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Beware of little expenses; a small leak
will sink a great ship.

— Benjamin Franklin
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NEET leak unacceptable:
Who's accountable?

N MAY 3, more than 22 lakh students sat for one of the

most consequential examinations in the country —

the National Eligibility-cum-Entrance Test (NEET),

the gateway to roughly 1.3 lakh MBBS seats in India’s
medical colleges. For them, the brutally competitive test wasthe
culmination of painstaking preparation as well as financial and
emotional investment. Less than 10 days later, they suffered a
devastating disappointment after the examination was cancelled
because investigators reportedly found extensive overlap be-
tween the actual paper and a pre-circulated “guess paper”.
Multiple suspects have reportedly been detained, and the Centre
has handed the case to the CBI. But reducing this episode to a
mere law-and-order breach understates the scale of institutional
failure. Itisanindictment of the National Testing Agency (NTA),
the body entrusted with conducting some of the country’s most
high-stakes examinations. Created in 2017 to professionalise test-
ing, the NTA was mandated to standardise procedures and elim-
inate the inconsistencies of fragmented state-level systems. In-
stead, its record has been steadily marred by paper leaks and
recurring allegations of irregularities. The latest NEET fiasco —
the second major controversy surrounding the medical entrance
examination in two years — has raised serious questions about
the agency’s capacity to safeguard the sanctity of examinations
on which thousands of youngsters stake their futures.

Conducting an examination of this scale isundeniably alo-
gistical challenge — this year’s NEET was conducted across
nearly 5,500 centres in more than 550 cities. The NTA has high-
lighted its use of technology-driven safeguards. But the alleged
circulation of papers before the examination shows that a fool-
proof system is elusive. After the 2024 NEET controversy, the
Centre constituted acommittee headed by former ISRO chair-
person K Radhakrishnan to suggest measures to improve the
NTA'sworking. The agency is yet to completely implement the
digital-firstapproach underlined by the committee and has di-
thered in acting on its most meaningful recommendation —
improving accountability at all steps of the examination pro-
cess. The NTA depends heavily on private examination centre
operators and logistics service providers, even after several
paper leak episodes — including that of the NEET in 2024 in
Jharkhand — have underlined the links between these vendors
and the coaching industry. At the same time, the agency has
evaded institutional responsibility for failures by directing
blame at external operators.

The latest NEET leak is a warning. To reap the demographic
dividend, the state must ensure the credibility of institutions that
shape young lives. Compromised examinations are unaccept-
able. Fixing this will require, first, assigning accountability.

West Asiacrisis is nudge
for fertiliser reform

RIME MINISTER Narendra Modi’s call toIndian farmers
tocut chemical fertiliser consumption by halfand move
towards “natural farming” may not be practical or desir-
able. The underlying intent, though, may only be to cur-
tail demand and push farmers to use fertilisers judiciously —
which is sensible and necessary. Fertilisers supply essential nu-
trients to crops like nitrogen (N), phosphorus (P), potassium (K)
and sulphur (S) for them to yield harvestable produce. Unfortu-
nately, Indiahasvery little natural gas and hardly any rock phos-
phate, potash or elemental sulphur reserves to produce fertilisers,
forcing heavy reliance onimports. That’sbeing tested now by the
conflictin West Asia and closure of the Strait of Hormuz, through
which upto 30 per cent of global fertiliser trade passed till recently.
Successive governments have erred by not just subsidising
fertilisers — which entails outflow of scarce foreign exchange —
but also encouraging the overuse of high-analysis products, es-
pecially urea and di-ammonium phosphate (DAP), causing se-
vere soil nutrientimbalances. Farmers were initially applying fer-
tilisers such asammonium sulphate (containing 20.5 per cent N
and 23 per cent S) and single super phosphate (16 per cent Pand
11 per cent S). These gave way to urea and DAP, having very high
(46 per cent) content of N and Prespectively, with no other macro
or micro nutrients. The nutrient use efficiency of the latter ferti-
lisers is low; only around a third of the N in urea is absorbed by
the plants, with the rest lost through volatilisation as ammonia
gas or leaching underground after conversion into nitrate.
Farmersrequire products that deliver nutrients more efficiently.
The government should simply free or raise the retail prices
of fertilisers to theirimport paritylevels. It can replace the existing
product-wise subsidy regime with a per-acre payment of, say, Rs
5,000 for all cultivating farmers. The monies from both the ferti-
liser subsidy savings and PM-Kisan could be redirected towards
adirect income support scheme. The West Asia crisis has made
the present system of subsidy and price controls on fertilisers un-
sustainable both fiscally and physically: When product availabil-
ity is itself a problem, how much can one subsidise? Either way,
it opens up space for reform that cannot wait any longet.

Beatles on the roof,
for all time

T LUNCHTIME on January 30, 1969, the Beatles
trudged up to the rooftop of Apple Corps, and put on
anunannounced concert of material they had cobbled
together foranew album. It was, until cops responded
to the neighbours’ complaints and pulled the plug, magical —a
demonstration of the spontaneity that The Beatles, who would
never again perform together, were capable of at their best.

The site of the concert, 3 Savile Row in London, is now set to
become the first official Beatles museum, complete with never-
seen-before memorabilia and archival material. Perhaps this
“museumisation” was only tobe expected. Time hasaway of ab-
sorbing even the most radical acts of art into the establishment.
The works by Banksy, the guerilla street artist whose murals have
targeted consumer culture and corporate greed, now sell for mil-
lions of dollars. The Grateful Dead, whose music and “travelling
circus” experience were emblematic of the 1960s counterculture
movement, became pioneers of merchandising and branding.

The Beatles have long ceased to belong only to the moment
that produced them. Their songs are now streamed in the mil-
lions, studied by musicologists and enshrined as cultural arte-
facts. Yet, there is something moving about 3 Savile Row being
turned into a museum. The concert lasted less than an hour, in-
terrupted by policemen running up the stairs. Those same stairs
will now be climbed by fans looking for a connection toone of the
unforgettable “you had to be there” moments of music history.
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RIME MINISTER Narendra

Modi’s brief stop in the United

Arab Emirates en route to Eu-

rope this week comes amid

growing uncertainty over the
fragile ceasefire between the United States
and Iran and the danger of an intensifying
regional war. Modi’s presence in Abu
Dhabi underlines an enduring principle
of sound diplomacy: Stand by your
partners when they need you.

Cynics will argue that no relationship is
permanent. But when two countries are
bound by deep economic interests, share
stakesin regional stability, and supporteach
other’s core interests, there is no room for
Indian hesitation in demonstrating solidar-
ity. The UAE has emerged as one of India’s
most important partners. It is a major sup-
plier of energy, a growing source of invest-
ment, and home to millions of Indians
whose contributions bind the two countries
in ways that go far beyond formal agree-
ments. Over thelast decade, the relationship
has expanded from trade and remittances
to encompass security cooperation, logis-
tics, food security, new technologies, and co-
ordination on regional issues.

Thelessonisstraightforward. In foreign
policy, there is no substitute for nurturing
trusted partnerships even while seeking
new opportunities. Modi’s Gulf visit will be

Netherlands, Sweden, Norway, and Italy, as
well as a Nordic summit in Oslo.

Meanwhile, the world’s attention will
be riveted this week on the encounter be-
tween Donald Trump and Xi Jinping in
Beijing — the US president’s first trip to
China in nine years. India will also host
meetings of the BRICS and Quad foreign
ministers in New Delhi and convene an
India-Africa summit at the end of the
month. Each of these events reflects a dif-
ferent strand of Indian diplomacy. To-
gether, they illuminate five principles that
should guide India in a period of extra-
ordinary international turbulence.

The first principle is reciprocity. The
UAE has been a consistent partner on is-
sues of central importance to India, in-
cluding Kashmir and cross-border terror-
ism. Modi’s visit signals that India, in turn,
stands with the Emirates at a time of
heightened threat to its security.

The second principle is diversification.
Modi’s European tour underlines how far
India’s engagement with Europe has
evolved. During the Cold War, India’s view
of Europe was often filtered through its close
ties with the Soviet Union. In the decades
after the Cold War, India was slow to recog-
nise Europe’s strategic significance.

Thatisnolonger true in Delhi. Europeis
now central toIndia’s search for export mar-
kets, capital, advanced technology,
and green-energy partnerships. It
has also become a major destina-
tion for Indian students, profes-
sionals, and tourists. Even Eu-

rope’s smaller states possess trusted partnerships
capabilities of direct relevance to . .
India’s economic, industrial, and even while seel.<1.ng
technological modernisation. new opportunities

The conclusion of trade agree-

Thelesson is straightforward.
In foreign policy, there is
no substitute for nurturing

European Free Trade Association was are-
flection of Delhi’s new strategic appreci-
ation of Europe.

The third principle is strategic flexibil-
ity. India’s outreach to Europe unfolds
amid the return of great-power politics
and a rapid restructuring of relations
among the United States, Europe, Russia,
and China. The Donald Trump-Xi Jinping
summit in Beijing may not resolve the
structural rivalry between the US and
China, but it could alter the terms on
which they manage competition.

For India, the challenge is not to predict
every turn in great-power relations. It is to
secure its own interests, limit the negative
fallout, and seize new possibilities.

The BRICS and the Quad are often por-
trayed as ideologically opposed formations
—the former asavehicle for the East tode-
throne the Western hegemony, the latter
as a strategic bulwark against China. Such
descriptions exaggerate the coherence of
both groups.

The BRICS includes countries with di-
vergent interests and direct conflicts. The
Quad, for all its growing practical cooper-
ation, is not a formal alliance. Delhi, in
particular, argued against turning the
Quad into a forum for deeper and struc-
tured security cooperation.

ForIndia, the emphasis must remainon
pragmatic pursuit of interests rather than
vacuous ideological slogans. It is
also important to note that India’s
interests in the two forums are not
symmetrical. Atatime when even
longstanding institutions such as
NATO and the transatlantic part-
nership are under strain, and the
famed Anglo-Saxon unity looks
shaky, it would be unwise to as-

internal differences.

The fourth principle is strategic expan-
sion. The India-Africa summit at the end
of the month highlights a region whose
importance to India will grow steadily in
the decades ahead.

Africais central to the future of the global
economy. Its youthful population, expan-
ding markets, and rich endowment of criti-
cal minerals are attracting increasing atten-
tion from all major powers. Parts of the
continent are also emerging as important
theatres of geopolitical competition.

India’s ties with Africa are rooted in anti-
colonial solidarity. But the relationship now
requires greater strategic focus on trade, in-
vestment, connectivity, and security coop-
eration. Delhi can’t forget foramoment that
Africa has many powerful suitors who
promise more and deliver faster than India.

The fifth and most important principle
is domestic renewal. No amount of diplo-
matic activism can compensate for the
economic sclerosis at home. Managing the
consequences of geopolitical turbulence,
the restructuring of global trade, and therise
of disruptive technologies requires rapid in-
ternal reform. That will not be easy. Bureau-
cratic resistance to change and the political
comfort with the status quo remain formi-
dable obstacles. But world history reminds
us that only those countries that continually
reinvent themselves at home are the ones
that leverage the world for the peace and
prosperity of their citizens.

The writer is a contributing editor on
international affairs for The Indian Express.
He is also associated with the
Motwani-Jadeja Institute of American
Studies, Jindal Global University and the
Council on Strategic and Defence Research

UP’s One District, One Cuisine
listleaves out people’s kitchens

SADAF
HUSSAIN

Cuisines are
built from
overlap,
migration,
trade, caste
kitchens,
religious
festivals,
market streets
and household
improvisations

HE SEEDS soak overnight. By
morning, the pumpkin, water-
melon, melon and cucumber
kernels — char magaz — have

softened enough to grind into
apale paste. It goes into yoghurt-marinated
chicken, the gravy finished with ghee and
a little kewra. The dish is char magaz ka
murga, cooked in Kayastha homes across
Lucknow and western UP, the kind of
recipe a grandmother adjusts without writ-
ingdown. Itis missing from Uttar Pradesh’s
new One District, One Cuisine list.

Soare Tunday’s galawati kebabs, Mora-
dabadi biryani, kakori kebab, Agra’s nihari,
Aligarh chana dal gosht, and the Awadhi
biryani that Raheem and Idrees have
cooked for generations. Out of 208 dishes
identified under the scheme, not one is
non-vegetarian. For a state where meat is
eaten across caste, class and religion, this
is not a small omission. It changes the
shape of the cuisine itself.

Last year, I wrotein these pagesthat the
idea of reducing a district to one dish was
flawed to begin with. Cuisines are built
from overlap, migration, trade, caste
kitchens, religious festivals, market streets
and household improvisations. You cannot
reduce a district to a single dish without
flattening the kitchens thatitismade up of.
The final list sharpens that argument. It is
notonly that thelistis too small. It also pre-
tendstobe ashape the kitchens never had.

UP’s food history was never neatly di-
vided into vegetarian and non-vegetarian
traditions. The thali and the dastarkhwan
borrowed from each other for centuries.
Tehri, assigned to Azamgarh on the list, sits
close to biryani in both method and mem-
ory. Galawati may have been created for a
nawab, but the line outside Tunday belongs
to everyone now. In Banaras, halwais and
kababchis have worked the same neigh-
bourhoods for generations. In Rampur, taar
gosht travelled from Rohilla kitchens into
Hindu homes and wedding feasts.

The divide between vegetarian and
non-vegetarian cuisine in UP has never
been as rigid as policy documents now
make it appear. [ keep thinking about older
state banquets. In1990, weeks after Nelson
Mandela walked free, India hosted him at

Rashtrapati Bhavan with a menu that
moved across regions and traditions: Safed
maas, mushroom jalfrezi, idlis, vadas and
biryani on the same table. In 2001, when
President K R Narayanan hosted General
Pervez Musharraf after Kargil, the menu
carried Goan prawns, Kashmiri kebabs and
Gujarati dal dokhli together. The idea was
representation: Many regions, many tradi-
tions, many kinds of food on the same
table. Last week, when President Droupadi
Murmu hosted Vietnamese President To
Lam, the banquet was entirely vegetarian
for a guest from a country where pho bo is
a national dish. Three state tables across
three decades tell their own story. The shift
is difficult to miss.

Food cultures are rarely as cleanly sep-
arated as policy frameworks want them to
be. What troubles me most is what this kind
of curation does over time. Food survives
through repetition and exchange. Through
neighbourhoods where the same cook pre-
pares sevaiyan during Eid and kheer dur-
ing Diwali because his customers celebrate
both. Through dishes like the Allahabadi
Christmas cake, made with petha, fennel
and rum-soaked fruit, where local Muslim
bakers, ingredients and colonial histories
settle into something distinctly north In-
dian. Through markets where vegetarian
and meat dishes share ingredients, uten-
sils, vocabulary and memory.

Aclean policy document cannot contain
that kind of kitchen. Rakesh Sachan, the
cabinet minister overseeingthe scheme, said
thisweek that the omissions were “notinten-
tional” and that dishes could still be added
later. That matters. But the problemislarger
than missing kebabs or biryani. The real
question is whether one district can ever
truthfully speak through one dish.

Meanwhile, the kitchens continue un-
affected. Nihari still simmers before dawn
in old city lanes. Moradabad still eats bi-
ryani the way it always has. Tunday still
sells galawati by the thousands. And char
magaz ka murga will continue to be cooked
whether the state recognises it or not. A cui-
sine is not what appears on a government
list. It is what people keep making.

Hussain is a chef and author

Timeisripeforalong-term
Russia-Ukraine ceasefire
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The war is
caughtina
deadlock. Both
sides claim to
be making
incremental
territorial
gains, but
neitherisina
position to
achieveits
ultimate
objective

forthe temporary ceasefire came from Russia tocom-

memorate the Allied victory over Nazi Germany in

World War II. Ukraine was initially hesitant to honour
the request, but US President Donald Trump persuaded it to ac-
cept the deal. Ukraine demands a permanent ceasefire, which
Russia refuses without a formal peace agreement.

Vladimir Putin announced the ceasefire ahead of Victory Day
(May 9). Out of the 75 million people who died in World War I, a
staggering 26 million were from the USSR. The Great Patriotic
War, the term used in Russia for World War II, occupies a founda-
tional place inits historical memory. Ukraine isan equal inheritor
of this legacy. However, in its attempt to distinguish itself from
the Soviet Union and Russia, it focusesonitsown sacrificesin the
fight against the Nazis.

The US-brokered 72-hour ceasefire has ended and hostilities
have resumed, but a long-term ceasefire remains possible for
three reasons. First, the war is caught in a deadlock. Both sides
claimtobe making incremental territorial gains, but neitherisin
a position to achieve its ultimate objective. Russia cannot push
Volodymyr Zelenskyy out of power and install a favourable re-
gime, nor does Ukraine have the military capability to push Rus-
sian forces out of the territories occupied by Moscow. Russia will
not cede land it controls in Crimea, Kherson, Zaporizhzhia, Do-
netsk and Luhansk. Both sides are incurring heavy casualties.

Second, Trump is unwilling to commit more resources to
Ukraine, given the preoccupation with West Asia. Ever since his
reelection, he has pressured Ukraine to accept an unfavourable
deal. He has also stalled the supply of weapons and financial sup-
port to Kyiv. Without US support, Ukraine cannot expect to win.
Instead, it riskslosing more territory if the war continues. There-
fore, Ukraine may ultimately be forced to accept a peace deal.

Third, European economies are faltering due to Trump’s tar-
iffs and the wars in Ukraine and Iran. Though the EU has com-
mitted $100 billion in loans to Ukraine, signs of fatigue are emerg-
ing. The rising cost of living, growing unemployment and
Trump’s threats to abandon NATO have created doubts about
long-term European support for Ukraine. Therefore, Europe too
has compelling reasons to pursue a peace deal. Finally, Russia
has begun responding positively to European overtures. Putin
has expressed willingness to begin talks over Ukraine and the
broader European security architecture. Russia wants Europe to
recogniseits security concerns, abandon the idea of Ukrainejoin-
ingNATO, and acknowledge the territoriesit currently occupies.

Europe and Ukraine are unlikely to accept these demands
readily. Nonetheless, the time appears ripe for a ceasefire, pro-
vided European leaders initiate direct negotiations with Russia.
Europe must take pragmatic steps to secure along-term ceasefire
so that negotiations can begin on territorial disputes, security
guarantees and sanctions relief.

ASTWEEK, Russia and Ukraine agreed toathree-day
ceasefire and the exchange of prisoners. The request

The writer is professor, School of International Studies, JNU, New Delhi
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Buta Singhis home minister

THE PRIME Minister, Rajiv Gandhi, expanded
his Council of Ministers by inducting 12 new
members, including two of cabinet rank, nine
ministers of state and one deputy minister.
With this expansion, the strength of the

Council of Ministers goes up to 58 with all
states, particularly Punjab, Assamand
Jammu and Kashmir, getting due representa-
tion. Gandhi dropped the Minister of External
Affairs, BaliRam Bhagat.

SADreaffirmsfaithinBarnala

its “total” faith in the leadership of the CM and

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

THE AKALI Dal working committee reaffirmed

party president, Surjit Singh Barnala. It reiter-
ated its satisfaction with the liberation of the
Golden Temple complex from “extremists
and separatists” inaccordance with the di-
rective of the “Sarbat Khalsa”. The SGPC
executive, which held a separate meeting to
callfor Akali unity inthe interest of the
“Panth”, joined the meeting to endorse its
resolution reaffirming faith in Barnala.

Advanireorganises BJP

THE BHARATIYA Janata Party president, LK
Advani, drastically reorganised the party’s
national executive, bringingina younger set
of leadersin place of old office-bearers. Ad-
vani, who announced the reorganisation ata

press conference, dropped three vice-presi-
dents, four general secretaries, five secre-
taries and three treasurers. Fifteen new
members, arecord number, were inducted.

