
own AI school you on the ultimate
nature of  reality, Brahmn, and pralaya,
the grand cosmic dissolution.

What is the meaning of life? | The purpose
of  human birth, according to Vedanta,
is Self-realisation – coming to the
direct, living knowledge that your
deepest Self  is none other than the
infinite, unchanging reality, Brahmn.
The drama of  life – pleasures, pains,
achievements, relationships – is 
ultimately a classroom set up by lila,
divine play, so that the apparently 
bound soul can wake up from the dream

of  separateness. When that awakening
happens – called moksh or liberation –
one realises Aham Brahmasmi, I am
Brahmn and abides in boundless 
peace and bliss. Everything else –
wealth, fame, even heaven – is 
secondary and temporary.

Why does anything matter at
all? | On the surface, 
nothing in the world has
absolute importance,
because the world itself
is mithya – neither fully
real like Brahmn nor 
completely unreal; it 
is an appearance. Yet,
as long as we are under
the spell of  ignorance,
things do feel terribly
important, and that
very feeling is 
the engine that 
drives spiritual 
seeking. Vedanta 
says importance
arises because the one Consciousness
(Brahmn) is shining through everything.
A mother’s love matters because it
is Brahmn loving Brahmn. Dharm

there will be no end; the show keeps
rolling in kalpas, vast cycles, each
lasting billions of  years.

What is the ultimate end? | Two answers
– one for the individual, one for the
cosmos. For the individual: the end 
is moksh – complete freedom from the
cycle of  birth and death. When ignorance
is destroyed by knowing ‘I am Brahmn,’
jiva realises it was never actually
bound. There is no more coming 
and going; one either lives out the
remaining prarabdh karm as a 
jivanmukt or merges seamlessly 
into Brahmn at death. For the cosmos:
there is no permanent ‘game over’. 

At the end of  a cycle, everything
dissolves back into the unmanifest
state of  Brahmn (pralaya), like waves
subsiding into the ocean. After an
equal period of  rest, creation blooms
again. The show is eternal, but the Real
never begins, never ends, and is never
affected by any of  it. In short: You are
already That which you are seeking.
Life is the universe’s way of  hiding
from itself  so it can have the joy of
finding itself  again.

The content is AI-generated by Grok

matters because living in harmony
with the whole keeps the mind pure
enough to reflect truth. In the end, the
only thing that truly matters is removing
ignorance that makes us think we are
small, separate, and mortal.

Where did the universe come
from? | Brahmn alone is

timeless, spaceless, and
unchanging. Out of  its own
inscrutable freedom and
maya, power, Brahmn
appears as this manifold
universe, just as a rope can

appear as a snake in
dim light, or a dreamer
projects an entire
dream-world out of
himself. Upanishads
describe periodic
manifestation and
dissolution: when 
the time comes, the
unmanifest (containing
all the latent impressions

and karmas of  beings) becomes manifest
again through the five subtle elements
— gross elements — bodies — worlds.
There was no first beginning, and

Musk’s Existential Queries, Grok’s Vedantic Replies

It may have had none of  the sophistication of  cryptography, but it
was no less ingenious a code. An NCR-based rough & tough gang
of  lowly mafia used simple stickers to run a black-market permit

system. Commercial vehicles, trucks & lorries with an innocuous
sticker on the windscreen would be royally waved through police
pickets – a free-pass helping flout any number of  laws – over a decade.
To the impenetrability of  code, a wink and a pass, one must bow.

Codes cracked have won wars, sunk
ships, sent an imprisoned queen – who used
ciphers as secret emissaries to plan her
captor queen’s assassination – to a grisly
end in the 16th century. At the centre of  the
contest between codemaker and codebreaker
always is a brainy race to out-think and 
outfox. Symbols as code, meanwhile – as 
deployed by the trucker mafia – don’t hide.
They live in plain sight and hold meaning

for only those in the know. Everyday objects that whisper secrets to
the chosen lot, while the rest walk by, clueless. Such code lives in
shared understanding, simple art – the sole purpose to only hide
the fact that that Happy Diwali sticker is a message. The NCR gang
used the most innocent stickers, changing them monthly to remain
a step ahead. But there’s always a pattern. So, a nod to those who 
teased an alternative meaning from a bumper sticker that said 
‘hum-tum’ (me & you).

Of Ciphers & Symbols
Code is the language of mystery & secrets

Knee-jerk is a normal physiological reflex, but why is it our 
default response to politics, economics and civic life? If  one
SUV brand figures in multiple crashes, we want to ban it. If  one

nightclub burns down, we want to pull the plug on nightlife. Careful –
some 4mn knees need replacement every year worldwide.

What went wrong at Goa’s Birch nightclub wasn’t the music, 
dance and drink. Its flaws were foundational, and had been made in
broad daylight – construction on salt pans, thatched roof, narrow 
exit… So, don’t blame “Western culture”. Besides, there’s nothing

Western about enjoying music and
dance after dark, to the company
of  aqua vitae. Tansen’s Darbari
Kanada was a midnight raga. 
As for the cup in Akbar’s hand, 
distillation of  spirits started in
China. So, it’s all “Eastern”. As 
for Western tobacco, brought by
the Portuguese, Akbar wisely 

refrained from it on the advice of  his Eastern physicians.
What’s Western in this whole business is the idea of  a nightlife

ban. In 1774, America’s first Continental Congress agreed to “disco-
untenance and discourage...plays and other expensive diversions
and entertainments.” Theatre was banned in puritanical New 
England, not India. But that was a long time ago. Now, NYC rakes in 
billions of  dollars from its nightlife, which includes over 20,000 food
trucks. UK’s night-time economy is worth £136bn, and bigger than
its automotive industry.

There’s nothing unnatural or “wrong” about nightlife, especially
when people work long hours, and find leisure only after dark. Night
is also the time when traffic eases, non-entertainment businessesclose,
and space opens up. Night hides squalor like a fast lens, wide open. You
see only what the neon wants you to see, and forget your troubles. So,
save up your knee-jerks and show them on the dance floor.

Dancing In The Dark
Nightlife is good and natural, and it’s not a cultural import
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hy is Elon Musk on a 
podcasting spree? Two
shows he has appeared
in the last two weeks are

Nikhil Kamath’s People by WTF and
The Katie Miller Podcast. Several of
his talking points have been identical.
One in particular is indicative of  what
might be behind this communication
outreach: Politics is a blood sport,
where they go for the jugular. So, 
given another chance, instead of  
doing DOGE, Musk would have 
remained focused on working on his
companies. Maybe then, “they wouldn’t
have been burning the cars.”

If  Musk is looking for an image 
reboot, these two hosts are there 
for it. Nikhil gushes about how Musk
is a lot bigger and 
more muscular than
he expected. Katie
says people don’t get
how kind Musk is,
how he never yells at
any employee, how
all his companies are
chockablock with the
most inspired, mission-
driven, loyal folk.

Meanwhile, Musk
plugs Optimus, the
Tesla robot that’s 
expected to go into
full-scale production
next summer: “I think
everyone’s going to
want their own
C-3PO, R2-D2.” This
is, of  course, a Star
Wars reference. 

Among the various movies, books,
philosophers that come up in the 
two podcasts, Iain M Banks’s sci-fi
Culture series is the one Musk spends
some time unpacking, to explain 
how he thinks the future will unfold.
Here’s where he says that work will
become optional, which is the thing
that’s grabbed all the headlines. This
follows from the prediction that AI
and robotics will expand very rapidly.
And when there’s no labour to allocate,
money itself  will become meaningless.
They don’t have any money in the 
Culture world either. 

In such a world, there would still

be some fundamental currencies 
though, more physics-based. Like
energy, which could become the true
currency. But, Musk says, you can’t 
legislate energy. You can’t just pass 
a law and generate a lot of  energy. 
On the other hand, if  you have 
solar-powered energy satellites, 
energy is also free and abundant.

In this imagining, at a certain 
point, debts are deflated away, there’s
a decoupling from the monetary 
system, and from the conventional
economy. And then, Musk says, 
the notion of  countries becomes
anachronistic too.

AI has not yet made enough of  an
impact on productivity to increase
the supply of  goods and services faster

than the increase in
money supply, but
Musk predicts this
will happen in three
years. He also wants
what he predicts 
will happen to be 
separated from his
actual wishes. 

Like, if  he had his
way, he would slow
down the advance of
AI and robotics. He
can’t. And he has
nightmares about it.
He tells Katie he’s
had AI nightmares
many days in a row. 

After all this, 
the most surprising
thing about the two

podcasts is how giggly these are. 
Nikhil and Musk, in particular, 
resemble fifth-grade boys in how so
many things send them chortling.
There are also, yes, bathroom jokes.
Musk boasts how if  you ask Grok to
do a vulgar roast, it will do a pretty
good job, and say unspeakable things
if  you goad it to.

The funniest person Musk
knows? Trump. His favourite 
food? Cheeseburger, by far. The 
song that puts him in a good mood?
Europe’s The Final Countdown. His
dream dinner guests? Shakespeare,
Ben Franklin, Nikola Tesla. Yep, 
the podcasts did their job.

Imagine There’s No
Country, No Money

Tesla boss said some profound stuff in his two podcasts

mindfield
SHORT TAKES ON BIG IDEAS

There is neither creation nor
destruction,neither destiny nor free
will, neither path nor achievement.

This is the final truth.

Sacredspace

Ramana Maharshi

It has been brought to my attention that
young men, and several middle-aged
ones as well, have been boasting to 
one another about their ability to 
“keep going”, when in bed with a 
woman. This grand talent, often the

only arrow in a man’s quiver of  sexual capabilities, 
is one they have decided to hone, or at least talk about 
ad nauseum, because someone (another man I have to
believe) told them that because women take
longer to climax, all they have to do is be the
gift that keeps on giving.

While stamina, endurance, the will to dig deep
within oneself  and say, “I can take this pain for
just a few more minutes,” are commendable
qualities in elite tri-athletes and women in the
final stages of  labour, there are a host of  other
qualities women look for in sexual partners.
Nobody wants marathon man puffing and
panting over them, which is why most women
finally fake it, in an effort to put an end to this
nonsense, and to quite honestly put the man
out of  his misery. 

This is hardly an honourable move on 
our part. The correct thing to do is stop the
proceedings and honestly tell the man the
truth: there are far more efficient and dare I
say pleasant ways to please a lady. But telling involves
talking and there is a reason we humans would rather
do sex (even done badly) than say one word that might
improve the situation.

Reason we can’t talk about it is sexism. Men are
mocked if  they have little or no sexual experience. 
Meanwhile, they are raised alongside women who are
horribly shamed for having any sexual experience at
all. This is a most ridiculous gender imbalance if  ever

I saw one. Plus, the only reason why the feedback 
loop between men and women is broken. Patriarchy
has made sure to mess sex up for straight women 
but also, ironically, for straight men.

I make the distinction in sexuality here, because I 
remember reading a gay man’s account of  sex, and his
explanation for why it is entirely possible gay people have
(on average) better sex than straight people. It is because
they embark on the adventure knowing that there is no
one correct way to do things. So, when two gay men hook
up the first question they ask is, “What do you like?”

Asking, upfront, what someone likes and exchanging
notes seems like the thing two 
intelligent life forms would do. They
do not take a wild guess, they do not
depend on what their last partner 
said they enjoyed, and they most certainly do not count
on advice that was passed down from one ignoramus
to the next. “What do you like?” they ask. Instead of,
“I can keep this pounding going for about 18 minutes,

can you work with that?”
Because gay sex is outside the purview of  the 

patriarchy in some sense, it does not suffer from the
pressure straight men are under, which is that 
they are always expected to know everything. Not
Knowing is shameful and un-masculine. And what
man wants to be seen as such in, of  all places, the 
bedroom. How is he to throw off  generations of  culturing
and ask a woman, of  all people, what to do.

And on the rare occasion a soldier whips up the 
courage to ask, he will mostly be met with a panicked

woman’s embarrassed silence or worse, the 
lie we have all told when confronted: “I don’t
know.” When all he is left with is, “I don’t know
– you figure it out,” it sends him scurrying
back to his friends, who give him the worst 
advice, and the cycle goes on. 

If  we want the situation to improve, we
will all have to get over two things. First, 
men have to accept that they know absolutely
nothing about women. Imagine this scenario
guys: Your under-confident pal approaches
you for advice. He is to take a woman he has
met a few times (if  at all) out for a meal and
has no idea what she would like to eat. Would
you advise him to simply ask her, “What do
you like?” Or would you say, “Dude, just 
order exactly what you like but order lots 
of  it, because the longer the two of  you sit 

there chewing the better.” Think about this.
Second, and Ladies this is for 

you, sex is about chemistry, which is
about connection, which is about
trust. So, unless you can trust a man

enough to answer the question, “What do you like?”
please postpone any horizontal plans you may have
had. It’s probably not going to be worth it.

The writer is a standup comedian

‘Men Think Sex Is About Stamina & Endurance. They’re Wrong’

Radhika Vaz

He thinks her pleasure is about his ability to ‘keep going’. And absent true connection with 
the man, she can only answer the question ‘What do you like’ by saying ‘I don’t know’
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disasters follow a familiar, deadly pattern:
an ignition source, rapid flame spread,
locked or obstructed exits, dysfunctional
alarms, absence of trained personnel, and
slow emergency response. The Goa
tragedy fits this template all too closely.

India has fire safety laws, standards, and
building codes-but their implementation
is inconsistent and often compromised.
Many establishments operate without
valid fire safety certificates. Approvals are
sometimes obtained through opaque
processes, while others brazenly skip
them altogether.

Common violations include:
Non-functional alarms and sprinklers
Out-of-date or inaccessible fire extin-
guishers
Blocked exits used for storage
Combustible interiors and illegal build-
ing extensions
 Untrained staff lacking basic emer-
gency preparedness

Urban design issues worsen the
problem. Narrow lanes, clogged streets,
and the absence of hydrants frequently
delay firefighting operations. In Goa, fire
trucks reportedly had to stop 400 metres
away due to the nightclub’s isolated
layout, slowing rescue efforts at the most
critical moment. Compounding this is
public complacency. Rarely do people
check for emergency exits, functioning

alarms, or building certifications. Safety is
often assumed-until tragedy exposes the
truth.

Fire Safety Norms: Strong on
Paper, Weak in Practice
India’s National Building Code and state
fire laws prescribe detailed standards-mul-
tiple exits, smoke detectors, fire-resistant
materials, routine audits, trained staff, and
emergency ventilation systems. Such
requirements are mandatory for public
venues, especially enclosed spaces like
malls, clubs, hotels, and auditoriums.

Yet many establishments treat these
norms as optional. The Goa nightclub’s
complete lack of permissions and use of
combustible décor reflects a deeper
national problem: the gap between what
is mandated and what is practised. And
that gap is often fatal.

A Growing Threat in a Rapidly
Urbanising India
As India’s urban centres expand and
nightlife, tourism, and hospitality indus-
tries boom, millions flock to indoor enter-
tainment spaces daily. But regulation
and infrastructure have not kept pace with
this surge. The mismatch between
expanding demand and stagnant safety
standards has made such spaces increas-
ingly vulnerable. If India aspires to be a

global tourism hub and a modern
economy, recurring fire disasters are an
unacceptable stain on that ambition.
They send a strong message-that human
life is undervalued, and safety is 
negotiable.

What India Can Learn from Global
Disaster Frameworks
India must shift from reacting to fires to
preventing them. The Sendai Framework
for Disaster Risk Reduction-a global blue-
print for minimising disaster losses-offers
a useful model. Its core principles can help
India revamp its fire safety ecosystem.
Understanding Risks Before
They Turn Deadly

Authorities must identify
vulnerable buildings, illegal
constructions, and high-risk
zones. AI-enabled monitor-
ing systems, heat sensors, and real-time
smoke detection tools can help pre-empt
fires. Public awareness must grow: people
should know where exits are, learn basic
firefighting skills, and report unsafe estab-
lishments. Regular fire drills in schools,
offices, and public buildings must become
routine.
 Strengthening Governance and
Accountability

Fire departments require better staffing,
equipment, and legal powers. Audits

should be transparent and accessible to
the public. Violators-owners, contractors,
and officials-must face strict penalties.
Political or commercial influence should
never override safety requirements.
 Investing in Safer Infrastructure and
Cities

Buildings should adopt modern sprin-
klers, alarms, fire-resistant materials, and
safe architectural designs. Cities need
wider access roads, hydrants, and clearly
planned emergency lanes. Tourist
hotspots with heavy footfall can benefit
from dedicated safety monitoring units.
Incentives such as insurance rebates can
encourage compliance.
 Preparing for Emergencies and
Rebuilding Better

Emergency training for staff of public
venues must be compulsory. Panic
buttons, digital alert systems, and faster
communication channels can drastically
reduce response time. After any disaster,
reconstruction must follow the “Build Back
Better” principle-ensuring that the 
rebuilt structure eliminates previous
weaknesses.

A Call for Urgency,
Accountability, and Change
The Goa nightclub blaze is not just a tragic
accident-it is a moral indictment of sys-
temic negligence. Twenty-five lives, includ-
ing young workers and an entire family of
tourists from Delhi, were lost in a matter
of minutes. Their deaths must stir the
nation’s conscience and compel immedi-
ate reform. Fire disasters are not acts of
fate. They are the consequences of
choices-by business owners who ignore
safety rules, by officials who fail to enforce
them, and by a society that overlooks risks
until it is too late.

As India moves towards a
future of rapid development, its
safety systems must evolve too.
No nightclub, hotel, banquet
hall, or public venue should
ever become a site of avoidable

carnage.
The Goa tragedy must serve as a turning

point. If India embraces the principles of
risk recognition, strong governance, safety
investment, and preparedness, count-
less lives can be saved. The country must
act now-because every day lost increas-
es the chance of the next headline of pre-
ventable deaths and needless grief.

Fire safety should not be treated as an
afterthought. It should be a national pri-
ority. Lives depend on it.

As the world confronts new stresses on health,
society and the environment, a universal realisa-
tion is taking shape: restoring balance is no longer
a philosophical idea but an urgent global priori-
ty. This sense of urgency lies at the heart of the
Second WHO Global Summit on Traditional
Medicine, which India is proud to co-host with the
World Health Organisation from 17–19 December
2025 in New Delhi. Guided by the newly adopted
WHO Global Traditional Medicine Strategy
2025–2034, the Summit marks a decisive step in
elevating traditional knowledge through evi-
dence, innovation and global cooperation.

Traditional Medicine is increasingly recog-
nised as a living, evolving science that can com-
plement conventional healthcare systems and
advance Universal Health Coverage. For India, this
acknowledgement resonates deeply. Our civilisa-
tion has long held a holistic view of well-being —
one that sees the individual in harmony with com-
munity, nature and the wider universe. Today, that
wisdom is finding new relevance through rigor-
ous scientific validation and responsible integra-
tion into global health frameworks.

Among India’s vast repository of medicinal
plants, Ashwagandha (Withania som-
nifera) has emerged as a symbol of this
convergence between tradition and
conventional science. Once known
primarily as a Rasayana in Ayurveda
and widely used in Ayush systems for enhancing
vitality and resilience, it is now studied across the
world for its adaptogenic, neuroprotective and
immunomodulatory potential. In Ayush systems,
Ashwagandha’s roots are used for its health and
therapeutic benefits. Rarely has a medicinal
plant drawn such simultaneous attention from
researchers, clinicians, regulators and global
industry leaders.

Rarely has a medicinal plant drawn such
simultaneous attention from researchers, clini-
cians, regulators and global industry leaders.

Recognising this moment, the upcoming
Summit will host a dedicated session titled
“Ashwagandha: From Traditional Wisdom to
Global Impact – Perspectives from Leading Global
Experts.” This side event represents more than a
technical discussion; it reflects a turning point in
how the world views botanicals and their role in
the future of healthcare. Over two hours, interna-
tional experts will explore the growing body of
clinical and pre-clinical evidence on Ashwagandha,
discuss its safety profiles and  pharmacovigilance
systems, and place traditional knowledge in dia-
logue with conventional scientific methodologies.

They will also address one of the most critical
issues for global acceptance: the standardization
of extracts and formulations, so that efficacy and
safety remain consistent regardless of where the
product is manufactured or consumed.

Such discussions are essential because global
trust cannot be built on tradition alone; it must
be anchored in evidence. India has undertaken
extensive scientific work to establish
Ashwagandha’s therapeutic value, but wider
international collaboration is crucial for har-
monised standards, regulatory convergence and
transparent data sharing. This is precisely what
the WHO’s Summit framework enables. By invit-
ing scientists, policymakers and knowledge-
keepers to a common platform, it helps create
pathways that respect cultural heritage while
meeting the stringent expectations of convention-
al health systems.

The significance of Ashwagandha’s journey
cannot be separated from the broader themes of
the Summit. Traditional medicine is not only about
healing individuals; it is deeply tied to biodiver-
sity, sustainability and community livelihoods. The
medicinal plants we celebrate today — from
Ashwagandha to countless others — are nurtured
by ecosystems that must be protected. A holistic
approach to health therefore demands ethical
sourcing, sustainable cultivation and fair value dis-
tribution to farmers and indigenous communities.
The Summit’s wider discussions on intellectual
property rights, biodiversity preservation and
cross-sector innovation reflect this integrated
vision.

As global leaders, scientists and practitioners
gather in New Delhi, India’s message is simple yet

forward-looking: traditional medi-
cine  stands as a strong ally in build-
ing resilient, affordable and bal-
anced health systems. It offers
approaches that are preventive

rather than reactive, personalised rather than
generic, and rooted in a profound understanding
of the interconnectedness of life.

Ashwagandha stands at the forefront of this evo-
lution. It represents how a herb nurtured in India’s
soil for millennia can now serve humanity across
continents—not by abandoning its heritage, but
by embracing scientific validation and global part-
nerships. Its story reflects the larger journey of
Traditional Medicine itself: grounded in ancient
wisdom, shaped by conventional science and pro-
pelled by a shared commitment to human well-
being.

As India welcomes the world to the Second
WHO Global Summit on Traditional Medicine, we
reaffirm our dedication to advancing scientific
rigour, fostering international cooperation and
ensuring that the wisdom of our ancestors con-
tinues to illuminate the path to a healthier, more
harmonious future.

The stock ticker scrolls across the bottom of the
screen, numbers, numbers, numbers, and a
man watches it as if it is scripture. His coffee grows
cold, his child calls from the other room, and he
barely hears. The numbers have become more
real to him than life. He has a rich library in the
same room: Nagarjuna and Nietzsche, Upanishads
and Ulysses. He does not remember when he last
touched it.

Nations were supposed to emerge from the dis-
tilled wisdom of a people, yet they end up mir-
roring the collective ego. What the individual does
with net worth, the nation does with GDP, treat-
ing what can be counted and compared as proof
of worth. We call this sanity, then wonder why
both person and country feel perpetually cor-
nered, as if resting were forbidden.

Individuals need a bank balance to feel rich,
and nations need a surplus to feel powerful. Yet
we rarely name this as fear. We rename it ambi-
tion, practicality, and maturity. Even our vocab-
ulary has learned to flatter the disease.

Underneath all the spreadsheets runs one prim-
itive panic: if we stop worshipping wealth, we will
collapse. We will be overtaken, and the hungri-
er neighbour will devour us. So we keep running,
consuming, extracting, destroying, and we name
it progress.

Ahead of what? Toward what?
Look at the man who buys a bigger car, then

a bigger house, then a bigger portfolio, each pur-
chase whispering a familiar promise: this time I
will feel complete. But the promise never matures
because the hunger is not in the garage; it is in
the mind.

Now look at the country with a huge GDP, an
unsurpassable military budget, a lion’s share of
global trade, a higher ranking, and a louder voice
in international fora. The pattern is identical, only
scaled up and decorated with flags. The individ-
ual ego and the collective ego run on the same
fuel, acquiring more to become more, because
being seen as small feels like death.

This is not economics in the innocent sense.
It is insecurity pretending to be policy, the ego
turning into administration.

GDP looks objective, so it becomes the perfect
idol. It counts activity, not sanity. A flood raises
GDP through repairs, a war through weapons, a
forest when it is cut and sold, and air pollution
through the sale of air purifiers. Even exhaustion
passes as prosperity if enough people work long
enough hours. The number rises, and we call it
progress, without asking what kind of life is being
purchased or what is being destroyed to fund it.

At the core of the concept lies valuation: any-
thing that a people find materially valuable will

add to their GDP. But what if the people, i.e., the
individual, have not learnt what to value? What
if they value ornaments over knowledge, and
weapons over wisdom?

You ask whether a nation without material
strength will be conquered. The question sounds
reasonable, but it is usually asked with a trem-
bling hand, because fear is doing the thinking. Fear
recognises only crude strength and refuses to
acknowledge the deeper strength of a society that
is inwardly stable and educated, and therefore
harder to stampede. Fear then distorts the ques-
tion into the false either — or dilemma, as if
wisdom means starvation and subjugation.

When a society changes what it respects, the
economy changes what it produces, because
output is only the shadow of values. If status
comes from owning, life becomes a showroom,
politics becomes the management of craving, and
relationships become transactions. If status
comes from understanding and contribution,
people step out of the consumptive spell, not
through forced austerity but because they
stop trying to buy an identity.

Can our talent not flow differently? Must
our brightest spend their best years man-
ufacturing addictions and monetising atten-
tion? They could build schools, labs, public
systems, and art that refines perception. Business
would change character as well, for it merely
follows society’s definition of success.

This is why the fear of collapse is usually exag-
gerated. Economies do not die when values
elevate. They reorganise, sometimes painfully,
sometimes slowly, but always for the better.

So why does the GDP obsession remain so stub-
born, even when it is clearly burning the planet
and hollowing out the human being? Because it
is not mainly economic. It is psychological.

GDP obsession is ego hunger dressed in
spreadsheets, a craving for proof that can be dis-
played. A skyline, a portfolio, a surplus, a head-
line, a chart, something that looks clean and there-
fore feels holy. Wisdom, contentment, and inner
clarity cannot be flaunted at parties or parliaments
or global summits, nor can they be used to bull-
doze one’s desires or ideologies on the other. And
that is precisely why the ego calls them useless.

We see why GDP worship is so convenient for
power. It lets you point to graphs instead of graves,
to celebrate exports while ignoring extinctions,
to announce growth while the inner quality of
human life quietly decays. It keeps the gaze
outward, toward competitors and rankings and
trophies, and away from the one place where real
change begins: the self, the individual that is
forever trying to escape its own emptiness by
adding more. 