Pollboycottunheededin Nepal

THE NEPALESE went to the polls to choose a
new national assembly, despite a call from
most of the Himalayan kingdom’s outlawed
political parties that the elections be boy-
cotted. Men and women moved enthusiasti-
cally to stamp the symbol of their candidates
ontheir ballot. A total of 1,548 people are run-
ning for 112 seats of the 140-member unicam-
eral legislature. The other 28 members will be
nominated by King Birendra.
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PM’s appeal for gold restraint could mark  At100. David

NILESH SHAH

N 1933, amid the Great Depression,

President Franklin DRooseveltissued

Executive Order 6102, effectively con-

fiscating most gold privately held by

American citizenstobolster USFed re-
serves and reflate the economy at below mar-
ket prices. Americans largely complied —
partly out of patriotism, partly out of fear of
stiff penalties. The result? The US Federal Re-
serve became (and remains) the world’s lar-
gest official holder of gold, a cornerstone of
US national financial strength.

Contrastthat withIndiain1968. Finance
Minister Morarji Desai, astaunch Gandhian,
enacted the Gold Control Act to stem acrip-
pling foreign-exchange drain after the 1962
Chinawar and the 1965 Pakistan war. Private
ownership of gold bars and coins was
banned; holdings had to be converted into
jewellery and declared. Goldsmiths and
dealers faced strictlimits. Desai believed In-
dianswould respond as they had duringthe
freedom struggle to the call given by Ma-
hatma Gandhi —byembracingswadeshi re-
straint and recycling existing gold.

Instead, demand stayed rock-solid.
Smuggling exploded. Hawala networks fi-
nanced it. A vast black economy took root,
feeding tax evasion, corruption, and smug-
gling, eventuallyleadingto crime and terror-
ism. The Act was repealed in 1990, but the
cultural obsession with physical gold en-
dured. Post-colonisation India, historically
a superpower alongside China, slipped in
global rankings while the US consolidated its
position as numero uno and China surged
ahead from the 1980s onwards.

Fast-forward to May 10, 2026. Prime Min-
ister Narendra Modi, addressing a public
rally in Hyderabad, made a direct appeal to

LETTERS
To T'HE EDITOR

Austerity appeal

THERE HAS been a mixed reac-
tion to Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s appeal to curb fuel use,
shun buying gold, avoid foreign
travel, reduce the use of chemi-
cal fertilisers and “to buylocal”
atatime when things are look-
ing unsettled on the economic
front globally (‘PM frames sever-
ity of energy challenge’, IE, May
12).In any case, itis abelated
admission of the impact of the
West Asian conflict on India’s
overall economy and has given
rise to the question of why India
has not played a geopolitical
role strong enough to dissuade
the US from launching a wholly
unnecessary war on Iran and
causing serious damage to the
global economy.

CDavid Milton, Maruthancode

THE PM’S appeal sounds like a
ticking time bomb if the Iran cri-
sis persists longer than expected
(‘PM frames severity of energy
challenge’, IE, May 12). Though
India has curated country-spe-
cific measures, higher import
bills for fuel, fertiliser and food
widen trade deficits, putting
pressure on the currency and
making it difficult to absorb
shocks beyond a point. Moody’s
has already slashed India’s GDP
growth forecast to 6 per cent due
to muted private consumption
and higher energy costs. The
flight of workers to their home
regions also fuels apprehensions
of arepeat of the Covid episode.
Madhusree Guha, Kolkata

New CM’s tasks

THE RISE of Vijay as Tamil
Nadu’s chief minister marks a
seismic shift from Dravidian he-
gemony to celebrity-led
populism (‘CM Vijay begins well,
hard part comes now’, IE, May
12). His first-day orders of 200
free electricity units and
enhanced safety squads resonate
with welfare ideals, but the econ-
omic undercurrents are alarm-
ing. Inheriting a staggering debt
of Rs 10 lakh crore, Vijay faces a
fiscal deficit that threatens to
stifle his manifesto. Governance
needs more than charisma — it
demands resource mobilisation.
Vijay must balance distributive
justice with fiscal discipline.
SSPaul, Nadia

Indians: Postpone non-essential gold pur-
chases — especially jewellery for weddings
and functions — for atleast one year. He also
urged restraint on foreign travel, fuel con-
sumption (revive work-from-home, use pub-
lictransport), and unnecessary imports. The
context? Record gold imports hitting nearly
$72billion in FY 2025-26, widening thetrade
deficit, and fresh pressures from West Asia
tensions pushing up oil prices. India’s forex
reserves, while robust at over $690 billion,
face strain from multiple fronts. Modi
framed itasa call for national discipline and
Atmanirbhar Bharat in action: “We have to
save foreign exchange by all means.”

This is not a coercive Gold Control Act
redux. Itisavoluntary, patrioticre-
quest —echoing Gandhi and Desai,
but in a vastly different India: Lib-
eralised since 1991, digitally con-
nected, and with financial alter-
nativesunimaginablein the 1960s.

The early market reaction was
telling —jewellery stocks tumbled
on Monday as investors priced in
demand moderation voluntarily or
otherwise. Yet, history suggests cul-

Record gold imports hitting
nearly $72 billion in FY 2025-26,
widening the trade deficit, and
fresh pressures from West Asia
tensions pushing up oil prices.
India’s forex reserves face strain

from multiple fronts

ILLUSTRATION: C R SASIKUMAR

tural pull runs deep. Physical gold remainsa
preferred store of value, inflation hedge, and
wedding essential for millions. In FY 2025-
26 alone, imports surged in value despite
some volume moderation, reflecting steady
domestic appetite even in the face of higher
global prices. Retail savings, especially below
the taxradar, still tilt heavily toward physical
assets like gold and real estate.

The gold savings route has evolved over
the years. Sovereign Gold Bonds (offering 2.5
per cent annual interest plus gold price ap-
preciation, with capital gains tax-free on ma-
turity), Gold ETFs, and digital gold have pro-
vided alternativesto physical gold. Financial
inclusion via Jan Dhan, UPI, and mutual
funds has grown. Yet, physical
gold’s share in total demand re-
mainsdominant, especially during
festivals and weddings.

What will determine success
this time? Not just fear of social
pressure or patriotism, but practical
enablers that Desai’s era lacked:
First, the education and messaging,
which has meant framing gold re-
straint as a contribution to rupee

powerful inflection point

stability, job creation, and poverty reduction
— not a sacrifice. Second, innovation and
structuring such as through the Gold Mon-
etisation Scheme, gold recycling scheme,
gold lending and borrowing scheme, canbe
implemented to provide an alternativetore-
duce gold imports. Third, governance and
enforcement: While this is voluntary, crack-
ing down on smuggling (still an issue) and
ensuring transparent and well-regulated
marketswill build trust. Finally, along-term
structural shift will require creating a level
playing field across various avenues of
household savings from financial to non-fi-
nancial options across KYC, taxation, and
distribution incentives. Accelerating pro-
ductive investment — manufacturing, in-
frastructure, skills — so household savings
naturally flow into growth-generating assets
rather than precious metal.

India today is not the India of 1968. We
have a $4-trillion-plus economy, world-
class digital public infrastructure, and a
young, aspirational population. Global in-
fluenceisrising— through G20 leadership,
tech exports, and defence indigenisation.
Yet, the current account remains vulner-
able to commodity shocks.

Prime Minister Modi’s appeal is a timely
stress test of collective resolve. If Indians re-
spond as Americans did in 1933 — prioritis-
ing national interest over immediate per-
sonal desire — it could mark a quiet but
powerful inflection point. Reduced non-es-
sential gold imports would ease forex press-
ure, stabilise/strengthen the rupee, free up
capital for investment, and accelerate job
creation. Millions could belifted from lower
income to higher levels faster.

A small island nation once built an em-
pire on seafaring discipline and determina-
tion. Ayoung republic can surely channelits
ancient civilisational strength into modern
economic prudence.

The choiceis ours. In 2026, will we “back-
stab” the call as in 1968, or rise to it as a ma-
ture, self-reliant superpower in the making?
History is watching — and so is the world.

The writer is MD, Kotak Mahindra AMC
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IN 2015, Colombia was at a breaking point.
The peace talks between the government
and the FARC guerrillas had been going on
forfourlongyears, yet progress felt painfully
slow. Then came the tragedy that nearly
ended it all: The FARC killed a group of
young, unarmed soldiers. The country was
outraged, and President Juan Manuel San-
tos, who had invested so much in the peace
process, announced that he was freezing ne-
gotiations. It felt as if decades of efforts to-
ward peace were collapsing before our eyes.
Itwasduring this tense moment that Gu-
rudev Sri Sri Ravi Shankar arrived in Colom-
bia. I had approached the government be-
fore his visit, sharing Gurudev’swork around
the world and suggesting that perhapsanew
perspective, aspiritual one, might break the
deadlock. Even President Santos’sdaughter,
who followed Gurudev on social media, of-
fered tohelp arrange ameeting. Initially, the
President agreed to see him for only 10-15
minutes, but when they finally sat down to-
gether, the conversation flowed so deeply
and naturally that it continued for over an
hour. By the end, President Santos had in-
vited Gurudev to Havana, Cuba,
where the FARC leadership was
gathered for peace negotiations.
When Gurudeyv arrived in Ha-
vana, there was understandable
scepticism. After all, the FARC had
been atwar for over S0 years. Guru-
dev did not lecture or argue. He
spoke to them with warmth and
positivity, appealing not to their
politicsbut to their humanity. Over

From Colombia, a thank
you to Sri Sri Ravi Shankar

What set the Art of Living

apart from other

organisations involved in the
Colombian peace process was
thelevel of trust and personal
connection it established with

the FARC leadership

the course of three days, he met with their
top negotiators, includingIvan Marquez, the
chief of the FARC delegation.

What set the Art of Living apart from
other organisations involved in the Colom-
bian peace process was thelevel of trust and
personal connection it established with the
FARC leadership. Unlike many groups that
worked with them from adistance, Gurudev
engaged directly, showing genuine interest
intheir concerns and offering concrete help,
even connecting them to the wider world.
For example, in Havana, the FARC leaders
met the Art of Living president from Colom-
bia, aformer Minister of Environment from
the extremeright-wing government thathad
been in power before Santos’s administra-
tion, and a sworn enemy of the FARC.

It wasthe first time they were speaking to
someone from the oppositeside, yet the dia-
logue unfolded with openness and mutual
respect. This closeness, both personal and
sustained, was something they said they had
not experienced with other organisations. I
believe that, through this, the Colombian
government began torealise they had found
something extraordinary because
they had earned the trust of the
FARC. In any negotiation, the har-
dest part is finding a mediator
whom both parties trust.

Atfirst, it seemed asif nothing
was changing. From the outside,
you would not have thought these
conversations were moving
mountains. But then, something
extraordinary happened. Mar-

quez declared that the FARC would adopt
Gandhian principles of non-violence as
their philosophy.

That decision saved the peace process.
What countless rounds of formal negoti-
ationsand international pressure had failed
to accomplish, Gurudev’s compassionate
presence achieved in just days. It was after
hisvisit that the talks regained momentum,
eventually leading to the signing of the his-
toric peace accord. When President Santos
invited Gurudev to attend the signing cer-
emony, he seated him in the front row next
to US Secretary of State John Kerry, a clear
recognition of the crucial role he had played.

Years later, after the FARC had laid
down arms and transformed into a political
party, I organised another meeting when
Gurudev returned to Colombia. For the first
time, all 12 of the most important former
FARC leaders came together in one place,
not for war, but to meet the man who had
touched their hearts beyond ideology and
argument. But perhaps the most telling
moment was this: One member of one of
the longest-running guerrilla groups told
me, while Iwas teaching them meditation,
“He is also our guru.”

Ifthereisone country intheworld thatis
deeply grateful to Gurudev, it is mine. Be-
cause he decided to come to Bogota, meet
with our president, and speak to the FARC
leaders in the middle of a very difficult ne-
gotiation, we now have peace in Colombia.

The writer is one of the youngest
members of the Colombian Parliament

Attenborough
has a message we
cannotignore
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MANVENDRA SINGH

HE BLEAK grey of the outer wall gave away

the socialist pedigree of the flats well before

the camera rose further up to capture the

hammer and sickle that once dominated more

than just this forsaken building. There was no-
thing visible through the broken windows. The plaster on the
walls inside was scaling, as untouched school books fluttered
in the breeze.

A hesitant shadow walked through this urban desolation.
The screen then showed the sad face of a 94-year-old David
Attenborough bringing yet another riveting story to viewers,
except this time he was on Netflix. It was yet another docu-
mentary, A Life on Our Planet (2020), a genre of reportage
over which he has reigned across the world, in any language.
But this location was different.

“Pripyat in the Ukraine is a place unlike anywhere else I
have been. It is a place of utter despair. On the face of it, it
seems a pleasant town... It has all the amenities we humans
have brought into existence to give us a content and comfort-
able life — all the elements of our homemade habitat.”

Unlike the jungles he covered (Seven Worlds, One Planet),
the oceans he brought into the living room (Blue Planet I, 11
and III), and polar life (Frozen Planet I and II), here he faced
the camera from the grimness of a post-nuclear Ukrainian
city. “Many people regarded it as the most costly disaster in
the history of mankind. But Chernobyl was a single event.

The true tragedy of
- our time is still un-

folding across the
globe... 'm talking
about the loss of our
planet... Its biodi-
versity... It’s hap-
pening in my life-
time. I've seen it
with my own eyes.”
Attenborough
hasseen more of this
planet than any liv-
ing being. From the
middle of the 20th
century to well into
the 21st, he has
travelled to the re-
motest parts of Earth
to bring the natural
world to viewers
everywhere. He has
witnessed the de-
struction of our natu-
ral world. Pripyat is amicrocosm for a deeper global contagion.

Attenborough likely sees that contagion as part of a larger
issue since he describes himself as a “standard boring left-
wingliberal”. And in an era where science is being challenged
by political authority across the world, he will see it as “misery
really, the market economy”.

Soon after national service in the Royal Navy, Attenbor-
ough found himself with a job at the BBC, and he remained
there for most of his employed life. He was not in front of the
camerain the early years, working as a producer for various
projects. It was Zoo Quest that launched him as a presenter,
albeit with a voiceover from the studio. That was the show
which made him a household name in Britain, khaki attire
vivid despite the black-and-white footage, whether in West
Africa or Indonesia, his Britishness conspicuous.

His most striking feature was his accent, of course — BBC
posh, but not pompous. And it has remained that way, almost
as a statement of his political philosophy. Even as he turned
to greater climate advocacy in later years, Attenborough’s
contribution to television broadcasting was not limited to
the natural wonders of the world. In fact, as director of pro-
gramming at BBC, Attenborough introduced, as a1998 inter-
view in the The New Statesman noted, “along with one-day
cricket, Pot Black, floodlit rugby league and Match of the Day
— a package designed as sport for the masses and now rein-
vented as fodder for Murdoch.”

Over the years, as he made his way to the front of the cam-
era, Attenborough’s self-identification also altered, and he
clearly selected the messenger role rather than that of the
authority. “Because I appear on TV, people think I'm one of
the great naturalists. That’s rubbish. Really, ’'m a journalist,”
he once said.

In an era of climate denial and the pursuit of rampant
profit over natural resources, Attenborough’s message
resonates globally.

The writer is a former MP from Rajasthan
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TAKING INTO consideration the Tami-
laga Vettri Kazhagam’s (TVK) election
manifesto and party leader Vijay’s state-
ments, two issues are expected to be the
friction points in the India-Tamil Nadu-
Sri Lanka triangulation: Ethnic Tamils
and fishermen. In its manifesto, the TVK
emphasised citizenship for Sri Lankan
Tamil refugees settled in Tamil Nadu and
that it would also press the Union govern-
ment to safeguard the rights of Tamils liv-
ing in Sri Lanka. The TVK understands
that foreign policy is the domain of the
Union and any steps on the ethnic issue
have to go through the Centre. Thus, the

Vijay's challenge: Managing India-Tamil Nadu-SriLanka

TVKisunlikely to cross swords with New
Delhi and will act as a pressure group.

In the party’s very name, “Tamilagam”
is interpreted as “the inner homeland of
Tamils, and also the land where Tamils
live” connected by an “umbilical-cord”.
In a speech delivered in September last
year, Vijay lamented that Sri Lankan
Tamils “are suffering after losing aleader
who showed them motherly affection”,
which was widely seen as a reference to
Velupillai Prabhakaran of the Liberation
Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE). At the
same time, depending on who its coali-
tion partners are, the TVK will have to
maintain a balance.

The TVK has paid considerable atten-
tion to the issue of fishermen. Of the
many coastal assembly constituencies in
which the fishermen community have
significant electoral clout, the TVK won

15 of them. In its resolutions, the TVK
blamed the governments of Sri Lanka
and India for failing “to adhere to or
enforce the provisions of the United Na-
tions Convention on the Law of the Sea
(UNCLOS)”. In particular, it pointed
fingers at the Sri Lankan government,
which “has already been acting beyond li-
mits against our (Tamil Nadu) fisher-
men”, and “now arrests them monthly
and yearly, accusing them of crossing the
border to fish”.

As an interim solution, the TVK em-
phasised that “India should demand the

Of the two issues — ethnic Tamils
and fishermen — the latter is
expected to be more crucial from
the electoral mileage perspective

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

lease return of our lost Kachchatheevu is-
land” and has promised to “press New
Delhi truthfully and sincerely to safe-
guard traditional rights of Indian fisher-
men in the Gulf of Mannar as per the
maritime agreement between India and
Sri Lanka”. Practically speaking, the
fishermen issue goes beyond Kachcha-
theevu and is rooted in bottom trawling,
unsustainable exploitation of fisheries,
and the crossing of the maritime bound-
ary. Unless these are addressed, there is
little hope of a resolution.

The TVK manifesto lists more than a
dozen promises for fishermen: A fishing
ban allowance, insurance, fuel, a
minimum support price for certain fish
varieties, housing, skill development,
separate outlets to sell fish products, fish-
ing harbours, cold storage, and help to
procure deep-sea fishing boats. If imple-

mented diligently, the fishing commu-
nity’s problems may be ameliorated
over time. Butithastobe seeninaninter-
connected and holistic manner. In the
larger context, Vijay suggested that India’s
“foreign policy must be formulated
in consultation with the Tamil Nadu
government. A Tamil representative
should be appointed as the Indian envoy
to Sri Lanka.”

In sum, of the two issues — ethnic Ta-
mils and fishermen — the latter is ex-
pected to be more crucial from the electo-
ral mileage perspective. The best way
forward for the TVKis to avoid a confron-
tationist approach, both with New Delhi
and Colombo.

Manoharan is professor and director, and
Banyana is researcher at Centre for East
Asian Studies, Christ University, Bengaluru
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Why Anthropic
and OpenAl are
doubling down

on enterprise Al

Soumyarendra Barik
New Delhi, May 12

AS COMPETITION in the artificial intelligence (AI) race
intensifies, both OpenAl and Anthropic are making a
major push beyond chatbots and models into the far
more labour-intensive business of helping companies
actually deploy Al systems inside their operations — or
what is known as “enterprise AI”.

OpenAl announced the creation of the OpenAl Deploy-
ment Company, backed by more than $4 billion in invest-
ment from firms including TPG, Bain Capital, Brookfield
and Goldman Sachs. The company will embed engineers
directly inside enterprises to help redesign workflows,
automate operations and build custom Al systems around
OpenATI’stechnology. As part of the move, OpenAlis also
acquiring Al consulting startup Tomoro, bringingin
around 150 engineers and deployment specialists.

Anthropic, the maker of the Claude models, has
announced a similar enterprise Al services venture backed
by Blackstone, Hellman & Friedman and Goldman Sachs.
The new firm will focus on mid-sized companies that lack
in-house Al talent but want to integrate Al into functions
such as customer service, analytics and operations.
Anthropic said demand for Claude inside enterprises was
“significantly outpacing” traditional delivery models.

The moves underline a growing reality in the Al
industry: building powerful models is no longer enough.
The bigger challenge, and perhaps the larger revenue op-
portunity, liesinimplementation.

Enterprise AI: A new frontier

Companies across sectors have experimented with gen-
erative Al pilots. But many deployments stalled because
businesses often lack engineering expertise to integrate Al
tools into old software stacks, fragmented databases and
tightly regulated workflows. OpenAl and Anthropic are
now tryingto solve that
bottleneck directly by

WHATNOWFOR supplying engineers, con-
INDIAN LT. FIRMS? sultants and customised
® ndian IT firms still retain deployment teams.
strengthsin scale, client rela- Industry observers say
tionships and execution. the companies are effec-
tivelyborrowing a
° B.utthe emergence pfAI- playbook long used by
native enterprise service pro- firmssuch as Palantir,
viders could force the sector to where engineers work

rapidly reinvent itself around Al
integration, domain expertise
and platform partnerships.

closely with clientsto tailor
software to real-world op-
erational needs. The strat-
egy could also help Allabs
lock customers deeper into their ecosystems atatime
when model competition isintensifying and switching
costs remain low. The enterprise push also reflects the
enormous financial pressure on frontier Al companies.
Training and running advanced Al models requires vast
amounts of computing power and capital. OpenAl,
Anthropic and rivals are therefore searching for more
stable and recurring enterprise revenues rather than rely-
ing solely on subscription products or API access.
OpenAlhasinrecent months expanded partnerships
with consulting giants such as McKinsey, BCG, Accenture
and Capgeminithrough its ‘Frontier Alliance’
programme aimed at accelerating enterprise Al adoption.
Anthropic, meanwhile, has been deepening partnerships
with enterprises and infrastructure providers globally.

Fresh challenge for Indian IT

The developments are also being watched closelyin
India, where the country’s $280-billion IT services sector
could face a new kind of competitive threat.

For decades, Indian IT majors such as TCS, Infosys
and Wipro built businesses around managing software
deployments, outsourcing and enterprise transforma-
tion projects for global clients. But OpenAl and
Anthropic are now attempting to move directly into that
implementation layer themselves — combining cutting-
edge Al models with consulting-style deployment
services. Analysts say that could squeeze traditional IT
vendors from both ends. Al systems could automate por-
tions of coding, support and maintenance work, while
the Allabs themselves increasingly capture the higher-
value consulting and workflow redesign opportunities.

G VENKAT RAMAN

PROFESSOR AT IIMINDORE, A FULBRIGHT
AND INSTITUTE OF CHINESE STUDIES FELLOW

US PRESIDENT Donald Trump arrives
today in Beijing to meet his Chinese
counterpart XiJinping. Their summit is set
to be one of the most consequential diplo-
matic encounters in years.

The Trump-Xi meetisless about recon-
ciliation than about managing an increas-
ingly adversarial relationship in which
economic interdependence survives de-
spite collapsing strategic trust. Washington
and Beijing are no longer negotiating the
terms of partnership, but the boundaries of
coexistence within an increasingly frag-
mented international order.

The Iran factor and
strategic distrust

The summit takes place amid a widen-
ing technological divide, continuing trade
tensions, and the destabilising effects of the
conflict in West Asia. The prolonged dis-
ruption around the Strait of Hormuz has
intensified inflationary pressures globally
while creating fresh political pressures for
President Trump ahead of the November
midterm elections.

China has simultaneously used the cri-
sis to position itself as a stabilising power
with leverage over Tehran, particularly
after hosting Iranian Foreign Minister
Abbas Araghchi in Beijing shortly before
Trump’s visit. For Washington, Chinese co-
operation in restoring stability in the Gulf
has become an important, if unstated, ob-
jective of the summit. Yet the challenges
facing the summit extend far beyond im-
mediate geopolitical bargaining.

The political situation within the US
further complicates the summit. Trump
will feel the need to project a diplomatic
victory amid rising inflation, declining ap-
proval ratings and approaching elections.
Yet, any overt attempt by Washington to
frame the summit in triumphalist termsis
unlikely to sit well with the Chinese leader-
ship, which remains acutely sensitive to
perceptions of strategic concession or “loss
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of face.” The problem is compounded by
the clash of negotiating cultures them-
selves: Trump’s transactional, headline-
driven diplomacy against a Chinese negoti-
ating culture rooted in strategic patience
and incremental pressure.

This is where Harvard scholar Daniel
Shapiro’sidea of the “tribe effect” becomes
relevant — an adversarial, self-righteous,
and closed mindset that pushes rival
powers to magnify differences, treat their
own positions as morally superior and in-
creasingly view compromise as weakness
rather than strategy. These tensions are
likely to shape the contentious agenda be-
fore both sides.

The ‘5Bs’ and the ‘3Ts’

The competing priorities of both sides
are reflected in what officials and analysts
have described as Washington’s “5 Bs” and
Beijing’s “3Ts.”

Washington’s priorities revolve around
Boeing aircraft, beef, beans (soyabeans)
and the proposed Board of Trade and
Board of Investment, a framework aimed
at stabilising commerce in “non-sensitive”
sectorswhile insulating strategic industries
such as semiconductors and artificial intel-
ligence (AI) from deeper confrontation.

The approach reflects Washington’s
growing preference for negotiated reci-
procity over multilateral trade mechan-

US President
Donald Trump and
Chinese President
XiJinping aftera
meeting in Busan,
South Korea, in
October 2025. ApFILE

Thenew
battleground

Trade and tariffs
once defined the
US-Chinarivalry.

Al and advanced
semiconductors
have now
become their
new strategic
battlegrounds.

isms that many within the Trump admin-
istration view asinadequatein dealing with
China’s state-directed economic system.

China’s priorities, meanwhile, revolve
around Taiwan, tariffs and technology.
Beijing seeks a longer-term trade truce
while pushing back against tightening US
export controls, investment restrictions
and technology barriers.

US restrictions on advanced semicon-
ductors and Al ecosystems have acceler-
ated Beijing’s push for technological self-
reliance even as slowing growth increases
pressure on the leadership to stabilise ex-
ternal economic conditions. At the same
time, Beijing wants greater access for its
electric vehicles and other clean-energy ex-
ports to global markets as it recalibrates its
export strategy amid growing geopolitical
fragmentation.

Al, semiconductors and

the new battleground

If trade and tariffs once defined the US-
China rivalry, Al and advanced semicon-
ductors have now become the central
battlegrounds of strategic competition. The
summit may also see the first serious high-
level discussions on the risks posed by in-
creasingly powerful frontier Al systems —
one of the few areas where Washington and
Beijing still recognise the need for limited
cooperation despite deepening mistrust.

The release of Anthropic’s “Claude My-
thos Preview” — an advanced Al system ca-
pable of autonomously identifying soft-
ware vulnerabilities and executing
complex cyber operations — has intensi-
fied global concerns over the risks posed by
increasingly powerful Al agents.

While both sides have shown limited
willingness to open communication chan-
nels on Al safety and misuse, deep mistrust
continues to overshadow cooperation.
That mistrust was evidentin China’s recent
decision to block Meta’s $2-billion acquisi-
tion of Manus, an Al startup with Chinese
roots, signalling Beijing’s determination to
retain frontier Al talent and intellectual
property within its strategic ecosystem.

The episode underscored how techno-
logical competition is increasingly shifting
from hardware access to the control of tal-
ent, data and innovation ecosystems.
These developments are likely to further
harden adversarial perceptions on both
sides, bringing the underlying “tribe effect”
into even sharper relief.

India and the challenge of
multi-alignment

Whatever the immediate outcome of the
Beijing summiit, strategic and foreign policy
circlesinIndia will watch the developments
closely. A prolonged phase of institutional-
ised rivalry between the US and China is
likely to add new pressures to an already
fragmenting global order. India’s strategy
of multi-alignment will increasingly be
tested astrade networks, technological eco-
systems, and geopolitical partnerships be-
come more polarised. The challenge for
New Delhi will lie in preserving strategic
flexibility while continuing to build issue-
based coalitions without becoming overly
dependent on any single power bloc.

AsTrump and Xi meet in the Great Hall
ofthe People, the objective isnolonger rec-
onciliation, but stabilisation. The summit
may produce temporary truces, symbolic
gestures, and carefully negotiated bar-
gains, but the larger reality is harder to ob-
scure: The US and China are learning not
how to restore strategic trust, but how to
manage enduring rivalry without allowing
ittospiral into systemic rupture. The sum-
mit’s significance may lie less in what it re-
solves than in the fact that both sides still
recognise the necessity of engagement de-
spite deepening hostility.

The defining feature of the emerging
order may not be a new Cold War, but a
world in which rivalry itself becomes insti-
tutionalised.

Why Madras HC barred TVK MLA from Assembly floor test

Amaal Sheikh
New Delhi, May 12

TAMILAGA VETTRI Kazhagam (TVK)
MLA R Seenivasa Sethupathi, who won his
election by a single vote, moved the Su-
preme Court Tuesday after the Madras
High Court barred him from participating
in the Tamil Nadu Assembly floor test
slated for Wednesday.

Chief Justice of India Surya Kant agreed
to list it urgently on Wednesday before the
floor test. The HC bench had restrained Se-
thupathi from voting or participating in
any floor test in the Assembly “where the
numerical strength of the House is tested,
until further orders”.

Thedispute

Tamil Nadu has two constituencies by
the name of Tiruppattur: one in Sivagangai
(No0.185) and the other in Tirupattur district
(No0.50). Sethupathi won the electionin the
former by one vote over the DMK’s KR Peri-
akaruppan.

Periakaruppan approached the Madras
HC alleging a discrepancy of 18 electronic

voting machine (EVM) votes between two
official records. According to the petition,
apostal ballot belonging to No.185 was mis-
takenly sent to No.50 as both consti-
tuencies have the same name.

But instead of forwarding it to the cor-
rect constituency, the Returning Officer
(RO) rejected the ballot.

In its affidavit before the HC, the Elec-
tion Commission admitted there is no
statutory mechanism under the Conduct
of Election Rules, 1961, for transferring a
wrongly transmitted postal ballot from one
constituency (or RO) to another. The Rules
only deal with ballots received after the
period of counting begins.

What Madras HC held

The HC said that it was not setting aside
Sethupathi’s election or directing a re-
count: its interim order intended to pre-
serve the integrity of the electoral process
until the dispute was examined. It found
three factors significant: the one-vote mar-
gin, the alleged EVM discrepancy, and the
disputed postal ballot.

The court criticised the handling of the

Legallacuna

® The Election Com-
mission admitted
thereis no statutory
mechanism for trans-
ferring awrongly
transmitted postal
ballot from one con-
stituency to another.

® Rule 54 A(2) of the
Conduct of Election
Rules, 1961, only
deals with ballots re-
ceived after the
period of counting
begins.

postal ballot, saying that the official respon-
dents’ position “itself reveals the existence
of a procedural vacuum in the electoral
framework”.

Further, the court criticised the RO di-
rectly for not taking “prompt corrective
steps” to restore and transmit the ballot to
the competent RO.

How the court got around
Article 329(b)

Article 329(b) of the Constitution bars
courts from entertaining election disputes
except through an election petition under
the Representation of the People Act, 1951.
Ordinarily, courtsdonotintervenein elec-
tion disputes through writ proceedings
under Article 226. The HC acknowledged
this limitation.

The HC, however, relied on the SC’s rul-
ing in Election Commission of India v.
Ashok Kumar (2000), which recognised a
narrow exception permittingjudicial inter-
vention where it is necessary to preserve
evidence or remove obstacles affecting the
electoral process.

The HC held that the petition before it

was not a conventional challenge to the
election resultitself, but a plea arising from
an “extraordinary factual situation” invol-
ving preservation of electoral material and
a procedural vacuum concerning wrongly
transmitted postal ballots.

The court said the remedy of the elec-
tion petition itself would become “illusory”
if foundational electoral material was lost
before adjudication.

Why floor test changes
the stakes

The proposed floor test altered what
would otherwise have remained an ordi-
nary election dispute. Election petitions
typically take months or years to conclude.
But the HC reasoned that if Sethupathi’s
vote proved decisive in the floor test and
his election was later invalidated, the politi-
cal consequences during that intervening
period could not realistically be undone.

So, the court distinguished between a
challenge to an election result and the im-
mediate use of a disputed electoral man-
date in proceedings affecting a govern-
ment’s stability.
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Italian Open wants to be the Sth Grand Slam, but the road may notlead to Rome

Tushar Bhaduri
New Delhi, May 12

ITALIAN TENNIS has been on arguably its
most successful run over the last few years.
Leading the march is World No. 1 Jannik
Sinner, with four Grand Slam titles and the
last five Masters 1000 crowns. There are four
Italiansin the top 20 of the men’s world rank-
ings. On the women’s side, Jasmine Paolini
isranked eighth, with a career-high of No. 4.

Italy has won the Davis Cup for the last
three years and the women’s equivalent,
the Billie Jean King (BJK) Cup, for the last
two years. This dominant run has
prompted calls to recognise the Italian
Open, already a prestigious clay tourna-
ment, as a fifth Grand Slam.

Whatis a Grand Slam?

The Australian Open, French Open,
Wimbledon and US Open are considered a
notch above regular tour events. They are
jointly called Grand Slam tournaments.
The number of titles at these competitions

is often considered in debates over the
greatest player of an era, or even of all time.

Why this special treatment?

In the initial decades of tennis’ emerg-
ence as a global sport, Australia, France,
Britain and the US were the dominant
forces. These four countries had a strangle-
hold on the Davis Cup, a tournament that
began in 1900. It was only as recently as
1974 that afifth country gotitshandsonthe
silverware — when South Africa was de-
clared the winner after India refused to play
the final to protest apartheid.

This period of dominance, lasting three-
quarters of a century, prompted the na-
tional championships of the four countries
to be termed Grand Slam tournaments.

What’s the origin of the term?

Inthe card game of bridge, winning all 13
tricksis considered a Grand Slam. It was first
adopted in golf in the 1930s, when winning
the US Open, US Amateur, Open Champion-
ship and British Amateur in the same calen-
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Rome’s Foro Italico stadium, the venue of
the Italian Open, on Tuesday. A

dar year was said to constitute the Grand
Slam. Subsequently, the golfing majors were
considered tobe the Masters, US Open, Open

Championship and the PGA Championship.
The term made its way into tennis in 1933.

What’s behind the demand for the
Italian Open as the fifth Grand Slam?
Italian tennis and padel federation chief
Angelo Binaghi says his country’s current
dominance — both on the tours as well as
team events — warrantsits biggest tourna-
ment being considered a Grand Slam.
There have been rumblings among top
players about prize money and revenue
sharing at the Grand Slams — especially the
French Open — and potential boycotts have
also been mentioned. The Italian Open is
siding with the star players on these issues.
“It’s shameful and creates competitive
disparities too, because the four nations
[that organize the Slams] have a huge
amount of money to invest in their techni-
cal sectors that other nations don’t have,”
Binaghi has been quoted as saying.
The Indian Wells tournament is also
often referred to as the unofficial fifth Grand
Slam and, along with the event in Miami,
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enjoys great prestige. TheItalian Open may
wish to be treated on a par with these. It’s
evenopentoholding anItalian Grand Slam
away from its traditional venue — Rome’s
Foro Italico — and on any surface.

Are the original ‘big four’ still
dominant?

They have fallen away in recent times.
Australia last won the Davis Cup in 2003
and the Federation Cup in 1974. Their last
Grand Slam singles champion came in
2022 (Ashleigh Barty).

France last won the Davis Cup in 2017,
their first title since 2001. They won the BJK
Cup last in 2019. In Grand Slams, one has
togobackto 1983 when a Frenchman (Yan-
nik Noah) won a Major. Marion Bartoli won
Wimbledon in 2013.

Britain’s 2015 Davis Cup triumph was
their first since 1936. Their women have
never been team champions. Before Andy
Murray’s three Grand Slam titles — the last
onebeing at 2016 Wimbledon — the fallow
period stretched back to 1936. Emma Ra-

ducanu’s success at the 2021 US Open was
the first for a British woman since Virginia
Wade triumphing at Wimbledon 1977.
The US’s last Davis Cup triumph came
in 2007 while their women were cham-
pions most recently in 2017. Andy Roddick
is the last American to win a men’s Grand
Slam (2003) while Coco Gauff’s last Grand
Slam crown came at the 2023 US Open.

Is adding a fifth Grand Slam feasible?
This would change a century of tennis
history. It would necessitate rewriting the
record books and Grand Slam tallies. Novak
Djokovic is now the male player with the
most Grand Slam titles (24), butif the Italian
Open gets that status, he will fall behind Ra-
fael Nadal (30-32). Many players would argue
that if it was a Grand Slam, they wouldn’t
have skipped it in the run-up to the French
Open. Having two Grand Slamsin such prox-
imity in terms of scheduling and geography
would be another issue.
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Split wide open
The AIADMK seems set on the path of
self-destruction
l tisno surprise that the AIADMK, the principal

Opposition party in the previous Tamil Nadu

Assembly, is heading towards a split, having
faced a second successive setback in the recent As-
sembly election, apart from several defeats in par-
liamentary elections. As of now, the 47 MLAs from
the Dravidian major are divided over their support
for the leadership of General Secretary Edappadi
K. Palaniswami, who was until recently the Leader
of Opposition. On Monday, the two groups made
written submissions to Pro-tem Speaker M.V. Ka-
ruppiah regarding their claims. Though there is no
clarity on the strength of the two factions, the dis-
sident group, led by former Ministers C.Ve. Shan-
mugam and S.P. Velumani, appears to enjoy the
support of more legislators. This group has an-
nounced its decision to support the Tamilaga Vettri
Kazhagam (TVK) government; Chief Minister C. Jo-
seph Vijay, by visiting the office of Mr. Shanmugam
and meeting him and his colleagues on Tuesday,
has indicated where his sympathies lie. This ap-
pears to be part of Mr. Vijay’s political outreach, as
he has met DMK chief M.K. Stalin and several other
leaders in the past two days. It carries political sig-
nificance, as the Chief Minister is due to move a
trust vote in the House on Wednesday.

Unlike previous occasions when the AIADMK
publicly announced the election of its legislature
party leader and other functionaries, there has
been no official announcement this time. However,
the Palaniswami camp claims that at a May 9 meet-
ing, all 47 legislators gave written consent to the ef-
fect that the former Chief Minister is the AIADMK
legislature party’s leader. It also cites the Supreme
Court verdict in the Shiv Sena case (May 2023),
which held that “the political party, and not the le-
gislature party, appoints the Whip and the Leader
inthe House”. As Mr. Palaniswami is also the gener-
al secretary, his supporters argue that there is no
need to take cognisance of the other faction’s of-
fice-bearer announcements, given that he has ap-
pointed his nominee as the legislature party whip.
The Palaniswami group also appears to be prepar-
ing to move the Speaker for disqualification of re-
bel legislators under paragraph 2(1)(b) of the 1985
anti-defection law, in case the dissidents violate the
whip by voting against the government. One op-
tion for the Shanmugam-Velumani faction is to
merge with the TVK if it secures the support of 32
legislators, similar to how seven AAP MPs in the Ra-
jya Sabha (out of a total of 10 MPs) recently quit and
merged with the BJP — which was approved by the
Vice President and the Rajya Sabha Chairman C.P.
Radhakrishnan. In the case of the AIADMK, As-
sembly Speaker J.C.D. Prabhakar may soon have to
draw on his experience and legal advice to assess
the merits of the two groups’ claims. Whatever he
decides, the churn in Tamil Nadu politics is likely to
continue for some time.