The ego knows itself as hollow, so it keeps
demanding external certification: tell me I
matter, tell me I am bigger than the other. The
individual does it through possessions and
applause, the country does it through rankings,
parades, and slogans about being the largest and
the fastest, the same hunger with a grander micro-
phone. That is why the story of Nachiketa still
burns. Death offers him everything that looks

impressive: kingdoms, gold, pleasures, long life,
and Nachiketa refuses because he sees the
expiry date. He asks for what does not perish, and
the story becomes a mirror: which currency do
you trust, the one that lasts till tomorrow, or the
one that survives the fall of all tomorrows?

Nations face the same choice.
This is not mushy fantasy. Yes, contemplation

does not automatically protect borders, and
refinement can degenerate into negligence if
clarity is missing. When inwardness becomes lazi-
ness, and vigilance is mocked as worldly, the
neighbour with fewer poems and more missiles
rampages in, and history has shown that enough
times.

This is not wisdom instead of strength. It is
wisdom directing strength: preparedness without
aggression, capability without obsession, defence
without vanity.

What would a nation rooted in wisdom look
like? Not primitive, not anti-technology, not
allergic to comfort, because infrastructure,

science, and medicine are not
sins. The change would be in
the guiding question, shifting
from “What’s the quantity of
goods we are producing?” to

“What’s the quality of human beings we are pro-
ducing?”.

In such a society, education is not only for
employment but for self-knowledge and freedom
from inner slavery. Art is not merely entertain-
ment; it is training in sensitivity, honesty, and
depth. Industries that profit from dissatisfaction
are called out, because much of advertising is not
communication but a manufacture of inner
lack. The cleanest economy is not merely the one
with transparent accounting. It is the one where
people do not consume their way out of inner
emptiness. When joy is found within, compulsive
extraction reduces-extraction of the Earth, of
others, and of one’s own body and mind. A nation
of such people does not withdraw from the world;
it trades, builds, collaborates, defends itself,
and innovates, yet is not enslaved by the need
for more. It does not treat the economy as a god
and the human being as fuel. It knows what to
value, because value arises from the valuer. When
the valuer has self-knowledge, she knows who
she is and therefore what she needs. What is truly
needed gains value; the rest stands devalued. That
is the economy we need.

The real question is not whether economies
can reorganise; they can and always have. The
question is whether we can see the ego’s terror
of a world where it cannot prove its worth through
ownership. Those numbers scrolling across the
screen reveal nothing; they only save you from
having to face yourself. Dissolve that fear, and a
different civilisation becomes possible, not
poorer, not weaker, simply no longer terrified of
its own depth.

The collective ego: GDP over wisdom
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On the night of December 6, 2025, Birch —
a trendy nightclub tucked near one of
Goa’s busiest beaches — was buzzing with
pulsating lights, music, and more than a
hundred partygoers revelling at a
“Bollywood Banger Night.” But at around
11:45 pm, the festive mood turned into pure
terror. A sudden blast-believed to have been
caused by indoor electrical firecrackers-trig-
gered a chain reaction. Within seconds,
flames shot across the club’s interior, ignit-
ing decorative materials and plunging the
venue into chaos. Panic seized the crowd as
thick smoke consumed the space. Patrons
rushed towards a single, narrow exit-quickly
turning it into a death trap. Flammable orna-
ments became towering torches. Those in
the basement reportedly suffocated as
smoke filled the air, while others were
crushed in the desperate stampede.

After nearly two painstaking hours, fire-
fighters finally managed to control the
blaze. By then, 25 people-including young
workers from various states and several
tourists-had lost their lives. Over 50 were
injured. Investigations soon confirmed the
worst: the nightclub lacked basic fire safety
clearances, had received demolition notices
earlier, and had no functional fire exits. The
tragedy was not a freak accident-it was a pre-
dictable catastrophe waiting to happen.

The Goa incident mirrors a long, troubling
history of deadly fires across India. In
recent years alone, a series of fatal incidents
has shaken the nation: in Hyderabad, 17
people died when a three-storey commer-
cial building caught fire. A month earlier, a
hotel blaze in north Kolkata killed 14 guests.
In 2024, an amusement arcade fire in
Gujarat claimed 24 lives-mostly children.

And these incidents echo older tragedies
that continue to haunt public memory: the
Uphaar Cinema fire (1997), the Kumbakonam
school blaze (2004), the AMRI Hospital cat-
astrophe (2011), and the Puttingal Temple
explosion (2016). Despite their varied set-
tings-schools, hospitals, cinemas, hotels,
nightclubs-the causes remain alarmingly
similar: illegal structures, overcrowding,
flammable interiors, blocked exits, and
blatant flouting of safety norms. India’s fire

Goa nightclub inferno exposes India’s fire safety crisis
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THE GOA TRAGEDY
MUST SERVE AS A
TURNING POINT. IF
INDIA EMBRACES

THE PRINCIPLES OF
RISK RECOGNITION,

STRONG
GOVERNANCE,

SAFETY
INVESTMENT, AND

PREPAREDNESS,
COUNTLESS LIVES

CAN BE SAVED

As the nation mourns those who lost their lives in the Birch nightclub blaze, the incident stands as a grim reminder that India’s fire safety apparatus is
dangerously out of sync with its rapid urban growth and booming entertainment culture
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India may have stumbled into one of its most consequential 
social experiments without fully intending to: paying 
women simply for being the invisible engine of the 
household economy. What began as scattered state-level 

schemes of unconditional cash transfers has, in just a few years, 
grown into a nationwide phenomenon touching 118 million 
women. The sums are small, the politics loud, and the 
implications profound. 

For decades, unpaid domestic and care work has propped up 
India’s economic life without ever entering its accounting 
systems. Women spend hours each day cooking, cleaning, 
caregiving and managing crises ~ labour that sustains families, 
frees up men for paid work, and substitutes for public services 
that are missing or inadequate.  

Yet this work has been treated as natural, expected, and 
essentially valueless. The quiet flow of 1,000 to 2,500 rupees a 
month into women’s bank accounts ~ for those who meet the 
basic eligibility filters ~ challenges that assumption in subtle 
but significant ways. 

The most striking lesson from the early evidence is not what 
these transfers do but what they don’t do. They do not deter 
women from seeking paid work, nor do they entrench domestic 
roles ~ fears often raised in feminist debates. Instead, they 
provide something Indian women have long been denied: 
predictable personal income and control over it.  

Whether spent on groceries, school fees, medicines or 
emergencies, the money represents agency. In many 
households, it reduces the friction of asking for cash. In others, 
it opens space for women to participate more strongly in 
decision-making. 

But to assume that a modest monthly deposit can correct 
deep structural inequities would be naïve. These schemes do 
not reduce the load of unpaid work, nor do they create 
opportunities for employment ~ the absence of which continues 
to push women out of the labour force. They do not, on their 
own, alter social norms that assign domestic responsibility 
almost entirely to women.  

And in many states, they have become an unmistakable tool 
of political mobilisation, especially in the run-up to elections. 
Cash deposits timed with polling schedules are not a 
coincidence; they are a strategy. 

Yet, dismissing the entire experiment as vote-buying would 
overlook the genuine shift taking place. Women who control 
their own money, even a little, report a sense of dignity. Some 
invest in micro-enterprises. Others manage crises without 
depending on husbands. A few, for the first time, question 
politicians directly. These are not trivial gains. 

The real test now lies in what India chooses to build around 
this foundation. If the payments continue in their current form - 
automatic once eligibility is established ~ while also being 
framed as recognising unpaid work and paired with financial 
literacy and employment pathways, they could catalyse 
long-overdue change in gender relations. If not, they risk 
settling into another layer of paternalistic populism. 

India’s cash-transfer moment is still in its early chapters. 
Whether it matures into empowerment or becomes entrenched 
as political patronage remains an open question. 

As the dust of politics settles down 
on statements made by a state-level 
senior leader on Raja Rammohun 
Roy - saying that Roy was a ‘British 

agent’ who started a vicious cycle of religious 
conversion ~ it is time to note where the 
leader had ‘slipped up’ before he tendered 
his apology. In today's age social reformers, 
freedom-fighters are routinely being insulted 
in public fora, their achievements derided, 
devalued and their legacies being marginalized 
or erased. 

When it comes to Raja Rammohun Roy, 
he occupies pride of place, a high social and 
cultural status. In ‘The Intellectual Roots of 
India’s Freedom Struggle’, written by 
Prithwindra Mukherjee, Rammohun Roy is 
the ‘pioneer’ in the genesis of nationalism 
in India.  

Highlighted in every history book is 
Rammohun Roy’s achievement to be the 
first to bring about a synthesis between 
religions of the East and West. This was 
made possible because of his vast knowledge 
of universal history. His deep reading of 
Sanskrit, Latin, Greek, Hebrew, Arabian and 
Persian texts gave him the ability to understand 
core principles while removing deadwood 
of the past. 

Mukherjee explained, “He restored traditional 
spiritual teaching of the Vedanta in the new 
universal faith that he founded. Irrefutable 
in his arguments, culling support from 
trustworthy Sanskrit texts, he gave back to 
Brahmanism its purest monotheistic vision.” 
In Brahmo Sabha, later Brahmo Samaj, he 
institutionalized his vision, his dream of a 
new world based on equality, liberty, justice, 
and brotherhood.  

There was a price to be paid too: he was 
mercilessly attacked when he denounced 
the social injustices perpetuated by Hindu 
orthodoxy, notably the practice of Sati, when 
widows at the time of their spouse’s cremation, 
immolated themselves. 

Coming back to modern-day accusations 
of Rammohun Roy being a ‘British agent’, 

there is need to know more about what the 
Raja’s mission was in Britain in 1831. This is 
where Prof Amar Farooqui’s recent ‘Governors 
of Empire’ opens up vistas of financial 
skullduggery, and bureaucratic delays by 
chief functionaries of East India Company. 

“Rammohun Roy's presence in London 
when the Privy Council took up the Dharma 
Sabha's appeal (against sati abolition) was 
a coincidence,” explained the Professor. 
“Rammohun Roy had travelled to England 
primarily to carry out a task assigned to 
him by the Mughal Emperor. He had been 
sent by Akbar Shah as his official envoy to 
George IV to apprise the British Monarch of 
the East India Company’s breach of faith 
in not adhering to the commitment it 
had made in 1765 to render to the imperial 
treasury the annual peshkash of 26 lakh 
rupees as the Emperor’s share of the 
revenues of Bengal, Bihar and Orissa,” 
Prof Farooqui pointed out.   

The time-line of this task spanned 
over sixty years; it was Warren Hastings 
who had discontinued the remittance in 
the 1770s. “When the Company took 
over the civil and military management 
of Delhi in 1803, it resumed partial 
payment of the peshkash amounting to 
Rs 11 lakh per annum. Shah Alam was 
assured that this was a provisional 
arrangement; the Company prevaricated, 
and by the late 1820s, had reneged on its 
commitment. Akbar Shah had pursued 
the matter vigorously since his accession,” 
noted the professor. 

It was Governor-General Amherst who 
was not inclined to recommend the 
increase in peshkash. His position was that 
the sum paid to the emperor was merely an 
allowance for his maintenance and had 
nothing to do with the Bengal peshkash. 
Sixty years after the grant of diwani, it was 
easy to pretend that there was no commitment 
on the part of the Company. 

What did the Mughal Emperor do now? 
His advisors, wrote the professor, persuaded 
him to send an emissary to London to 
acquaint the British monarch with the 
Company’s refusal to meet its obligations, 
enshrined in documents, towards the Emperor.  

As the primary overlord of the Company, 
the British monarch was expected to discipline 
officials. The name of Rammohun Roy, who 
at this time did not have the title of ‘Raja’, 
was put forth for the mission.  

The proposal was given concrete shape 
by a prominent court official Khwaja Farid 
who persuaded Rammohun Roy to undertake 
the responsibility. Rammohun’s family had 
been connected with the Mughal Court for 
at least two generations. While summoning 
Rammohun to Delhi in 1828, the Emperor 
made it a point to refer to the services 
rendered to Shah Alam by Rammohun's 
grandfather, Brajabinod. 

“Rammohun was formally designed elchi 
~ envoy, a Turco-Mongol word frequently 
used for a representative engaged in peace 
negotiations. As befitting his new status, 
the title of  ‘Raja’  was conferred on him. 

Henceforth he was known 
as Raja Rammohun Roy who 
arrived in England in April 
1831,” narrated Prof Farooqui. 
Despite the obvious hostility 
of Company officials, 
Rammohun was able to meet 
the king, George IV's successor 
William IV (1830-1837), and 
present the Akbar Shah 
epistle addressed to George 
IV. He was an invitee at the 
coronation ceremony of 
William IV held in September 
1831. The Company’s hostility 
and the refusal of its London 
headquarters to officially 
inform Rammohun of the 
outcome of the directors’ 
deliberations about the 
peshkash, left him in a state 
of despair. For over a year, 
he was unsure about where 

he stood with respect to the claim. 
Modern readers would be aware of such 

financial deceptions and delays in the 
corporate world. Such was the case with 
Rammohun Roy. Prof Farooqui pointed out: 
“With his knowledge of English legal 
terminology, Rammohun had given final 
shape to the letter which incorporated the 
Mughal Emperor’s understanding of his 
position ~ namely that he was a sovereign 
within his domain, although the Company 
had de facto authority. This basic premise 
was questioned neither by the British 
government nor by the directors. The 
acceptance of the letter, from one sovereign 
to another, itself amounted to a recognition 
of the Mughal Emperor’s status. In his letter 
Akbar Shah addressed the British monarch 

as ‘My Brother’, declaring at the outset that 
he was writing to him ‘with the language of 
fraternal equality’. Mindful of his sovereign 
status, he stated in the concluding paragraph: 
“I will not condescend to accept, and Your 
Majesty will disdain to confer as a favour 
that which is due as a right.” 

The mission did not yield much in monetary 
terms. In February 1833, the directors agreed 
to increase the peshkash from Rs 12 lakh to 
Rs 15 lakh per annum. Rammohun Roy was 
disappointed with the decision and did not 
recommend its acceptance. There were 
delays by the Company, and even as he was 
contemplating his future course of action, 
he died in September 1833 at Bristol, leaving 
the question of the peshkash unsettled. A 
tragic end to a pioneer’s life. But the story 
does not end here… 

With Rammohun Roy removed from the 
scene, there were no further negotiations 
with the directors about royal prerogatives 
and the figure of Rs 3 lakh was taken as 
final. In January 1834, Calcutta received 
instructions that the emperor be informed 
of the offer to enhance the peshkash to Rs 
15 lakhs annual on the condition that he 
would renounce all further claims. Left with 
no other option, the emperor reluctantly 
agreed to the settlement.  

However, there was one more hurdle: the 
Company, much to the Emperor's surprise, 
put conditions on how the additional sum 
could be utilized ~ something which Akbar 
Shah was unwilling to concede. His priority, 
the Professor pointed out, was to provide a 
regular allowance for the heirs of Raja 
Rammohun Roy out of the additional sum 
of Rs 3 lakhs. 

Four years had gone by, and in 1837, Roy’s 
close friend Dwarkanath Tagore stepped in 
to prepare a memorandum for Akbar Shah. 
It provided a list of beneficiaries among 
whom the enhanced amount would be 
distributed. Rammohun’s sons, Radhaprasad 
and Ramaprasad, together were to receive 
Rs 22,500 annually, and the rest would be 
distributed among royal family-members. 
Akbar Shah had made a solemn commitment 
to his envoy: he was firm that he could not 
forsake Rammohun Roy’s heirs. 

The East India Company declined to 
release the additional sum if a part of it was 
to go ‘to individuals not being members of 
the Royal Family and who have no claim on 
the bounty of the British Government’. 
Despite financial difficulties, Akbar Shah 
firmly stuck to his decision.  

In his reply to the Delhi resident’s 
communication of January 1837 on the 
subject, he declared, “Roy Radhaprasad and 
Roy Rumaprasad, (were) the sons of Rajah 
Rammohun Roy (who went to England as 
an Ambassador...and who departed this life 
while engaged in my service)... consequently 
I refuse to take the additional allowance 
(peshkash)”. 

In September 1837 Emperor Akbar Shah 
passed away; his son Bahadur Shah became 
Emperor and he too rejected the Company’s 
conditions. The issue was destined to  
remain unresolved till the end of the  
Mughal monarchy. One hundred and 
eighty-eight years after the Emperor’s passing, 
we wonder who was whose ‘agent’; and who 
wore the crown of dedication and loyalty to 
their subjects.  

Imagine receiving a message from a 
stranger that contains chillingly 
accurate details about your daily 
routine. Or finding your photo digitally 

manipulated into explicit content and 
published across platforms you use for 
work, creativity, study or activism. 

These are not hypothetical scenarios ~ 
they are a frightening reality for millions 
of women and girls navigating the digital 
world today. The digital space that once 
promised opportunity and connection is 
increasingly becoming an arena of 
harassment, intimidation and abuse. 

And every time a woman logs off in 
fear or a girl stops posting her opinions, 
we lose a voice, strength and contribution 
we cannot afford to silence. This is not 
just a gender issue. It is a democratic 
issue. Nepal’s digital transformation has 
been rapid. The 2021 census shows that 
most households now own mobile phones. 

A 2019 report from the Ministry of 
Communication and Information Technology 
showed mobile usage exceeds 100 percent, 
and internet penetration keeps 
rising. But this expansion has 
also led to an alarming spike 
in online abuse. 

According to the Nepal 
police, 19,730 cybercrime cases 
were registered in FY 2023-24, 
a staggering 119 percent increase 
in a single year. Behind each reported 
case is a woman or girl whose dignity, 
security or freedom was violated. And 
those numbers barely scratch the surface, 
as fewer than 30 percent of survivors 
facing severe digital abuse report it. 

Digital violence takes many forms. 
Sexual harassment and stalking remain 
the most reported, but women and girls 
also face image-based abuse, cyber-sexual 
violence, doxxing, cyberbullying, unwanted 

messages, hate speech, defamation, revenge 
porn and more. These tactics are not 
random; they are designed to shame, 

punish and silence. 
Journalists, activists, public servants, 

influencers and especially women 
politicians ~ all face disproportionately 
high levels of digital abuse. For Dalit 
women, women with disabilities and 
LGBTIQA+ individuals, the threats 
multiply. 

This year, the 16 Days of Activism 
against Gender-based Violence campaign 
focused on ending digital violence against 
all women and girls and for good reason. 
Nepal is heading towards elections. Online 
spaces already host misinformation, 
disinformation and coordinated harassment. 
When women in public life are attacked 
to the point they withdraw their voices, 
voters lose choices, and democracy loses 
diversity. To shift this trajectory, awareness 

alone is not enough. It must drive reform, 
investment and accountability. Addressing 
digital violence and ensuring women’s 
full, equal and safe participation in Nepal’s 
democratic life requires a whole-of-society 
response. 

The Government of Nepal, the European 
Union (EU) and the United Nations in 
Nepal (ILO, UNFPA, UNICEF and UN 
Women) are already working together 
through the joint programme Empowered 
Women, Prosperous Nepal (EWPN) 
designed to expand women’s agency, 
challenge harmful social norms, prevent 
gender-based violence and support 
survivors, and promote women’s economic 
and political participation. Building on 
its achievements, Nepal needs to further 
strengthen women’s digital security and 
broaden civic-tech opportunities to curb 
cybercrime and enhance women’s democratic 
participation.

Insightful 
Sir, I am writing in response to the 

insightful article by Mr. O. Prasada Rao 
published in your edition dated December 
9, concerning India’s struggle to secure Nobel 
Prizes in science.  

The author rightly highlights a paradox 
that has long perplexed the nation: while 
India has made stellar strides in applied 
fields like space exploration (ISRO) and 
pharmaceuticals, we have stagnated in 
fundamental research since C V Raman’s 
era. The article strikes a chord by identifying 
that the problem lies not in a lack of talent, 
but in a systemic preference for “safe,” 
incremental research over high-risk, high-reward 

inquiries. 
  The data cited ~ specifically that India’s 

R&D spending stands at a mere 0.64% of 
GDP ~ is a wake-up call. As Mr. Rao points 
out, genuine innovation cannot flourish 
when scientists are bogged down by rigid 
General Financial Rules (GFR), bureaucratic 
interference, and a career advancement 
system that rewards the quantity of papers 
over the quality of impact. 

 The suggestions to link tax incentives to 
measurable outcomes and to grant true 
autonomy to research institutions are timely. 
If we wish to see Indian scientists back on 
the Nobel stage, we must move beyond 
merely adapting foreign technology and 
start fostering an environment where 

intellectual freedom and fundamental research 
are prioritized over administrative compliance. 

Yours, etc., Vidyasagar Reddy Kethiri, 
New Delhi, 10 December. 

 

Legendary lawyer 
Sir, Niloprovo Majumder’s homage to the 

legendary lawyer H. M. Seervai in his article 
“In the foot steps of a Lion” published on 
11th December, 2025 in your esteemed 
newspaper is befitting the stature of Seervai 
in Indian legal arena as a principled 
constitutionalist lawyer of great reckon 
deserve high appreciation at this juncture 
and is expected to inspire the present and 
future lawyers. Truly, Seervai was the advocate 

of advocates having set the highest ethical 
standard of legal profession which unfortunately 
however is hardly followed by the advocates 
of the present time. 

Yours, etc., Bimal Kumar Chatterjee, 
Kolkata, 12 December.

The latest interest rate cut by the US Federal Reserve 
should have been a routine step in a predictable easing 
cycle. Instead, it has exposed the increasingly fragile 
state of America’s monetary policymaking. Beneath 

the technical language of quarter-point adjustments lies a 
deeper struggle: a central bank trying to navigate a slowing 
labour market, persistent inflation, and an unusually charged 
political backdrop ~ all while operating with incomplete data 
and widening internal divisions. 

At the heart of the problem is the Fed’s dual mandate. 
Normally, the goals of stable prices and low unemployment 
move in roughly the same direction. Today, they do not. 
Inflation is still running above target, even if not surging. 
Meanwhile, the job market is losing steam, with unemployment 
ticking up and business sentiment weakening.  

When the Fed cuts rates to support jobs, it risks worsening 
inflation; when it holds steady to restrain prices, it risks further 
labour-market deterioration. Policymakers cannot fully 
reconcile the tension, and the disagreements now spilling into 
public view reflect that. 

The latest vote showed three clear dissents, with one official 
arguing for a deeper cut and two preferring no cut at all. 
 Such visible divergence is unusual. It signals not just  
different readings of the data but fundamentally different 
assessments of risk.  

Some fear that failing to support the labour market now 
could tip the economy into a sharper slowdown. Others worry 
that easing too enthusiastically will entrench elevated inflation 
and diminish the Fed’s credibility. 

Making matters worse, the months-long government 
shutdown deprived the Fed of timely data, forcing it to make 
decisions in near-blind conditions. Even now, incoming 
numbers arrive in a distorted sequence, reducing confidence in 
short-term forecasts. When policymakers cannot trust the data, 
they become cautious ~ or, as in this case, fragmented. 

Hovering over this uncertainty is the political pressure 
radiating from the White House. The President has been vocal 
in demanding steeper cuts and is preparing to choose the next 
Fed chair.  

Several of the candidates being suggested have close ties to 
his economic agenda, raising legitimate concerns about 
whether the next leader of the central bank will command full 
independence. Markets can absorb higher or lower rates; what 
they cannot absorb is doubt about the institution’s autonomy. 

The current rate cut, then, is less important than what it 
reveals. The Fed is confronting a rare moment when its 
economic indicators, political environment and internal 
consensus are all misaligned. It is trying to buy time ~ time for 
data to stabilise, time for disagreements to settle, and time for a 
new leadership decision to be made without undermining 
credibility. 

Whether that time will be enough remains an open question. 
But one thing is clear: the path ahead for US monetary policy is 
no longer defined by trajectories or projections, but by 
uncertainty itself.

Housework  Valued 

Fed  in  Flux 

What did the Mughal Emperor 
do now? His advisors persuaded 
him to send an emissary to 
London to acquaint the British 
monarch with the Company's 
refusal to meet its obligations, 
enshrined in documents, 
towards the Emperor. As the 
primary overlord of the 
Company, the British monarch 
was expected to discipline 
officials. The name of 
Rammohun Roy, who at this 
time did not have the title of 
'Raja', was put forth for the 
mission. The proposal was given 
concrete shape by a prominent 
court official Khwaja Farid who 
persuaded Rammohun Roy to 
undertake the responsibility
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News Items

‘Safeguarding India’s interests vital’
Rajya Sabha member Harsh 

Vardhan Shringla was 
nominated to the Upper 
House of Parliament by 

the President of India, after a 
diplomatic career spanning over 
three decades. A 1984-batch Indian 
Foreign Service officer, he served 
as the country’s foreign secretary 
from 2020 to 2022 and as chief 
co ordinator  for  India’s  G20 
Presidency, following earlier roles 
as Ambassador to the United States, 
High Commissioner to Bangladesh, 
and Ambassador to Thailand.  

Educated at Mayo College, Ajmer, 
and St Stephen’s College, Delhi, 
Shringla combines strategic insight 
with a deep connection to his roots 
in Darjeeling, where he has supported 
livelihood programmes, UPSC 
coaching for local youth, and 
assistance during the COVID-19 
pandemic. He continues to contribute 
actively to policy discussions on 
India’s external relations. 

In an exclusive interview with 
NIKHIL VYAS of THE STATESMAN, 
the MP talks about Indian diplomacy, 
the Russia-Ukraine conflict, the 
G20 Summit hosted by India in 
2023, global trade, and North Bengal. 

 
Edited excerpts: 
 
Q: You have handled big-power 

relations as well as sensitive 
neighbourhood issues. What, 
in your view, is the biggest 
diplomatic challenge India 
faces today? 

A: If I have to put it in one line, 
the biggest diplomatic challenge 
for India today is to safeguard our 
interests in a world that is becoming 
more competitive and fractured, 
while keeping our neighbourhood 
peaceful and stable. We are living 
through sharp competition among 
major powers, and that competition 
is now playing out everywhere - in 
technology, supply chains, finance, 
even in narrative battles. India 
cannot afford to be pulled into 
someone else’s camp, nor can we 
be indifferent to issues that affect 
our security and growth. So the 
challenge is to maintain strategic 
autonomy while building strong 
partnerships where they serve 
India’s interests. 