Data and justice

As courts adopt Al care must be taken
on the potential for abuse
l nthelatest step in along-standing effort to dig-

itise the judiciary, Chief Justice of India (CJI)

Surya Kant announced two initiatives from
the Bench, called ‘One Case, One Data’ (OCOD), a
unified judicial data platform, and ‘Su-Sahayak’, an
Al-powered chatbot on the Supreme Court of India
website. OCOD promises a unified digital trail for a
dispute as it moves through various courts, linkag-
es between court records and litigant actions (such
as appeals), easier access to various documents,
lower need for manual verification, reciprocal ac-
cess to High Courts and other courts, and more ac-
curate judicial statistics. It is notable considering
the wide variation in software practices and re-
cords quality across India’s thousands of district
and subordinate courts. If the programme suc-
ceeds, standardised data could also allow adminis-
trators to determine where cases are held up and
ease procedural bottlenecks, and improve data-
based decision-making overall. ‘Su-Sahayak’ has
been integrated into the Court website’s front-end
to help users navigate case status, cause lists, or-
ders and judgments, e-services, and frequently
asked questions. As with any major state-backed
technology rollout in India, questions about inte-
roperability, integrity of legacy records, restricting
access to private information, and staff skilling re-
main. By aspiring to a centralised digital finger-
print for each case, OCOD also bears the risk of mis-
use.

While the CJI said that these new tools will im-
prove “access to justice”, their introduction risks
deepening the digital divide. OCOD may require la-
wyers to maintain digital scanners, cloud backup
options, and updated software. Metropolitan cor-
porate firms can easily absorb these costs but inde-
pendent practitioners in the district and taluka le-
vels will lack the capital. The system may also
introduce digital middlemen to help litigants who
cannot navigate the e-filing portal, potentially
creating a new layer of unregulated costs. While
the government has launched assistants with
voice-first capabilities, such as Jan Sahayak, ‘Su-Sa-
hayak’ is primarily text-based and could exclude
people who are not comfortable typing or navigat-
ing complex website menus. The state and the jud-
iciary must ensure that the Al model is not biased
against marginalised communities who were his-
torically disproportionately arrested or denied
bail. India’s courts have generally been more com-
fortable with Al for assistance than for substantive
reasoning. ‘Su-Sahayak’ follows SUVAS, to tran-
slate judgments, and SUPACE, which processes
facts and legal precedents. The line must continue
to hold as the judiciary adopts more powerful tools
that have already tempted practitioners in other
domains to abuse them.

CM
K

Tamil Nadus political transition, growth story faultlines

n Tamil Nadu, the electoral triumph of the

Tamilaga Vettri Kazhagam (TVK) under the

leadership of C. Joseph Vijay is seen as

something that would lead to a break from
the ‘Dravidian Model of development’. But only
time will tell if Mr. Vijay’s victory is only an
extension of Dravidian politics. Going by the
TVK’s election manifesto, there is scope for
continuity, not a break, from extant economic
policy. The party’s victory comes at a time when
Tamil Nadu is faced with a series of challenges.
While some are internal, emerging from chinks in
the State’s relatively better development
outcomes and in its political trajectory, others
have been aggravated by external challenges such
as the shifts in federal relations and the changes
in the global economic order.

Successive Dravidian parties have built an
economy that is inclusive, productive, and
broad-based. The State has shown that economic
growth can go together with social development:
simultaneous interventions in growth drivers
(infrastructure such as power and transport)
alongside investments in affordable health and
education. It may not be an exaggeration to say
that, even without parental support, the
probability of a child surviving, getting fully
immunised, being fed nutritious food, getting into
school, entering college, and progressing to
university is far higher in Tamil Nadu than in
many other States in India (perhaps, Kerala is the
other).

But now, “there is trouble in paradise”. New
faultlines have emerged in the Dravidian model.
Historically, Tamil Nadu’s industrial story has
rested on a simple idea: using state policy to
stitch together the growth of territorially rooted
micro, small, and medium enterprises (MSMESs)
and large electronics and manufacturing firms, so
that learning, jobs, and value creation are spread
across regions within the State. That model has
weakened with the rise in precarity of jobs and
sluggish wage growth. The growth — and indeed
there has continued to be growth — has not
generated jobs or real wage growth. Ex-post
welfare transfers have not cut it either. Not to
mention, the increased welfare transfers have
come at the expense of fiscal prudence.

Jobs and growth

Tamil Nadu is a global manufacturing hub and its
industrial policy, irrespective of the political
regime, has remained consistent and
non-contradictory. It has, therefore, attracted
large global investments such as Hyundai, Ford
and Nokia in the past, and Foxconn which
manufactures Apple iPhones. However, there has
been a gap between the investment promised
and actualised. As per Centre for Monitoring
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Indian Economy Pvt. Ltd (CMIE) data, during
2021-25, announced investments rose to 36.80
lakh crore, but completed investments stood
lower at %1.57 lakh crore. The completion ratio
stands at 23.09%, which is lower than before.
Even these investments did not generate
commensurate jobs. The employment elasticity
of new jobs is much lower now than in previous
regimes: 0.01 per unit of promised capital, less
than one job per crore of investment. The latest
Annual Survey of Industries tells us that the ratio
of jobs created per unit of capital investment,
number of workers to gross capital formation,
was 0.58 for Tamil Nadu, 0.34 for Gujarat, and
0.33 for Maharashtra. Historically, Tamil Nadu’s
uniqueness lies in the pursuit of development
that delicately balances the needs of capital with
arequisite degree of safeguards for workers. As a
result, even when the wage share in national
income has been falling across the world due to
increases in capital intensity, Tamil Nadu has
been able to protect its workers, at least relatively.
The wage levels in Tamil Nadu were higher
because of lower levels of contractualisation and
the better bargaining strength of labour. Relative
to its own past, the State is now witnessing rising
contractualisation, declining wage shares, and
weakening employment elasticity as capital
intensity increases. MSMEs are losing ground and
many traditional, labour-intensive clusters face a
survival crisis. They are yet to recover fully from
successive shocks of demonetisation (2016),
Goods and Services Tax (2017) and COVID-19
(2020). U.S. President Donald Trump’s tariffs
have compounded the crisis. The new factories
that have come in have weak linkages with the
existing small firms. On the other hand, the
persisting skill gap in labour market has further
limited the ability to generate jobs, adopt new
technologies and absorb new entrants.

Aspirations versus achievement

The Dravidian model that generated aspirations
among youth has brought new troubles. Its
emphasis on education as the route to
self-respect translated into broad-based
aspirations for success which implied dignity and
self-respect. These are values that the Dravidian
movement has long stood by. Tamil Nadu is one
of the few Indian States that democratised higher
education and addressed elite bias. Its gross
enrolment ratio (GER) in higher education is 51%,
which means that 51% of all youth in the age
group of 18-23 years are engaged in some form of
higher education, which is twice the national
average of 27.1% and comparable to most
European countries. It is also inclusive, as the
GER of Scheduled Caste (SC) men and women
stands at 38.8% and 40.4%, respectively, much

higher than that of upper-caste youth in many
States.

But since education expanded without
improvements in quality, its returns have
declined, weakening the prospect of mobility and
opening new pathways for inequality. With
education being decoupled from the job market,
the relative position of the first-generation
graduate has become increasingly fragile when
compared to those with generational wealth.
Double-digit growth does not mean anything to
new entrants if it does not generate jobs with
commensurate wages. Educated youth work as
delivery agents and gig workers who are
exploited by platform companies. A feeling of
betrayal has set in. The welfare that follows is not
enough and cannot compensate for the loss of
dignity that is endured through joblessness or
informality. The new welfarism of the Dravida
Munnetra Kazhagam party has ensured a vast
social and economic safety net for the
underprivileged, but these welfare measures did
not resonate with first-time voters in 2026. In the
absence of meaningful employment, the youth
perceive these as measures that take away

dignity.

New policies, delivering dignity
No doubt, Tamil Nadu still does better in most
indicators vis-a-vis other States. For youth, this is
a given. They have been listening to this narrative
their entire lives, but that slogan of success does
not resonate with their lives. The Dravidian
movement took on the old hierarchy but is blind
to the new hierarchy, and their own position
within it. Thomas Piketty emphasises that besides
political equality, voice, power, and participation,
and access to basic goods for everyone, the
question of dignity is the most severe form of
inequality in our times. Tamil Nadu has achieved
some degree of equality in basic health,
education, food, and transportation through a
more generous welfare state. But it has not
delivered dignity. So how does one even do that?
Addressing that requires a reworking of the
growth strategy to generate decent jobs, better
wages and reforming governance to reduce the
gap between the governed and the governing,
foster associational life among people, and
dismantle new sites of hierarchy. In absence of
these measures, even welfare, framed in the
language of rights, may not work because the line
between legitimate welfare and illegitimate bribe,
or money-for-votes, has blurred. This often makes
youth resentful or confused about what is an
entitlement and whether a cash transfer is a right
or a bribe. What is thus required is a new set of
economic and social policies attentive to these
faultlines.

Managing coexistence in human-wildlife conflict zones
(o)

uman-wildlife conflict (HWC) is often
l—l framed as a conservation problem. In

reality, it is a complex socio-ecological
challenge shaped by land use, livelihoods and
ecological change. Across continents, interactions
between people and wildlife are becoming more
frequent and more intense, not because animals
are encroaching on human space alone, but
because human activity is rapidly transforming
natural habitats.

In India, hundreds of people die each year in
encounters with elephants, while large numbers
of livestock are lost to predators. Similar patterns
are reported in parts of Africa, Southeast Asia
and Latin America. These conflicts reflect deeper
pressures such as habitat fragmentation,
agricultural expansion and changing land use.
Where biodiversity overlaps with dense human
settlement, conflict becomes almost inevitable.

A reflection of ecological imbalance
Geographically, the most severe conflicts occur in
South and Southeast Asia and sub-Saharan Africa.
Brazil, India, Indonesia, Kenya and Tanzania face
recurring challenges involving elephants, big cats
and other large mammals. These species require
extensive ranges and seasonal movement
corridors. When forests are cleared, roads
constructed or farms expanded, these natural
pathways are disrupted. Wildlife then adapts,
often by moving into agricultural landscapes or
peri-urban areas in search of food and shelter.

Importantly, animal behaviour in such
contexts is rarely “aggressive” in intent. Crop
raiding by elephants or livestock predation by
carnivores are adaptive responses to ecological
constraints. Monkeys and wild boars exploit
easily available food near forest edges, while
predators turn to livestock when natural prey
declines. These patterns reflect ecological
imbalance rather than aberrant animal
behaviour.

Global responses to HWC show that
coexistence is possible when policy moves
beyond reactive measures. In Africa, Botswana
and Namibia have implemented
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community-based natural resource management
systems, where local communities share tourism
revenues and gain rights over wildlife use. This
aligns conservation goals with economic
incentives, reducing hostility toward wildlife. In
central America in Costa Rica, ecological
corridors are integrated into national planning to
maintain habitat connectivity. Finland combines
real-time wildlife monitoring with rapid
compensation systems, reducing both risk and
resentment.

These approaches share three key features:
strong local participation, reliable economic
support and the use of ecological data for
planning; they treat conflict as a shared
management issue rather than a law-and-order
problem.

The complexities in India

In India, significant efforts have been made to
address HWC through compensation schemes,
technological interventions and legal
frameworks. However, given the scale and
complexity of the challenge, there remains scope
to further strengthen implementation.
Compensation mechanisms, while
well-intentioned, can benefit from greater
timeliness, enhanced coverage and improved
accessibility for marginalised communities.
Similarly, measures such as solar fencing and
early-warning systems have shown
context-specific success, but their effectiveness
depends on better coordination and ecological
planning.

At the policy level, India’s legal framework has
played a crucial role in wildlife conservation.
Going forward, there is scope to better align these
frameworks with the evolving realities of
human-wildlife interfaces. As land-use patterns
and ecological pressures change, adaptive, locally
responsive governance approaches can help
strengthen coexistence outcomes.

There is a need to carefully assess the
practicality and long-term effectiveness of
proposed interventions. Suggestions such as
fertility control in wild elephants have

occasionally entered public debate; however,
experts note that such measures have limited
applicability beyond small, intensively managed
populations. In the Indian context, where
elephants range across vast and fragmented
landscapes, the key challenge remains habitat
loss, increasing competition for food and water,
and growing human-wildlife interface. Therefore,
lasting solutions must focus on habitat
restoration, ecological connectivity, and
community-based conflict mitigation rather than
isolated technical fixes.

Evidence from Bhutan and Nepal shows that
locally grounded solutions can reduce conflict.
Community-managed forests, coordinated
grazing and predator-proof livestock enclosures
have shown positive results, supported by stable
conservation funding mechanisms.

Focus on education and awareness

Climate change is likely to intensify HWC by
altering resource availability and forcing both
humans and wildlife to adapt. This adds urgency
to the need for a shift in perspective. Wildlife
cannot be treated as an external threat to be
controlled, nor can human livelihoods be
side-lined in the name of conservation.

The way forward lies in designing landscapes
that accommodate both. This includes securing
wildlife corridors, improving land-use planning,
strengthening compensation systems, and
involving communities as active partners in
conservation. Education and awareness can also
play a role in rebuilding tolerance and
understanding.

HWC is not an anomaly. It is a predictable
outcome of how we use land and resources. The
challenge is not to eliminate conflict entirely, but
to manage it in ways that are scientifically
informed, socially just and ecologically
sustainable. If approached thoughtfully,
coexistence is not only possible, but it is also
essential for the future of both people and
wildlife.

The views expressed are personal
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NEET cancelled

Around 22.79 lakh students
appeared for the “common
and uniform National
Eligibility-cum-Entrance Test
(NEET-UG) for admission to
undergraduate medical
education in medical
institutions across the
country”. And now, without
warning, it stands cancelled.
This is not new. Every year,
after one of India’s most

prestigious and high-stakes
examinations, the cycle
repeats itself: a paper leak,
an administrative lapse, or
a “technical glitch,” and the
future of lakhs of children is
put on hold. The real
question we must ask is
this: Are we truly serious
about our students’ futures?
These young students
dedicate years, not weeks,
to preparing for a single

examination. They sacrifice
their teenage years
attending coaching classes.
Their families invest
savings, hope, and sacrifice.
Then, overnight, a headline
declares their effort void. Is
our system so fragile?

A cancelled examination is
not merely a bureaucratic
error. It is a breach of trust.
It tells every student that
their time is disposable,

their anxiety is irrelevant,
and their future is
negotiable.

Shikha Chauhan,

New Delhi

Austerity appeal

The Prime Minister’s call for
austerity is a clear
admission of failure, coming
only after the strategic
suppression of economic
data during the election

cycle. The ground reality is
far removed from the
government’s propaganda.
However, we are now at a
juncture where the national
interest must supersede
political accountability.
While we must condemn
the government’s lack of
transparency, the duty to
preserve resources for
future generations now falls
upon us. We should adopt

carpooling and fuel
conservation not because
the “sermon” is flawless,
but because the
government’s failure has left
the public as the final line
of defence for India’s
economic future.

Zaid Daraani,
Vitla, Mangaluru
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How India is governing its water resources

ndia’s water crisis is often

described as one of scarcity.

Yet the deeper reality is a

paradox: the country
receives nearly 4,000 billion cubic
metres of annual rainfall, but only
a fraction of this water is captured,
stored or used efficiently,
highlighting a deeper institutional
challenge. The question
confronting policymakers is not
merely how much water India has,
but how its water is governed. As
India works toward the global
commitments of the UN
(Sustainable Development Goal 6),
and the national aspiration of
becoming a developed economy
by 2047, strengthening the
architecture of water governance
will be central to sustaining
economic growth and social
well-being.

Enduring paradox

India’s hydrological arithmetic
reveals striking contradictions.
The country supports nearly
one-fifth of the world’s population
but has access to only about 4% of
global freshwater resources.
According to the NITI Aayog
Composite Water Management
Index, around 600 million people
face high to extreme water stress.
At the same time, India receives
substantial precipitation each
year. Hydrological assessments
indicate that while total water
availability is high, only about
1,100 billion cubic metres are
considered usable, due to
limitations in storage
infrastructure, uneven rainfall
distribution and ecological
constraints.

The decline in per-capita water
availability illustrates this growing
stress. In the early years after
independence, water availability
exceeded 5,000 cubic metres per
person annually. Today it has
fallen to around 1,400 cubic
metres. Groundwater extraction
has become the principal coping
mechanism. India is now the
world’s largest groundwater user,
accounting for roughly a quarter
of global extraction. This
dependence has enabled
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agricultural expansion and rural
livelihoods, but it has also resulted
in declining water tables across
several regions. These realities
point to a central conclusion:
India’s water crisis is as much
institutional as it is hydrological.

On water governance
India’s water governance operates
through a complex, multi-level
institutional structure involving
the Union government, State
governments and local bodies. At
the national level, the Ministry of
Jal Shakti serves as the nodal
authority responsible for water
resources, drinking water supply
and sanitation. There is also the
Central Water Commission which
focuses primarily on surface water
planning, river basin development
and flood control, while the
Central Ground Water Board
assesses groundwater resources
and provides scientific inputs for
sustainable aquifer management.
Additionally, the NITI Aayog
evaluates water governance
performance across States
through indicators such as the
Composite Water Management
Index. This benchmarking
mechanism has helped introduce
accountability and evidence-based
policymaking into the water
sector. However, India’s federal
constitutional structure places
most water-related responsibilities
with the States. Irrigation, water
supply and groundwater
regulation fall primarily within
State jurisdiction. As a result, State
irrigation departments, urban
water boards and local
governments play a decisive role
in implementing water policies.
This multi-layered system reflects
India’s federal design but also
creates coordination challenges.
To address institutional
fragmentation, the Union
government has increasingly
relied on national missions that
align central funding with
State-level implementation. One of
the most transformative initiatives
has been the Jal Jeevan Mission,
launched in 2019, to provide tap
connections to rural homes.

Recognising the scale of the task,
the mission has been extended
until 2028 to enable States to
achieve universal coverage.
Groundwater sustainability is
being addressed through the Atal
Bhujal Yojana, which promotes
participatory aquifer management
in water-stressed regions. By
encouraging community-based
groundwater budgeting and
monitoring, the programme
attempts to correct the
long-standing gap in groundwater
regulation. The Pradhan Mantri
Krishi Sinchayee Yojana promotes
micro-irrigation technologies and
improved water management
practices. Given that agriculture
consumes the majority of India’s
freshwater resources, improving
irrigation efficiency is essential.
Urban water management is
addressed through the Atal
Mission for Rejuvenation and
Urban Transformation, which
aims to expand water supply
networks, sewage treatment
systems and wastewater reuse in
cities. River basin restoration has
also gained prominence through
initiatives such as the Namami
Gange Programme, which
combines pollution control,
sewage treatment and ecological
restoration in the Ganga basin.

A circular water economy
India’s water governance is
moving toward a more integrated,
circular approach. Global best
practices underscore the value of
wastewater reuse, efficient
irrigation, and technological
innovation. Expanding wastewater
recycling in Indian cities can ease
pressure on freshwater resources,
while better crop choices and
irrigation methods can improve
agricultural water productivity.
India’s water future will depend
less on how much rain it receives
and more on how well it is
governed. By aligning governance
with scientific knowledge,
technological innovation, and
participatory approaches, India
can transform its water economy
from a cycle of scarcity to a
framework of sustainability.

The challenge to not breach the limit

Karnataka has rearranged its internal reservation quota to fit within the 50% cap

STATE OF PLAY

Sharath S. Srivatsa

ublic recruitment in
P Karnataka — stalled
for over a year on ac-

count of reservation issues — is
scheduled to start with a new
quota matrix. The Karnataka
government, amid pressure
from job aspirants, an-
nounced the kickstarting of
the recruitment process to fill
up 56,432 posts. This will be
one of the largest recruit-
ments drives by the State in re-
cent years.

However, the new matrix
has not been without resent-
ment; it has altered the overall
quantum of reservation, and
has also changed the internal
reservation quota for Sche-
duled Castes (SCs).

Faced with a slew of cases
in the Karnataka High Court
on the reservation issue, the
State government has attempt-
ed to overcome the legal chal-
lenge through executive deci-
sions. Among the Kkey
decisions is the reversal of the
quantum of reservation that
had been enhanced to 17% for
SCs and 7% for STs through
the Karnataka Scheduled
Castes and Scheduled Tribes
(Reservation of Seats in Edu-
cational Institutions and of
Appointments or Posts in the
Services under the State) Act,
2022. The enhanced quota
had breached the 50% cap on
reservations fixed by the Su-
preme Court, and cases were
filed against it in the High
Court. The government has
now reversed the quota to 15%
from 17% and 3% from 7% to
SCs and STs respectively,
bringing the overall quota
back to the earlier 50%. The
OBCs have 32% reservation
quota in the State.

The reduction in ST reser-
vation in particular has disap-

Karnataka

pointed the youth among the
community seeking public
employment, as their oppor-
tunities will now shrink. In
Karnataka, the ST list has 51
tribes of which the Nayakas re-
main the dominant communi-
ty. Their inclusion in the list
during the 1990s contributed
significantly to the increase in
the ST population of the State.
The 2022 legislation had pro-
vided for 7% reservation, pro-
portionate to their popula-
tion, but it is now back to 3%. the

Suspect silence
Curiously, leaders from the
community in both the ruling
Congress and the Opposition
BJP have not said much in pu-
blic on this issue. A proposed
protest rally from Chitradurga
to Bengaluru by the BJP to
condemn the reduction did
not take off, apparently due to
pressure from their high com-
mand. Though the BJP govern-
ment legislated enhanced re-
servations
experts believe that it has to
be brought under the Ninth
Schedule of the Constitution
to get legal protection, a task
that is being seen as difficult
for the National Democratic
Alliance-ruled Centre. States
like Tamil Nadu have been
able to breach the limit by
bringing their reservation ma-
trix under the Ninth Schedule.
Within the Congress, a few
Nayaka leaders believe that
the party is not doing enough
to protect ST interests, and al-
so not attempting to score pol-

in 2022,

itical points against the BJP by
asserting pressure on the
Centre. Chief Minister Sidda-
ramaiah — in his list of 18 de-
mands to Prime Minister Modi
— sought the inclusion of en-
hanced reservation under the
Ninth Schedule. But many
within the party feel that this
was not enough.

On the issue of sub classifi-
cation among the 101 SCs, the
State has come up with a new
matrix — the fifth such model
proposed in one and a half de-
cades, which includes the
three proposed just in the last
one year. The reduction in the
overall reservation to SCs to
15% has not seen much resent-
ment. The Dalit Madiga lead-
ers, who succeeded in stalling
the recruitment process till
the sub-classification was an-
nounced, have not spoken
much against the reduction in
overall quantum of
reservation.

The new matrix has been
arrived at within the 15% cap
despite the Karnataka Sche-
duled Castes (Sub classifica-
tion) Act, 2025, receiving the
Governor’s assent (yet to be
notified) for internal reserva-
tion within the 17% quota.

However, 49 nomadic
tribes and 10 microscopic
communities, which come un-
der the SC category, have
threatened to approach the
court again against the new
sub classification, seeking a
separate category. Though the
H.N. Nagmohan Das Commis-
sion recommended a separate
category for these 59 castes
last year, the State govern-
ment included them in Cate-
gory 3 along with relatively
better-off communities such
as the Banjara, Korama, Kora-
cha and Bhovi. The tangled is-
sue of the reservation matrix
in Karnataka shows no signs of
getting sorted soon.

legal
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India’s worker population ratio has climbed since 2022

More women are entering the labour force particularly in rural areas

DATA POINT

Chandrasekar K.

he Periodic Labour Force
T Survey (PLFS) 2025, re-

leased by the Ministry of
Statistics and Programme Imple-
mentation (MoS&PI) for January-
December 2025, marks a signifi-
cant methodological milestone.
For the first time, the revamped
PLFS covers both rural and urban
India monthly — a departure from
the earlier July-June urban-only
quarterly cycle. It also offers the
most granular all-India portrait of
the labour market across urban
and rural India in recent years.

India’s overall Labour Force
Participation Rate (LFPR) for all ag-
es stands at 44.9%, which means
that around four in 10 Indians are
either working or actively seeking
work. The figure remains broadly
stable at 44.7% in 2024 (Chart 2).

In rural areas, women partici-
pate at 34.6%, which is modest
compared with men, yet reflective
of their engagement in agriculture
and household-related work. Ho-
wever, in urban areas, women’s
participation falls to just 22.2%.
The challenge becomes even more
acute among urban young women.
In these urban centres, nearly two
in 10 women are employed. Urban
men, by contrast, participate at
59.7% — more than twice that rate.
This gap points to persistent chal-
lenges within India’s urban labour
market (Chart 1).

The youth unemployment rate
for people aged 15-29 is 9.9%, more
than three times the national aver-
age of 3.1%. For urban young wo-
men specifically, the rate is 18.9%,
nearly one in five. These are not
women outside the labour force,
but women actively seeking work
and unable to find it.

The PLFS makes this clear — the
unemployment rate measures on-
ly those within the labour force,
suggesting constraints in employ-
ment opportunities despite la-
bour-force participation. The chal-
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lenge becomes even more acute
among urban young women
(Chart 3).

Educated and unemployed

Next, among persons aged 15 years
and above with secondary school-
ing and more, the unemployment
rate is 6.5% — more than double
the national average. In urban
areas, educated unemployment
reaches 7.2%, whereas in rural
areas it is 6%. This may indicate
that rural educated workers are
more likely to remain engaged in
low-productivity subsistence activ-
ities rather than remain openly un-
employed. Between 2022 and
2025, the overall unemployment
rate has fallen from 3.6% to 3.1%,
yet unemployment among the
educated remains persistently ele-
vated. The persistence of educated
unemployment suggests that em-
ployment generation has not fully
kept pace with the growth in the
educated workforce (Chart 4).

In rural areas, 70.7% of the
working women are self-employed
— a category that often reflects sub-
sistence activity rather than entre-
preneurial choice. In urban areas,
40.4% of working women are self-
employed, reflecting a mix of en-
trepreneurial activity and informal
work. Regular wage or salaried
employment — often considered a
marker of formal work — covers
just 9.3% of rural working women,
while another 20% are engaged as
casual labourers. Urban areas offer
a relatively better distribution,
with 50.9% of working women in
regular wage employment (Chart
5).

The Worker Population Ratio
for all persons has climbed from
39.7% in 2022 to 43.5% in 2025.
More Indians are working, and
more women are entering the la-
bour force, particularly in rural
areas where the female WPR rose
from 26.9% to 33.8% over the same
period (Chart 6).

The writer is an Indian Statistical
Service Officer serving as Joint Direc-
tor in MoS&PI. The views expressed
are personal

Job hunting

The data for the charts were
sourced from the annual

Periodic Labour Force Survey
(PLFS) 2025, published by the
Ministry of Statistics and Program
Implementation. The data covers
the period from January to
December 2025. This is India’s
primary National Statistical
Office (NSO) survey tracking
employment and unemployment

CHART 1: Labour force participation rates by gender and
location in 2025 (in %)
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CHART 4: Location-wise unemployment rate among
educated persons and all persons (in %)

Il All persons (%) MM Educated persons (%)

Rural Urban All India

CHART 2: India’s overall LFPR in persons aged 15 and
above over the years (in %)
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CHART 5: Employment type among women workers (in %)
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CHART 3: Youth unemployment rate by gender and
location (in %) (ages 15 to 29)

CHART 6: India’s worker population ratio over the years
across all ages (in %)
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Pak. seeks debt relief, end
to textiles quotas

Nairobi, May 12: Pakistan’s Minister for
Commerce and Industry, Mir Afzal Khan,
yesterday called for an end to quantitative
restrictions on cotton textile exports which he
said hurt his country seriously.

Mr. Khan who was addressing the plenary
session of the U.N. Conference on Trade and
Development (UNCTAD) spoke of the plight of
developing countries and said debt relief was
the quickest and most effective form of
providing additional assistance to such
countries.

Japan backs U.S. plan

Japan told the session that though not all
elements of the integrated programme seemed
to be workable, they would be studied seriously
from all angles. At the same time, Mr. Toshio
Kimura, head of the Japanese delegation,
described Dr. Kissinger’s proposal for an
international resources bank as ‘most
interesting’ and hoped it would be further
examined.

Mr. Kimura referred to a series of commodity
negotiations in which his country had taken part
recently and said Japan would participate
actively in the existing inter-government
consultations with regard to tea, jute. natural
rubber and bananas.

Philippines Foreign Under Secretary Manuel
Colliantes said Dr. Kissinger’s proposal to
negotiate commodity agreements on a
case-by-case basis had been tried before and
failed. The third world favoured a common six
million dollar fund to finance stockpiles of
commodities. Mr. Colliantes also said the
Philippines had “reservations” about Dr.
Kissinger’s proposal to establish an international
resources bank to promote development of raw
materials resources in poor nations.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO MAY 13, 1926

New flag design for S.
African Union

Capetown, May 12: The Government has
accepted the design of now Union flag consisting
of a vertical red bar next the staff and horizontal
bars of green, yellow and blue. The Union Jack
will be flown in addition on state occasions.
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NEWS IN NUMBERS

Total amount of
ethane imported
by China in 2026

3. 4062
This is more
® than half the

volume for all of 2025, with the U.S. being
its sole supplier, Kpler data showed. China
boosted U.S. ethane imports to all-time
highs in April to capitalise on strong
petrochemical margins as the supply of
other feedstocks from West Asia was
disrupted by the Iran war. reuters

Percentage of retail
inflation in India in
the month of April

in per cent. Retail

3 48 inflation rose

® marginally to 3.48 per
cent in April compared to 3.40% in the
preceding month, mainly due to an uptick
in food prices. Food inflation, as per the
Consumer Price Index (CPI), was 4.2% last
month compared to 3.87% in March. The
corresponding inflation rates for rural and

urban were 3.74% and 3.16%. pmi

THE L

Profit recorded by
Public Sector Banks
(PSBs) in 2025-26

in X lakh crore. Public

l 98 Sector Banks (PSBs)
® have recorded an

all-time high net profit of 1.98 lakh crore
in 2025-26 fiscal year, marking the fourth
straight year of profitability, the Finance
Ministry said on Tuesday. The aggregate
business of PSBs increased to 2283.3 lakh
crore as of March 31, 2026, a growth of 12.8
per cent over the previous year. pri

HINDU

Area of degraded land

Persons killed in

to be rehabilitated
by Indonesia

in million hectares. Indonesia is
lz committed to rehabilitate 12

million hectares (29.65 million
acres) of degraded land and potentially
integrate new tree-planting efforts with its
plan to develop carbon offset projects, its
Forestry Minister said in a statement on
Tuesday. Minister Raja Juli Antoni made
the comments at the United Nations
Forum on Forests in New York. reuters

Lebanon due to Israeli
strikes since ceasefire

Israeli strikes on
380 Lebanon have killed

380 people since a
ceasefire in the Israel-Hezbollah war began
on April 17, Lebanon’s Health Ministry told
AFP on Tuesday. A Ministry official said
that “380 people, including 22 children and
39 women, have been killed in strikes on

Lebanon since the ceasefire”. arp
COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM
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Addressing India’s electrical fire risks

A pre-dawn fire in Vivek Vihar that killed nine, record electricity demand of 256 GW, and numerous air-conditioners switching on simultaneously;

highlight a surge in power consumption and raise concerns over the growing risk of electrical fires in India.

EXPLAINER

Kalyan Mangalapalli

The story so far:
ust after 3.48 a.m. on May 3,
2026, fire tore through a
four-storey building in Vivek
Vihar, East Delhi, killing nine.
The suspected origin is an air-conditioner
blast or short circuit. Delhi Fire Service
data attributes over 80 per cent of fires in
the capital to electrical faults; Mumbai
Fire Brigade, analysing 26,855 incidents
over five years, attributes nearly three in
four to the same cause. These are
reported attributions, not forensic
findings; the gap matters. The National
Crime Records Bureau (NCRB) recorded
7,566 fire accidents and 7,435 deaths in
2022, with electrical short circuit
consistently among the largest single
causes, but most incidents land in a
catch-all ‘other’ category, meaning
electrical causes are likely under-counted.
India’s electricity demand hit 256.11
GW on April 25, 2026, against air
temperatures of 47 degrees, roughly
double the early-2010s peak. Cooling
already pulls about 50 GW at peak; that
could rise to 180 GW by 2035. Indians
bought 15.4 million ACs in 2025; the IEA
expects the installed base to climb from
93 million units in 2024 to 240 million by
2030. Each new unit is a non-linear load
plugged into wiring sized, in older
buildings, for fans and bulbs.

The vulnerablilty of older houses to
electrical fires

The Forum for European Electrical
Domestic Safety (FEEDS) estimates 132
million obsolete electrical installations
across the EU, roughly half the residential
stock: more than 30 years old and never
renovated. The structural problem is the
same in any electrifying economy:
renovation rates lag behind the build rates
of decades past.

India appears to lie in the same
category of electrical-fire vulnerability as
Europe, but its main issue lies less in the
age of its housing stock and more in the
combination of rapid load growth,
low-voltage installation quality, and weak
maintenance. A fan-and-bulb circuit
installed in 1985 is now expected to carry
a 1.5-tonne inverter AC, an induction hob,
a geyser, an EV charger and a string of
phone chargers. None of these existed
when the wires were sized.

The risks posed by air-conditioners
Air-conditioners concentrate every risk
mentioned above. They are the largest
non-linear load most homes will ever
own; start-up current can be six to eight
times running current; and they are wired
into circuits often shared with other
heavy appliances.

There is a second, slower problem:
harmonics. Every inverter-driven AC, like
every UPS, LED driver, MRI and EV
charger, draws current in jagged pulses
that inject distortion at multiples of 50
Hz. In three-phase buildings, certain
harmonic orders add up in the neutral
conductor, a wire never sized to be
load-bearing, and quietly heat it.
Supporting studies found that high
inverter density on Delhi and West Bengal
low-voltage networks raised voltage and
current harmonic distortion beyond IEEE
519-2014 limits, while a hospital study in
Dharwad recorded unbalanced load,
non-zero neutral current, and THD above
IEEE-519 guidance. Add a loose joint and
you have an ignition source against
insulation.
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Tragic aftermath: A four-storey building in Vivek Vihar, where at least nine people died and two others we

SHIV KUMAR PUSHPAKAR

The causes of an electrical fire
Electrical fire is a category, not a cause. A
peer-reviewed 2025 review in Fire
identifies six recurring failure modes:
short circuits, overloads, loose or oxidised
connections, series and parallel arc faults,
ground faults, and equipment ageing.
Behind each lies a small set of root
causes: counterfeit wire and breakers,
undersized circuits for new loads, missed
maintenance, poor switchboard
terminations, and harmonic distortion
that overheats neutrals in three-phase
building connections.

A loose connection at a socket or
breaker terminal is the most common
ignition point in U.S. residential electrical
fires; it produces a hot spot that burns
insulation over months before anything
visible happens. India’s SUM Hospital
(2016) and AMRI Hospital (2011) fires,
which together killed 117, both began with
electrical short circuits.

Prevention and periodic inspections
Japan made periodic inspection of every
domestic electrical installation, every four
years, mandatory in the early 1960s;
South Korea followed in the 1970s.
Recorded fire counts in both countries fell
by close to 90 per cent. The EU 2024
Energy Performance of Buildings
Directive, in Recital 36, recognises heat
pumps, solar photovoltaics, batteries and
EV chargers as fire-safety risks.

Lessons for Indian electrical safety
standards

The Bureau of Indian Standards publishes
SP 30:2023 (National Electrical Code of
India 2023), NBC 2016 Part 4 covers fire
and life safety, and Indian electrical
installations often require contractor

completion and inspectorate approval
before energisation; in most EU countries,
the utilities typically require an inspection
report even before meter connection.

Arc-fault circuit interrupters (AFCI) or
arc-fault detection devices are designed to
detect hazardous electrical arcs and
prevent residential fires by interrupting
power before the arcing circuit ignites.
Though mandatory in U.S. dwellings since
1999, these devices are essentially absent
from Indian residences.

While some specialised industrial or
high-end retail channels may offer
AFCl-related devices, they are not
generally mandated for Indian residences
by local building or electrical codes in the
same prescriptive manner as in North
America. FEEDS notes lower-income
tenants are systematically the most
exposed, because rented apartment stock
is more likely to be older.

Shortage of forensic analysis

The Fire and Security Association of India
highlighting a 96% shortage of fire
infrastructure points to a systemic
capacity problem. Overall, India faces a
severe shortage of fire-forensic engineers
and a heavy reliance on provisional
explanations rather than detailed
root-cause analysis, even in major
incidents.

Safeguards against electrical fires

In the U.S., the plug-in Ting sensor from
Whisker Labs samples voltage 30 million
times a second and alerts the homeowner
when it detects micro-arcing, that can
lead to electrical fires. It is in over a
million U.S. homes, distributed free to
policyholders by insurers including State
Farm and Nationwide, who underwrite its

'8 i
reinjured in a fire that broke out on May 3, 2026.

claim of preventing four in five qualifying
electrical fires.

The technology is not the bottleneck;
the Indian retail and insurance ecosystem
is. There is no consumer-priced
equivalent on sale in India, and no
certification regime telling a buyer in
Chennai which IoT energy meter on
Amazon India measures harmonics.

An educated consumer’s honest
options today: insist on ISI-marked
wiring, breakers and stabilisers; never
run an AC on a shared, undersized circuit;
have a thermography scan of the main
panel every two to three years; service
ACs annually; and treat any flicker or
burning smell as a service call.

Potential measures to address fire
safety gaps

First, tie IEEE 519-style harmonic
compliance and basic power-quality
monitoring to building approvals for
hospitals, commercial premises, data
centres and EV-charging hubs.

Second, introduce a periodic
inspection regime for existing
installations, on the Japan/Korea/EU
model, triggered by major load additions:
rooftop solar, EV chargers, battery
storage.

Third, build a published forensic chain
after major electrical fires, on the
MAIB/NTSB model. Fourth, fix the data: a
harmonised dataset across DFS, MFB,
NCRB and BIS.

As tens of millions of new ACs switch
on to combat 47-degree summers, the gap
shall be tested again. The hum is already
there. The only choice is whether India
listens to it before, or after, the spark.
(Kalyan Mangalapalli is an Energy and

Emerging Technologies expert.)