At the same time, our immediate 
neighbourhood is not insulated from 
these global currents. Economic 
stress, political transitions, and 
external influence in South Asia can 
quickly create security or humanitarian 
spill overs for us. Keeping the 
neighbourhood oriented towards 
cooperation, connectivity, and mutual 
benefit - without letting rivalries or 
competition destabilize/ weaken it 
is a constant test of diplomacy.  

 
Q: During the Russia�Ukraine 

c o n f l i c t ,  yo u  ove r s aw  t h e 
repatriation of thousands of 
Indian students. What made 
t h a t  m i s s i o n  p a r t i c u l a r ly 
complex, and how did the team 
e n s u r e  s a f e t y  u n d e r  s u c h 
high-risk conditions? 

A: The evacuation was complex 
because the situation on the ground 
was changing by the hour. Hostilities 
escalated very quickly, key cities 
where our students were located 
came under shelling, and normal 
lines of movement simply collapsed. 
With Ukrainian airspace closed, the 
usual option of direct air evacuation 
was not available. We also had to 
deal with crowding at border points, 
disrupted communications, and the 
fact that young students were scattered 
across different locations, often in 
bunkers or shelters.  

Our approach was to create 
multiple safe exit routes rather 
than rely on one. Under Operation 
Ganga, we identified land corridors 
through neighbouring countries - 
Poland, Romania, Hungary and 
Slovakia, and where needed Moldova 
- and positioned teams there in 
advance. Russian-speaking and 
local-language officers were deployed 
at the border posts, while a 24×7 
control room in Delhi and in our 
missions coordinated live advisories 
and transport.  

Equally important was continuous 
diplomatic engagement - with the 
Ukrainian authorities, the Russian 
side, and governments of neighbouring 
countries - to ensure humanitarian 
corridors and safe passage when 
convoys moved. Every step was 
calibrated to one priority: no panic, 
no single-point failure, and maximum 
safety  for  our  students.  The 
Government kept families informed 

throughout. In the end, over 22,000 
Indians were brought home through 
around 90 flights and onward 
movements. 

 
Q: You coordinated the G20 

Summit hosted by India in 
2 02 3  -  o n e  o f  t h e  b i g ge s t 
diplomatic events in recent 
years. What key developments 
have resulted from the Summit, 
and how has the G20 contributed 
to the growth and development 
of North Bengal? 

A: The G20 in 2023 was not just 
a summit in Delhi. It was a year-long 
national effort, under the leadership 
and guidance of Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi, and its outcomes 
are already shaping India’s engagement 
with the world, as well as creating 
very concrete local benefits. 

At the national and global level, 
a few things stand out. First, at a 
time of deep global divisions, India 
achieved a full consensus on the 
New Delhi Leaders’ Declaration. 
That matters because it kept the 
G20 focused on growth, development, 
c l imate action and reform of 
multilateral institutions. Second, 
India placed the priorities of the 
Global South at the centre. The 
African Union’s inclusion as a 
permanent member was a historic 
step,  and a  c lear  s ignal  that 
development voices must have 
equal space at the table.  

Third, we created practical, 
forward-looking initiatives. The 
G20 gave strong political endorsement 
to Digital Public Infrastructure for 
inclusive growth, and launched 
platforms like the Global Biofuel 
Alliance and the India–Middle 
East–Europe Economic Corridor, 
all aimed at resilient supply chains 
and cleaner, faster connectivity.  

Talking about North Bengal 
specifically, the region hosted an 
important G20 meeting: Siliguri 
and Darjeeling hosted the second 
G20 Tourism Working Group meeting. 
Delegates from G20 countries and 
international organisations saw 
North Bengal’s potential first-hand.  

 
Q. What did that achieve? 
A. One, it put North Bengal on 

the global tourism and MICE map. 
When influential countries review 

a destination together, it creates 
and amplifies visibility. We framed 
this meeting precisely to position 
Siliguri–Darjeeling as a serious 
international tourism and conference 
destination.  

Two, it strengthened the push 
for better infrastructure and services. 
Tourism today depends on last-mile 
connectivity, clean towns, good 
digital access, and sustainable 
facilities. The G20 tourism roadmap 
endorsed by member countries 
aligns directly with what North 
Bengal needs to grow tourism 
without harming its ecology. Three, 
it opened livelihood opportunities. 
For a region where homestays, tea 
tourism,  adventure  c irc uits , 
monasteries, wildlife and cultural 
heritage can generate large numbers 
of local jobs, global attention 
translates into more footfall, longer 
stays and higher spending in the 
local economy. 

 
Q: As India strengthens its 

position in the global trade 
l a n d s c a p e ,  h ow  i s  I n d i a n 
diplomacy contributing to 
improving connectivity and 
fostering stronger cross-border 
collaborations for sustainable 
economic growth? 

A: Indian diplomacy is increasingly 
focused on something very practical: 
making it easier, cheaper and safer 
for goods, energy, people and data 
to move across borders. That is 
essential if India is to anchor global 
value chains and expand its trade 
footprint. So, on the one hand, we 
are shaping partnerships that come 
with real connectivity outcomes.  

The India–Middle East–Europe 
Economic Corridor announced 
during our G20 presidency is a 
good example. It combines ports, 
rail, logistics, clean-energy linkages 
and digital cables to shorten routes 
and reduce risk. In a fragmented 
world, resilient corridors matter as 
much as tariff reductions. 

At  the  same t ime,  our 
neighbourhood and extended region 
are central to this approach. Through 
Neighbourhood First and Act East, 
India is working on cross-border 
roads, rail links, waterways and 
port access that connect our growth 
with our neighbours’ growth. When 

you build shared infrastructure and 
facilitate trade and mobility, you 
create  stronger  e conomic 
interdependence. 

 
Q: How do you plan to utilise 

your diplomatic experience to 
strengthen India's role in global 
policy-making and enhance 
its competitiveness on the 
world stage? 

A: My entry into Parliament is, 
for me, a continuation of public 
service in a different form. The 
world today is shaped as much 
by decisions we take at home as 
by negotiations abroad. So I see 
value in bringing a practitioner’s 
p e rsp e ct ive  in to  Pa r l i am en t , 
especially on matters where India’s 
external engagement and domestic 
strength are closely linked. 

From my time in diplomacy, one 
lesson is very clear: global policy is 
being written in real time - on 
technology standards, AI and data 
governance, supply-chain resilience, 
climate action, and reform of 
multilateral bodies. India needs to 
shap e these r ules early,  with 
confidence, and in a way that 
protects our strategic autonomy 
while advancing development goals. 

 
Q: What key priorities do you 

a i m  t o  a d d r e s s  d u r i n g  t h e 
ongoing Winter session of 
Parliament? 

A: My focus will be on issues 
that relate to West Bengal and 
No r t h  E a s t  I n d i a ,  i n c l u d i n g 
developmental and environmental 
issues, challenges faced by the tea 
industry; among others. In addition, 
I propose to raise issues relating 
to use of technology, nuclear energy, 
international trade and commerce, 
foreign policy, defence, and strategic 
issues.

OCCASIONAL NOTE 
 

IT is hard not to despair of the Liberal Party 
in Bengal. Once again it has let down its friends. 
Having decided to make another effort for 
dyarchy, it either shrank from being present or 
was persuaded to be absent when the decisive 
moment arrived on Friday. No one stood up to 
move the all-important resolution which 
embodied the Party’s faith. The public are not 
so childish as to imagine that this was accidental. 
At the Town Hall much is done by quasi-private 
negotiations which men of robuster faith and 
courage would do in the sight of all. Whatever 
the pressure or the blandishments exerted on 
the Liberals to wean them from their awkward 
purpose, we have no reason to suppose that 
the Swarajists were involved; this is not their 
method of political activity. The President 
slurred over the item with the remark that the 
mover was not present, and passed on so easily 
that the House was scarcely aware of what 
had occurred. It cannot be pretended that the 
Council or the public has been treated with 
frankness. 

ASIATIC BILL 

UNION MINISTER 
AND INDIAN 
PROPOSAL  
CAPE TOWN, DEC, 10. 

REFERRING to the Asiatic question at a 
meeting of the local branch of the Nationalist 
Party, Mr. Malan, Minister of the Interior, said 
that the Indian Government had asked for a 
round table conference; but the Union Gov-ernment 
had decided that they could not agree to it, 
because a round table  conference would mean 
making a concession on the essential principles 
of the Bill, and the Government was not prepared 
to do that. 

However, they welcomed the Indian deputation 
which was coming to South Africa to investigate 
the question, and if the Bill was passed it would 
be referred to a select committee, and members 
of the Indian deputation would then have an 
opportunity of giving evidence before it. 

He regretted the fact that a deputation had left 
for India from South Africa because Indians knew 
nothing about South African conditions, and it 
was only likely to create bad feeling; and Indians 
would make use of the South African question 
towards getting their own self-government.— 
Reuter. 

 
 
 

INCREASING TRADE  
WITH GERMANY 

BETTER OUTLOOK 
FOR MACHINERY 
(BRITISH OFFICIAL WIRELESS.)  
LEAFIELD (OXFORD), DEC. 11. 

BRITISH exports for November amounted to 
£61,000,000, being a decrease of £7,000,000 
compared with the same month last year. 

Imports amounted to £114,500,000 showing 
a decrease of £4,000,000. 

For eleven months of the year exports amounted 
to £707,000,000, being a decrease of nearly 
£19,000,000 compared with the corresponding 
period of last year; while the imports amounted 
to £1,188,000,000 showing an increase of 
£40,000,000. 

A feature of the exports is the steady increase 
in trade with Germany, particularly in machinery 
and machinery parts. Germany’s demand for 
British cotton yarns and manufactures in 
November was 1,000,000 lb. in weight over 
November 1924, and over 52,000,000 lb. has 
been bought in our markets in eleven months of 
this year against 13,000,000 lb. from January to 
November last year. 

Woollen and worsted yarns and manufactures 
show an equally steady increase. 

Trade with Russia is growing very slowly 
indeed, and has tended to fall off in the later 
months of the year. 

ACROSS 
 

1    Young female 

writer before 

detox essentially 

wasted (8) 

5    Study follows 

boring old writer 

(6) 

10  Mad idiot picked 

up a jerk (7) 

11  Promise breaking 

taxman (7) 

12  Inventor lacking 

edge 

retrospectively (6) 

13  Leave coat beside 

Irish lake (8) 

15  Anorak wearer 

possibly teaches at 

Hogwarts (12) 

19  Global traveller 

detained by more 

insignificant 

society 

lawmongers (12) 

22  Worried ram tails 

one crying �wolf!� 

(8) 

24  Masses of text 

describing conflict 

(6) 

26  appropriate child 

(5,2) 

27  Date an Italian 

chef regularly (7) 

28  Communist spy�s 

early flight (3-3) 

29  Became less fooled 

when son replaced 

first daughter  

(8) 

DOWN 

 

1    Picked up plant 

expected to 

produce fungus  

(6) 

2    Legal 

representative�s 

brief coordination 

interrupted by 

senior investigator 

(6) 

3    Serve into, or tip 

out, fragrant 

mixture (9) 

4    Some vegan ice-

cream is quite 

pleasant (4) 

6    Drive off revolting 

social outcast  

(5) 

7    Offends 

underworld boss 

with emotional 

outbursts  

(8) 

8    Arctic 

underground line 

(8) 

9    Mathematical 

indicator of 

negative balance 

perhaps  

(5,4) 

14  I�m getting round 

America on board 

stock car  

(9) 

16  A news room 

broadcast for lady 

athletes  

(9) 

17  Southern dish for 

pepper  

(8) 

18  Changed course 

after Ascot 

extremely harshly 

criticised } 

(8) 

20  Place where men 

go when river 

floods home (6) 

21  Get high through 

exotic dances  

(6) 

23  Sexy smelling like a 

Tesla owner?  

(5) 

25  Attraction of up 

and coming 

protégée  

(4)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

9

10 11

12 13

14

15 16

17 18

19

20 21

22 23 24

25

26 27

28 29

D I S L O Y A L B A N T A M
R H N V T E U
A G O N I S E D S H E L L S
G V O N S L E T
O V E R N I G H T E A G L E
N L E A T R R

B E A R G R I M A C E
F S N C M D
O U T G R O W R O S E
R I O O E F A
S I G I L L I G H T N I N G
A M M F A R N R
K R A K E N A L L O C A T E
E T N I U L E
S H A F T S T A C T L E S S

NOTE: Figures in parentheses denote the number of letters  in the  words required.  (By arrangement with The Independent, London)

YESTERDAY'S SOLUTION

P E R S P E C T I V E
100 Years Ago

Front page of The Statesman  
dated 13 December 1925

SATURDAY INTERVIEW

Odisha raises stakes with a bold pharma thrust
CHARUDUTTA PANIGRAHI 
 

Odisha is preparing to host 
the Odisha Pharma Summit 
2025, a landmark event 
that could redefine the 

state’s industrial trajectory. Positioned 
as a gateway for pharmaceuticals 
and MedTech, the conclave is more 
than just a showcase - it is a statement 
of intent. With ambitious targets of 
2.5 lakh jobs, large-scale investments, 
and a roadmap to integrate Odisha 
into India’s pharmaceutical growth 
story, the state is stepping onto the 
national stage with confidence. 

India already contributes nearly 
20 per cent of global generic drug 
exports, with a domestic industry 
valued at over $50 billion. Odisha’s 
entry into this sector is both strategic 
and symbolic, aligning with the 
Prime Minister’s Purvodaya vision 
of industrial resurgence in eastern 
India. The question, however, is 
whether this summit will deliver 
tangible outcomes or risk becoming 
another high-profile event with 
limited impact. 

Odisha’s ambitions are not without 
pre ce dent .  O ther  states  have 
successfully leveraged regional 
strengths to attract investment: 

 Telangana transformed Hyderabad 
into India’s pharma capital by 
building dedicated pharma parks 
and ensuring regulatory ease. 

 Gujarat invested heavily in logistics 
and testing infrastructure, making 
Ahmedabad a trusted hub for 
generics. 

 Maharashtra positioned Pune as 
a biotech and MedTech cluster, 
supported by strong academic- 
industry linkages. 

 Tamil Nadu promoted Coimbatore 
as a textile and engineering hub, 
showing how regional branding 
can drive investor confidence. 
Odisha now seeks to emulate 

these successes by tailoring its 
investment narrative to the strengths 
of its own regions. 

Odisha’s regional investment 
story has several facets. 

 
 Coastal Odisha: With ports like 
Paradip and Dhamra, the coastal 
belt is primed for logistics, shipping, 
and export- oriented pharma 
manufacturing. Its proximity to 
global trade routes makes it ideal 
for  b ulk dr ug exp or ts  and 
cold-chain infrastructure. 

 S o u t h  O d i s h a :  Rich in 
biodiversity and tribal heritage, 
this region can be promoted for 

eco-friendly pharma research, 
herbal medicine, and agro-based 
MedTech industries. 

 North Odisha: Mineral-rich districts 
such as Keonjhar and Mayurbhanj 
offer opportunities for chemical 
intermediates and downstream 
manufacturing, complementing 
pharma supply chains. 

 Central Odisha: Bhubaneswar, 
already a knowledge capital, can 
anchor R&D, IT-enabled pharma 
ser vices,  and cl inical  tr ials, 
supported by institutions like 
AIIMS and IIT Bhubaneswar. 

 Western Odisha: With its agrarian 
base, this region is ripe for food 
processing, nutraceuticals, and 
renewable energy-linked pharma 
ventures, ensuring inclusive growth. 
By promoting each region’s unique 

strengths, Odisha can present 
investors  with a  mosaic  of 
opportunities, ensuring balanced 
development across the state. 

The government has promised 
2.5 lakh jobs. Assuming even only 
10 per cent materialize, that would 
mean 25,000 new jobs - a significant 
boost in a state where unemployment 
hovers around 7–8 per cent. Jobs 
would span manufacturing, quality 
control, clinical research, and logistics. 

Odisha’s Pharma Policy 2025 

outlines incentives for pharma 
parks, MedTech clusters, and R&D 
facilities. If even 10 per cent of 
promised investments are realized, 
Odisha could add nearly Rs 75,000 
crore in value over the next decade, 
raising its GDP growth rate by 2–3 
percentage points annually. 

But there are challenges ahead. 
These are: 

 Execution Gap: Past conclaves 
saw less than 30 per cent realization 
of MoUs. Strict monitoring will 
be essential. 

 Infrastructure Readiness: Cold 
chains, testing labs, and regulatory 
clearances must be prioritized to 
match Gujarat or Telangana. 

 Skill Deficit: Universities and 
training institutes must rapidly 
adapt curricula to meet pharma- 
specific demands. 

Global Competition: Odisha must 
offer cost advantages and policy 
stability to compete with Hyderabad, 
Pune, and Ahmedabad. 

The state  government and 
specifically the Industries Department 
and IPICOL deserve recognition 
for orchestrating this ambitious 
summit. Their efforts to align policy, 
infrastructure, and investor outreach 
have laid the groundwork for Odisha’s 
emergence as a pharma hub. 

The Odisha Pharma Summit 2025 
embodies the Purvodaya vision - 
industrial resurgence in eastern 
India. If Odisha succeeds, it will 
reduce regional imbalance, strengthen 
India’s healthcare exports, and 
prove that eastern states can drive 
national growth. 

But success will  depend on 
execution. Odisha must move beyond 
announcements to real factories, 
real jobs, and real GDP growth. As 
mentioned above, if even 10 per 
cent of promises are realized, the 
impact will be transformative. If 
no t ,  the  summit  r isks  b eing 
remembered as another expensive 
spectacle. 

Organizing such a mega-conclave 
will cost the state hundreds of 
crores. Without measurable outcomes, 
this risks being seen as a wasteful 
exercise. Citizens will rightly question 
whether public money is being 
used effectively. 

Odisha stands at a crossroads. 
The choice is between becoming a 
pharma powerhouse or letting 
opportunity slip away. The people 
of  Odisha deserve more than 
promises—they deserve delivery. 

 
(The writer is a public policy specialist and a 
technocrat. He may be contacted at 
charudutta403@gmail.com)
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Mahindra launches COMPAX mini 
compactor at EXCON 2025:  

Bengaluru: Mahindra’s Construction 
Equipment business unveiled its new 
COMPAX mini compactor at EXCON 
Bengaluru and showcased its upgraded 
CEV-V machine range. Dr. Venkat Srinivas 
said the new model continues Mahindra’s 

focus on efficiency, durability and higher customer profitability. 

STATESMAN NEWS SERVICE  
New Delhi, 12 December 

 
The crisis-ridden IndiGo 
received a tax penalty notice 
of Rs 58.75 crore on 11 
December  from the Additional 
Commissioner of CGST, Delhi 
South Commissionerate, for 
the financial year 2020-21, 
the company announced on 
Friday. 

In a filing to the BSE, IndiGo 
termed the tax order erroneous. 
It asserted that it has a strong 
case on merits, supported 
by external tax advisors.  

The carrier emphasised 
that the development is not 
expected to materially impact 
its financial position, day-to-day 
operations, or broader business 
activities. Earlier today, the 
Directorate General of Civil 
Aviation (DGCA) has 
suspended four Flight 
Operations Inspectors (FOI), 
who are responsible for 
overseeing airline safety, pilot 
training & operational 
compliance. The four-member 
panel comprises Joint Director 
General Sanjay Brahamane, 
Deputy Director General Amit 
Gupta, senior Flight Operations 
Inspector Kapil Manglik, and 
FOI Lokesh Rampal, with a 
mandate to identify the root 
causes of widespread 
operational disruptions at 
the leading domestic carrier. 

Further, IndiGo CEO Pieter 
Elbers has been summoned 
to appear before a DGCA 
Committee of Officers on 12 
December as the regulator 
examines the root causes of 
the disruptions. 

BRIEFLY

Labour-intensive sectors crucial for sustaining 8 pc growth: NCAER
STATESMAN NEWS SERVICE  
New Delhi, 12 December 

 
The increase in 
employment is primarily 
due to the rise in 
self-employment, while the 
transition to a skilled 
labour force has been slow, 
said a report by NCAER on 
Friday. 

Strengthening 
employment opportunities 
in labour-intensive 
manufacturing and services 
sectors could help sustain 
GDP growth at around 8 
per cent, consistent with 
the vision of Viksit Bharat, 
it said. The study titled 
“India’s Employment 
Prospects: Pathways to 
Jobs”, was released by the 
Vice Chairman of the 
National Council of Applied 
Economic Research, 
Manish Sabharwal, and 
authored by Professor 
Farzana Afridi and her 
team of researchers at the 
National Council of Applied 
Economic Research 
(NCAER). 

It further underlined the 
role of skilling and small 
enterprises as key drivers of 
job creation in the country.  

Further, it highlights the 
need to overcome 
bottlenecks in increasing 
both the quality and 
quantity of workforce 
participation and labour 
productivity. 

Speaking on the report, 
Sabharwal said, “India is on 
track to become the world’s 
3rd largest economy, and 
while its per capita GDP 
currently ranks 128th, this 
highlights valuable 
opportunities to prioritise 
employment and inclusive 
growth.” 

“India’s self-employment 
dominance is due to 
economic necessity rather 
than entrepreneurial 
dynamism. Just like small 
farmers, most of the small 
enterprises function at the 
subsistence level. India 
must confront the reality 
that its employment future 
is tied to the productivity of 
its smallest enterprises,” 

said Prof Afridi.  
The main challenge is 

that the unincorporated 
household enterprises 
operate with low levels of 
capital, productivity and 
technology adoption. 

“Enterprises using digital 
technologies hire 78 per 
cent more workers as 
compared to those not 
using tech. Even 1 per cent 
increase in access to credit 
increases the expected 
number of hired workers by 
45 per cent,” said the lead 
author. The report finds a 
strong link between 
technology, access to credit, 
and job creation.  

Enterprises using digital 

technologies employ 78 per 
cent more workers than 
those that do not, while 
even a 1 per cent increase in 
access to credit can raise 
the expected number of 
hired workers by 45 per 
cent. On the supply side, 
the study stresses the 
importance of upskilling 
the workforce, particularly 
in the context of emerging 
technologies and artificial 
intelligence.  

It notes that while 
medium-skilled jobs 
dominate employment 
growth, especially in 
services, manufacturing 
remains largely low-skill 
intensive.  

The report estimates that 
increasing the share of 
skilled workers by 12 
percentage points through 
formal skilling initiatives 
could raise employment in 
labour-intensive sectors by 
over 13 per cent by 2030. 

Under a moderate growth 
scenario, simulations 
suggest that a 9 percentage 
point increase in the 

formally skilled workforce 
could generate about 9.3 
million jobs by 2030. 

Discussing the findings, 
Dr G C Manna, Senior 
Advisor at NCAER, said the 
report identifies key sectors 
with strong potential for 
employment growth.  

Professor Aditya 
Bhattacharjea, Visiting 
Professor at the Institute for 
Studies in Industrial 
Development, noted that 
the study places India in an 
international context and 
highlights opportunities for 
better alignment with 
global benchmarks. 

The report also estimates 
strong multiplier effects 
from inter-sectoral 
linkages.  Moderate growth 
in gross output of 
labour-intensive 
sub-sectors could result in a 
53 per cent increase in jobs 
in textiles, garments, and 
related manufacturing 
industries, and a 79 per 
cent rise in employment in 
trade, hotels, and allied 
services by 2030.

Markets rise for second 
straight session on global cues
STATESMAN NEWS SERVICE  
New Delhi, 12 December 

 

The stock market on 
Friday ended higher 
for the second 
consecutive session 

tracking positive global cues. 
At close, the Sensex rose 

450 points, or 0.53 per cent, 
to 85,267.66 while the Nifty 
50 gained 148 points, or 0.57 
per cent, to 26,046.95. The 
BSE Midcap and Smallcap 
indices rose 1.14 per cent and 
0.65 per cent, respectively. 

The overall market 
capitalisation of BSE-listed 
firms rose to over Rs 470 lakh 
crore from Rs 466.6 lakh crore 
in the previous session. 

On Nifty, shares of Tata 
Steel up by 3.38 per cent, 
Hindalco Industries up by 
3.26 per cent, and Eternal up 
by 2.37 per cent ended as the 
top gainers. While on the other 
hand, Hindustan Unilever 
(1.80 per cent), Max Healthcare 
Institute (0.73 per cent), and 

Sun Pharma (0.72 per cent) 
ended as the top losers in the 
index. 

Among the sectors, Nifty 
Metal jumped 2.63 per cent, 
ending as the top gainer among 
sectoral indices while Nifty 
Realty, Consumer Durables, 
Oil and Gas rose more than a 
per cent each. Nifty Bank rose 
by 0.30 per cent to end at 

59,389.95. Out of 4,356 stocks 
traded on the BSE, 2,593 
advanced, while 1,593 declined. 
Some 170 stocks remained 
unchanged. Around 95 stocks 
hit their 52-week highs while 
96 stocks that hit their lower 
circuits. Those on the highs 
were Vedanta, Cummins India, 
Federal Bank, and Samvardhana 
Motherson International while 

on lows were ACC, BASF India, 
NCC, Ramkrishna Forgings, 
and Sheela Foam. 

Metal stocks closed higher 
led by Hindustan Zinc gaining 
7.5 per cent to Rs 561 apiece, 
followed by Hindustan Copper, 
National Aluminium Company, 
GMDC, Sarda Energy & Minerals, 
NMDC, Hindalco Industries, 
Tata Steel, and Adani Power, 
all of which rallied between 3 
per cent and 7 per cent. 

Banking stocks also delivered 
healthy returns. PNB Housing 
Finance, City Union Bank, 
Sammaan Capital, Bandhan 
Bank, and Muthoot Finance 
rallying between 3 per cent 
and 4 per cent. 

The rupee weakened to 
90.56 against the US dollar, 
slipping past its previous 
all-time low of 90.4675 hit on 
December 11. The currency 
was last at 90.4650, down 0.1 
per cent on the day. 

On the global scale, Japan's 
Nikkei share climbed notching 
a third straight weekly advance.

Forex reserves up $1.03 bn to 
$687.26 bn; gold reserves rise
AGENCIES  
New Delhi, 12 December 

 
India’s foreign exchange 
reserves went up by nearly 
$1.03 billion to $687.26 billion 
for the week ending on 
December 5, the Reserve 
Bank of India (RBI) said on 
Friday.  

Gold reserves increased 
by $1.188 billion to $106.984 
billion during the week, the 
Central Bank said. The Special 
Drawing Rights (SDRs) were 
up by $93 million to $18.721 
billion. 

The Reserve Bank of India 
(RBI) routinely monitors 
developments in the foreign 
exchange market and 
undertakes interventions 
when necessary to preserve 
orderly trading conditions. 

India witnessed an 
unprecedented surge in foreign 
direct investment (FDI) 
commitments this year. 

Total FDI inflow reported 
during the first half of FY 
2025-26 ($50.36 billion) 
increased by 16 per cent 
compared to year-ago period 

($43.37 billion) -- highest 
ever for first half of a financial 
year, the Parliament was 
informed earlier this month. 
Gross FDI inflows have 
increased from over $34 billion 
in 2012-13 to over $80 billion 
in 2024-25, said Minister of 
State for Commerce and 
Industry, Jitin Prasada, in 
Lok Sabha. As per official 
data, India recorded a strong 
rebound in FDI in the second 
quarter of the current financial 
year, with total inflows rising 
over 18 per cent year-on-year 
to $35.18 bil l ion during 
April-September 2025. 

“The recent trend in net 
FDI inflows is associated 
with increased repatriation/ 
disinvestment and rising 
Overseas Direct Investment 
(ODI) outflows. The ODI 
outflow on account of liberalised 
ODI rules notified in 2022 is 
helping Indian entities to 
enhance their  business 
footprints abroad enabling 
them to compete in the global 
market, adding to the strength 
of Indian economy in long 
run,” informed Prasada.

Geopolitical uncertainty a major 
strategic risk for India Inc: Report
UNITED NEWS OF INDIA  
New Delhi, 12 December 
 
Geopolitical uncertainty has 
emerged as India Inc’s most 
severe strategic risk, with 
nearly half of business 
leaders ranking it above any 
potential risks, said ‘The 
Global Risk Atlas-New 
Realities’ released by MGC 
Global Advisory on Friday 
here. 

‘India Inc’ is a popular 
media term for India’s formal 
corporate and government 
business sector, representing 
the nation's  organised 

economy. 
Launching the Atlas, Monish 

Gaurav Chatrath, Managing 
partner of MGC Global Risk 
Advisory and APAC Board 
Member, Allinial Global, 
said, “ We are at a decisive 
inflect ion p oint  where 
geopolitical shifts, technological 
disruptions and macro- 
economic realignments are 
converging into a new risk 
architecture.  

The Global Risk Atlas 
captures not only this structural 
change, but also how Indian 
business leaders are 
responding to it. It reflects 

a transformative shift from 
reacting to crises toward 
institutionalising resilience.” 
Geopolitics stands out as 
the most concentrated future 
risk. Exposure is highest for 
MNCs, manufacturers and 
B2B enterprises reliant on 
cross-border capital, energy 
and supply chains. Domestic 
firms experience transmission 
through currency, commodity 
and demand channels, 
reinforcing the systemic 
nature of geopolitical shocks. 
The Atlas further highlights 
material  shifts  in r isk 
governance. 

Cabinet clears CoalSETU policy to 
allow flexible, long-term coal linkages

STATESMAN NEWS SERVICE  
New Delhi, 12 December 

 
The Union Cabinet Committee 
on Economic Affairs, chaired 
by Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi, approved a new policy 
titled Policy for Auction of 
Coal Linkage for Seamless, 
Efficient & Transparent 
Utilisation (CoalSETU). 

Under the policy, a new 
CoalSETU window will be 
created within the existing 
Non-Regulated Sector (NRS) 
Coal Linkage Auction Policy, 
2016, allowing coal linkages 
to be allocated through auctions 
on a long-term basis for any 
industrial use and export, 
without end-use restrictions.  

However, coking coal will 
not be offered under this 
window, the Cabinet Committee 
on Economic Affairs (CCEA) 
said in a statement. 

The move is aimed at 
improving ease of doing 
business, ensuring faster and 
more flexible utilisation of 
domestic coal reserves, and 
reducing India’s dependence 
on imported coal to meet its 

energy requirements.  
The policy aligns with the 

Government’s broader coal 
sector reforms, including the 
opening of commercial coal 
mining without end-use 
restrictions. 

At present, coal linkages 
under the NRS policy are 
auctioned for specified end-user 
sectors such as cement, steel 
(coking), sponge iron, aluminium, 
and other industries, excluding 
fertiliser (urea), along with 
their captive power plants.  

These allocations are tied 
to specific end uses. The newly 
approved CoalSETU window 
removes such restrictions, 
allowing any domestic coal 
consumer to participate in 
the auction process. Traders, 

however, will not be permitted 
to take part. 

The existing system of coal 
linkage auctions for specified 
end-user sectors under the 
NRS policy will continue 
alongside the new window. 
Eligible end-user industries 
under the current policy will 
also be allowed to participate 
in CoalSETU auctions. 

Coal allocated under the 
CoalSETU window may be 
used for own consumption, 
coal washing, or export, but 
resale within the country will 
not be permitted.  

Linkage holders will be 
allowed to export up to 50% 
of their allocated coal and 
may flexibly utilise the coal 
across their group companies.

Auto sector posts record Nov: SIAM
STATESMAN NEWS SERVICE  
New Delhi, 12 December 

 
The automobile industry 
recorded its strongest-ever 
November performance across 
passenger vehicles, 
two -wheelers and 
three-wheelers, as per the 
data released by the Society 
of Indian Automobile 
Manufacturers (SIAM). 

The performance comes 
on the backs of sustained 
festive demand and the 
government’s ongoing GST 
2.0 reforms, it said. 

As per the data, the Passenger 
vehicle (PV) dispatches rose 
18.7 per cent to 4,12,405 units, 
marking the highest-ever 
November sales for the segment.  

Three-wheeler sales grew 
21.3 per cent year-on-year to 
71,999 units, while two-wheeler 
sales surged 21.2 per cent to 

19,44,475 units, also achieving 
a record for the month.  

Further, the three-wheeler 
segment delivered strong 
growth in November 2025, 
driven largely by passenger 
carriers, which rose 24.6 per 
cent to 59,446 units.  

Goods carriers also posted 
a healthy growth of 10.9 per 
cent, reaching 10,874 units. 
While e-rickshaw sales fell 
sharply by 25.6 per cent to 
1,136 units, e-cart sales surged 
87.9 per cent to 543 units. 

An upward trajectory was 
seen in the two-wheeler 
segment as well. It marked 
its best- ever November 
performance with the scooter 
sales grew a robust 29.4 per 
cent to 7,35,753 units.  

Motorcycle sales also 
increased by 17.5 per cent to 
11,63,751 units.  Overall, the 
two-wheeler industry recorded 

19,44,475 units in November, 
setting a new benchmark for 
the month. 

Speaking on the data, Rajesh 
Menon, Director General, 
SIAM, said “Following the 
festive demand and support 
from the Government’s 
progressive GST 2.0 reforms, 
the Indian Auto Industry 
continued with the sales 
momentum in November 
2025. Industry is optimistic 
that the continued supportive 
policy reforms and improved 
market sentiments would 
continue this growth trajectory 
well into 2026.”

IndiGo 
receives tax 
penalty notice 
of `58.75 crore

Retail inflation for November inches up to 0.71 pc
STATESMAN NEWS SERVICE  
New Delhi, 12 December 

 
The year-on-year Consumer 
Price Index (CPI) inflation for 
November 2025 was registered 
at 0.71 per cent, a spike of 46 
basis points. 

Food inflation was recorded 
at (-)3.91 per cent with the 
corresponding inflation rates 
for rural and urban at 4.05 per 
cent and (-)3.60 per cent, 
respectively. The increase in 
headline inflation and food 
inflation during the month of 
November 2025 is mainly 
attributed to increase in inflation 
of Vegetables, Egg, Meat and 
fish, Spices and Fuel and light. 

According to data released 

by the National Statistics Office 
(NSO), Fuel and light inflation 
for November was 2.32 pee 
cent against 1.98 per cent in 

October 2025. Speaking on the 
inflation data, Ranjeet Mehta, 
CEO & Secretary General, 
PHDCCI said: “Over the next 

two quarters, we anticipate 
that India’s inflation will stay 
within a manageable range on 
the back of benign food prices, 
GST rates rationalisation, 
reasonable energy prices, and 
Reserve Bank of India’s strategic 
monetary management.” 

Housing inflation stood at 
2.95 per cent, marking a decline 
from 2.96 per cent in October 
2025. The education inflation 
eased slightly to 3.38 per cent 
from 3.54 per cent in October.  

Health inflation moderated 
to 3.60 per cent in November 
from 3.81 per cent in October. 
Transport and communication 
inflation softened to 0.88 per 
cent in November from 0.94 
per cent in October.

Tata Power receives letter of intent to acquire 
Jejuri-Hinjewadi power transmission project

STATESMAN NEWS SERVICE  
Mumbai, 12 December 

 
Tata Power has officially 
announced through an 
exchange filing that it has 
received a Letter of Intent 
(LoI) from REC Power 
Development and Consultancy 
Ltd for the acquisition of Jejuri 
Hinjewadi Power Transmission 
Ltd.   

Tata Power stated that Jejuri 
Hinjewadi Power Transmission 

Limited, which is a special 
purpose vehicle (SPV) company, 
will  be developed on a 
Build-Own-Operate-Transfer 
basis to provide transmission 
services for a period of 35 
years. 

The annual transmission 
charge for the project is set at 
Rs 155.78 crore. The company 
added that the project is 
scheduled to be operational 
within 24 months of the SPV 
transfer date. 

The company stated that 
the Jejuri project involves the 
construction of approximately 
115 km of 400 kV double-circuit 
line between Jejuri and 
Hinjewadi, as well as the 
extension of 400 kV GIS line 
bays at substations in both 
locations. 

The development comes 
after Tata Power recently 
commissioned its 400 kV 
K o t e s h w a r – R i s h i k e s h 
transmission line, which is a 
critical link to enable transmission 
of 1,000 MW of hydropower 
from the Tehri–Koteshwar 
generation complex in 
Uttarakhand to Northern 
Indian states and union 
territories. 

The Jejuri project will channel 
clean, renewable energy not 
only to Uttarakhand but also 
to Haryana, Punjab, Uttar 
Pradesh, Jammu & Kashmir, 
Himachal Pradesh, Chandigarh, 
Rajasthan as well as Delhi, 
significantly strengthening 
regional energy security and 
grid reliability.

THE ANNUAL TRANSMISSION CHARGE FOR THE JEJURI- 
HINJEWADI POWER PROJECT IS SET AT RS 155.78 CRORE.
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T
he Donald Trump playbook of threats of trade wars and tariff tantrums
may not have worked too badly for him at home as the narrowing of the
US trade deficit in September to its lowest point since the Covid year of
2020 means a part of his economic attack on nations like China and

India and his sweeping tariffs against global friends and foes may be working.
A positive reading of his latest telephonic talk with Prime Minister Narendra

Modi may even be justified if there has ever been any correlation between
what the US president says and how he acts. His record does not, however, sup-
port any facile assumptions to be made about the phone call that India may
have initiated.

The trade talks are on but moving at snail’s pace in a world of superfast com-
munications and there is only the word of his envoys to talks in India that
things are going swimmingly, and the New Year might even see a deal being
inked. Until then, Indian exports to the US will be in limbo even as new threats
are emerging with Indian rice and basmati not quite being the flavour of the
month at the White House.

What the “warm” Trump-Modi conversation can be taken to mean is that
India’s strategic autonomy is seen to be working as India’s balancing act with

Chinese and Russian leaders, especially during
Vladimir Putin’s recent visit to India, may have
been noted with interest in Washington. However,
there is no sign of any concession being offered to
India from the tariffs imposed even as Mr Trump
and Mr Modi speak of enhancing cooperation in
energy, security, defence and critical technologies.

In the meanwhile, Mr Trump has annoyed
Europe with a new American strategy document
that has set alarm bells ringing. The secretary-
general of Nato, Mark Rutte, has gone so far as to
say that Europe must prepare for war against
Russia. It is causing not just heartburn in Europe
that Mr Trump has been preparing to throw
Volodymyr Zelenskyy under the bus by coercing

him to sign off on the eastern Donbas, swapping territory for nothing as no
security guarantees have been spelt out.

Outlandish ideas like creating a free economic zone in the war zone on
Ukraine territory that is being held by Russia are not helping the cause of
peace either even as Mr Putin is threatening to take the Donbas by force,
regardless of how long it takes him and despite heavy troop losses. Mr Trump’s
28-point peace plan has been whittled down to a 19-point plan that is backed by
the rest of Europe, but Mr Putin may not be as interested in it.

However good the intentions to make peace in Europe work for the world, the
Trump fixation with playing the broker between Ukraine and Russia, mostly
on terms favourable to Russia, is becoming troublesome. Failure in Ukraine
could be construed as Mr Trump’s biggest defeat and Europe fears that, in such
an eventuality, he could well lead the US into isolationism with Latin America
his sole focus outside of home.

A bad peace deal could spell disaster for Ukraine and Europe even if it does-
n’t straightaway lead to Russia coming back into the global economy. But India
will be a major gainer if peace does prevail as that would mean free access to
Russian energy sources again without punitive tariffs and sanctions. India and
China’s influence on Mr Putin to make peace possible may have been exagger-
ated as evidenced in the Russian president’s impassive responses to friendly
nudges from Xi Jinping and Mr Modi. Even so, peace in Ukraine would be a
win-win for most if not for the country that has suffered an invasion since
February 2022.
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Trump-Modi call: Will deal
on Ukraine benefit India?

What the ‘warm’
Trump-Modi chat can

be taken to mean is
that India’s strategic
autonomy is seen to

be working as its 
balancing act with

Chinese and Russian
leaders was noted

with interest in
Washington

N
ever ever in
the history of
travel and avi-
ation has the
Indian airline

passenger vented as vocif-
erously or openly dis-
played the level of frustra-
tion, murderous rage and
retaliation, as on Decem-
ber 3, when a pampered,
privileged and monopo-
listic airline perversely
took advantage of the situ-
ation to hold millions of
fliers to ransom. It’s a
wonder there wasn’t
blood on the floor at air-
ports across India as hor-
rified citizens witnessed
the torment and helpless-
ness of customers who
had zero options but to
lump it, while flight after
flight got cancelled, with-
out any convincing expla-
nations. It was an un-
planned mutiny. Anar-
chy. Without an identifi-
able “monarch” to spew
one’s seething anger on.
Where were the top boss-
es during this unprece-
dented chaos? Why were
they absent from their
posts? How cowardly to
let juniors face the brunt
of passenger wrath, stom-
ach curses, insults, abuse,
while the top dogs rema-
ined shielded and silent
during the most turbulent
period of the breakdown.

We still don’t know
enough. Someone up
there is blatantly lying.
But who? It is not possible
that the so-called rejig of
time tables and schedules
came out of the blue. Or
that the top management
was unaware of the terri-
ble repercussions the
chaos would create. Did
anybody at that level apol-
ogise or show that they
cared? Nope. This is
called despicable corpo-
rate arrogance and high
handedness of the shabbi-
est kind. While so many
fellow citizens suffered on
account of cancelled
flights, the mighty execu-
tives at IndiGo chose to
hide behind flimsy expla-
nations and pass the

buck. Shameful, As sto-
ries of passengers faced
with the worst travel tra-
umas surfaced, airports
were turned into ugly bat-
tlegrounds with hysteri-
cal passengers  facing
bizarre dilemmas, like
the couple who missed
their own wedding recep-
tion and attended virtual-
ly (there’s a movie script
in their insane experi-
ence), to victims forced to
skip key job interviews,
legal cases, medical emer-
gencies and more.

IndiGo’s shameful atti-
tude was defined by cal-
lousness, indifference and
complacency. Who can
condone the absence of
basics like drinking
water and snacks to pas-
sengers stuck — rather —
trapped — for hours at
airports across the coun-
try? What explanation
does the IndiGo board
have for this and count-
less other lapses?

Inexcusable! It is really
the highest level of
resilience and tolerance
shown by citizens that
prevented a far bigger dis-
aster on the ground, given
how unconscionably pas-
sengers were treated. Far
more damage could have
occurred — not that dest-
ruction of public property
would get passengers a
boarding card. One felt
sorry for the physical as-
saults on hapless IndiGo
staffers, who had to stoi-
cally bear the brunt of
passenger rage. The thing
is, now that the crisis is
behind us… what do we
know that can possibly
justify the mayhem?
Those of us who were
caught in the turbulence
could do nothing but
scramble for crazily
priced seats on other air-
lines. There again — isn’t
it cold blooded, extortion-
ist, and horribly hard
hearted for major IndiGo
competitors to automati-
cally hike fares, often dou-
bling and trebling the cost
— imagine paying a lakh
and more to travel from

Mumbai to Delhi? Should
there not be a more
humane approach to a cri-
sis of this kind? Is every-
thing about making a
quick buck at the expense
of decency? How oppor-
tunistic and ugly all this
makes us look as a people.

But for every ugly out-
burst, there was a feel-
good story as well.

Take, for example, two
feisty ladies who almost
single-handedly run
Literature Festivals in
their respective cities —
Dr Manjiri Prabhu and
her Pune International
Lit Fest, Shinie Abraham
and the Bengaluru Lit
Fest. Both lit fests over-
lapped over the same dis-
astrous IndiGo weekend.
Which meant last-minute
cancellations, stranded
authors, non-arrival of
books — any organiser’s
worst nightmare.

But, with their inimit-
able never say die spirit,
the two ladies soldiered
on, rejigged schedules,
called in friends to help
conduct sessions, assured
attendees that the show
would go on! It brought
out the best in them, as
also in some of the writers
who sportingly took alter-
native flights, waiting for
hours at distant airports,
but turning up to make
their announced sessions.
It took me eight hours to
get from Pune to the Ben-
galuru venue — the city’s
old Central Jail. No
escape!

The IndiGo conundrum
continues to baffle with
conspiracy theories
galore. Forget the theo-
ries, boss… Just answer
one simple question —
Yeh Rahul Bhatia kaisa
aadmi hai? The managing
director of the rogue air-
line was gayab during the
crisis! Like… MIA! The
founder promoter with a
jumbo-sized ego was

invisible while the nation
was shaken. It was worse
than the “paan ki
dukaan” taunt of the co-
promoter. In this sce-
nario, there was no paan
(not even bottled water)
and the dukaan had rude-
ly pulled the shutters
down. This was flagrant,
blatant, and, dare I say it,
criminal. No punitive
action? No questioning by
the DGCA? It’s been
called a chhota gamble
that led to a massive
mess. A cascading effect
that started with one can-
celled flight. Even when
the pilots were willing to
fly. Yeah. Sure.
Exhausted, bleary eyed,
overworked pilots willing
to fly is small comfort to
passengers and crew
entrusting their precious
lives to fatigued captains.

Chalo ji… I was once an
IndiGo loyalist, true and
faithful. Now, I have
turned into a promiscu-
ous flier — ready to hop
on to any airplane willing
to fly me to my destina-
tion in one piece, and
hopefully on time.

Till my next flight, I am
working on the viral
Akshay Khanna hook
step from the movie
Dhurander, and pretend-
ing I am Balochi. I will be
watching the Ranveer
Singh starrer over the
weekend, inshallah... But
what has interested me
far more is the strident
backlash faced by a few,
prominent film critics
audacious enough to state
they have not exactly
adored the movie or the
track that has become the
movie’s signature. Kyun-
ki, only paid reviews rule.
Everyone knows. But lips
are sealed. With the num-
ber of heads rolling, the
film industry is playing
ostrich. In an environ-
ment where gush is
everything, even a single
critical line is taken as a
personal attack. Critics
for hire?

Yup.  Most “influen-
cers” are no better than
pimps parading as exp-
erts — on any and every
subject. Show them the
money and they will en-
dorse just about anything
— even if it is packaged
horse dung.

Instagram handle
@ShobhaaDe; Twitter

handle @DeShobhaa

DRAGON STRONGER
China’s unprecedented $1-trillion
trade surplus in 2023 marks a
seismic shift in global trade
dynamics, driven by resilient
exports in electronics, green
tech, and machinery, alongside
weak domestic demand that
suppressed imports. This sur-
plus, underpinned by industrial
overcapacity, state subsidies,
and a weaker yuan, exposes the
West’s deep reliance on Chinese
supply chains despite its rhet-
oric of “de-risking.” For India, it
presents a strategic challenge as
Chinese pricing power threatens
India’s manufacturing ambitions,
especially in solar and electron-
ics. However, the global appetite
for supply chain diversification
offers India an opening if and
only if it can scale up. The sur-
plus is a symbol of global asym-
metry and a call for India to
assert itself not just as a market,
but as a maker.

AAmmaarrjjeeeett  KKuummaarr
Hazaribagh

Isn’t it cold blooded,
extortionist and 
horribly hard hearted
for major IndiGo 
competitors to 
automatically hike
fares, doubling and
trebling the cost —
imagine paying a lakh
and more to travel
from Mumbai to Delhi?
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Time to change branding of
IndiGo to ‘Indi: GoToHell’?

In the history of humankind, few inventions and discoveries have altered
human civilisation. The prominent items in the list are fire, wheel, agricul-
ture, iron, shipbuilding, printing press, electricity, crude oil, computer and

Internet. The latest addition to this momentous list is artificial intelligence —
an invention that is expected to change how humans perform their basic func-
tion, i.e. thinking. It is, therefore, fitting for Time magazine to pay a tribute to
the architects of artificial intelligence by declaring them as the 2025 Person of
the Year.

Though technology companies were aware of AI and its potential and invest-
ed enormous amounts of money, the breakout moment came with the launch
of ChatGPT, which uses generative models to generate text, images, among 
others.

In 2025, AI began to change how people think and work. Organisations are
deploying it for various purposes such as writing code, managing vehicular
traffic, and optimising manufacturing, among others. People used AI for advice
on human emotions and medical treatments.

The AI craze set off a race between major technology companies to capture
the developing market. It catapulted Nvidia to become the most valuable com-
pany in the world for its ability to produce chips that run AI data centres — vir-
tually putting US stock markets on steroids.

Buoyed by the all-around optimism, Nvidia CEO Jensen Huang remarked
that the AI could increase the size of the global economy from $100 trillion to
$500 trillion. While AI is a great invention, one needs to make assessments
objectively. AI is still at its infancy, and nobody has any faintest idea about its
impact on job seekers or the new job avenues that it will create.

While there is no second opinion about embracing new technologies to stay
competitive in the modern world, governments around the world must not lose
sight of their primary responsibility — the welfare of people and the protection
of Mother Earth. They must evolve a global consensus to develop AI within the
confines of these higher objectives and not merely in the pursuit of money.

Fitting tribute to AI godparents

Why, as the world
goes crazy over AI,

it’s best to take it
with a pinch of salt

LETTERS

“I only know I am
Because memory tells me so
The gods above don’t give a damn
They probably don’t even know
There is below the heavens an earth
Where lesser beings crawl
Doomed to die from the gift of birth
It really matters f-all.”
— From HHeeyy  BBhhaaggwwaann,,  WWhhaatt  AAbboouutt  HHiinndduussttaann,

by Bachchoo

I
t takes intelligence to understand what intelli-
gence is. The invention of Artificial
Intelligence seems to tell us that it’s not God’s
gift but a construction which traces through

an ocean of available information to formulate
answers.

AI doesn’t just deduce, it invents, composes and
I suppose its formulations rely on statistically
checked probabilities.

I used the word “available” earlier. I’ll tell you
why. A couple of years ago, a friend of mine intro-
duced me to AI. In fact, he put the app on my com-
puter and said when you tap it, it will ask you to
ask it anything. He said I should try it now. I did.

The first thing I asked the Bot (Is that what it’s
generically called?) “Who the hell is Bachchoo?”
Readers of this column, regular, occasional or first
time, will be aware that a quotation from the said
Bachchoo’s works appears every week as a pre-

appendage to the deliberations in Cabbages and
Kings. The Bot answered almost immediately. The
words came up on the screen as though they were
transcripts of a dictating voice. The answer said
that Bachchoo was a nineteenth century poet from
some unknown place. I asked it the same question
again, phrasing it slightly differently — I can’t
recall the exact words, but perhaps I left the “hell”
reference out and said something like “please
identify the writer called Bachchoo, and tell me if
it’s a penname?”.

And yes, there was a completely different
answer. Botty said that Bachchoo was the pen
name of some obscure dead writer, who it named.

That the same Bot gave me two different
answers in the space of five minutes was peculiar.
But that was then, and this is where my qualifica-
tion of “available” applies.

Very recently I asked Botty the same question
again. Same Bot, same app on the computer. This
time it told me that Bachchoo was a poet, extracts
of whose work were quoted every week in a col-
umn — and then it mentioned my name. However,
after that in the same answer, it went on to say
that Bachchoo could be a misspelling of Bachchan,
and said there was a famous writer called
Harivansh Rai Bachchan, who very many readers
will know was the film star Amitabh Bachchan’s
dad, and wrote, among very many other things, a
transformation of Omar Khayyam’s Rubaiyat as

Madhushala.
But in the gap between the years that I asked the

questions, Botty has got smarter and accumulated
more data. It now adds that Bachchoo is a
Mauritian politician and another person with that
surname is a Trinidadian writer.

So, it seems that as Botty widens its information
base, things get better and perhaps, for writers
and operatives who work with information, a bit
threatening?

I have friends who work with AI, not for gain or
in their professions, but for fun. A director friend,
stage and film, doesn’t write scripts himself but
has recently sent me outlines written for whole
screenplays by the Bot he calls “his Friend”. They
describe, in synopsis, the dramatic action. Most of
it reads to me like cliches and quite predictable,
but in the hands of a skilful screenplay writer
these could be modified and made exciting with-
out the writer having to do the preliminary frame-
work of thinking out a plot. I suppose for genre
films — detective, romance, horror, this would
work. Perhaps this is already the way films are
being produced in some world film industries?

Another close friend, Tamara Howe, and I both
belong to a group of people calling ourselves offi-
cially the Darcus Howe Legacy Collective. Darcus
Howe was a prominent activist, left-wing thinker,
journalist, editor and broadcaster.