THE GIST
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Delhi Fire Service data
attributes over 80 per cent of
fires in the capital to electrical
faults, with rapid load growth,
poor installation quality, and
weak maintenance increasing
fire risks.

v

Air-conditioners are among the
heaviest electrical loads in
homes, with start-up currents
several times higher than
running current, and are often
wired into circuits shared with
other heavy appliances.

v

ISI-marked electrical
equipment, dedicated AC
circuits, periodic thermography
scans, annual servicing, and
immediate attention to
flickering or burning smells can
help prevent electrical fires.
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Beginning in the 1980s, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank began structural adjustment programmes across Asia, Africa and Latin America. GETTY IMAGES

The toll of structural adjustments on the
global South and a case for accountability

In the 1980s, IMF and World Bank put conditions on financing the global South. Decades later, many countries in the regions struggle with weak

public health systems and high levels of poverty. The institutions owe reparations for the damage caused, a new paper argues.

Areena Arora

Jason Hickel, Salmaan Keshavjee, Maxine
Burkett and Eugene T. Richardson,
“Structural adjustment: damages,
reparations and pathways to
non-recurrence”, BMJ Global Health,
March 2026.

he 1970s were a good decade

for the global South. Between

1960 and 1980, real per capita

income grew across Asia,
Africa, and Latin America. Countries that
had recently thrown off colonial rule were
investing in public healthcare and
education, protecting their industries,
and organising production around
national development.

Then, beginning in the 1980s, the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and
the World Bank began structural
adjustment programmes across Asia,
Africa and Latin America. Decades later,
many countries in the impact regions
continue to struggle with weak public
health systems, stagnant incomes and
high levels of poverty.

In a recent paper published in BMJ
Global Health, economists and public
health researchers Jason Hickel, Salmaan
Keshavjee, Maxine Burkett, and Eugene T.
Richardson argue that the institutions that
implemented these programmes now
owe reparations.

The repayment burden

Structural adjustment programmes
emerged during the debt crises of the late
1970s and 1980s. Many developing
countries had borrowed heavily in foreign
currencies to finance imports and
industrial development. When the United
States Federal Reserve raised interest
rates in the late 1970s, debt repayments
became far more expensive for poorer
countries, causing decades-long progress

to unravel.

Countries that had borrowed in U.S.
dollars suddenly faced ballooning
repayments in a currency they had no
control over. To prevent governments in
the global South from defaulting on loans
owed to American banks, the U.S. worked
through the IMF and World Bank to roll
over those debts, attaching a set of
sweeping economic reforms as conditions
that would come to be known as
structural adjustment programmes, or
SAPs.

SAPs typically demanded three things.
First, austerity: slash public spending on
healthcare, education, food subsidies,
and social security, so that the money
saved could flow back to creditors.
Second, privatisation; by transfering
public services and state-owned
industries to private capital. And, third,
by deregulating industrial policy, tariffs,
capital controls, and labour protections.

Countries had limited room to refuse.
Defaulting on loans was risky, and the
institutions pushing these conditions
controlled international finance.

These SAPs should also be viewed in a
longer historical context. After
independence, many governments in the
global South had used industrial policy
and public investment to break away from
colonial economic arrangements that kept
labour and resources cheap for Western
firms. The SAPs effectively reversed these
gains, re-cheapening southern labour and
re-opening vulnerable markets to the
global North.

Social and economic setback
Economic growth in the global South
before SAPs averaged around 3.2%
annually. But growth slowed sharply,
falling to a mere 0.7% during the era of
structural adjustment in the 1980s and
1990s. The South collectively lost an
average of $480 billion per year in

potential national income during this
period.

In Latin America, real income per adult
fell nearly 15% after 1980 and did not
recover to previous levels until 2006. In
Sub-Saharan Africa, incomes fell nearly
20% before eventually recovering decades
later. In Jamaica, trade and exchange-rate
liberalisation in the early 1990s caused
food prices to rise sharply after currency
depreciation. In China, extreme poverty
rose during a phase of market-oriented
reforms linked to World Bank adjustment
policies.

The effects on health were also severe.
A 2017 review found that SAPs imposed
by the IMF, World Bank, and African
Development Bank had a strong negative
impact on child and maternal health.
Studies on Sub-Saharan Africa linked
adjustment to an additional 85.62 child
deaths per 1,000 children and an
additional 360 maternal deaths per
1,00,000 live births. In Kenya, the authors
calculate, 3,05,000 excess infant deaths
occurred between 1986 and 2010 relative
to the pre-adjustment trend.

The mechanisms are not hard to trace.
SAPs cut government spending on health,
led to the closure of facilities, and limited
the hiring of doctors and nurses.
Currency devaluation made imported
drugs and medical supplies more
expensive. Privatisation and user fees
reduced access to essential services, and
wage losses made families more
vulnerable to disease in the first place.

Structural adjustment also enabled
large financial outflows from the global
South. The removal of capital controls
allowed foreign companies to repatriate
profits at up to $250 billion a year. Trade
deregulation enabled further outflows
exceeding $1 trillion per year, mostly to
evade taxes. These were surpluses
generated within developing countries
that were no longer available for

reinvestment in public services or
domestic development.

Responsibility for repair

The IMF and World Bank, as the primary
architects of these programmes, should
bear responsibility for repair. One
approach the authors outline would be to
quantify wage losses, cuts to public
services, and capital outflows attributable
to SAPs, adjusted for inflation and due
interest. Another mechanism would be to
calculate losses to national income against
a counterfactual in which the adjustments
were never imposed. A third would focus
specifically on welfare impacts, such as
poverty and mortality, to provide
compensation that restores people to the
social indicators they would have reached
had SAPs never existed.

But reparations face procedural
obstacles, put in place by design. The IMF
and World Bank enjoy sovereign
immunity, shielding them from lawsuits
through normal channels. Their
governance structure compounds the
problem. The Global North, with a mere
15% of the world’s population, controls
nearly 60% of the voting power in both
institutions. The U.S. alone holds a veto.

Beyond reparations, the paper calls for
a guarantee of non-recurrence by
abolishing structural adjustment
conditions on all future lending,
democratising both institutions so that aid
recipients have a meaningful say in policy,
and ending their sovereign immunity
status.

If such transformative changes cannot
happen from within, these institutions
should be replaced entirely. Alternatives
are already emerging, including the
BRICS New Development Bank and the
Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank,
established by and for the global South.
Neither attaches structural adjustment
conditions to finance.
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The 79th Festival de Cannes kicked off yesterday, and will continue till May 23, 2026.
Here’s a quiz on one of the world’'s most prestigious film festivals.

Mohammed Hidhayat

QUESTION 1
Palme d’Or (earlier Grand Prix), the top A
prize at the festival, is awarded to the
director of the best feature film. Who

the award?

Akira Kurosawa, David Lynch, Martin

Scorsese and Orson Welles. they do this?
A A
QUESTION 2 QUESTION 5

Name the Indian filmmaker heading the | Name the only Indian film to receive
top honours at the festival. It was
screened at the first Cannes Film
Festival in 1946.

Cannes Critics Week jury this year. Her
film won the Grand Prix, the
second-most prestigious prize of the

Justine Triet are the only woman
directors to have received the

A festival’s top prize. Name the films
for which they won.

QUESTION 4

The 1968 festival was shut down
among the following is not a recipient of | after Jean-Luc Godard, along with
Frangois Truffaut, and other
Francis Ford Coppola, Andrei Tarkovsky, | prominent filmmakers interrupted
and blocked screenings. Why did

festival, in 2024. Y
A QUESTION 6 Visual question: The official poster for Cannes 2026 features Susan
QUESTION 3 Which restored Malayalam classic is Sarandon and Geena Davis on the set of their 1991 film. Name the
Jane Campion, Julia Ducournau and being showcased at Cannes 2026? movie and its director. AFP
CM
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W | Questions and answers to the previous

day’s daily quiz: 1. This instrument is
used to measure earthquakes. Ans:
Seismograph (or seismometer)

2. This scale is commonly used today to
measure the magnitude of an earthquake.
Ans: Moment Magnitude Scale (Mw)
3. The point inside the Earth where an
earthquake originates. Ans: Hypocentre
(or focus)

4. Name of the boundary where one
tectonic plate moves beneath another?
Ans: Subduction zone

5. The point on the Earth’s surface directly
above the focus. Ans: Epicentre

Visual: This Italian volcanologist
developed the intensity scale for
measuring earthquake intensity. Ans:
Giuseppe Mercalli

Early birds: Piyali Tuli | Dil Bahadur
Airee |Aaradhya Yadav| Ritika | Abhay
Krishan

Know your
English

S. Upendran

“He has the runs and I am sure he will....”
“....how do you know he has the runs?”
“Just look at the score card. You will

see...”

“....oh, you are talking about cricket. I
thought you were talking about
something else.”

“Something else? You don’t score runs
in football or volleyball, do you?”

“No, you don’t. You see, when you say
that someone ‘has the runs’, it means that
he has diarrhoea.”

“Good grief! You are joking, right?”

"No, I am not. I can say, Gopal had the
runs last week."

“I am sure many of our leading
cricketeers had the runs when Income
Tax officials raided their houses.”

“You could be right.”

“Let’s change the topic, shall we? Have
you seen Harish recently? Sujatha tells me
that he has been called for an interview
tomorrow.”

“Saw him yesterday.”

“How was he?”

“As expected, he was like a cat on a hot
tin roof.”

“A cat on a hot tin roof! What does it
mean?”

“What do you expect a cat to do when
it finds itself on a hot tin roof?”

“1 guess the poor thing will jump from
one spot to another pretty quickly.”

“That’s right, it will be pretty jumpy.
And that’s what the expression ‘like a cat
on a hot tin roof” means. Jumpy or
nervous.”

“I see. Can I say, Mohan was like a cat
on a hot tin roof the day before he got
married?”

“Most people are pretty nervous the
day before they tie the knot.”

“While he waited for the telephone
call, he was like a cat on a hot tin roof.”

“That’s a good example. Can you think
of another expression which means
nervous?”

“Hm, let me see. How about
‘butterflies in the stomach’.”

“Excellent. When you say you have
‘butterflies in your stomach’, it means you
have a nervous feeling in your stomach.
For example, whenever I have to meet my
boss, I get butterflies in my stomach.”

“I always have butterflies in my
stomach just before a physics test.”

“Most people have butterflies in their
stomach when they make a presentation.”

“That's true. Luckily I have never been
asked to make one.”

“It's also possible to say ‘give butterflies
in one’s stomach’ as well. It means to
cause someone to have a nervous
stomach.”

“Watching the horror movie gave
Lalitha butterflies in her stomach.”

“Listening to our politicians gives me
butterflies in the stomach.”

“It gives me a headache.”

“Give me another expression which
means nervous. But something that
sounds funny.”

“How about ‘heebie-jeebies’?”

“What?”

“Heebie-jeebies. When you give
someone the heebie-jeebies, you make
them extremely nervous.”

“My school Principal gives me the
heebie-jeebies. How does that sound?”

“Sounds O.K. There’s something about
a visit to the dentist which gives me the
heebie-jeebies.”

Published in The Hindu on August 8, 2000

Word of the day

Acrimonious:
marked by strong resentment or cynicism

Synonym: bitter

Usage: The debate turned acrimonious as
both sides traded sharp accusations.

Pronunciation: newsth.live/76PxNR/
acrimonious

International Phonetic
Alpha bet: /eek.armauv.n1.as/
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Cancer immunotherapy may reshape
brain’s barrier to metastasis

Scientists have found that drugs called PD-1 inhibitors can make the blood-brain barrier more permeable, a process mediated by the DKKI protein; this finding explains why

some patients develop brain metastases during treatment and suggests new ways to improve drug delivery to the brain

Shweta Yogi
PUNE

rugs that enhance the body’s

immune response against

cancer may also be altering

one of its most tightly guarded
boundaries: the blood-brain barrier
(BBB).

A recent study published by Yuval
Shaked at the Technion-Israel Institute of
Technology and his team, in Cancer
Discovery, finds that PD-1 inhibitors, a
widely used class of cancer
immunotherapy, can prompt immune
cells to produce a protein that makes the
barrier more permeable. This could
potentially change how cancer and its
treatments affect the brain.

Many conventional anti-cancer drugs
cannot cross the BBB, which is a tightly
packed lining of cells that controls what
passes from the bloodstream into brain
tissue, limiting their effectiveness against
brain tumours.

So the brain was long thought to be
largely insulated from the immune
system, but growing evidence shows it
can mount meaningful immune
responses. In this context,
immunotherapy works by activating
circulating immune cells that can cross
the BBB and target tumour cells within
the brain.

A type of immunotherapy called
immune checkpoint inhibitors (ICIs) block
signals that prevent immune cells from
attacking tumours, allowing the body’s
natural defences to respond more
strongly. While ICIs have been shown to
reduce tumour burden within the brain,
responses among patients with brain
metastases vary and the reasons remain
unclear.

“Our work focuses on understanding
how cancer treatments affect the body,
not just the tumour. In some cases,
therapies can trigger responses in normal
host cells, such as immune cells, that
unintentionally make the environment
more favourable for cancer growth,”
Abhilash Deo, a postdoctoral researcher
at the Shaked Lab and the study’s lead
author, said.

Brain environment

To understand how immunotherapy
affects the brain immune environment,
researchers examined brain tissue from
mice with breast tumors treated with
anti-PD-1 therapy. They observed a loss of
cells that maintain blood vessel stability,
weaker barrier proteins, and higher
immune cell entry into the brain,
suggesting that the BBB was becoming
leaky.

Mice treated with anti-PD-1 also showed
an increase in brain metastases, likely due
to the compromised barrier. Notably,
these effects were observed only with

A type of immunotherapy called immune checkpoint inhibitors block signals that prevent immune cells from attacking tumours, allowing the body’s natural
defences to respond more strongly. Representative illustration. GETTY IMAGES

anti-PD-1 and not with other ICIs,
highlighting a unique host response
induced by treatment.

“Our data show that anti-PD-1 therapy
can boost anti-tumour immunity in the
brain, but in resistant cancers, it may also
increase metastasis by altering the host
immune environment,” Dr. Deo said.
“This could help explain why patients
with brain metastases show varied
responses to immunotherapy.”

According to Nirmal Raut, medical
oncologist at the Bhaktivedanta Hospital
and Research Institute in Thane,
treatment responses to ICIs vary widely
among patients with brain metastases,
ranging from complete remission to rapid
disease progression (seen in about 20% of
cases after treatment starts).

“We often see discordant responses,
where disease outside the brain is
controlled, but new brain lesions appear,
or vice versa, suggesting that the
brain-immune ecosystem is distinct from
the rest of the body,” he added.

Dr. Raut noted that even when a
tumour responds to treatment in organs
such as the lung or liver, the BBB can act
as a sanctuary where sub-therapeutic
drug levels allow cancer cells to survive
and evolve.

When untreated animals were injected
with plasma from mice treated with
anti-PD-1, the researchers observed BBB
leaks, suggesting that treatment-induced
ICIs were disrupting the barrier.
Comparing plasma protein profiles of
treated and untreated animals, the team
identified several proteins linked to BBB

disruption. Among these, removing a
protein called DKKI1 reduced BBB leakage.

Importantly, these findings were
reflected in patient data. MRI scans of
patients with lung cancer who received
anti-PD-1 therapy showed increased
cancer spread within the brain. Higher
levels of plasma DKK1 were also linked to
a greater occurrence of brain metastases
and a shorter period before the disease
worsened, particularly among patients
who responded poorly to treatment.

“This aligns with the idea that elevated
DKK1 may point to a more permissive
brain environment for metastasis,”Dr.
Raut said. He added that the increased
contrast seen on some MRI scans after
starting immunotherapy may not always
indicate “pseudoprogression” or
inflammation but could instead reflect
actual BBB leakage caused by activated
immune cells.

Double-edged role

Chakor Vora, a medical oncologist at the
Renatus Cancer Centre, Pune, explained
that most chemotherapeutic drugs can’t
cross the BBB, posing a major challenge in
treating brain metastases.

Opening of the BBB following anti-PD-1
therapy may therefore improve their
delivery to the brain. The researchers
found that anti-PD-1 therapy followed by
cisplatin chemotherapy improved survival
in mice with brain metastases as well as
increased drug accumulation in the brain,
highlighting a double-edged role.

Dr. Raut said that among patients who
don’t respond to treatment, opening the
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Charred sky: Mayon volcano spews ash as seen from Daraga, the Philippines, on May 2. The same volcano erupted destructively in 1814, burying the town of Cagsawa and,
together with the eruption of Mt. Tambora a year later, contributed to making 1816 the ‘Year Without a Summer’. Ap
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BBB using anti-PD-1 therapy could
inadvertently allow circulating cancer
cells also to enter the brain, potentially
increasing the risk of new metastases.

“However, for patients with resistant
disease, this same vulnerability could be
exploited to improve drug delivery to the
brain,” he said.

Rahul Solanki, a medical oncologist
and a physician of nuclear medicine in
Adelaide in Australia, added that once
cancer has spread to the brain, the BBB
may already be disrupted, and such
patients are often excluded from clinical
trials. Since medical workers can’t
measure drug levels in the brain, DKK1
may be a promising biomarker that could
help identify patients at higher risk of
developing brain metastases during
treatment.

“Patients with advanced cancer but
without active brain metastases would be
better candidates to understand how
anti-PD-1 therapy affects treatment
response and the risk of metastasis,” Dr.
Solanki said.

“We typically use a combination of
chemotherapy and immunotherapy in
high-risk patients with brain metastases,
who test positive for immune biomarkers.
However, these findings need to be
validated in larger studies involving
human patients,” Dr. Vora stressed.

“If these findings are confirmed in
larger human trials, they could change
how we sequence treatment,” Dr. Raut
added.

(Shweta Yogi is a freelance science writer.
shweta2192@gmail.com)

QUESTION CORNER

Follow the nose

Q: Why are some people
mosquito magnets?

A: Scientists are now
making progress in
deciphering the
complex chemical
cocktail that makes particular people
more enticing to these
disease-spreading bloodsuckers.

A range of sensory cues can cause
mosquitoes to pick one human over
another — mainly the smell and heat
our bodies give off, and the carbon
dioxide we exhale. Female mosquitoes
— which are the only ones that bite —
detect these signals with finely-tuned
receptors, then choose their target
accordingly.

The idea that mosquitoes prefer
particular blood types “has no scientific
basis,” Frederic Simard of France’s
Institute of Research for Development
said. Odour, however, matters greatly:
“A soup of molecules produced by our
microbiota is more ... appealing to
mosquitoes”.

Humans release between 300 and
1,000 different odorous compounds,
research has shown, but scientists are
only just beginning to understand
which ones attract mosquitoes.

In a recent study, researchers
released Aedes aegypti mosquitoes on
42 women in a lab. The mosquitoes
detected 27 odorous compounds. The
women the mosquitoes most liked to
bite produced a compound made by

THE GIST

Many conventional anti-cancer
drugs cannot cross the
blood-brain barrier, which is a
tightly packed lining of cells
that controls what passes
from the bloodstream into
brain tissue

v

This limits their effectiveness
against brain tumours and the
brain was long thought to be
largely insulated from the
immune system

v

Immunotherapy works by
activating circulating immune
cells that can cross the
blood-brain barrier and target
tumour cells within the brain
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A range of sensory cues can cause mosquitoes to
pick one human over another — mainly the smell
and heat from the body. GETTY IMAGES

the breakdown of a skin oil called
sebum.

Drinking beer has also been linked to
attracting mosquitoes because it raises
body temperature, increases the
amount of exhaled CO2 and changes
skin odour, according to several studies.

For a 2023 study in the Netherlands,
465 volunteers put their arms in cages
filled with female Anopheles
mosquitoes, which can spread malaria.
The volunteers who had drunk beer in
the previous 24 hours were 1.35-times
more attractive to the mosquitoes.
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An unacceptable
breach of faith

For the second time in three years, NTA is
embroiled in an NEET paper leak row.
This calls for long-term reform

or the second time in three years, the futures of

millions of medical education aspirants have

been thrown into jeopardy because of the

callousness of the authorities who have, once
again, failed to prevent a paper leak. Three years ago,
the Supreme Court refrained from ordering a retest of
the 2024 National Eligibility cum Entrance Test (NEET)
for undergraduates, underlining that the material on
record did not show any “systemic breach”. This time,
the National Testing Agency (NTA) has announced the
cancellation of the 2026 test, suggesting that the breach
is far more serious. The decision came after at least 120
questions in a guess paper —a compilation of suggested
questions by subject experts and teachers, based on
previous trends, and circulated first in Rajasthan —
were found to be common with the NEET exam paper
on May 3. Officials said the handwritten guess paper
might have reached thousands in Maharashtra,
Gujarat, and Kerala as well. That the leak was only
detected a week after the exam not only shows NTA and
government authorities in a poor light but also exposes
thatlittle has changed institutionally since the last
paper leak in 2024. NTA is yet to announce the date for
the new exam, and the delay will have a cascading effect
on counselling, admissions, and courses.

Many questions arise: How did a guess paper have
more than half the questions of the NEET paper? Who
are the teachers who set this paper? How did the NEET
questions leak? What were the authorities doing? What
happened to the safeguards that were apparently put in
place after the 2024 leak? Following the 2024 incident,
the government formed a seven-member committee,
led by former Indian Space Research Organisation chief
K Radhakrishnan, which suggested sweeping reforms
for conducting the exams, focusing on security, data
protocol, and agency restructuring. Were these fully
implemented? Partly? Atall?

National entrance exams carry enormous burdens of
aspiration. As exams that select the country’s future
doctors, NEET is key to shaping India’s future. They
work because of the implicit faith of millions of young
people in a fair and transparent process. Repeated
paper leaks have sullied that trust. NTA needs to come
clean on what exactly went wrong and how, and make
transparent, far-reaching changes that ensure this
doesn’t happen again. Students deserve better.

A much-needed
push to faster bail

hile courts routinely describe personal liberty
Was sacrosanct, bail hearings —the gateway to

such liberty — often languish for months. The
Supreme Court’s latest intervention, nudging high
courts to prescribe timelines for bail hearings and
discouraging routine adjournments sought by
governments and prosecuting agencies, is therefore not
justan administrative suggestion but also a
constitutional reminder. The Court’s directions, issued
on Monday, seek to address a chronic institutional
malaise. High courts were urged to list fresh bail pleas
within a week, evolve periodic listing mechanisms,
ensure automatic relisting of matters not taken up, and
avoid the prevailing practice of repeatedly deferring
liberty-related hearings. These guidelines build upon
the apex court’s September 2025 judgment directing
courts to decide bail matters within two months.

The urgency for this can’t be overstated. According to
National Judicial Data Grid, over 1.49 lakh bail matters
remain pending across India’s high courts. Undertrials
— awaiting completion of probes, trial, or bail
adjudication —account for 74% of the country’s
prisoner population. The constitutional cost of this is
immense. Bail jurisprudence in India rests on a settled
principle: Jail is the exception and bail is the rule. Yet,
prolonged pendency effectively converts pre-trial
incarceration into punishment itself.

The Court was right in recognising that procedural
delays often arise from avoidable causes, including
casual adjournments, delayed status reports, and non-
availability of forensic reports. Its suggestion that
investigating agencies and courts adopt a “collaborative
approach” reflects the understanding that bureaucratic
inefficiency must not become a hurdle for liberty. The
Court has allowed high courts to evolve frameworks
suited to local realities, favouring institutional flexibility
for better implementation. Speedy bail adjudication is
not merely about reducing pendency. Itis about
reaffirming the constitutional promise that delays,
inertia, and procedural indifference can’t make
deprivation of liberty routine.

Hantavirus outbreak and
the anxieties of our times

The outbreak calls for
monitoring and
coordinated response —
not panic. Itis also a
reminder to continue
investing in strong
disease surveillance,
laboratory capacity, and
timely communication

n May 5, 2023, the World
Health Organization
(WHO) formally declared
the Covid-19 pandemic
over. Yet the psychological
shadow of that crisis con-
tinues to shape the world’s response to
every disease outbreak. Last week, a
hantavirus made headlines after the
World Health Organization
(WHO) reported a cluster of infections
aboard the Dutch cruise ship, MV Hon-
dius. The outbreak, linked to the Andes
virus from the hantavirus family, has
resulted in three deaths, six laboratory-
confirmed infections, and two probable
cases among passengers and crew.

Human civilisation has always coex-
isted with evolving pathogens, zoonotic
spillovers, and periodic outbreaks.
However, since the Covid-19 pandemic
caused by Severe Acute Respiratory
Syndrome Coronavirus 2 (SARS-
CoV-2), many pathogens, emerging and
otherwise, have attracted far greater
global attention than epidemiology
alone would justify.

Against this backdrop, it is important
to place hantaviruses and the current
outbreak in the correct scientific con-
text. Scientists have known about han-

taviruses for nearly 70 years. They are a
family of viruses circulating across geo-
graphical regions. The Andes virus,
found primarily in South America, is at
the centre of the current outbreak. Its
transmission, severity, and epidemiol-
ogy are well understood. There are at
least three key differences between this
hantavirus and SARS-CoV-2 that must
guide our risk assessment.

First, SARS-CoV-2 was a novel virus.
Humanity had no pre-existing familiar-
ity or population-level immu-
nity when it emerged in late
2019. As it spread rapidly
across countries, scientists
were learning about its trans-
mission, severity, and behav-

induce panic among ordinary citizens.
It is primarily an advisory meant for
governments, ports, airports, surveil-
lance networks, hospitals, and health
authorities to initiate monitoring and
coordination mechanisms. . R
Such global alerts are among the  Thereis little evidence to suggest widespread transmission beyond
core responsibilities of WHO, and the  isolated settings,and WHO currently considers the global risk low. AFP
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context of a cruise ship — effectively a
multinational ecosystem where passen-
gers rapidly disperse across borders —
makes such notifications especially
important. Hantaviruses also
have along and variable incu-
bation period, ranging from
one to eight weeks, with an
average of two to three
weeks. In such situations,

jour in real time. Hantavi- Chandrakant international monitoring,

ruses, in contrast, are long-
recognised zoonotic
pathogens with decades of
accumulated epidemiological under-
standing.

Second, SARS-CoV-2 was predomi-
nantly a respiratory virus. Ordinary
human interactions — breathing, talk-
ing, coughing, travelling, and gathering
indoors — enabled rapid and efficient
transmission. In contrast, most hanta-
virus infections occur through expo-
sure to infected rodent urine, saliva, or
droppings, and dry virus-bearing dust.
Rodents remain the primary hosts and
human infection is incidental rather
than central to the virus’s survival cycle.

Third, the Andes virus is the only
known hantavirus capable of occa-
sional person-to-person transmission.
Even then, transmission generally
requires prolonged and close exposure,
making widespread community spread
considerably less likely.

There is also a need to understand
the broader context. A WHO notifica-
tion or alert is not a signal that should

Lahariya

contact tracing, and coordi-
nated communication
become essential compo-
nents of global health governance.
However, such notifications should not
be mistaken for signals of an imminent
global threat.

One of the most important develop-
ments after the Covid-19 pandemic is
that countries are now somewhat bet-
ter prepared to detect and respond to
emerging and re-emerging pathogens.
More specifically for India, disease
reporting systems have become
stronger. Laboratory capacity has
expanded. Genomic surveillance net-
works have improved. India now
arguably possesses greater ability to
identify such outbreaks, although pre-
paredness still varies considerably
across states. In any case, India has
reported serological evidence of han-
tavirus exposure, and isolated case
reports have appeared in medical lit-
erature. The country has the capacity
to identify the virus.

Another lesson is that emerging

pathogens are part of the biological
reality of our interconnected world. The
climate crisis, ecological disruption,
urbanisation, wildlife-human interac-
tion, and global mobility ensure that
zoonotic spillovers will continue to
occur periodically. We also need to
remember that the aim cannot be to
eliminate every outbreak. Rather, the
objective must be to build systems
capable of early detection, rapid con-
tainment, transparent communication,
and proportionate response.

Covid-19 has also left behind a form
of collective epidemiological trauma
that shapes how every subsequent out-
break is interpreted. The result is a
reflexive anxiety that often travels
faster than the pathogen itself. What,
then, should we learn from disease out-
breaks?

First, outbreaks of emerging patho-
gens are a reminder for national and
state governments to remain prepared
for public health emergencies and
invest in strengthening disease-surveil-
lance systems. Scientific transparency
and international coordination remain
essential in a world where pathogens
can travel faster than ever before.

Second, as much as a health-system
response is necessary, there is also
a need for timely, transparent, and
trustworthy public communication.
Epidemiological response begins when
cases are detected in any setting, but
health communication from govern-

ments has to be an ongoing process and
should continue even when the out-
break is thousands of miles away on a
cruise ship.

Third, scientific literacy must
become a public health priority. Citi-
zens need to be empowered with the
ability to distinguish between opera-
tional alerts for governments and
actual personal risk. They should also
be encouraged to seek information
from reliable sources rather than
amplifying unverified forwards and
misleading messages.

The present hantavirus outbreak
necessitates monitoring and coordi-
nated international response — not
panic. There is little evidence to sug-
gest widespread transmission beyond
isolated settings, and WHO currently
considers the global risk low. Yet the
outbreak is a reminder that India must
continue investing in strong disease
surveillance, laboratory capacity,
transparent and timely health commu-
nication, and rapid outbreak-response
systems, because emerging pathogens
are no longer rare exceptions but
recurring realities of an intercon-
nected world.

Chandrakant Lahariya is a practising
cardiometabolic physician and

health policy specialist. He has worked
with the World Health Organization
and the UN system for nearly 18 years.
The views expressed are personal

Reading the tea leaves
on the Xi-Trump meet

S President Donald Trump will arrive in

Beijing on May 14 for a two-day meeting

with Chinese President Xi Jinping— the

first visit by a sitting US president in
nearly a decade. The summit unfolds amid
heightened West Asian tensions, with the Iran
conflict and resulting energy disruptions casting
a shadow over proceedings.

The optics will be carefully choreographed:
both leaders have reason to project stability. Yet
expectations should remain modest. Beijing may
prefer limited outcomes for now, calculating
that US Congressional mid-term elections could
narrow Trump’s room for manoeuvre. After a
turbulent 2025, when US tariffs on Chinese
goods briefly touched 145%, the cordiality on dis-
play may prove largely cosmetic. US-China ties
are the defining geopolitical relationship of our
time. What emerges from Beijing will
shape the strategic space for others.
For India, this bears directly on our
security environment, technology
access, and supply-chain resilience.

Trump approaches diplomacy as

deal-making, calibrated for visible Ajai
Malhotra

wins; Xi operates on a longer strategic
horizon where tactical concessions
serve enduring objectives. When a
deal-maker meets a system that plans
in decades, the headline rarely cap-
tures the real outcome.

Taiwan will top Beijing’s agenda. Xi calls it
China’s “biggest risk point” and may press
Trump to shift US language from “not support-
ing” to “opposing” Taiwan’s independence. That
would not be merely semantic; it could
embolden Chinese assertiveness. Taiwanese offi-
cials worry their island could become a bargain-
ing chip.

For India, the implications may be direct: The
Semicon India Mission depends on Taiwanese
partnerships, and pressure on Taipei could stall
our fabrication ambitions. US signalling on Tai-
wan will be read particularly closely in Tokyo
and Seoul.

References to Tibet deserve close watching.
The succession to the Dalai Lama is no longer a
distant question, and Beijing is increasingly
asserting its authority over the reincarnation
process. Any US willingness to downplay Tibet,
should it emerge, would not be a marginal con-
cession; it may signal acquiescence on an issue
of relevance to India, which hosts the Dalai
Lama and the Tibetan exile community.

Human rights will also test Washington’s
credibility. Any US softening on Xinjiang will
reinforce a pattern in which values are invoked
selectively and set aside when inconvenient. For
India, the implication is clear: Partners that cali-
brate principles to circumstance may calibrate
commitments the same way.

Economic issues will dominate the summit.
Trump will seek Chinese purchases of US agri-
cultural goods and aircraft. Beijing will press for
relief on advanced chip exports and semicon-
ductor equipment, and for easing sanctions tied
toIran-linked oil trade. Access to critical miner-
als will sit at the centre of this negotiation, given
China’s dominance in processing rare earths
and refining key battery inputs such as lithium
and cobalt.

For India, the risk is that diluted US export
controls in exchange for short-term trade gains
could reinforce Chinese leverage. The openings
that have allowed countries like India to position
themselves as alternatives to China in global
supply chains could narrow quickly. The same

logic applies to pharmaceutical inputs, battery-
grade processed materials and the ecosystems
underpinning our solar and electric mobility
ambitions.

An equally significant risk pertains to technol-
ogy standards. Even partial US-China conver-
gence on Al governance, data norms or export
controls could harden into global benchmarks.
Countries absent from the table will become
rule-takers. For India, which seeks a role in shap-
ing digital rules, exclusion would carry long-
term costs.

Not every outcome would be unfavourable for
India. Trump has signalled interest in China
curbing arms supplies to Iran in exchange for
stability in the Strait of Hormuz, an outcome
aligned with India’s energy interests. Lower ten-
sions in the Western Pacific would also reduce
miscalculation risk along a vital trade
corridor. Stability across key sea lanes
would benefit everyone.

A US-China relationship that finds
its working rhythm may ease volatility,
but it can also reduce Washington’s
tactical reliance on partners like India
in the near term. The structural logic of
India-US ties remains strong, but they
are not immune to US priority shifts.

India-US ties have deepened into a
bipartisan, comprehensive strategic
partnership, spanning defence, technology and
the maritime domain. Yet frictions persist —on
trade, sanctions linked to Russian energy
imports, and occasional divergences in regional
approaches. A smoother US-China equation
could well prove unhelpful. India’s response
must be steady and unsentimental. We have
built substantive partnerships with the US, Rus-
sia, France, Japan and others without exclusively
aligning with any. Such flexibility is an asset, if
matched by strategic clarity. The Beijing summit
should be judged not by atmospherics, but by its
structural consequences.

China’s record with India warrants caution. It
has blocked our path to permanent UN Security
Council membership, opposed our Nuclear Sup-
pliers Group entry, shielded Pakistan-based ter-
ror entities from being listed by the UN, and
advanced the China-Pakistan Economic Corri-
dor through territory that belongs to India.

If the Beijing summit eases US-China tensions
without altering Chinese behaviour, India could
face a more confident and less constrained
China, along the Line of Actual Control, at sea,
and in parts of our neighbourhood where its eco-
nomic leverage is entrenched.

India cannot subcontract its strategic environ-
ment to US-China dynamics. If our interests
require deeper semiconductor ties with Taiwan,
we should pursue them. If supply chain resil-
ience demands diversifying our sources of criti-
cal minerals to include Africa, we should accel-
erate it. Enhanced domestic capability underpins
our strategic autonomy; we should invest in it
without hesitation.

The Trump-Xi summit is unlikely to reset the
two countries’ adversarial relationship; frictions
will persist as both sides prepare for long-term
competition.At best, it may amount to a modest
recalibration: clinically dissect outcomes and
ensure policy choices remain anchored in what
serves India first.

Ajai Malhotra is distinguished fellow, TERI,
and former Indian ambassador to Russia,
Kuwait, UN/New York, Romania.

The views expressed are personal
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The question isn’t whether young
people should have access to social
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India & Iran: Partners
in an uncertain world

elations between Iran and India are
rooted in thousands of years of histori-
cal, cultural, and civilisational ties.
Today, this relationship is defined
less by short-term political considerations and
more by realism, mutual interests, and geopoliti-
cal necessity —a necessity shaped by geography,
regional connectivity, energy security, and the
economic needs of both countries.

In a world where the international order is
rapidly changing, many traditional concepts of
foreign policy are also being transformed. The
rigid and enduring alliances of the past no
longer possess the certainty they once had dur-
ing the Cold War. States now make decisions
increasingly based on a combination of shifting
interests, economic considerations, energy secu-
rity, and geopolitical imperatives.

Under such conditions, perhaps the most
enduring reality in international poli-
tics remains geography itself. Iran—
India relations are a clear example of
this reality: A relationship that extends
beyond short-term political develop-
ments and is grounded in lasting inter-

ibility and avoid dependence on any single bloc.
In such an environment, relations between Teh-
ran and New Delhi require a pragmatic and
interest-based approach.

One of the most important manifestations of
this cooperation can be seen in the Chabahar
Port project. Chabahar is part of a broader logic
of regional connectivity in Asia. The significance
of this project lies in the fact that it is not directed
against any country and can instead comple-
ment regional trade routes. In an era of compet-
ing corridors, the countries most likely to suc-
ceed are those capable of playing an active role
in regional connectivity networks, rather than
isolating themselves from them.

Cooperation between Iran and India could
carry broader regional implications. Strengthen-
ing economic and transit links between the two
countries may contribute to greater economic
interdependence, reduced geopolitical
tensions, and enhanced regional stabil-
ity. The experience of many regions
around the world shows trade and eco-
nomic connectivity can serve as effective
tools for managing rivalries. By contrast,

ests and shared strategic needs. Asone  \johammad defining regional relations through the

of the world’s largest emerging econo-
mies, India requires energy security,
stability in maritime routes, and relia-
ble access to regional markets and cor-
ridors. Iran, meanwhile, sits at the
crossroads of the Persian Gulf, Central Asia, the
Caucasus, and the Indian Ocean, occupying a
position that is practically impossible to exclude
from regional equations. This geographical loca-
tion makes Iran an important actor in Asian
connectivity dynamics.

In this context, stability in the Persian Gulf
and the Strait of Hormuz holds vital importance
for India. A significant portion of India’s energy
imports and trade passes through this region,
and instability in the Gulf could carry major eco-
nomic and security consequences for New Delhi.
For this reason, India appears inclined to sup-
port de-escalation, regional stability, and the
prevention of wider crises in West Asia.

At the same time, cooperation between India
and Iran should not be interpreted through the
lens of traditional bloc politics or confronta-
tional alliances. This relationship is not inher-
ently directed against any country or actor.
Rather, it possesses an economic, connectivity-
oriented, and development-driven character.

The reality of the emerging multipolar order
reflects precisely this complexity. India today
maintains extensive relations simultaneously
with the US, Russia, Arab countries, and Iran.
This is not a contradiction; it reflects the efforts
of emerging powers to preserve geopolitical flex-

Reza
Bahrami

logic of exclusion and confrontation
leads only to greater instability.

A framework based on multilayered
cooperation, mutual respect, and shared
interests can provide greater flexibility
in regional policy and create better conditions
for managing differences. In today’s uncertain
world, no strategic alliance is entirely perma-
nent. Governments change, priorities shift, and
balances of power evolve. Yet what endures is
geography and the shared interests that arise
from it. Iran and India remain situated within a
common geopolitical space, and their mutual
needs in energy, trade, transit, and maritime
security persist. For this reason, the future of ties
between Tehran and New Delhi should not be
viewed solely through the prism of short-term
developments or temporary rivalries, but rather
as part of Asia’s broader geopolitical necessity.

Ultimately, in a world marked by growing
instability and uncertainty, the most successful
countries will be those capable of balancing
competition with cooperation while grounding
their policies in the enduring realities of geogra-
phy and mutual interests. If India-Iran relations
are built upon such a logic, they could hold stra-
tegic significance for the two countries and for
broader regional stability and connectivity.