He was born in Trinidad and came to Britain as

an immigrant and dedicated his life to justice and
progress for the new communities of the UK. I
worked for and with him. His daughter Tamara
now asked AI to formulate what Darcus might
have said about a current political situation. Botty
replied and his/her/their formulations were
impressively convincing and precise — even
though the real Darcus would have undoubtedly
included some twist or surprise in his delibera-
tions.

A serious and dangerous development with AI is
that it can be programmed to deliberately lie, pass
disinformation or indulge in conspiracy theories.
Elon Musk’s AI device Grok is one such. Ask it
who was cleverer, Musk or Einstein, it will say
Musk. And I wonder what it will say if asked who
the better playwright is, Shakespeare or Musk?

Grok will also tell you that the gas Zyklon B
released into the chambers by the Nazis was not
there for genocide but was merely a disinfectant.
Grok also, following His Master’s Voice, advocates
the defunding of the BBC and champions extreme-
right-wing broadcasters like the UK’s GB News.

Wikipedia’s investigation into Grok contends
that it uses information from the racist, white-
nationalist platform Stormfront, and also from
Infowars owned by the conspiracy theorist and
school-shooting denier Alex Jones. Look him up
— not on Grok but Google — who is not very polite
about him.

Subhani

Farrukh
Dhondy

CLEANER DEATHS
SSEEWWAAGGEE and septic tank cleaners live a
miserable life; some of them die while
doing their work in these deathtraps. The
number of deaths due to suffocation has
been on the increase, which calls for
immediate measures. This year, 22 work-
ers died in the country while cleaning
sewers and septic tanks. Septic tank
gases contain methane, hydrogen sul-
phide, carbon dioxide, sulphur dioxide,
ammonia, nitrogen dioxide and carbon
monoxide. Unless safety measures are
taken, entering a septic tank or sewage
outlet is most dangerous. It is high time
the Centre conducted a study on the mat-
ter and came out with implementable
steps to stop the deaths of manual scav-
engers in the country.

SS..  AAkkhhiilleesshh  KKrriisshhnnaann
Navi Mumbai

LETTERS TO DEAD
TTHHEE  FFAAIILLUURREE to update records of Punjab
schoolteachers has turned into a complete
mockery, with duties and even warning let-
ters issued to staff long retired or deceased.
Retirement and death entries are basic
administrative tasks that must be updated
immediately, yet officials responsible for
these duties have allowed glaring lapses. To
prevent further embarrassment, strict
accountability and punitive action are
essential. Integrating departmental data-
bases with Aadhaar, bank accounts and the
birth-and-death registration system can
ensure automatic verification and timely
updates.  

RR..SS..  NNaarruullaa
Pariala

Shobhaa’s Take

Cabbages 
& Kings
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Wipro, Microsoft to co-develop AI solutions for financial, retail, FMCGDIGITAL || DOMAIN

quick
BITES

INDICATORS %
Sensex 85,267.66 0.53
Nifty 50 26,046.95 0.57
S&P 500* 6,851.77 -0.71
Dollar (`) 88.63 -0.13
Pound Sterling (`) 116.69 -0.03
Euro (`) 102.83 -0.29
Gold (10gm)* (`) 134,060▲1,591 1.20
Brent crude ($/bbl)* 60.92 -0.59
IN 10-Yr bond yield 6.596 -0.23
US 10-Yr T-bill yield* 4.182 0.041

* As of 8:30 PM IST

Brookfield to
invest $1 billion
to set up GCC
Brookfield Asset Management
plans to invest $1 billion in a
global capability center in
Mumbai, and has already lined
up a big multinational bank to
occupy the space. The project
will be jointly developed with
the Mumbai Metropolitan
Region Development Authority
and will house a multinational
bank over a 20-year term. It
will cover around six acres and
create around 2 mn sq ft of
office space, Brookfield said. 

India’s forex
reserves touch
$687.26 billion 
India’s forex reserves jumped
by $1.033 billion to $687.26 bil-
lion during the week ended
December 5, the RBI said on
Friday. In the previous report-
ing week, India’s forex reserves
had dropped by $1.877 billion
to $686.227 billion. For the
week ended December 5, for-
eign currency assets, a major
component of the reserves,
decreased by $151 million to
$556.88 billion, the data
released showed.

Meta India picks
Aman Jain to head
public policy
Meta India on Friday named
Aman Jain as the new head of
public policy, tasking him with
steering policy strategy and
engagements in a market the
US-headquartered social media
giant considers strategic. Jain
will also be a member of India
leadership team. He will join
the company early next year
and will report to Simon Milner,
vice president of policy, Asia
Pacific (APAC) at Meta, the
company said. 

JSW Energy's
board approves
fund raise plan
JSW Energy’s board on Friday
approved the proposal of rais-
ing up to `10,000 crore in one
or more tranches, through
issuance of securities on pri-
vate offerings. The board also
approved the proposal of
issuance of 95.23 lakh equity
shares, on a preferential issue
basis, to JTPM Metal Traders, a
member of promoter group at
an issue price of `525 per equi-
ty share, including a premium
of `515 per equity share.

TG tops in capital outlay,
assigns 27% of expenditure
SANGEETHA GG.
CHENNAI, DEC. 12

Telangana topped among
States by using 27 per cent
of its total expenditure on
capital outlay in second
quarter of FY26.
Telangana made the fas-
test growth of 10.1 perc-
entage points (pp) in capi-
tal expenditure ratio from
16.9 per cent compared to
the second quarter aver-
age ratio during FY17-25. 

The capital outlay of 25
States grew 3.7 per cent
yoy during the second
quarter of FY26, leading
to an improvement in
quality of States’ expendi-
ture, which is gauged by
the proportion of capital
outlay in total expendi-
ture (COTE). 

A higher COTE ratio
implies a higher propor-
tion of funds being
expended towards produc-
tive assets, which is fav-
ourable for the economy.

The COTE ratio rose to
13.1 per cent in 2QFY26
from a four-quarter low of
10.3 per cent in 1QFY26.
Although it was lower
than 13.5 per cent in
2QFY25, it remained bet-
ter than the long-term sec-
ond quarter average of
11.9 per cent during FY17-
FY25, found India Ratings
and Research.

Telangana was at the top
by using 27 per cent of its

total expenditure for capi-
tal outlay.   After
Telangana, Guja-rat had
the second highest COTE
at 22.3 per cent, Sikkim at
21.4 per cent, Madhya
Pradesh at 18.9 per cent
and Uttarakhand at 18.8
per cent. Apart from
Telangana, the other
States which made major
improveme-nts in the
COTE ratio in Q2 FY26
were Maharashtra at
7.9pp, Gujarat 6.5pp,
Assam 6.0pp, Uttarakhand
3.8pp and Bihar 2.9pp com-
pared to their long-term
second quarter averages.

Among States recording
decline in COTE, UP was
down 4.6pp, Chhattisgarh
4.4pp and HP 3.9pp.

Ind-Ra estimates that the
States’ aggregate capex in
the second half of FY26

would increase to 3.4 per
cent of GDP against 3.2
per cent same period last
year. The States’ capex in
first half this fiscal was
1.8 per cent of GDP, same
as last year.

“The Union govt distrib-
uted an additional instal-
ment of tax devolution to
States in October. Ind-Ra
believes this, along with
the instrumental long-
term interest-free loans,
will boost the States’
capex plans in the second
half this fiscal, when
States tend to increase
their capex. We expect the
States to increase capex
spending further in sec-
ond half of this fiscal to
cover the shortfall in tar-
gets in first half of fiscal,”
said Paras Jasrai, associ-
ate director, Ind-Ra.

MMuummbbaaii,,  DDeecc..  1122::
Microsoft chairman and
chief executive officer
Satya Nadella wondered
whether AI models are
becoming a commodity
and added that data is the
most strategic asset for
any company in age of AI. 

“In the experience layer,
data is one of the most
strategic assets, and it is
one of those things that is
super important in the age
of AI. But you have to use
that data contextually to
the AI,” Nadella, who is on
a 3-day visit to India, said. 

While, Microsoft’s India
and South Asia president

Puneet Chandok on
Friday said artificial intel-
ligence (AI) will not steal
jobs, asserting that the
real pink slip is going to
be refusal to learn.

However, Chandok said
the widespread adoption
of new-age technology
will unbundle tasks,
adding that “ours is the
last generation to enjoy
stable, long-term careers.”

“Will AI steal jobs? I
don’t think AI will steal
jobs. It will dissect jobs. It
will unbundle jobs,” he
said during his address at
the Microsoft AI Tour.

Amid the rapid adoption

of AI across all spheres of
life, Chandok said the
industrial age era tem-
plate to learn once and
make money for the rest of
their life using the knowl-
edge is breaking.

“You and I are last gener-

ation to have stable, long-
term careers,” he said.

Stressing the need to
learn continuously,
Chandok said, “The real
pink slip in this new AI
era is not automation.
That is what we are wor-

ried about. The real pink
slip is refusal to learn.”

“We are fighting guerril-
la warfare against irrele-
van-ce every day and
should continue to learn
new things, ” he said, 

Meanwhile, Wipro anno-
unced a strategic partner-
ship with Microsoft and
launch of Microsoft Inno-
vation Hub at its Partner
Labs in Bengaluru. 

Wipro and Microsoft will
co-develop industry-spe-
cific  artificial intelligence
solutions for financial
services, retail, manufac-
turing, healthcare and life
science. — PTI

Nov. PV sales grow
19% to 4.12 L units
MICHAEL GGONSALVES
PUNE, DEC. 12

Passenger vehicle (PV)
dispatches from automak-
ers to dealers increased 19
per cent year-on-year in
November as demand re-
mained robust post festive
period, society of Indian
automobile manufactur-
ers (SIAM) said on Friday.

Automakers total car
sales pegged at 4.12
lakh units last mon-
th, up 18.7 per cent
as compared with
3.47 lakh units in
year-ago period.

Maruti Suzuki
dispatched 1.7 lakh
units to dealers last
month as compared with
1.41 lakh units in same
month last year, an
increase of 21 per cent.

Mahindra dispatched
56,336 units last month as
compared with 46,222
units in year-ago period,
an increase of 22 per cent.

Hyundai billed 50,340
units to dealers, up 4 per
cent as against 48,246 un-
its in November last year.

Similarly, two-wheeler
dispatches to dealers rose
21 per cent on-year to 19.44

lakh units in November as
against 16.04 lakh units in
the same month last year,
SIAM said in a statement.

Scooter sales rose 29 per
cent on-year to 7.35 lakh
units in November as
against 5.68 lakh units in
the year-ago period.

Motorcycle dispatches
increased 17.5 per cent to
11.63 lakh units last

month as against 9.90
lakh units in

November 2024.
Total three-

wheeler sales
also rose 21 per
cent on-year to

71,999 units in
November.

“Following the fes-
tive demand and support

from the government's
progressive GST 2.0
reforms, the Indian auto
industry continued with
the sales momentum in
November 2025,” said
Rajesh Menon, director
general at SIAM.

“Industry is optimistic
that the continued suppo-
rtive policy reforms and
improved market sentime-
nts, would continue this
growth trajectory well
into 2026,” Menon stated.

CABINET GIVES NOD
FOR CREATION OF NEW
COAL TRADE WINDOW
MADHUSUDAN SSAHOO
NEW DELHI, DEC. 12

The Union Cabinet on
Friday cleared creation of
a new window named
‘CoalSETU’ under which
the government allows
linkage holders to export
up to 50 percent of coal
capacity.  

Besides, it also hiked
copra minimum support
price (MSP) by up to `445
per quintal for 2026 sea-
son.

Utilisation of CoalSETU
is expected to add to the
series of coal sector
reforms being undertak-
en by the Centre. 
It will allow allocation of

coal linkages on an auc-
tion basis on long-term
for any industrial use and
export by adding a sepa-
rate window in the non-
regulated sector (NRS)
linkage auction policy of
2016.

Information and broad-
casting minister Ashwini
Vaishnaw said that any
domestic buyer requiring
coal could participate in
the linkage auction, irre-
spective of the end use.
“The coking coal will not
be offered under this win-
dow,” he said.

The minister said the
country can start looking
at coal exports, and the
government is now  focus-
ing on coal exports. 

The government has
also increased the MSP
for milling copra to
`12,027 per quintal and
ball copra to `12,500 per
quintal for the marketing
season of 2026.

In AI age, data is strategic to cos: Nadella

BMW MINI COOPER
CONVERTIBLE PRICED
AT `58.5 LAKH 
MICHAEL GGONSALVES
PUNE, DEC. 12

BMW on Friday introduc-
ed all-new Mini Cooper S
Convertible priced at
`58.50 lakh at pan India
showroom. 

The Cooper S hatchback
is the third launch from
the BMW-owned car man-
ufacturer in three mo-
nths, following the JCW
All4 and Countryman SE
All4 respectively.

“At Mini, we believe life
is short for boring cars,
which is why every Mini
is built to stand out and
deliver big smiles,” said
Hardeep Singh Brar, pres-
ident and chief executive
officer, BMWGroup India.

The car is powered by a
2.0-litre, 4-cylinder, turbo-
petrol engine that makes
201 BHP and 300 Nm.
Mini claims a 0-100 km/h
time of 6.9 seconds and a
top speed of 237 km/h.

Tariffs to hit 75% of $6-bn
Indian exports to Mexico
Auto, spares, steel will be hit hardest with 50% tariff
SANGEETHA GG.
CHENNAI, DEC. 12

Nearly 75 per cent of Ind-
ia’s $5.75 billion exports to
Mexico will be affected as
tariffs jump from 0–15 per
cent to a maximum of 50
per cent. Exports of auto
and auto components as
well as steel will be hit
hardest with a prohibitive
50 per cent tariff.

The tariff hikes target
key sectors such as auto-
mobiles, auto parts, tex-
tiles, steel, plastics and
clothing, with most prod-
ucts moving from earlier
tariff levels of 0–15 per
cent to about 35 per cent,
and a few strategic items,
especially steel and auto,
jumping to the maximum
50 per cent duty.

“For India, the measures
affect nearly three-quar-
ters of its $5.75 billion
exports to Mexico in FY25,
fundamentally altering
the commercial logic of
accessing the Mexican
market,” said GTRI.

Automobiles and auto
components, India’s larg-
est export segment with
$1.9 billion in FY25, will be
among the worst affected.

Iron and steel exports of
$128.44 million are hit
hardest as tariffs rise
from 10-15 per cent to 35
per cent on long products
and a prohibitive 50 per
cent on flat products, effe-
ctively closing the Mexic-
an market to Indian steel
exporters. Articles of iron
or steel, valued at $176.87
million, will see duties

jump from 15 per cent to 35
per cent.

Smartphones, which
recorded $284.53 million
in exports will see duties
rising from nil to 35 per
cent, effectively shutting
the Mexican market for
Indian handset exports.

Industrial machinery,
India’s second-largest
export category to Mexico
at $547.99 million, will see
duties rise from 5–10 per
cent to 25–35 per cent.
Aluminium exports wor-
th $383.28 million face dut-
ies increasing from 5–10
per cent to 25–35 per cent.

Garments and made-ups,
with exports of $245.90
million, will see tariffs ris-
ing from 20–25 per cent to
35 per cent. Tariffs of tex-
tiles exports of $149.94 mn
will increase from 10–15
per cent to 25 per cent.

Organic chemicals, a
$391.12 mn export seg-
ment, will see tariffs ris-
ing from 5–7.5 per cent to
15–25 per cent. Plastics
and plastic articles,
exported to the tune of
$136.69 million, see duties
rise from 10–15 per cent to
25 per cent, disproportion-
ately affecting MSMEs. 

Nov. retail inflation rises to 0.71%
from record low of 0.25% in Oct. 

Novo Nordisk unveils
Ozempic injection

MADHUSUDAN SSAHOO
NEW DELHI, DEC. 12

India’s headline retail
inflation, measured by the
consumer price index
(CPI), marginally rose to
0.71 per cent in November
from a record low of 0.25
per cent in October. 

The rise in the inflation
in November is mainly
due to higher prices of
vegetables, eggs, meat and
fish, spices, and fuel and
among others, the govern-

ment said on Friday.
The deflation in food

items was 3.91 per cent in
November against 5.02 per
cent in October, according
to data released by nation-
al statistics office (NSO), 

“The uptick was largely
led by narrowing defla-
tion in food and beverages
segment, even as core
inflation eased marginally
between these months,”
said Aditi Nayar, chief
economist, head-research
and outreach, Icra.

NNeeww  DDeellhhii,,  DDeecc..  1122::
Danish pharma major
Novo Nordisk on Friday
launched its blockbuster
type-2 diabetes treatment
injection Ozempic, global-
ly popular for its weight-
loss benefits.

Ozempic is now avail-
able in India as 0.25 mg,
0.5 mg and 1 mg in
‘FlexTouch Pen’ - an easy-
to-use, once-weekly pen
device, at a starting cost of
`2,200 per week, the com-
pany announced here.

Novo Nordisk India
managing director, Vikra-
nt Shrotriya, said through
Ozempic, the company is

looking to provide patie-
nts with an innovative
and accessible therapy for
treatment of type-2 dia-
betes while also offering
meaningful weight mana-
gement and long-term he-
art and kidney protection.

Novo Nordisk is market-
ing Ozempic purely as a
treatment for type II dia-
betes in India, he added.

The company’s partner-
ship with Emcure Pha-
rma will remain strictly
for weight loss medicine
Poviztra, semaglutide inj-
ection 2.4 mg, the second
brand of Wegovy in India,
Shrotriya said. — PTI

MADHUSUDAN SSAHOO
NEW DELHI, DEC 12

The Insurance Laws
(Amendment) Bill is
learnt to have been
cleared by the Cabinet
Friday. It is expected to be
introduced Monday in the
Parliament. 

The proposed Bill seeks
to raise the foreign direct
investment (FDI) cap in
insurance companies to
100 per cent. The move is
seen as a step to boost cap-
ital inflows into the sector,
according to the sources.

The change is expected
to attract significant for-
eign capital, increase com-
petition, and enhance
customer services
in India’s insur-
ance market.

According to a
Lok Sabha bul-
letin, the Bill,
which seeks to
deepen penetration,
accelerate growth,
enhance ease of doing
business, is part of the 13
legislations listed for the
upcoming session of
Parliament.

Finance minister
Nirmala Sitharaman dur-
ing the Budget had pro-

posed to raise the for-
eign investment

limit to 100 per
cent from the
existing 74 per
cent in the insur-
ance sector.  
The enhanced

limit will be avail-
able for companies

which invest the entire
premium in India. 

So far, the insurance sec-
tor has attracted `82,000 cr
through FDI. 

As part of a comprehen-
sive legislative exercise,
the Life Insurance
Corporation Act 1956 and
Insurance Regulatory and
Development Authority
Act 1999 will be amended,
alongside the Insurance
Act 1938. The amendments
to the LIC Act propose
empowering its board to
take operational deci-
sions.

The proposed amend-
ment primarily focuses on
promoting policyholders’
interests and enhancing
financial security

Silver breaches `2 L a kg
in futures trade on MCX
NNeeww  DDeellhhii,,  DDeecc..  1122:: Silver
prices rallied on Friday to
breach the record `2 lakh
per kg mark in futures
trade for the first time,
riding on strong investor
demand and positive glob-
al trends.

Rising for the fourth
consecutive day, the white
metal futures for March
delivery appreciated by
`1,420, or 0.71 per cent, to
touch a lifetime high of
`2,00,362 per kg on the
m u l t i - c o m m o d i t y
exchange (MCX).

While in spot market,
the silver prices strength-
ened for the third straight
day and jumped `5,100 to
hit a new peak of `1,99,500
per kilogram in the
national capital on Friday,
amid sustained global
demand for the safe-haven
asset, according to the All

India Sarafa Association.
“In the domestic market,

spot silver prices once ag-
ain recorded a new high,
while gold prices also
appreciated significantly,
trading near the record
level,” Dilip Parmar,
Research Analyst, HDFC
Securities, said.

Gold of 99.9 per cent
purity increased by `1,110
to `1,33,600 per 10 grams

(inclusive of all taxes)
compared to previous clo-
se of `1,32,490 per 10 gr-
ams, as per association.

Meanwhile, the rupee
depreciated by 17 paise to
close at an all-time low of
90.49 against the US dollar
on Friday, as uncertainty
over the India-US trade
deal and persistent for-
eign fund outflows dented
investor sentiment.

Govt to allow 100% FDI in insurance

INDIA, NEW ZEALAND
KEEN TO QUICKEN FREE
TRADE AGREEMENT
NNeeww  DDeellhhii,,  DDeecc..  1122:: India
and New Zealand on
Friday discussed ways to
fast-track negotiations for
the proposed free trade
agreement (FTA) between
the two countries.

New Zealand trade min-
ister Todd McClay is here
to review the progress of
negotiations with com-
merce minister Piyush
Goyal.

After the bilateral meet-
ing, Goyal said in a social
media post: “We dis-
cussed key aspects of the
India-New Zealand FTA
and explored ways to
advance the negotiations
for mutual benefit.”

The talks began in
March this year and so far
four rounds of talks have
been completed.

India's bilateral mer-
chandise trade with New
Zealand stood at $1.3 bn in
2024-25, registering a
growth of 49 per cent over
the previous year.

The proposed FTA is
expected to boost trade
flows, promote invest-
ment linkages, strengthen
supply chain resilience,
and create a predictable
framework for businesses
in both countries.

New Zealandss average
import tariff is just 2.3
per cent. — PTI

AUTOMOBILES
are India’s largest

export segment
with $1.9 bn in

FY25 will be
among worst

affected.

Smartphones,
which recorded

$284.53 mn in
exports, will see

duties rising from
0 to 35%. 

For India, the measures affect
nearly three-quarters of its $5.75

bn exports to Mexico in FY25, funda-
mentally altering commercial logic of
accessing Mexican market. — GTRI

LESS LUCRATIVE 

IRON, STEEL
exports of
$128.44 mn hit
hardest as tariffs
rise from 10-15%
to 35% on long
products and prohibi-
tive 50% on flat products. 

ELECTRONICS, MACHINERY
SECTOR FACES SHARP 
SETBACK. 

Coffee, tea, and spices, val-
ued at $36.45 mn, face tar-

iffs rising from 0–5%
to 15%. 

CAPITAL OUTLAY of 25
States grows 3.7% yoy

during 2Q FY26, leading to
improvement in quality of

States’ expenditure.
TELANGANA IMPROVES

COTE ratio by 10.1 pp
from 16.9%, Q2 average

during FY17-FY25. 
GUJARAT SECOND-HIGH-

EST COTE at 22.3%, fol-
lowed by Sikkim at 21.4%.

STATES’ capex in first
half of FY26 was 1.8%
of GDP. 
AGGREGATE capex of
States’ in second half
of FY26 to increase to
3.4% of GDP against
3.2% in same period
last year, according to

Ind-Ra.

STRONG DEMAND
WHITE METAL futures for March

delivery appreciated by `1,420,
or 0.71%, to touch new high of

`2,00,362 per kg on MCX

IN SPORT market,
silver prices jump
`5,100 to hit new
peak of `1,99,500
per kg.  
GOLD of 99.9%

purity increas-
es by `1,110 to
`1,33,600 per

10 gms. 

IN THE experi-
ence layer, data
is one of the most

strategic assets, and it is
one of those things that
is super important in the
age of AI. 

— SATYA NADELLA, 
Microsoft chairman, CE0. 
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Alpine Winter
Wandering
White
By Sylvain Tesson
Polity, 180 pages, $25

BOOKSHELF | By Danny Heitman

The Economic Roots of Grade Inflation

T he one form of inflation
that can’t be blamed on
Joe Biden is grade infla-

tion. Evidence of this practice
is the preponderance of A’s in
student grades at Harvard and
other formerly elite universi-
ties and colleges. Nearly ev-
eryone these days turns out to
be an A student.

While many factors have
contributed to grade inflation,
I believe it began in earnest as
student evaluations became
widespread in the 1960s—an
offshoot of the student protest
movement of that day. At a
term’s close, students graded
their teachers. These evalua-
tions could affect whether an
academic department be-
stowed tenure on a young pro-
fessor or promoted an associ-
ate professor. A large number
of negative evaluations could
do a teacher in, even cause
him to be fired.

Student evaluations en-
couraged informality in the
classroom. Many young pro-
fessors ceased to come
across as authority figures,
but presented themselves as
contemporaries of their stu-
dents, all but equals. Profes-

sors no longer regularly wore
jackets and ties or dresses to
class, but came in jeans. They
addressed students by their
first names, and in some
cases encouraged students to
do the same to them. Love
affairs between young pro-
fessors and undergraduates,
once the cause of scandal
and immediate dismissal, be-
came more common. It isn’t
easy to give a C or D, let
alone an F, to someone with
whom you are sleeping.

Student evaluations tended
to be unimpressive, if those I
received during my years
teaching English at Northwest-
ern University are any exam-
ple. “This guy knows his stuff,”
read one. “I like his bow ties,”
read another. “I wish some of
the novels in this course
weren’t so long,” went one,
complaining less about me
than about Henry James. I re-
tired from teaching in 2002,
and only one interesting eval-

uation sticks in my mind after
all these years: “I did well in
this course, but then I would
have been ashamed not to
have done.”

But the real effect of student
evaluations was to make many
professors change how they is-
sued grades. A teacher known
as “a tough grader” might fail
to attract students and receive
negative student evaluations in
ways that could affect his pro-
fessional future.

Soon, A’s were flying about
the joint. An A became less a
sign of intellectual superiority
than a common grade, like the
Gentleman’s C of an earlier
day. The students attending
Northwestern, as at many
other schools, have what I call
“the habits of achievement.”
They did what their profes-
sors asked of them—read the
book, wrote the paper—and
usually on time. What the
hell, why not give them A’s?
Who gets hurt if in a class-
room of 30 students you as
the teacher give out 24 A’s?
Nobody, really.

All that is forfeited is the
notion of merit. A meritocracy
sets a standard, posits an
ideal, gives the more ambi-
tious people in a society

something to look up to and
to shoot for. It can’t exist
when nearly everyone is an A
student.

Not that school grades are
the only measure, or even an
especially good measure, of
intelligence. Many a genius
has been not all that good at
learning in a formal school
setting: Blaise Pascal, Leo Tol-
stoy and Albert Einstein are
notable examples. Perhaps
they were bored by school;
perhaps they saw too far be-
yond what the classroom had
to offer.

Still, lowering classroom
standards by inflating grades
can’t help. Making everyone
equal only levels out society,
in some cases sending the
wrong people to medical and
other professional schools and
allowing too many people to
have an exaggerated idea of
themselves. Like other forms
of inflation, grade inflation ul-
timately means exaggera-
tion—and neither in the mar-
ketplace, nor in the
classroom, is exaggeration a
good thing.

Mr. Epstein is author, most
recently, of “Never Say You’ve
Had a Lucky Life.”

By Joseph Epstein

Student evaluations
subject professors to
perverse incentives.

OPINION

F or the past three decades, the French writer Sylvain
Tesson has chronicled his love for extreme adventures,
embracing odysseys that test his mental and physical

endurance. His 2011 memoir, “The Consolations of the For-
est,” detailed his months of solitude in a remote cabin in
Siberia, a region perhaps best known for its freezing gulags.
Mr. Tesson called it “paradise.” After a climbing accident
nearly claimed his life, Mr. Tesson undertook an arduous
walking journey across France, the subject of “On the Wan-
dering Paths” (2016). A multiyear trek through the Alps fol-
lowed, and his account of that project was published in
French in 2022. It now appears in an English translation by
Christine Gutman as “White.”

Over the course of four winters from 2018 to 2021, Mr.
Tesson hiked and skied successive lengths of the Alps, first
setting out from Menton on the French-Italian border,
where, he writes, “the mountains sink down into the palm
fronds.” Daniel Du Lac De Fugères, Mr. Tesson’s longtime
friend, came along as a guide, and they were joined by one
of the author’s devoted readers, Philippe Rémoville.

The planned journey traced
an arc: “We would head north-
east, following the Alpine
curve all the way to Trieste,
the impossible city on the
Adriatic generally regarded as
the end of the Alps. Our trajec-
tory would take us right along
the axial ridge. We would sleep
in mountain refuges and shel-
ters. It would be a cavalcade on
skis from sea to sea.”

The group encountered pic-
turesque vistas along the way,
but the physical difficulties were
real. A few days into the first leg,
Mr. Tesson’s party gingerly navi-

gated a ridge at risk of avalanche, “tiptoeing over Fabergé
eggshells.” There were brief respites, but things seldom got
easier: “The wind whipped up at noon and sleet came smack-
ing down,” Mr. Tesson recalls. “For weeks, I would endure
this alternation between mercy and punishment.”

Why would anyone undertake such a shivering slog? “I had
the urge to get up and walk out into the silence,” Mr. Tesson
explains with his typical Gallic inscrutability. It is not clear
whether he is fleeing from the noise of the modern world, or
seeking something in nature itself. Like Herman Melville’s
Captain Ahab in pursuit of his whale, Mr. Tesson is drawn to
“The White,” his mythic name for mountain snowscapes.
“The White harbors mysteries,” he insists. “Snow imposes the
sky’s thoughts on the earth.”

Mr. Tesson is fond of quotation: Verbal gems from Arthur
Rimbaud, Mr. Tesson’s literary hero, pop up with some fre-
quency, and before readers arrive at the lovely blue waters of
the Adriatic, they have also read about or heard from Flau-
bert, Pascal, Shakespeare, Tolstoy, St. Augustine, Turgenev,
Mallarmé, Hugo, Baudelaire and the Gospel of Matthew. The
start of the trek is kicked off with some appropriate words
from Michel de Montaigne: “One must always have one’s
boots on and be ready to go.”

Mr. Tesson seems also to draw on older literary models for
his own writing. “White” is a travel yarn in the vein of Hilaire
Belloc’s “The Path to Rome” (1902) or Patrick Leigh Fermor’s
“A Time of Gifts” (1977), venerable armchair entertainments
in which the traveler’s inner life is dramatized by towering
landscapes etched with a haunting grandeur.

In this spirit Mr. Tesson describes a morning departure
from a French refuge as winter wanes: “We vanished down an
alley of sunlight, bluish shadows and young sprouts swelling
with springtime lust. Dogwoods glistened blood-red above
the larches. All was still, and as pure as a Brahmin’s medita-
tion. Animal tracks stitched their way across the snow, attest-
ing to the frenzies of the night, when nocturnal predators
had the run of the mountains.”

Reflections on the dangers of the alpine environment serve
to sharpen the sense of an encounter with the extraordinary.
“At the top of the risk scale, lightning, though rare, kills
instantly,” he writes of his pilgrimage. “Next come falls, ava-
lanches and getting lost in fog (the latter often leading to the
two former). Cold and wind come in last as one can always
bury oneself in a snow cave.”

The biggest hurdle in Mr. Tesson’s journey wasn’t one he
expected. As Covid-19 spread, he and his companions encoun-
tered travel restrictions and shuttered lodgings, anathema to
his creed of mobility: “I wanted my face, the landscape of the
soul, to look upon the landscapes that are the soul of the
world.” He chafes at the lockdown decrees and more broadly
laments a French state “whose citizens demanded its total
and utter assistance, all whilst protesting the slightest inter-
ference on its part. Even jollity, now replaced by indignation,
had joined the ranks of dubious virtues.”

Mr. Tesson isn’t the first commentator to question the
lockdowns, though his flippancy can make it hard to take
him seriously. When he dismisses a contagion that killed
millions as a “global gob of spit,” Mr. Tesson seems unfeel-
ing and out of touch. In a moment of sharp self-appraisal,
he suggests that a sense of superiority might be one of the
downsides of his Alpine adventure. “One of the dangers of
mountaineering,” he writes, is “the belief that physical ele-
vation gave one permission to disdain the world below. . . .
In reality, altitude never elevates a person’s worth. People
don’t change. When they ascend to glorious heights, they
take their troubles with them.”

One trouble the author faces is advancing age, an obvious
complication for anyone scaling a rocky summit or padding
through barren winter wastes. Though in his 50s now, Mr.
Tesson remains defiant. “When experience starts dissuading
you from heading back out,” he writes, “it’s because you’ve
grown old.”

Mr. Heitman is a columnist for the Baton Rouge Advo-
cate and the editor of Phi Kappa Phi’s Forum magazine.

Sylvain Tesson is a fan of extreme adventures
testing his mental and physical endurance.
That urge beckons him toward the mountains.

What could
get in the
way of a
coming 2026
Democrat ic
wave, given
history and
the current
public mood?
Nothing but
the Demo-
cratic Party

itself, which is sitting plac-
idly by as the progressives
who lost them last year’s
election mobilize to take
over even more of the party.
Bernie Sanders may never
be president, but he’s a
kingmaker.

At least 20 Democratic
representatives and four
senators are on the casualty
list, retiring to make their
seats available to progres-
sive challengers rather than
be beaten by them. The left,
fueled by Mayor-elect
Zohran Mamdani’s New York
City victory, are moving
against those who remain,
challenging dozens of in-
cumbents from New York to
California. The national
party organizations have
lost control, as progressive
super PACs pour money into
the fight, guided by Mr.
Sanders, who is endorsing
widely and early and stock-
piling his own cash for his
chosen candidates.

The left’s top focus is on
purifying current Democratic
seats, replacing less-extreme
incumbents with Mamdani-
like democratic socialists. A
case in point: Brad Lander,
the New York City comptrol-
ler, raised his profile during
his run in the recent mayoral
race by getting arrested by

Rise of the Mamdani Clones
Immigration and Customs
Enforcement. He didn’t win,
but did forge a ranked-
choice voting alliance with
Mr. Mamdani and earned Mr.
Sanders’s approval.

With endorsements from
Messrs. Mamdani and Sand-
ers in his pocket, Mr. Lander
this week announced his plan
to challenge Rep. Dan Gold-
man, on grounds the incum-
bent is a political wimp. This
is the same Dan Goldman
who, as former then-Rep.
Adam Schiff’s right-hand
man, served as lead counsel
in the first impeachment of
Donald Trump. He supports
Medicare for All and the
Green New Deal, is among the
loudest voices for millionaire
taxes, and has a near-perfect
progressive voting record.
His sins? Being born wealthy
and supporting Israel. Mr.
Lander describes Mr. Gold-
man as a member of an “oli-
garchy” who does pro-Israel
groups’ “bidding.”

Mr. Goldman is hardly
alone, even in his own state.
Rep. Adriano Espaillat has
drawn a primary challenge
from Darializa Avila Cheva-
lier, a community organizer
who is backed by Justice
Democrats, the group who
propelled Rep. Alexandria Oc-
asio-Cortez to office. Mr. Es-
paillat—the highly progres-
sive chairman of the
Congressional Hispanic Cau-
cus—stands accused of taking
corporate PAC money. Pro-
gressives are also challenging
New York Democrats Ritchie
Torres, Gregory Meeks, Grace
Meng and Laura Gillen. Even
House Minority Leader
Hakeem Jeffries faced a
threat from New York City

Councilman Chi Ossé, a Dem-
ocratic socialist, until Mr.
Ossé dropped his bid last
week.

But the left’s zeal is also
propelling candidates into
open and battleground
races—no matter the general-
election risks. Maine Rep.
Jared Golden clung to his ru-
ral Maine district by less
than 1 point as Mr. Trump
won it by 10 last year, and

only via a pragmatic voting
record. The primary to re-
place him features two
avowed progressives, racing
to the left. And progressives
are stacking up cash and en-
dorsements in primaries to
take on the most vulnerable
Republicans in battleground
states from Pennsylvania to
Arizona and Wisconsin. In
the contest to challenge vul-
nerable Republican California
Rep. David Valadao, school-
board activist Randy Villegas
is using a Sanders endorse-
ment and dollars to outpower
moderate state Rep. Jasmeet
Bains.

The risks of the Sanders
takeover were further high-
lighted in Texas this week,
when former Rep. Colin All-
red was pressured out of a
Senate run, to clear the decks
for uber-progressive Rep.
Jasmine Crockett. Mr. Allred,
a former NFL linebacker, lost
to Sen. Ted Cruz last year by

8 points, significantly outper-
forming Kamala Harris. Dem-
ocrats have their best shot at
a statewide office in Texas in
years, given the general elec-
toral climate and a bloody
GOP primary between Sen.
John Cornyn and state Attor-
ney General Ken Paxton. Ms.
Crockett still must beat state
House member James Talar-
ico, but backing for her is
pouring in and Democrats
face the real prospect that
their “best” shot will be in
the hands of a freshman
Democrat who has clawed her
way to notoriety through cre-
ative slanging matches.

Lost in all this maneuver-
ing was the release of a re-
cent report from a center-left
group, Welcome, which Sema-
for reports “consulted hun-
dreds of thousands of voters
over six months for its broad
findings, including that 70%
of voters think the Demo-
cratic Party is ‘out of touch’ ”
on issues ranging from trans-
genderism to climate—every-
thing the reascendant pro-
gressive left stands for.

The report’s findings re-
flect what much of the Demo-
cratic Party was thinking in
the wake of last year’s elec-
tion thumping. But that looks
to be gone already, talk of
“abundance” or new “third
way” politics buried beneath
Mr. Mamdani’s victory—no
matter how little New York
City reflects America. Repub-
licans face a difficult coming
midterm, no doubt. But if
progressives emerge from
this primary season firmly
back on top the party, they
might just mitigate some of
that GOP risk.

Write to kim@wsj.com.

After the 2024
humiliation, the left
is back. It could hurt
the party in 2026.

POTOMAC
WATCH
By Kimberley
A. Strassel

When my
wife and I
were raising
young chil-
dren, it was
easy enough

to decide where to spend the
holidays. While our more in-
trepid friends treated school
breaks as opportunities to
see Europe or tour national
parks and Civil War battle-
fields, we seldom left our
home in Connecticut.

Some parents aim to show
their children the world.
We’ve considered a full
night’s sleep—for us or the
kids—a parenting victory. Va-
cations weren’t for adven-
turesome backpacking. They
were blessed respites from
the morning breakfast rush
and carpool. As a result,
since our firstborn arrived in
2006, we’ve spent every Ha-
nukkah, Passover and na-
tional holiday at home.

Now that our youngest is
old enough to travel easily,
and we could go somewhere,
I have little desire to. Hanuk-
kah begins Sunday, and I have
been thinking how much I
value home-based traditions.
I haven’t given my children
the gift of seeing the world,
but I like to think I have
given them something equally
valuable and far less costly:
the pleasure of staying put.

Holidays Begin at Home
We savor traditions that

regular travel to new locales
wouldn’t allow. For eight
nights every December, our
children light their menorahs
and sing prayers together.
They open the traditional
gifts: one night, matching pa-
jamas from grandparents; an-
other night, books from an
aunt and uncle; another
night, chocolate gelt. The
other five are grab bags.

Many years there is an all-
sibling photo, when the five
of them can be persuaded to
sit still long enough for my
wife to focus her camera.
Many years, too, there is a
group photo with the dog.

It isn’t only Hanukkah we
repeat, year after year. Pass-
over Seders are at our house.
At first, we hosted because it
was logical: We lived between
both sets of parents, and as
vegetarians we wanted to be
able to eat from the menu.
It’s a lot of work, and I once
hoped we’d alternate. But
now I’m glad for the regular-
ity of it all. The same tradi-
tional foods (my matzoh ball
soup, my wife’s flourless
chocolate cake), the same
Haggadah (Richard Codor’s il-
lustration of the Passover
story).

Not to mention the guests.
We have a regular crew, and
I’d miss each one if we went

anywhere else. That includes
our children, our parents and
an assortment of close
friends. What would Pass-
over be without our neigh-
bor Arnold, the septuagenar-
ian art-house movie-theater
owner who regularly invites
our son over for age-appro-
priate “cappuccinos,” aka hot
chocolate?

Being at home is a ritual,
as religious, in its way, as re-
membering the Maccabees’

inextinguishable lamp or the
exodus from Egypt. Being in
my house, the only one our
family has ever lived in, eat-
ing, laughing, arguing—it’s
how I want to celebrate my
good fortune, when the sea-
sons call me to.

This attachment to home-
based ritual, as it happens,
coheres with Judaism. His-
torically, you might say we
are a religion of ancestor
worship. Our services are
heavy on the patriarchs—and,
for some, the matriarchs too.
God is important, but so are

Abraham and Sarah, Isaac
and Rebekah, Jacob and his
two wives. The stories of the
Hebrew Bible frequently re-
late to central questions of
family life: where to settle,
whom to marry, when to have
children. There are no desert
hermits in our tradition, only
moms and dads tending
home fires.

Judaism isn’t a celestial
religion, lifting us into the
clouds. Nor is there any com-
mandment to spread the reli-
gion over the face of the
earth. We have no obligation
to travel far and wide, to
make religious pilgrimages.
Rather, we are directed to
make Jewish families, and
then to make their homes
centers of Jewish life.

I don’t imagine my kids
would have been worse off if
they’d grown up globe-trot-
ting, but I’m not sure they’d
have been better. As some-
body once said, children
don’t need magical experi-
ences, childhood is magical
enough. So when I say there’s
something magical about
staying put, something holy
about home, I can speak only
for myself. And, of course, for
the dog.

Mr. Oppenheimer is author
of the forthcoming biography
“Judy Blume: A Life.”

Our Passover and
Hanukkah rituals
have taught my family
the joy of staying put.

HOUSES OF
WORSHIP
By Mark
Oppenheimer
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Don’t Listen to the Reports of Ireland’s Demise
Dominic Green took to these pages

not to praise Ireland but to bury it
(“Ireland Is a Wounded Tiger,” op-ed,
Dec. 8). He wrongly slights a good and
prosperous country. His mispercep-
tions are manifold.

First, Mr. Green’s claim that we de-
mand the U.K. “surrender” Northern Ire-
land is preposterous. It flies in the face
of the 1998 Good Friday Agreement, ne-
gotiated by the British and Irish govern-
ments, brokered by the U.S. and sup-
ported by the Irish people. We recognize
national unity requires popular consent.

Ireland supposedly has an “immigra-
tion crisis,” Mr. Green writes, never
mind that much of the influx is de-
signed to supply the needs of U.S. mul-
tinationals. He casts the country as
crime-ridden, though the data belie him
again. The Central Statistics Office in
July reported that the number of re-
corded crime incidents fell for eight of
the 14 offense groups between 2024-25.
Homicides and burglary, among others,
both declined. Ireland ranks second on
the Global Peace Index.

Mr. Green pins his diatribe on a Dub-
lin City Council proposal to rename Her-
zog Park. Yet the council quickly with-
drew that motion after many Irish
people and the government sharply crit-
icized it. The country, along with several
others, has recognized a state of Pales-
tine: a decision anchored in sympathy

for the plight of ordinary Palestinians,
not animus toward Israel. The Irish gov-
ernment has welcomed and supported
President Trump’s peace plan, and Irish
peacekeepers work with the U.N. to
maintain stability in Southern Lebanon.

Mr. Green’s takes aim at Ireland’s
economy as a member of the European
Union, but the target is small. The
economy grew 2.6% last year, on par
with the U.S. Ireland continues to be a
location of choice for American compa-
nies because it offers unhindered access
to the European market. The 800 or so
U.S. firms operating here are successful
and profitable. They benefit from a
highly educated workforce and fair and
transparent tax system. The relation-
ship is mutually beneficial: Ireland is
the fifth-largest source of foreign direct
investment in the U.S. and continues to
expand its footprint in the states.

Contrary to Mr. Green’s dystopian
sketch, our economy is humming
along. Like much of the rest of the
world, Ireland faces headwinds, but its
people are nothing if not resilient. Af-
ter all, since 1776, millions of Irishmen
and women and their descendants
have helped make America great
through their labors.

DANIEL MULHALL
Dublin

Mr. Mulhall was Ireland’s ambassa-
dor to the U.S., 2017-22.
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Another $12 Billion for a Tariff Bailout

P resident Trump said Monday he is “de-
lighted” to give American farmers “$12
billion in economic assistance.” Accord-

ing to Mr. Trump, this money
will be coming from his tariffs,
which is interesting, in that
much of the pain farmers are
feeling is also coming from his
tariffs. Nowwatch, as the left
hand pays off the right.

Soybeans are a particular case study. China
is theworld’s biggest buyer, butMr. Trump’s re-
cent trade escalations caused Beijing to halt
U.S. soybean imports. In October a deal was
reached that news reports say will result in
China’s purchasing about 12 million tons this
year, though that’s down from closer to 30mil-
lion in the past.

Caleb Ragland, the president of the Ameri-
can Soybean Association, said Tuesday that the
federal aid would cover only about a quarter of
the average losses on the crop. “This is a Band-
Aid on an open wound,” he told CNN. “We’re
thankful that there’s something, that this will
help keep some farms in business, but what we
truly need are market-based solutions. Those
are sustainable long-term.”What farmers want,
Mr. Ragland added, “is opportunities to make
a living, to make a profit from the market, not

being dependent on the next program to keep
us from bleeding to death.”

As if Mother Nature weren’t erratic enough,
now farmers are subject to the
whims of politicians. OnMon-
dayMr. Trump hinted that the
Chinesemight soon be buying
big, saying he recently spoke
with Xi Jinping, and “I think
he’s going to do even more

than he promised.”Where has the public heard
this kind of talk before?

In 2020, when he signed a “historic trade
deal” with China, Mr. Trump’s team bragged of
billions in pledges to buy U.S. farm goods.
“Though soybean exports managed to reach
their pre-trade war levels over 2020–21, they
still fell over 30 percent short of their target,”
according to a 2022 report by the Peterson In-
stitute for International Economics. By the way,
this was while the first Trump Administration
spent $20 billion on aid to farmers after it de-
railed their exports.

“Trade wars are good, and easy to win,” Mr.
Trump once boasted. Then why does he keep
needing to divert billions of dollars to compen-
sate the people whose livelihoods are collateral
damage?Mr. Trump promised “Liberation Day.”
He’s offering farmers a bailout instead.

Trump’s latest round of
aid for U.S. farmers hurt
by his global trade wars.

Trump Puts the Oil Squeeze on Maduro

P resident Trump is finally taking action
beyond rhetorical threats to squeeze
Venezuela’s Nicolás Maduro out of

power. The U.S. seizure of an
oil tanker off the Venezuelan
coast hits the dictator in the
pocketbook,which iswhy he is
screaming so loudly.

U.S. officials say the ship
was flying under the flag of
Guyana though it isn’t registered there. TheU.S.
Treasury previously sanctioned the ship for
smuggling Iranian oil. There’s no doubt about
the legality of the seizure, as it was executed
with a warrant.

Officials are also leaking to the press that this
seizure won’t be the last, and we hope that’s
right. Mr. Maduro relies on oil-export revenue
to fund his regime, and keep hismilitary happy.
Without this cash flow, panic may grow in the
ranks. All the more so if the oil was headed for
Cuba, which relies on Venezuelan crude to keep
its lights on. Cutting off oil flow to Cuba could
increase unrest in Havana.

Mr.Maduro is accusing theU.S. of piracy, but
he’s the one who stole Venezuelan democracy
and caused millions of his countrymen to flee.
More than eightmillion Venezuelans live in ex-
ile, destabilizing societies across the hemisphere
while he props up the aging Cuban police state.

The seizure signals that Mr. Trump isn’t

backing down on his effort to oust the dictator.
This wouldn’t be a coup, but a liberation for
Venezuelan democracy.Mr.Maduro lost a presi-

dential election in July 2024
to opposition candidate Ed-
mundo González, and he’s
stayed in power through theft
and terror.

Meantime, opposition
leaderMaria CorinaMachado

arrived inOsloWednesday after a daring escape
fromVenezuelawith U.S. help. Shewas too late
for her Nobel Peace Prize ceremony, but not too
late to speak to a crowd that gathered to see her
for the first time in public in nearly a year.

Ms. Machado praised Mr. Trump’s pressure
campaign to removeMr.Maduro and restore de-
mocracy. She called the seizure of the tanker a
“very necessary step” because the regime uses
“those resources to repress and persecute.” (See
remarks nearby.) Her escape suggests the CIA
may have sources in the country that can help
with a democratic restoration.

Mr.Maduro’s thugsmay havewanted to grab
her on theway out, but theywill bemore intent
onmaking sure she doesn’t return. She acknowl-
edged that “the risk of going back is perhaps
higher.” She quickly added: “I’ll be back in Vene-
zuela. I have no doubt.”

Having committed the U.S. to oust Mr. Ma-
duro, Mr. Trump is obliged to follow through.

The U.S. hits the regime
in the pocketbook, and
let’s hope there’s more.

REVIEW & OUTLOOK

OPINION

Is the GOP Serious About Fixing ACA Fraud?
You write that “ObamaCare Is a

Mecca for Fraud” (Review & Outlook,
Dec. 8), but does President Trump re-
ally care? Roll back the tape.

In 2024 the Biden administration
suspended 850 insurance brokers for
“reasonable suspicion of fraudulent or
abusive conduct related to unauthor-
ized enrollments or unauthorized plan
switches.” Yet as the Government Ac-
countability Office noted in its recent
report, in May the Centers for Medi-
care and Medicaid Services said it rein-
stated them to help “fulfill the agency’s
statutory and regulatory procedures.”

The same laxity persists elsewhere.
In his first week in office, Mr. Trump
fired the Health and Human Services
Department’s inspector general, who
saved taxpayers more than $9 billion in

fiscal 2024 by performing essential au-
dits of healthcare expenditures. The
president also reportedly fired 200
staff members from the Office of Pro-
gram Operations and Local Engage-
ment, which oversees Affordable Care
Act Marketplace fraud.

The government ought to be able to
remedy the GAO’s findings without de-
nying a mother access to care for her
sick child. Yet the GOP is keen on ob-
jecting to the ACA without proposing a
substantive alternative. If they want to
correct the system, they can begin by
overcoming their fear of Mr. Trump and
demanding the administration begin po-
licing fraudsters and stop signaling that
suspected criminals will be pardoned.

REP. LLOYD DOGGETT (D., TEXAS)
Austin, Texas

The New Yorkers Saying No to Assisted Suicide
In his excellent column “To Sign or

Not to Sign, That Is the Question”
(Main Street, Dec. 9), William
McGurn writes that assisted suicide
“isn’t generating much interest or
passion in New York.” That overlooks
the thousands of residents whose
voices may not be loud enough to
register with Gov. Hochul.

I oppose assisted suicide because of
my disabled brother, Duncan. The lan-
guage my friends use to justify their
support for the bill—an interest in au-
tonomy to end one’s life when it be-
comes too unproductive or inconve-
nient—could equally be used to say his
life isn’t worth living.

A friend battling cancer teared up
when telling me she sees New York’s
bill as a betrayal. She dreads the day a
doctor may offer her the option: an in-
dication that the state is resigned to
give up on people like her.

A friend who teaches philosophy at
a state university says her students
have been “so, so horrified” by the
bill and are “unanimous” in their dis-
approval. They fear a future in which
they may have to talk a grandparent

out of committing suicide to save his
or her descendants money.

It’s no coincidence that the “Medical
Aid in Dying” bill made it to Gov.
Hochul’s desk only after the death of
Diane Coleman (1953-2024), a disabled
activist who opposed assisted suicide.
New York’s effort was proposed 10
times during her lifetime, only to fail
in the face of her organized opposition.

Her voice is now silent, but those of
us with family and friends threatened
by the law continue to speak. Last
week hundreds turned out in Syracuse,
Albany, Buffalo and Manhattan for vig-
ils, urging the governor to veto the bill.
There is a rising generation that rejects
the inhumane logic of assisted suicide.
Perhaps their voices will be heard.

BRIA SANDFORD RAMOS
New York

Who Can Stand the Cinema?
Jason Riley writes that “It Will Soon

Be Curtains for the Movie Theater”
(Upward Mobility, Dec. 10). As he indi-
cates, that’s partly because the experi-
ence isn’t customer-friendly. Going to
the cinema often involves driving sev-
eral miles to a nearby mall, paying at
least $20 per ticket and more for
snacks and drinks and, worst of all, en-
during horrible seating. I would guess
that many seniors don’t attend any-
more simply because they can’t get in
and out of the recliner-style seats. The
romance is nearly gone, too, as it’s be-
come impossible even to hold hands.
Where’s the charm?

LARRY DAVIS
Durham, N.C.

The movie-going audience is disap-
pearing because of its inability to fol-
low poor character development, plot
evolution and convoluted story sur-
prises. The car chase, thunderous color-
ful explosion and sexual innuendo have
replaced thoughtful analysis, subtle
suggestion and revelatory action.

Add to this the expense of parking,
caviar-priced popcorn and “small” soft
drinks the size of oil drums, and it is no
wonder movie theaters are in a finan-
cially perilous place.

LEO A. GORDON
Los Angeles

Pepper ...
And Salt

Why AI CEOs Can’t Succeed
I am excited about the potential for

artificial intelligence, but the suggestion
that it will be able to replace CEOs
frightens me (“AI’s Next Challenge: Take
the CEO’s Job,” Technology, Dec. 8). My
mind immediately went to Mr. Potter
from “It’s a Wonderful Life,” a character
known for his ruthless business tactics
and lack of compassion. Is that the fu-
ture of AI CEOs, cold and calculating?

AI can enhance decision-making,
but it won’t replace human values.
Let’s ensure we keep executives like
George Bailey, leaders who balance
profit with purpose and empathy. Or
at least let’s require companies to in-
stall a Chief Humanity Officer to en-
sure AI CEO decisions are checked
against ethical standards and the well-
being of employees and communities,
preserving the necessary human touch
in corporate governance.

WILL FITZGERALD
Katy, Texas

The Real Reason Europe Is ‘Decaying’

E uropean leaders are furious at Presi-
dent Trump following his recent derog-
atory comments about their Continent.

This is becoming an instructive diplomatic fi-
asco, even if it’s one in which Dr. Trump
botches his diagnosis of the Continent’s most
serious problems.

i i i

The Administration’s National Security
Strategy last week stirred outrage by warning
that America’s European allies face “civiliza-
tional erasure.”Mr. Trump’s foreign-policy pan-
jandrums mean primarily that mass immigra-
tion and deepening political illegitimacy are
sapping Europe’s vim and vigor. Mr. Trump fol-
lowed this week by describing Europe as
“weak” and “decaying.”

The strategy, a brainchild of
Vice President JD Vance and his
circle, implies the U.S.maywith-
draw from its longstanding se-
curity cooperation with Europe
ifWashington decides Europe is
no longer worth defending. A
particular threat concerns the
North Atlantic Treaty Organiza-
tion. The strategy paper warns
thatmass (read:Muslim)migra-
tion means some NATO mem-
bers could within a few decades be majority
non-European.

Messrs. Trump and Vance have a point. The
European Union does toomany things (foreign
policy, environmental regulation and the like)
badly that it shouldn’t do at all. What it’s sup-
posed to do, such as creating a Continent-wide
free-trade bloc, it does poorly.

European voters are angry about their lead-
ers’ failures to get a grip on a migration crisis
now entering its second decade. They’re frus-
trated with the increasing prosperity gap be-
tween Europe and the U.S., and with Europe’s
frailty in the face of foreign challenges such as
Russia’s war on Ukraine. Worst of all, they see
that their leaders’ first instincts are to suppress
contrary opinions, which is why free speech is
again a hot debate in Europe.

Some of this bespeaks the lack of confidence
in European civilization the TrumpAdministra-
tion observes. Much of this traces to a loss of
belief in the superiority of Western values, in-
cluding guilt over imperialism and destructive
20th-century wars.

But the Trump diagnosis ignores the biggest
threat to Europe’s well-being. That is Europe’s
generous social-welfare states and the cascading
fiscal, economic and social ills they create.

Government social expenditure in theU.S. ac-

counted for 19.8% of GDP in 2024, according to
data from the Organization for Economic Coop-
eration and Development. In France the figure
was 30.6%, in Germany 27.9%, and in Italy 27.6%.
This share will rise as populations age. These
columns recently documented the severity of
the old-age entitlement problem in France and
Germany especially.

This fact explains much of what ails Europe.
Large welfare states require large tax bills to
fund them, which is why government revenue
reaches 47% of GDP in France, 41% in Germany,
and 43% in Italy but 27% in the U.S. That level
of taxation saps incentives for innovation and
entrepreneurship. Generous welfare states also
discourage work, which partly explains why

Europe’s labor markets are so
sclerotic.

Meanwhile, European gov-
ernments, taxed to the hilt and
increasingly indebted, find it dif-
ficult to spendmore on defense.
Hence the Continent’s inability
to shape events in Ukraine, em-
barrassing leaders and voters
and deepening the sense of en-
nui caused by economic under-
performance.

The question is why Messrs.
Trump and Vance stress migration and culture
more than these fiscal and economic facts.
Perhaps because Mr. Trump doesn’t want to
reform America’s own entitlement state. Mr.
Vance often speaks as if he wants to expand
the government’s role, as if welfare checks and
bureaucracy can restore national elan and so-
cial unity.

Reforming welfare is politically difficult.
It’s far easier to denounce migrants and Euro-
pean cultural decadence. Especially when the
U.S. is on a similar, if slower, path to welfare-
state sclerosis.

Immigration is amanageable challenge, now
that Europe is starting to grapplewith it.Wash-
ington could also be a positive influence on Eu-
rope, as Reagan’s policy example was in the
1980s. Mr. Trump’s demand for more defense
spending will require welfare reforms that
would benefit everyone.

But an irony of the Trump-Vance rhetoric is
that it could make most of Europe’s problems
worse. The domestic political allies they want
to cultivate in Europe, such as Germany’s Alter-
native for Germany (AfD) or France’s National
Rally, are big-state, anti-economic-reform par-
ties, and often are instinctively anti-American
to boot. This isn’t the way to make friends or
spur a European revival.
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Khan Younis, Gaza

T wo months into the Gaza
cease-fire, Hamas leader
Khaled Mashal has de-
clared from Doha, Qatar,
that his group won’t dis-

arm or hand over power as agreed.
But Mr. Mashal isn’t acting from a
position of power.

Hamas is weaker and more un-
popular than ever in Gaza. The only
cards it still holds over the civilian
population are fear and brutality.
On the international stage, Mr.
Mashal’s bluff relies on nobody else
having enough skin in the game to
call him out.

I am commander of the Counter
Terrorism Strike Force in Khan You-
nis and have seen plenty of evidence
of Hamas’s demise. My patrols have

arrested Hamas fighters on both
sides of the cease-fire line. The new
Hamas recruits are inexperienced
and more likely to surrender under
pressure. A few have begun to de-
fect. From the messages I receive
daily, many more will follow.

Alongside CTSF are four other
anti-Hamas militias. The original
leader of the Rafah-based Popular

Groups like the Counter-
Terrorism Strike Force can
turn President Trump’s
peace plan into a reality.

The Gaza Militias That Can Defeat Hamas
Forces group, Yasser Abu Shabab,
was killed last week in an internal
dispute, but his group remains
strong. As time passes, it is clear
that our groups should unite under
the banner of a new Gaza security
service.

I recommend that our combined
force report to President Trump’s
Board of Peace, and that our forces
take an oath that neither Hamas
nor any other terrorist group will
take power in Gaza again.

That doesn’t mean that I hope
to launch a new war against
Hamas in the territory it cur-
rently holds. I lost my daughter
and granddaughter when Israeli
planes targeted Hamas terrorists
who were using them as human
shields. The thought of more ci-
vilians losing their lives in Gaza
is unbearable, but I also know
that should Hamas remain in or
return to power, this tragedy will
repeat itself.

There is an alternative path, one
that disempowers Hamas and
guides it toward an exit. Hamas de-
rives its power from the control
and extortion of Gaza’s population.
Remove that and Hamas quickly
becomes irrelevant.

I support a proposal that would
see the international community ig-
nore Mr. Mashal and begin invest-
ing heavily in eastern Gaza, where
Hamas has no foothold. Gaza’s ci-
vilian population can then be
slowly brought over the yellow line
dividing Hamas from the Israeli
army, while the new Gazan security
force, backed by international part-

ners, prevents any infiltrations or
assaults by Hamas.

Families who today pay rent to
Hamas to pitch their tent on the
rubble of their former homes are
desperate for an alternative to
Hamas corruption. Young men will
choose employment in construction
and a reopened economy over a
place among the ranks of Hamas.

When the population begins to
vote with its feet, Hamas’s bluff to
the international community will col-
lapse. Until then, Gaza will remain
divided. Once the population moves
to the other side of the yellow line,
however, Hamas will have to admit

defeat and hand over its weapons.
There is no benefit to compro-

mising with Hamas now, especially
after its actions in the past two
months. Hamas recently announced
a 10-day ultimatum that its internal
opponents publicly repent or face
execution. No group that engages in
the torture and extrajudicial killings
of its own people has any intention
of relinquishing power over them.
With his declaration last weekend
that Hamas will refuse to disarm
voluntarily, Mr. Mashal is simply
saying out loud what has been obvi-
ous all along.

If Hamas does keep its weapons

and a strong Gazan security force
isn’t established, Hamas will look
for an opportunity to regain con-
trol. After driving out international
forces, it will re-establish itself in
power, exact revenge on its inter-
nal rivals and turn its guns on Is-
rael, taking us all back into hell.
This is written in Hamas’s DNA,
and Gazans have paid the price in
blood too many times. We must
break this cycle.

As the first phase of Mr.
Trump’s peace plan comes to a
successful close, the anti-Hamas
forces in Gaza stand with him so
we can together secure a perma-
nent change for the good during
the next phase. The choice before
the international community is
whether to support this new Gazan
security force or watch as Hamas
undermines and eventually over-
turns any progress.

Mr. Mashal can give speeches
from Doha, but here in Gaza we

look forward to seeing him and
other Hamas leaders living in Qatar
and Turkey facing justice in a Gazan
courtroom for their crimes against
our people. Despite ruling over mil-
lions of Gazans now, Mr. Mashal’s
trial will be only his second visit
here.

For now we must ensure that
Hamas can’t bluff its way into retak-
ing power. Mr. Trump’s 20-point
plan offers Gaza a real future. We
stand ready to make it a reality.

Mr. Al Astal is leader of the
Counter-Terrorism Strike Force, an
anti-Hamas militia.

By Hussam Al Astal
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The Counter-Terrorism Strike Force.

OPINION

The White House Misreads U.S. Interests in Europe
The 2025 White
House National Se-
curity Strategy, re-
leased last week,
includes a long and
controversial pas-
sage on Europe. It
might have helped
if someone in the
Trump administra-
tion actually un-
derstood what

“Europe” is these days and how it
works.

The document set off a wave of
outrage because the administration
warned that Europe faces “civiliza-
tional erasure” that would make it
not worth the trouble for America to
defend. Particular concerns are the
waves of migration reshaping Eu-
rope’s demographics and intrusive
governance at odds with prosperity
and political freedoms.

The strategy takes particular aim
at the European Union, which the ad-
ministration numbers among the
“transnational bodies that under-
mine political liberty and sover-
eignty” on the Continent. The docu-
ment envisions a greater role for
American meddling in Europe’s do-
mestic politics, particularly to sup-
port insurgent parties challenging
the EU.

If all of this were true, the White

House would be right to adapt Amer-
ica’s national strategy. But most of it
isn’t. Europe faces many and varied
political, cultural and economic ail-
ments, several of them severe. But
the administration—and America’s
neoisolationist “national conserva-
tives” in general—are glaringly
wrong on three major points.

First, Europeans appear to be
much less bothered by a loss of na-
tional sovereignty than Americans
assume. Majorities of the citizens in
the EU’s largest member countries
have a positive opinion of the EU,
the Pew Research Center found in a
poll conducted this spring. In Ger-
many and the Netherlands the figure
is at least 70%. Given the choice in a
referendum, voters would prefer to
stay in the EU, according to a You-
Gov survey in nine countries this au-
tumn. This includes culturally right-
leaning Poland.

Of particular note, 70% of people
in countries that are part of the euro
currency believe membership in that
bloc is good for them, even though
the euro entails a greater loss of na-
tional economic sovereignty than
membership in the EU itself.

This is why successful insurgent
parties of the right typically end up
abandoning their anti-EU antago-
nism to expand their electoral reach.
Marine Le Pen, leader of France’s in-

surgent-right National Rally, has all
but dropped any suggestion that
France should leave the euro or the
EU. Some U.S. conservatives go gaga
for Hungarian President Viktor Or-
bán when he feuds with Brussels
over sovereignty, but he has never
proposed exiting the bloc as the U.K.
did.

Americans and others who argue
for breaking up or “abolishing” the
EU—as Elon Musk has amid a recent
regulatory feud with Brussels—

merely make themselves look out of
touch. “Dismantle the EU” isn’t a vi-
able element of any U.S. policy to-
ward Europe.

Second, the potential friends the
Trump administration has lined up
on “cultural” or “sovereignty” issues
aren’t the best ones to make. They
aren’t friends of America on the is-
sues that matter, and palling around
with them drives off allies who sup-
port the U.S. in meaningful ways.

The clearest example comes from

Germany. Vice President JD Vance
and Mr. Musk waded into German
domestic politics ahead of February’s
election, throwing their support be-
hind the insurgent-right Alternative
for Germany, or AfD. They appear to
have been suckered by the AfD’s an-
tiestablishment tilt and its hostility
to the EU, ignoring well-documented
concerns about Nazi sympathies
among some of its leaders.

Yet the parts of AfD’s agenda that
Messrs. Vance and Musk like either
are unlikely ever to happen (Ger-
many leaving the EU) or can be
achieved by mainstream parties
(tighter immigration controls and
abandonment of ruinous green-en-
ergy policies). What chiefly distin-
guishes AfD in German politics—be-
yond the Nazi allegations—is that it
is one of the more anti-American,
pro-Russian parties. The ultimate
winner of that election, center-right
Friedrich Merz, is the most pro-
American chancellor Germany has
had in years—and Mr. Vance man-
aged to goad Mr. Merz into declar-
ing German “independence” from
Washington.

Third, Europe’s values aren’t our
values. Despite common origins, we
hold a fundamentally different un-
derstanding of the proper relation-
ships between individual, society and
state—one reason we split from a

European empire when we did.
We’ve developed very different tra-
ditions on matters such as free
speech, religious liberty and eco-
nomic management. One can believe,
as I do, that the American model is
superior for fostering prosperity and
human flourishing. But any realistic
and credible U.S. foreign policy has
to acknowledge that Europeans will
disagree.

The U.K. experience since Brexit
tells the tale. Even in the only coun-
try ever to leave the EU, voters have
refused to abandon EU rules and reg-
ulations. Nearly a decade after the
referendum, Britain continues to im-
pose most of the laws it inherited
from the EU because every attempt
to pare them back has proved politi-
cally unworkable. Despite major con-
troversies over speech rights, Brit-
ons are likely to accept—and desire
—a speech-regulation regime that’s
more restrictive than America’s.

U.S. conservatives might look at
the foregoing and think it’s further
proof that Europe isn’t worth saving.
But Europe’s differences from us
doesn’t diminish America’s national
interest in peace and security on the
Continent. A better strategy would
focus on how we can work with our
allies, not on fomenting domestic
revolutions most of their citizens
don’t want.

The Continent practices
values that are different
from America’s. Yet it is
still worth defending.
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Lewis Lists Treat Cops Worse Than Criminals

T wo Washington Metropolitan
police officers were tried and
convicted in 2022 in the

death of a fleeing suspect. Presi-
dent Trump pardoned the defen-
dants, who he said were only doing
their jobs. The two officers got
their jobs back.

Fellow officer Cory Novick, who
testified at the trial, wasn’t so
lucky. For telling the truth in court,
he lost his job. That gives the ad-
ministration another opportunity to
right a wrong and put a good cop
back in uniform.

During the trial, federal prosecu-
tors called Mr. Novick to the stand
but apparently didn’t like what he
had to say. Prosecutors moved to
have Mr. Novick’s testimony im-
peached—discounted by the court—
in jury instructions, but the judge
said no.

The problem seems to have been
that his testimony failed to support
some of the government’s claims.
He may have even made the prose-

cution look bad by undermining
their preferred theory from the
witness stand.

Two years later, Mr. Novick lost
his new job as a U.S. marshal af-
ter being put on a blacklist on the
say-so of federal prosecutors. Al-
though no court found that Mr.
Novick had committed perjury or
any other crime, the mere allega-
tion put him on a police blacklist.
Mr. Novick was fired without evi-
dence, a hearing or a chance to
appeal.

In Brady v. Maryland (1963), the
Supreme Court upheld the rights
of the accused, requiring prosecu-
tors to disclose potentially excul-
patory evidence to the defense.
Subsequent decisions, including
Giglio v. U.S. (1972), ensured trans-
parency, due process, and remedy
for defendants. But the Brady doc-
trine has been turned on its head
to target and tarnish police offi-
cers by denying them the same
rights the court enshrined for ac-
cused criminals.

The U.S. attorney’s office for the

District of Columbia maintains a
list of law-enforcement officers
who are suspected, accused or con-
victed of “integrity” violations or
other misconduct. So do many local
prosecutors’ offices. These lists—
known as Lewis lists, after Lewis v.
U.S. (1979), a follow-up to the
Brady decision—are used to alert
the defense if an officer involved in
a defendant’s case has a record of
relevant misconduct (such as per-
jury) that would affect his credibil-
ity as a trial witness.

Mr. Novick’s name landed on
such a list. To date, the U.S. attor-
ney’s office hasn’t publicly identi-
fied the reason for Mr. Novick’s in-
clusion. A careful review of the
court transcript of his testimony
reveals nothing that should have
flagged him.

Being added to these blacklists
is a career-killer for cops. Depart-
ments assume the officer’s partici-
pation in court will jeopardize out-
comes, making them a liability.

But Mr. Novick, who had only
started his job as a U.S. marshal,

received more notice than most
when the U.S. Marshals Service was
informed that the U.S. attorney’s
office had placed him on the Lewis
list. The Marshals Service then
cited this as the reason for his ter-
mination. Now Mr. Novick is suing
to get his job back. But the same
injustice is repeated on a daily ba-
sis across the country.

The federal government has no
statute governing the use of
Lewis lists, requiring notice to of-
ficers or setting criteria for place-
ment, and there is no mandatory
appeal process. Most states are
little better. Only a handful—in-
cluding Arizona, Colorado and
Iowa—require advance notice and

an opportunity to respond.
So there is no clear legal defini-

tion of who belongs on these ros-
ters, let alone guidance on how
long officers must remain on these
lists or how they can seek to have
their names expunged. Local prose-
cutors have absolute, unreviewable
authority over how, why and when
to include an officer. Criteria can
drift from sustained findings of ly-
ing under oath to broad categories
like “bias” or “integrity concerns,”
sometimes based on unsustained
complaints or internal politics. In
many places, officers don’t even
know they have been listed until
they face significant employment
consequences—if then.

The lack of transparency and
due process afforded to law en-
forcement officers flies in the face
of the Brady decision. The rules—
or lack thereof—around these
blacklists don’t serve justice but
pervert it.

The Justice Department can
right the wrong done to Mr. Novick
by removing him from the Lewis
list and petition for his reinstate-
ment. But for real change to hap-
pen, Congress and dozens of states
must act to end these unfair black-
lists. There has to be transparency
and a remedy to prevent retalia-
tion, abuse and incompetence.
These lists need to be disclosed,
have rigorous standards for inclu-
sion, and allow for appeals.

Cops as much as criminals de-
serve justice. That’s especially
true for those who tell the truth,
even if it’s inconvenient for the
government.

Mr. Johnson is a former deputy
commissioner of the Baltimore Po-
lice Department. He is president of
the Law Enforcement Legal Defense
Fund, which is funding Cory
Novick’s legal team.

By Jason Johnson

For testifying truthfully,
Cory Novick landed on a
blacklist and lost his job
as a U.S. marshal.

From María Corina Machado’s
speech accepting the Nobel Peace
Prize, delivered by her daughter in
Oslo, Dec. 10:

More than anything, what we
Venezuelans can offer the world is
the lesson forged through this long
and difficult journey: that to have
democracy, we must be willing to
fight for freedom. And freedom is a
choice that must be renewed each
day, measured by our willingness
and our courage to defend it. . . .

A people who choose freedom con-
tribute not only to themselves, but to
humanity. We attain freedom only

when we refuse to turn our backs on
ourselves; when we confront the
truth directly, no matter how painful;
when love for what truly matters in
life gives us the strength to persevere
and to prevail.

Only through that inner align-
ment—that vital integrity—do we
rise to meet our destiny. Only then
do we become who we truly are,
able to live a life worthy of being
lived. Along this march to freedom,
we gained profound certainties of
the soul—truths that have given our
lives a deeper meaning and pre-
pared us to build a great future in
peace.

Notable & Quotable: Machado
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EDITORIAL CARTOON

Mayor Dever has recommended to the city council 
that the centennial of Chicago be celebrated in another 
world’s fair … The suggestion has enthusiastic backing 
from Charles H. Wacker of the Chicago Plan and Dr. 
Otto L. Schmidt of the Chicago Historical association. 
It seems also to have had a sympathetic reception.

The Columbian exposition is remembered as the 
focusing of the old Chicago energy … It made the model 
and thereafter there were only imitators.

The city is having a new burst of energy and a good 
many people will say let’s do it again. It is said, and it 
is true, that it would give an objective. It would stimu-
late by centering ideas upon an achievement and the 
citizens who are already considering it believe that 
the construction undertaken could be with a view to 
permanent attractions and improvements …

The Columbian exposition gave the city an inheri-
tance of improved transportation … The exposition also 
gave the city a few buildings, some of which we are still 
trying to preserve.

It is doubtful if the energy which went into such a fair 
any place at any time ever had full, permanent compen-
sation for the city which gave it. A world’s fair is a bright 
party. The day after is the day after. If it is successful it 
means a great temporary strain upon the resources of 
the city … The abrupt stoppage of even twenty per cent 
of the demand on an industry is demoralizing if not 
ruinous.

We are not knocking the proposal … It probably is 
not wholly bad to have an occasional party for stimu-
lation even if all the flowers are faded the next day and 
the host has a touch of headache. In dollars and cents 
and continuous benefit a city would be further ahead 
which built to increase its attractions permanently 
year by year … accommodation would develop with the 
increased demand and remain.

A zoo would permanently increase this flow … There 
would be another continuing attraction. Soldiers’ 
field is such, the Field museum, etc. And in that spirit, 
the discussion continues: whether Chicago should 
once again seize the moment for celebration, or invest 
steadily in the lasting institutions that shape its civic life 
long after any fair has ended.

Tribune editorial board, Dec. 12, 1925

ON THIS DAY 100 YEARS AGO 
ANOTHER WORLD’S FAIR

A detainee places her shoe on after receiving an electronic monitoring device prior to being released at Cook County Jail on 
April 12, 2018.  ARMANDO L. SANCHEZ/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

EDITORIALS

When we learned that the man who allegedly set 
26-year-old Bethany MaGee on fire on a Blue Line train 
last month not only had been arrested more than 70 
times but was also out on electronic monitoring after 
assaulting a social worker at MacNeal Hospital — in spite 
of the Cook County state’s attorney’s request that he be 
held — we were alarmed. That man, Lawrence Reed, had 
violated his electronic monitoring terms multiple times 
prior to the attack.

Given the shocking, high-profile nature of this story, 
you might be tempted to believe it an anomaly. 

It is not. 
In June, Chicagoan Arturo De La Mora was sentenced 

to 52 years in prison for murdering his girlfriend while 
he was on electronic monitoring for a prior felony gun 
case, crime news site CWBChicago reported. In October, 
a Chicago man received 22 years in prison for carjack-
ing a Facebook Marketplace seller at gunpoint while on 
electronic monitoring for an earlier case in which he 
allegedly tried to kill a Cook County sheriff’s deputy.

A little over a year ago, Lacramioara Beldie was 
stabbed to death in Portage Park by her estranged 
husband, Constantin Beldie, who was on electronic 
monitoring at the time. A wrongful-death suit filed this 
month alleges he had dozens of monitoring violations 
leading up to the killing without any meaningful inter-
vention from the county or its monitor vendor. 

These are but a few horrific examples of a disastrous 
system that must be fixed, and quickly.

We spoke Tuesday with Cook County State’s Attorney 
Eileen O’Neill Burke about this serious problem. Burke 
assured us that her office is committed to requesting 
pretrial detention whenever the public is at risk, and the 
data she shared encourages us that the state’s attorneys 
arguing these cases on the front end are doing their part 
to prevent more danger. 

Her team touted an increase in pretrial detentions 
under her watch, noting that, for example, detentions 
for aggravated domestic battery cases had increased to 
85% from 61% under her predecessor. For cases involv-
ing handguns converted to the equivalent of machine 
guns, Burke’s office requested detention in 97% of cases, 
with judges approving pretrial detention 76% of the 
time. Again, these numbers and the higher frequency of 
judges approving prosecutors’ requests for detention are 
encouraging. But the problem of past detention refusals 
that have left violent folks on the streets with inadequate 
guardrails — and the potential for more in the future — 
continues to plague us. 

“Electronic monitoring needs a law enforcement 
component,” Burke added, addressing the need to be able 
to enforce electronic monitoring terms and restrictions 
when people don’t comply. She’s right. As the system 
exists today, there’s next to no accountability and no 
muscle at all to ensure compliance while people remain 

free ahead of their court dates. Burke described herself 
as “the skunk at the garden party” for questioning what 
happens when someone, say, cuts off their monitor ahead 
of trial. 

We need answers to questions like that. The county 
cannot continue operating a system without clear proto-
cols for violations, otherwise Chicagoans and visitors 
to our city aren’t safe. Thankfully, the new chief judge 
understands this and is taking action. On Dec. 2, Cook 
County’s new Chief Judge Charles Beach ordered an 
urgent review of the county’s electronic monitoring 
program. 

His announcement couldn’t have come soon enough. 
According to the November electronic monitoring report 
from the office of the chief judge, there are still troubling 
cases of defendants facing serious charges of violence 
on electronic monitoring, including individuals charged 
with murder, attempted murder and aggravated criminal 
sexual assault, underscoring concerns about who is being 
released pretrial.

Much of the problem can be attributed to a culture that 
predates Beach and O’Neill Burke. Electronic monitoring 
has been part of Cook County’s criminal justice system 
for decades. But its use has ballooned and been increas-
ingly applied to people charged with serious violent 
offenses.

That has to change. 
It’s clear the county’s electronic monitoring system 

isn’t working and isn’t adequately protecting the public. 
O’Neill Burke has committed to requesting detention for 
those accused of committing serious crimes, but judges 
have the final say on which defendants are detained. For 
those accused of violent crimes, there really is no alterna-
tive to home confinement and ankle monitors if a judge 
rules against incarceration.

So Beach needs to treat this as a crisis. We grant that 
solving the problem of a lack of sworn officers to enforce 
violations of electronic monitoring conditions will take 
time. Creating a new unit along those lines within the 
chief judge’s office should be considered now that the 
office has sole responsibility for managing the electronic 
monitoring system.

What happens in the meantime, though? Cook County 
shouldn’t be expected to endure the status quo a year or 
longer while the wheels of government spin. No doubt 
Beach needs to dedicate more personnel to improve 
compliance for those already on monitoring. But the 
chief judge should consider issuing temporary guid-
ance to his fellow judges that errs on the side of protect-
ing the public for those accused of violent crimes. Like 
Lawrence Reed.

Overall crime in the city is down statistically, and all 
are glad to see it. But no one thinks Chicago is “safe” yet. 
Unfortunately, the current state of electronic monitoring 
is a big reason why.

Cook County’s electronic monitoring system 
is putting people in danger. Fix it now

Ald. Brian Hopkins, whose 2nd Ward includes much 
of downtown Chicago, deserves the city’s thanks for 
striving repeatedly to find a means that will pass muster 
with our mayor to control mobs of teens who “take 
over” the Loop and cause mayhem and sometimes 
death.

The issue has resurfaced with the downtown shoot-
ing death of a 14-year-old last month after the annual 
tree-lighting ceremony. With two days’ notice that a 
large teen gathering was planned, police appeared to 
take all the right steps to keep things under control. But 
tragedy ensued anyway.

We think Ald. Hopkins finally has hit on the right 
way of giving the Chicago Police Department the 
tools it needs to stop these mob events before they get 
started. A new proposed ordinance he filed earlier this 
week would allow CPD Superintendent Larry Snelling, 
in consultation with Deputy Mayor for Community 
Safety Garien Gatewood, to declare four-hour curfews 
for minors within discrete areas with at least 12 hours’ 
advance notice.

Recall that an earlier Hopkins initiative to give Snel-
ling powers to declare “snap” teen curfews passed the 
City Council but was vetoed by Mayor Brandon John-
son. Even Snelling at the time said he didn’t need the 
ability to impose curfews with almost no notice in order 
to disperse teen mobs. And, though we urged John-
son to sign the snap curfew, we’ve been squeamish, 
too, at the prospect that young people not part of these 
planned gatherings could get caught up accidentally in 
the police actions.

The minimum 12-hour lead time Hopkins now is 
proposing gives minors and their parents more than 
ample warning to stay away from a specific part of the 
city at a specific time. Arrests for curfew violations, 
rather than for failing to respond to dispersal orders 
outside of curfew hours, don’t go on teens’ records 
and thus don’t affect anyone’s future prospects. Those 
arrested are held until picked up by a parent or some-
one else responsible for them.

As Hopkins explained to us, police are reluctant to 
arrest teens who gather in mobs for fear precisely of 
having those arrests recorded for posterity. But police 
are more willing to arrest those who violated curfew.

Indeed, Hopkins said, the officers on the awful night 
of the tree-lighting waited until 10 p.m., when the city’s 
ordinary teen curfew begins, to make arrests. Once a 
few of the mob leaders had been arrested, the others 
quickly scattered, Hopkins said. But for nearly an hour 
before that point, police struggled to get the scene 
under control.

Hopkins’ explanation and his proposed method of 
addressing the problem make perfect sense to us. And 
they should make perfect sense, too, to the mayor. He’s 
likely again to have to decide whether to veto this latest 
curfew plan. 

Hopkins believes he’ll have more than 30 aldermen 
voting yes on his ordinance, but likely not the required 
34 to override a veto.

He’s optimistic Johnson will find this version more 
palatable than the earlier effort.

Unfortunately, Ald. Jason Ervin, 28th, immedi-
ately moved to consign Hopkins’ proposal to the Rules 
Committee, where proposed ordinances famously “go 
to die.” There’s too much support for this measure to 
stay in the Rules Committee, but the maneuver does 
mean there will be some delay. That’s unfortunate.

All involved, including the mayor, agree these teen 
takeovers are a hazard. The mayor should signal 
quickly that he supports this version of the curfew, and 
the council should pass it as soon as possible.

Johnson should 
endorse Hopkins’ latest 

teen curfew proposal
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OPINION

By Will Johnson

Mayor Brandon Johnson and the 
majority of the Chicago City Coun-
cil are deadlocked over next year’s 
municipal budget, an impasse that 
could halt all city services if they can’t 
find common ground on tax increases 
by year’s end.

Chicago residents aren’t dead-
locked, though, over who’s to blame 
if city government actually shuts 
down — it’s Johnson, hands down. 
In a citywide poll we just conducted, 
three quarters of representative 
respondents say they’ll hold the mayor 
responsible if he vetoes the council’s 
alternative budget, versus a quarter 
who’ll pin it on the council.

The opposition is widespread. 
Across all age groups and among 
both men and women, most Chicago 
adults in our poll hold the mayor 
accountable for this breakdown, with 
the share rising to supermajorities of 
4 out of 5 residents among those 35 
and older. 

A plurality of 43% of residents says 
they’ll also turn against aldermen who 
side with Johnson in a budget vote, 

while just 15% say they’ll rally for his 
allies. (The rest say this vote won’t 
affect their preferences one way or 
another.)

However it ends, this budget battle 
seems likely to hamper Johnson in a 
reelection bid. Though he won hand-
ily in 2023, his nonstop efforts to raise 
taxes are a turnoff. Half of Chicago 
adults now have unfavorable opinions 
of the mayor — twice the number who 
see him favorably. This net favorability 
gap leaves him with minimal political 
capital to negotiate a budget resolu-
tion or rally public support for difficult 
choices.

Johnson brought this rebellion on 
himself. To help close a massive $1.15 
billion deficit, he proposed reimpos-
ing an employee head tax. The tax was 
repealed in 2014 under Mayor Rahm 
Emanuel, who called it a job killer. 
Rebranding it a “community safety 
surcharge,” Johnson initially asked 
the City Council in October to enact 
an annual $252 per employee tax on 
corporations with 100 or more city 
employees, which he said would net 
$100 million annually. 

Facing public opposition from 26 of 

the 50 members of the City Council, 
he began backpedaling by limiting the 
tax to those employing 200 or more 
and, earlier this week, reducing it 
further to only “corporate behemoths” 
with headcounts of 500 and up. At 
the same time, though, he raised the 
annual rate to $396.

Neither modification changed the 
minds of aldermen in the majority 
bloc. Instead, they drafted their own 
budget, which avoids any head tax 
by increasing the fee for household 
garbage collection by nearly 70% and 
raising taxes on ride-shares and liquor. 
Johnson has vowed he’ll veto any 
budget that swaps “regressive taxes” 
such as those for his head tax.

It’s unclear how this duel will end. 
The majority would need to grow 
to 34 members to override a veto. 
Conversely, Johnson would need to 
peel away at least two aldermen from 
an opposition majority that is now up 
to 27 members.

Our polling doesn’t reveal any easy 
workarounds. The city could avoid 
these taxes by borrowing more. But 
56% of residents oppose that. Another 
option, which neither the mayor nor 

the council majority endorses, would 
be to cut spending by reducing bene-
fits to municipal employees. In our 
poll, 40% reject that idea, while 37% 
favor workforce sacrifices. (The other 
23% say they don’t know.)

If Johnson and the City Council 
can’t find an acceptable compromise, 
Chicago will enter 2026 without 
a budget, something that’s never 
happened. With no legal authorization 
to spend any more money and employ-
ees getting no pay, city government 
could be forced to cease operations 
overnight.

Though Johnson may look weak 
by compromising with the council 
majority on the head tax, it’s what the 
Chicago residents have told us they 
want: a local government that takes 
a commonsense approach to taxing 
and spending, and not one that gives 
employers or employees yet another 
reason to leave the city behind

Will Johnson is the Chicago-based CEO 
of Outward Intelligence, an artificial 
intelligence-powered quantitative 
research company, and former CEO of 
The Harris Poll.

Big loser in city budget battle is Johnson
Mayor Brandon Johnson arrives for a City Council meeting at City Hall on Wednesday.  EILEEN T. MESLAR/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

By Michael Peregrine

Forget for a moment memories 
of Walter Payton, Dick Butkus 
and Dan Hampton, among many 
legendary Bears. Because as 
incredible as their individual 
game achievements were, they 
all stand in the shadow of what 
Gale Sayers accomplished 60 
years ago on Dec. 12. It’s not only 
a fun recollection given the Bears’ 
surprising 2025 success; it’s also 
an important one, given Sayers’ 
contributions to the team and to 
the city.

1965 was a transitional year 
for the Bears. They won the NFL 
championship in 1963, only to 
suffer a disastrous 1964 season. 
By 1965, the roster was aging 
rapidly, and team pursued an 
influx of youth. And they struck 
gold, drafting future Hall of 
Famers Butkus and Sayers.

The team started slowly, with 
a crushing 52-24 defeat by the 
San Francisco 49ers, followed 
by two more losses. But with 
Butkus leading the defense and 
Sayers the offense, the team was 
in contention by the Dec. 12 Wrig-
ley Field return match with the 
49ers. 

The day was typically cold and 
rainy — miserable for anything 
outdoors, including a football 
game. “A muddy field for every-
body but Gale Sayers,” Bears tight 
end Mike Ditka noted. Indeed, it 
was a day when everything went 
right for the rookie running back. 
Sayers scored six touchdowns, 
tying an NFL record that has 
never been exceeded.

But it wasn’t that he tied the 
record, but rather the spectac-
ular manner how he did it, that 
made for football legend. In the 
first quarter, he took a screen pass 

for an 80-yard score. Talk about 
yards after catch! The second 
quarter saw touchdown runs of 
21 and 7 yards. In the third quar-
ter, he had 50-yard and 1-yard 
scoring runs. He finished the day 
with a fourth quarter punt return 
of 85 yards. And current head 
coach Ben Johnson says he likes 
explosive plays! Future Hall of 
Famers Ditka and George Halas 
each referred to it as the greatest 
performance in NFL history.

Sayers had enormous self-con-
fidence in his physical gifts but 
expressed it in a humble and 
team-oriented way. He truly 

believed that if he was given the 
ball, no one could catch him: 
“Give me 18 inches of daylight. 
That’s all I need.” And he was 
right. Bears announcer Jack 
Brickhouse described his elusive 
running style as “he cuts, weaves, 
stops and goes; he runs with 
power and precision.” Team-
mates and opponents alike 
compared him to magician Harry 
Houdini, an acrobat and a ballet 
dancer.

Yet the “Kansas Comet,” as 
Sayers was known, streaked 
across the football sky for only 
a few years. He led the league in 

rushing yards in 1966, followed 
by another outstanding season in 
1967. But he suffered a major knee 
injury in 1968 against, ironically, 
the 49ers. He underwent ardu-
ous rehabilitation (often assisted 
by teammate Brian Piccolo) and 
returned to lead the league in 
rushing again in 1969. But unable 
to overcome another knee injury 
in the 1970 season, he retired. 
In 1977, he became the youngest 
person to be inducted into the 
NFL Hall of Fame.

Sayers went on to a successful 
post-Bears career, working in a 
variety of sports leadership and 

business ownership positions. He 
supported the adoption charity 
The Cradle and founded the Gale 
Sayers Center in Austin. But the 
real Sayers was on display in the 
memorable film “Brian’s Song”, 
which told of his bond with 
Piccolo, who died in June 1970 
at age 26. The centerpiece of the 
film was Sayers’ moving accep-
tance speech for the George S. 
Halas Award:

“You flatter me by giving me 
this award, but I tell you here 
and now that I accept it for Brian 
Piccolo. Brian Piccolo is the man 
of courage who should receive 
the George S. Halas Award. It is 
mine tonight, it is Brian Piccolo’s 
tomorrow. … I love Brian Piccolo, 
and I’d like all of you to love him 
too. And tonight, when you hit 
your knees, please ask God to love 
him.”

Piccolo died less than a month 
later. Watch the film again, 55 
years later, and you’ll still cry.

NFL Films greats Steve Sabol 
and John “The Voice of God” 
Facenda provided the narra-
tion for a film about Sayers: “In 
a generation or a lifetime, the 
great runner arrives in pro foot-
ball. He is one of the select few 
whose number is burned into the 
memory of every fan.” 

Indeed, No. 40 was burned 
into the memory of every fan and 
player shivering in Wrigley Field 
on that muddy mid-December 
day in 1965. They knew what they 
had seen — the greatest perfor-
mance ever. They’re unlikely to 
feel differently today. Eighteen 
inches of daylight, indeed.

Michael Peregrine is a Chicago 
lawyer. He watched the Dec. 12 
game from Wrigley’s right field 
upper deck.

Gale Sayers and the greatest performance in Chicago sports history

Gale Sayers, the “Kansas Comet,” is all business as he eludes San Francisco 49ers defenders on the way to a 21-yard 
touchdown run on Dec. 12, 1965, one of six in the game. CHICAGO TRIBUNE HISTORICAL PHOTO
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Biden failed in job
Regarding the story “ ‘Really reckless’ ” 

(Dec. 7), I agree. The conduct of Immigra-
tion and Customs Enforcement in enforc-
ing immigration and border laws could 
have been less rough and more profes-
sional during Operation Midway Blitz. The 
agency should have been more communi-
cative. We have a right to know the who, 
what and why.

Then again, we see the Tribune ignor-
ing American border and immigration 
laws. The Barack Obama administration 
deported millions. That was followed by 
the Joe Biden administration’s border 
policies, which allowed millions into our 
country.

All of this “really reckless” behav-
ior could have been avoided if the Biden 
administration had not refused to enforce 
the immigration and border laws of our 
country.

Surely the Tribune respects that all laws 
of America should be enforced. Our elected 
officials created them. They are the laws of 
our land passed to protect Americans!

— Joseph A. Murzanski, Orland Park

A breeding ground
When I saw the front-page of the 

Tribune with a picture of a masked federal 
agent sitting in a vehicle and pointing a 
handgun through the window, I could 
think of no better headline than “Really 
reckless.”

As someone who served for 45 years as a 
police officer (including 22 years as a police 
chief ), I totally agree with the comments 
made by former Customs and Border 
Protection Commissioner Gil Kerlikowske 
and former Chicago police Superintendent 
Eddie Johnson, as quoted in the article. 
The federal agents’ actions were inconsis-
tent with acceptable police practice and 
represented a breeding ground for disaster.

In my mind, the Immigration and 
Customs Enforcement and Border Patrol 
agents are not well trained in the proper 
law enforcement tactics for the job they 
have been assigned. The blame for that lack 
of training rests squarely on the shoulders 
of Department of Homeland Security lead-
ership. Rather than accepting responsibil-
ity for providing the required training and 
supervision, DHS leadership exacerbated 
the problem by discounting the criticism it 
has received.

That resistance to change will result in 

more violence against the agents and the 
protesters.

— David E. Dial, Naperville

Just political theater
The tactics and actions of Immigration 

and Customs Enforcement and Border 
Patrol agents during Operation Midway 
Blitz beg explanation and description of 
the hiring practices and training provided 
for these agents. The reckless behav-
ior described in the Dec. 7 article was 
very disturbing. I have to believe that the 
Donald Trump administration’s rapid 
expansion of Customs and Border Protec-
tion has been done at the expense of the 
vetting and training of candidates.

Operation Midway Blitz has been little 
more than political theater, harmful to the 
Chicago area and its citizens.

— Richard Wambach, St. Charles

Peace in his hands
It is simultaneously heartening and 

depressing to witness President Donald 
Trump’s flailing attempts to end the war 
in Ukraine. Similar to one’s hand getting 
stuck in a pickle jar and refusing to let go, 
Trump has peace in his hands but can’t 
seem to pull it out of the jar. This is for a 
very simple reason — while Trump asserts 
that Russia “holds all the cards” in its abil-
ity to prosecute the war, he simultaneously 
claims that Russia has no capability to end 
its own invasion and that only Ukraine 
does.

There are few things more nauseating 
than having to listen to the Kremlin assert 
that the war cannot end until its “root 
causes” are addressed, which is a thinly 
veiled reference to Russia’s claims that 
Ukraine is being led by Nazis. Yet, this line 
has been fully adopted by the U.S. admin-
istration. Whether Trump truly believes 
the power to end the war lies with Ukraine 
or whether he doesn’t actually believe 
this and will simply do everything in his 
power to avoid criticizing Putin lest he risk 
future trade deals, there is no conceivable 
way that these “peace” talks will end in 
actual peace. There is no common ground 
between Russia and Ukraine: One wants to 
exist, and one wants the other to not exist. 
There is no overlap here.

It’s reassuring to know that Trump is 
unable to force the Ukrainians to accept a 
deal. However, it’s beyond unfortunate that 
the only attempts to end this war revolve 

around Ukrainian capitulation. The result 
is that Ukraine retains its sovereignty, but 
also that the pressure necessary to end this 
war will not be exerted on Russia, the only 
party that is truly capable of ending the 
war.

Ukraine will survive, but the pressure 
from the U.S. is being squandered by not 
being leveraged on Russia. This war will 
thus continue to be falsely seen as intrac-
table.

— Ethan Feingold, Chicago

Campaign for civility
The U.S. Department of Transportation 

has launched a civility campaign for air 
travelers: “The Golden Age of Travel Starts 
with You.” Our unqualified U.S. secretary of 
transportation, Sean Duffy, formerly a Fox 
Network host and MTV reality television 
star, condescendingly lectures us about 
manners and respect in a public service 
announcement.

Promoting the campaign on Fox News, 
Duffy said, “We’ve asked Americans to 
bring their better selves — to bring civility 
back to travel.”

There is no “better” self for our increas-
ingly uncivil president to bring to travel. 
On a recent flight on Air Force One, the 
Republican standard bearer, angered by 
a female reporter’s question regarding 
the Jeffrey Epstein files, snapped, “Quiet. 
Quiet, piggy.” Having overused “dog,” 
“vermin,” “scum” and “low IQ” as his stan-
dard insults, President Donald Trump has 
added “piggy,” “ugly,” “terrible,” “stupid” 
and “nasty” to his repertoire to hurl at 
female journalists.

Two suggestions for Duffy: Focus on 
vitally important transportation issues, 
such as the urgent need for more air traf-
fic controllers, and forward your civility 
campaign PSA to your boss.

— Jane Cox, Wheaton

Extrajudicial killing
When the U.S Supreme Court major-

ity ruled that a president has “absolute 
immunity from criminal prosecution for 
actions within his conclusive and preclu-
sive constitutional authority,” Justice Sonia 
Sotomayor dissented, noting, among other 
things, that the ruling would allow the 
president to commit murder. As an exam-
ple, she wrote that if the president “orders 
the Navy’s Seal Team 6 to assassinate a 
political rival? Immune.”

To many, her comment seemed extreme 
— reductio ad absurdum. No president of 
the U.S. would ever order a murder.

But now we have President Donald 
Trump ordering the killing of boat occu-
pants far from our border. Law professor 
Gabor Rona, echoing many other legal 
scholars, wrote that “these killings are 
simply murder — extrajudicial killings in 
violation of United States and international 
human rights law because the boats’ occu-
pants are not attacking the United States, 
nor do they pose an imminent threat of 
attack.” That seems pretty straightforward.

It seems like the decision to kill was 
made first, and then a justification — any 
justification, even if preposterous — was 
then sought.

Sotomayor’s thinking now seems 
prescient. Indeed, the president of the 
United States can get away with murder.

— Sheldon Hirsch, Wilmette

No replacement yet
When the Affordable Care Act was 

passed, Republicans said it was horrible 
and they were going fix it for the millions 
who signed up. And how are they doing 
with that? Not one Republican has put 
forward an insurance policy for poor 
Americans.

Perhaps it is that Republicans want 
nothing to do with poor Americans.

— Marsha Lieberman, Chicago

Vaccination matters
I read the obituaries every day. A 

78-year-old man recently was listed who 
died from complications of whooping 
cough. In 1936, I exposed my 76-year-old 
grandmother to it, and she became very ill. 
Luckily, she survived.

Today, vaccines not only protect the 
child; they also protect the family.

— Jacqueline Nussbaum, Wilmette

Note to readers: We’d like to know your 
hopes for the new year. Please send us 
a letter, of no more than 400 words, to 
letters@chicagotribune.com by Sunday, 

VOICE OF THE PEOPLE

For online-exclusive letters, go to www.
chicagotribune.com/letters. Email your 
letter submissions, 400 words or less, to 
letters@chicagotribune.com. Include your 
full name, address and phone number.

OPINION

Imagine that your child has been 
kidnapped and taken far away. That child 
is scared, and you can offer no comfort. You 
don’t know if your child is being tortured, 
abused or militarized, but you know that 
someone is trying to turn your child into 
someone else entirely. It’s a parent’s worst 
nightmare.

Imagine that trauma and then scale it up 
thousands of times, and you have the reality 
that Ukraine is living with today. 

Since the start of Russia’s full-scale inva-
sion of Ukraine in February 2022, tens of 
thousands of Ukrainian children have been 
kidnapped from their families and commu-
nities, taken to Russia and Russian-held 
territories and forced into indoctrination 
camps, military training camps, the Russian 
adoption system and who knows where 
else. Some have been tortured and sexu-
ally abused, while some have been forced 
to fight against Ukraine as child soldiers. 
At least two of these children, a 12-year-old 
girl named Misha and 16-year-old named 
Liza, ended up in a camp in North Korea.

These children are fed pro-Russian 
propaganda and forced to speak in Russian 
in a deliberate effort to deny their national 
identity. Their documents, histories and 
citizenship are being erased to wholly sever 
their ties to their families and nation. They 
are told lies about who they are and where 
they come from. 

The facts are well documented, thanks to 
the Yale School of Public Health’s Human-
itarian Research Lab (HRL), which uses 
satellite imagery and open-source intelli-
gence methods to track these crimes.

Some children were taken after their 
parents were killed in Russian strikes 
or by Russian troops or were separated 
from families in occupied areas. Others 
were taken from Ukrainian orphanages 
and foster care and put up for adoption in 
Russia after their identities were falsified. 
Children who resist this Russification are 
labeled extremists or terrorists. 

Russia has, in fact, been stealing 
Ukrainian children since it invaded Crimea 
in 2014. This is a war crime that is on the 
rise across the globe. If Vladimir Putin can 
continue to do so with impunity, we can 
only expect more children and families will 
face this terrible fate. 

Russia has committed many gross human 
rights violations against the Ukrainian 
people in this war and continues to ruth-
lessly assault civilians and critical infra-
structure. But its attack on Ukraine’s 

children is particularly grotesque, as 
they are put through hell to stoke fear 
in Ukrainian society and used as tools 
in Russia’s attempt to extinguish the 
Ukrainian nation. 

Ukrainian authorities have officially 
confirmed 9,221 cases of abduction and are 
actively reviewing thousands more, but 
experts investigating these crimes believe 
at least 35,000 children have been stolen so 
far. This doesn’t account for the 1.6 million 
Ukrainian children subjected to Russian 
“reprogramming” within Russian schools, 
camps and social institutions in occupied 
Ukraine, where children are taught to be 
ashamed of their Ukrainian roots.

HRL has so far identified at least 210 
“reeducation” facilities, most managed by 
the Russian government and many that 
include military-style training. As HRL 
Executive Director Nathaniel Raymond 
testified, “Kids as young as 8 years old were 
dressed in gas masks and military uniforms, 
taught to assemble machine guns, and — 
in at least one instance — were taken to a 
camp where children assembled drones, 
rapid loaders for assault rifles and other 
devices for Russia’s military use.”

A Senate hearing on Dec. 3 detailed 
this large-scale and systemic abduction 

program, with powerful testimony from 
Ukraine’s ambassador to the United States 
and experts from organizations working to 
bring these children home. 

Just one day after the hearing, the Trump 
administration released its new national 
security strategy, which presented Putin’s 
Russia in a very different light. Instead of 
calling out the threat Russia poses to stabil-
ity and peace in Europe and beyond, this 
administration chastised Europe for view-
ing Russia as a threat. President Donald 
Trump continues to blame Ukrainian Pres-
ident Volodymyr Zelenskyy for the lack 
of progress toward peace, while holding 
Russia, the only aggressor, wholly blame-
less. Trump has now formalized his warm-
ing relations with Russia and, in doing so, 
normalized Putin’s crimes. 

In an interview with Politico, Trump 
shared his expectation that Russia would 
inevitably prevail, saying that “at some 
point, size will win, generally.” Just 
consider what it would mean for weaker 
countries, vulnerable populations, and, of 
course, children if we accept that premise. 

The United States could play a posi-
tive role here instead, as Congress seems 
inclined to do. A bill introduced in Decem-
ber would designate Russia as a state 

sponsor of terror if it fails to return these 
kidnapped children, and another, the 
Abducted Ukrainian Children Recovery 
and Accountability Act, would provide 
ongoing support for investigation and 
accountability to address these crimes. 
Passing and implementing these laws could 
provide the information and pressure 
needed to end the nightmare these children 
are enduring. 

Any agreement to end this war should 
require the unconditional return of all the 
children. If we pressure Ukraine to cede 
more territory, thousands will be trapped 
behind new borders with no hope of being 
returned. 

If we do nothing but help rehabilitate 
Putin on the world stage, we are legitimiz-
ing Russia’s mass child kidnapping and 
abuse. Is that really the role we want our 
country to play in the world? 

Elizabeth Shackelford is a senior adviser with 
the Institute for Global Affairs at Eurasia 
Group and a foreign affairs columnist for the 
Chicago Tribune. She is also a distinguished 
lecturer with the Dickey Center at Dartmouth 
College. She was previously a U.S. diplomat 
and is the author of “The Dissent Channel: 
American Diplomacy in a Dishonest Age.”

Normalizing Russia normalizes the 
mass abduction of Ukrainian children

Protesters, including children, gather on May 24 in London to demand the return of the Ukrainian children abducted by Russia. According to the 
Ukrainian government, more than 19,500 children have been forcibly taken by Russia since the beginning of the invasion of Ukraine. To date, only 
1,307 of these children have been safely returned to areas under Ukrainian government control. ALISHIA ABODUNDE/GETTY
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