Mohammad Reza Bahrami is assistant to

the foreign minister, and is director general for
South Asia at the ministry of foreign affairs, Iran.
The views expressed are personal
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Managing fiscal fallout

Government must make the necessary adjustments

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s appeal to reduce the consumption of several items,
including fuel and gold, has led to an interesting debate in the country. The intent
behind the appeal is to reduce dependence on imports and conserve foreign
exchange. Elevated prices of crude oil are expanding the current account deficit
(CAD). Some economists expect the CAD this financial year to expand to over 2 per
centof gross domestic product (GDP), compared to below 1 per cent in 2025-26. Capi-
talisalso flowing out because of global uncertainties, resulting in significant press-
ure on the external account, which is reflected in the decline in the rupee’s value.
While considerable focusis on the external account, the impact of the crisis in West
Asia on the Union Budget also needs assessment.

Althoughit canbe argued thatit’stoo early in the financial year to revisit Budget
assumptions, starting the adjustment process at this stage will help. The Union gov-
ernment was aiming to contain the fiscal deficit at 4.3 per cent of GDP this year,
which now looks difficult for a variety of reasons. The GDP base hasbeen marginally
revised lower in the new series. The government has reduced special excise duty on
petrol and diesel to provide relief to oil-marketing companies (OMCs), and that is
estimated to result in a revenue loss of about 1.5 trillion on an annual basis. It has
alsobeen reported that fertiliser subsidy is likely to increase by 20 per cent because
ofhigher prices of inputs. Further, oil companies, which are significant contributors
tothe central exchequer through corporation tax and dividends, may not be able to
contribute much this year. Putting these elementstogether indicates that the fiscal
deficit could expand to about 5 per cent of GDP.

Notably, higher fuel prices and limited gas availability are affecting economic
activities, which could result in lower overall tax collection and add further press-
ure on the Budget. However, even as the real growth rate comes under pressure,
a higher expected inflation rate could push up the normal growth rate and con-
tain some of the crisis” harmful effects on the Budget. To be fair, the final impact
on the Budget will depend on how long the supply of crude oil and gas remains
disrupted. However, as things stand, there is no clarity as to how long the Strait
of Hormuz will remain blocked. Experts also believe that resuming normal
supply could take time even after the strait is opened, keeping prices elevated for
some time. Thus, the government would do well to start adjusting. There is an
immediate need to revise fuel prices. OMCs are reported to be facing an under-
recovery of about 30,000 crore per month. This is clearly unsustainable, and
the government will eventually have to support them, with significant conse-
quences for the Budget.

The government may also have to restructure its spending. The objective here
should be not to cut capital expenditure because it supports growth. It is likely that
some projects may see cost escalation because of higher costs of inputs. It would
also be important that the government does not abandon its disinvestment plans.
Although foreign investors are selling, domestic flows remain strong and are sup-
porting the market. In fact, once things improve, the government should consider
increasing the disinvestment target to contain the impact of the crisis. While the
debtand deficit have declined from the pandemic highs, they are still at a high level
and would limit policy space. Thus, to minimise medium-term risks, it will be
important to keep the fiscal deficit closer to the target.

Learning deficit

India’s school system must focus on quality

A new report by the NITI Aayog presents a comprehensive picture of India’s prog-
ress in school education, while also outlining a policy road map for improving
quality. Major improvement in access to schooling and infrastructure has been wit-
nessed over the past decade. Notably, electricity coverage in schools hasrisen from
55per centin2014-15to nearly 92 per cent in 2024-25. The enrolment of girls and stu-
dents from the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes has improved. India now
has about 1.5 million schools serving around 247 million students, making it the
world’s largest school-education network. Yet beneath these achievements lies a
worrying reality. While children are attending school, learning outcomes have not
necessarily improved. Despite improvement in recent years, only 27 per cent of the
Grade 3 students surveyed can read a Grade 2-level text, while just 31 per cent of the
Grade 5 students can solve a basic division problem. Proficiency in reading among
the Grade 8 students has declined over the past decade, especially in government
schools. Millions of children continue to move through the system without master-
ing foundational literacy and numeracy. Besides, the dropout rates in secondary
schools remain high in several states, touching 20 per cent in West Bengal and over
18 per cent in Karnataka and Arunachal Pradesh. The transition from secondary to
higher-secondary education continues to be a major point of attrition, with the
national gross enrolmentratio at the level of higher-secondary education standing
atonly 58.4 per cent.

There are other structural weaknesses. Around 100,000 schools, or 7 per cent
ofthetotal, operate with a single teacher, and nearly 89 per cent of these are in rural
areas. Furthermore, only about half the government secondary schools have lab-
oratories. Teacher shortages remain acute, especially in states such as Bihar and
Jharkhand. More worrying is the finding that only 10-15 per cent of the teachers
score above 60 per cent in competency tests for the subjects they teach. Nearly 14
per cent of the teaching days are also lost to non-academic duties such as surveys,
elections and administrative work. In this context, the report rightly observes that
India can no longer focus only on enrolment and infrastructure. The next phase
mustbe aboutlearning quality. For years, policy concentrated on bringing children
into classrooms. That goal was necessary and largely successful. But schooling
alone does not guarantee education. A child who spends years in school but cannot
read fluently, understand a passage, or solve simple mathematics is being failed by
the system. Asthe report argues, there is a need to shift from rote learning and text-
book completion to foundational mastery, competency-based assessment, and
teaching aligned with learning levels.

Crucially, the study also dispels the myth that private schools automatically pro-
vide better education. In many private schools, children struggle with reading com-
prehension and arithmetic despite parents paying higher fees in the hope of better
outcomes. Equally important is the report’s warning about digital inequality.
Though artificial intelligence, digital classrooms, and future-ready skills have
assumed importance, digital tools cannot compensate for weak foundational learn-
ing. Without strongbasics, digitisation may deepen educational inequality, instead
of reducing it. As India aspires to become a developed country by 2047, the quality
of its human capital will become central to achieving the goal.

Scenarios, not forecasts

In an uncertain world, policymaking must be based on flexible scenarios rather than rigid forecasts

The global economic system since the 1990s was based
onrelatively depoliticised trade and finance relations.
It led to a substantial acceleration in growth in China
and asignificantrise inIndia. There was some concern
about the openness that emerged with the extraordi-
nary dominance of Chinain manufacturingand trade
and, toalesser extent, with the rise of India. But the big
change has come now with Donald Trump becoming
President of the United States.

The era of significantly depoliticised globalisation
with rising links between developed and
emerging market economiesis givingway to
asystem where inter-country relations, even
in trade, technology and commercial
finance, are linked with security and stra-
tegic considerations. This is leading to a
degree of nationalism and even mercantil-
ism, particularly by the US, which is setting
political constraints on global trade, supply
chains and even finance.

In many ways, this change was captured
by the Prime Minister of Canada, Mark
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projections has been reinforced by what we are
experiencing with the rising isolationism and unilat-
eral exertion of power by the US. Francis Fukuyama,
who wrote the famous book Trust: The Social Virtues
and the Creation of Prosperity, now says: “If I were to
re-write Trust today, I would not characterise the
United States as a high-trust society.”

What Mr Fukuyama is saying, in effect, tells us that
our global relations policy should not be based on trust
but on an assessment of potential action and response
by key global partners. As these actions
are not accurately predictable, it is best
to work out scenarios and design pol-
icies that are quickly adjustable.

This focus on potential scenarios is
most important for our link with the
great powers. Consider the issue of
trade and finance. The three major
partners of India are the US, Europe,
and China. Our trade relationship with
them in 2024-25 amounted to about
$380 billion, which is about one-third

Carney, who in his famous Davos speech

said: “Great powers have begun using economic inte-
gration as weapons, tariffs as leverage, financial infra-
structure as coercion, supply chains as vulnerabilities
to be exploited,” I think his reference to the great
powers was basically to Trump’s America.

In such a complex world, it is difficult to forecast
behaviour by foreign governments or, for that matter,
by global financial or manufacturing corporations.
Hence, it is not right to design policy based on forecasts
that assume the present pattern of global disquiet
would continue. What we need is an analysis that will
indicate aset of likely possibilities — whether the pres-
ent relationship pattern will continue, whether new
patterns will emerge, whether the strong assertion of
power by the US or other great powers will change.

Our policy hastobe designed not with any forecast
ofthe global economy butasapolicy that can be rede-
signed quickly depending on which scenario plays
out. Inalarge country like India, the government can
also consider the role it can play in directly influenc-
ing global prospects.

This stress on scenarios rather than forecasts or

of our global trade. If one were to add
the combined share of the US and Europe in net ser-
vices trade, remittances, and investment payments,
the proportion would be higher.

First, let’s take what is perhaps the most relevant
example, the trade and finance relationship with the
US. Two alternative scenarios of US global policy
beyond 2029 depend on whether a supporter of Mr
Trump’s policies is elected President or whether an
opponent is elected. In fact, one has to go a little
further and assess whether the isolationist and
aggressive policies on trade and multilateralism that
are the basis of US policy reflect emerging opinion
among US citizens. Design a policy thatisableto cope
with the current attitude of the US government but is
flexible enough to take advantage of a new govern-
ment thatislessisolationist, more willing to de-politi-
ciseitstrade policy, and less demanding in its control
over the global activities of its manufacturing and
finance corporation.

A similar scenario-oriented policy design
approach is even more necessary for the other great
power, China. Will China continue with its trade restric-

tionsonimportant commoditieslike rare earths, or will
the tension in its relationship with the US prompt it to
reduce the restrictions for other countries? Will the
political control over its global trade policy continue or
will it be diluted by the growing global presence of its
private corporations? Is there a prospect of China
becoming a substantial destination of our exports?
Should we liberalise Chinese finance flows? There are
other similar questions that need to be addressed, and
a policy approach needs to be designed to be flexible
enough to cope with changes in China.

The scenario building in the relationship with
Europe is important because we are relying substan-
tially on better trade relationships with Europe and the
United Kingdom through the new free-trade agree-
ments (FTAs) that we are moving towards. Thereis also
an emerging sign of the European states moving away
from the US. In fact, recently when the US grossly mis-
behaved at the G7 summit and refused to admit one of
them, Canada, the four European states and Japan
walked out. France, holding the G7 Presidency at pres-
ent, has not formally called for a permanent “G7 minus
the USA” structure. However, French President Emma-
nuel Macron has proactively expanded the 2026 G7
summittoincludeIndia, South Korea, Australia, Brazil,
and Kenyato “correct global economicimbalances” and
foster cooperation among democracies. The scenario
that is most plausible now is Europe as a substitute for
the US in many areas of trade and finance. But our
policy should also consider the scenarios that would
arise if Europe’srelations with Russia worsen further or
if Europe moves closer again to the US.

I have focused attention largely on the issues of
trade, finance, and technology access. But scenario-
building is even more necessary for political and
defence relations. Scenarios can include possibilities
that at present are not obvious. In 1987, anyone look-
ing five years ahead for a projection forecast would
not have forecast that communism would collapse in
the Soviet Union, that the two Germanies would unite
under the Christian Democratic Party government in
West Germany, and that apartheid would end in South
Africa and Nelson Mandela would emerge as the
President of South Africa.

At that time, these three dramatic developments
did not appear likely but were still possible. All three
occurred, which explains why scenario-based projec-
tions are more effective than forecast-based projec-
tions for designing policy. If we had prepared ascenario
that included such possibilities, then we would have
anticipated the collapse in the nature of our trade rela-
tionship with Russia and the new prospects in South
Africa. That is why the government should launch a
dialogue among experts and bureaucrats that would
outline possible scenarios of global economic relation-
shipsratherthan attempt excessively precise forecasts.

desaind@icloud.com

Laftarge redraws limits of corporate conduct

The judgment last month by the Paris Criminal Court
issettoupend how corporate accountability is viewed.
The caseraises a fundamental question: What happens
when a company continues operating in a conflict
zone and ends up dealing with armed groups, includ-
ingterrorists? Thisleads to deeper questions: What are
the moral and legal limits of corporate behaviour? And
more importantly, who is responsible when those
limits are crossed?

The answers emerging from French
courtssuggest that the boundaries of cor-
porate responsibility are being redrawn.

{
Thebackground
Between 2012 and 2014, Lafarge, aFrench
cement company, continued operating
its plantin northern Syriaduring the civil
war. While many companies exited due
togrowingviolence, Lafarge choseto stay.

To keep the plant running, the com-
pany allegedly entered into arrange-
ments with several armed groups,
includingISIS. Investigations later found
that Lafarge made payments worth mil-
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rorism. The court held that the company had know-
ingly created a system of payments to armed groups to
keep its business running. The company was ordered
to pay fines, while former executives were given jail
sentences. This marked the first time a French com-
pany has been convicted for financing a terrorist
organisation. The broader charge of complicity in
crimes against humanity is still under examination.

For years, companies operating in
conflict zones have justified their deci-
sions as necessary compromises, arguing
that they were making practical deci-
sions to survive difficult conditions. In
Lafarge’s case, “business continuity”
has not been accepted as a defence.

Relevance to India

Indian companies sometimes operate
in complex environments —whetherin
mining regions affected by local con-
flict, infrastructure projects in sensitive
areas, or overseas ventures in politically
unstable countries. The pressure to
maintain operations can be intense.

lions of euros to secure safe passage,
accesssupplies, and maintain operations. Prosecutors
argued that these payments indirectly supported ISIS
operations, including financing weapons and terrorist
activity across West Asia and Europe. More than 190
Syrian employees later joined the legal case, alleging
that they had been required to work in dangerous con-
ditions, often passing through checkpoints controlled
by armed groups and facing serious personal risk.

The case
The case began in 2016, when former employees and
civil society groups filed complaints in France. Over
time, it developed into alandmarklegal battle. In2024,
France’s Supreme Court ruled that Lafarge could face
charges of complicity in crimes against humanity — a
rare move against a corporation.

Lastmonth, the Paris Criminal Court found Lafarge
and several former executives guilty of financing ter-

Delays are costly, and exits are often seen
as failures. This requires companies to rethink their
risk frameworks and recalibrate how decisions are
made when conditions become difficult.

Lafarge and AI

Finally, the Lafarge case connects to a newer and
more complex debate: The use of artificial intelli-
gence (Al) in conflict zones.

Alis increasingly being used in military and sur-
veillance applications —from target identification to
predictive analytics. Companies developing or supp-
lying such technologies face a dilemma similar to
Lafarge’s, but on a different scale. If an Al system is
used in a way that leads to civilian harm, where does
responsibility lie? With the military? The govern-
ment? Or the company that built the system? The risk
is that AI creates distance between action and
accountability. Decisions become automated, data-

driven, and harder to trace back to individuals. But
that does not reduce responsibility — it makes it
more urgent to define it clearly.

If Lafarge is about paying armed groups to keep a
plant running, the Al debate is about enabling deci-
sions that may directly affect life and death. In both
cases, theunderlyingissueisthe same: Can companies
claim neutrality when their actions have clear conse-
quences? The answer increasingly appears to be no.

The case signals a broader shift

Companies are nolongerjudged only by what they pro-
duce or how much they earn, but also by how they
operate. The idea that business decisions are separate
from moral responsibility is being challenged.

This also sits within the philosophical debate
regarding corporations as moral agents. Afterall, com-
panies do not think or feel the way individuals do. Yet
they make decisions that affect lives, sometimes at
scale. If these decisions cause harm, it becomes diffi-
cultto argue that no one is responsible.

Earlier, such actions may have been viewed as com-
pliance failures or reputational risks. Now they may be
framed as carrying criminal liability. This changes the
calculus for boards and management, as the line
between business and complicity narrows.

Another lesson is that “business necessity” isnota
blank cheque. These decisions can carry long-term
legal and reputational risks and have consequences.

Finally, there is the governance angle. Where were
the checks and balances? Did the board fully under-
stand the risks? Was there internal dissent? These ques-
tions are not unique to Lafarge. They apply to any
large organisation operating in high-risk environ-
ments. In practice, responsibility is dispersed across
executives, boards and policies. But this diffusion
cannot become an escape route. The Lafarge case
suggests that the law is beginning to catch up with
this reality and redraw the lines.

The author is with Institutional Investor Advisory
Services India Ltd. The views are personal.
@AmitTandon_IN
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reforms are also highlighted.
Critics of this volume may say that

Making public health citizen-centric

BOOK
REVIEW

AMARJEET SINHA

The Covid years refocused the general
discourse on public health measures.
The importance of the discipline was felt
worldwide, and responses were often
based on limited scientific evidence.
Although textbooks on public health
exist, acomprehensive practitioner’s
guide that incorporates sensitivity
toward citizens was needed. T Sundara-
raman, Sitanshu Sekhar Kar and Daksha
Parmar have brought together decades
of their experiential learning in handling
public health challenges to this volume.
Without losing sight of the science of

public health, the authors successfully
managed to write a volume that
addresses concerns across multiple
developing countries. Its strength lies in
its citizen-centricity, passionate plea for
science and evidence, and an ability to
link good theory with good practice. It is
often difficult to dojustice to both the
macro challenges and the micro inter-
ventions in the same volume with equal
ease. That is what makes this volume
stand out.

At atime when the world is grappling
with public health challenges that have
the power to disrupt economic activity
and social development, this easy-to-
read style of connecting theory to the
practice of public health makes the book
unique. The book has three sections —
the basics of health, re-thinking disease
control and health policy, and health
system strengthening. Each section has
five chapters around the theme.

The treatment of theory and
methods of public health are not

designed to enable the researcher to con-
duct astudy. There are public health
textbooks that do that. Here the effort is
directed towards providing an introduc-
tion to enable a practitioner or policy-
maker to read and interpret studies,
since the authors do not wish to make
the book complex and complicated.
However, in doing so, they do not miss
out on the political economy of health
and health care. Considering the role of
globalisation in public health interven-
tions, the book includes a separate
chapter on this issue. It highlights the
hierarchies of global decision-making
and shows how an unequal world often
challenges developing nations and their
public health needs.

The section on re-thinking disease
control is very contemporary as it builds
on the learning from the Covid pan-
demic. In fact, there is an exclusive
chapter on pandemics — prevention,
preparedness and response that updates
public health measures for health sys-

tems in periods of pandemics.
Its relevance is for the entire
developing world. Written
with empathy for citizens and
the need to ensure equity in
access, the chapter makes
very strong plea for crafting
credible public systems in

The chapter on public
health informatics is a very
useful one. In many develop-
ing countries, it is a chal-
lenge to have reliable health
data that could become the
basis of policymaking and
programme interventions.
Its absence leads to non-evi-
dence-based decision-

health to meet the emerging IP Sjgi;nﬁzaaﬂﬂ;madlce making. The ability to gather
public health challenges. Perspectives from the credible data with systems of

The real value of the Developing World community vetting of data
book s in the third section by T Sundararaman, feeding is an issue that
and its insights on Sitanshu Sekhar Kar needed attention. The

s and Daksha Parmar R

strengthening health sys- published b chapter raises many new
tems. The learnings from Routledge Y innovations and practices
the theory of public health 57 Pages 4,430 that would serve commu-
are infused in this section’s nity-led public action
focus on health policy and on health.

systems. It is often difficult to connect
the recommendations rooted in
science with the pragmatic challenges
that health systems face in developing
countries. There are no perfect sol-
utions as health systems in the
developing world always have

The chapter on health care financ-
ing rightly raises the issue of optimal
public resources for health in develop-
ing countries. It brings out the need for
investing in public systems to enable
impactful response on scale. The inad-
equacy of financing and governance

the science of public health has been
treated in an “applied” manner, where
the linkages with public health systems
has received attention but not the disci-
pline of public health itself. The
authors have responded to these likely
responses early in the book by saying
that the need is to understand public
health challenges and their wider
dimensions of impact on health sys-
tems. The other criticism that more
technical areas of public health
research could have been covered is
answered by pointing out that treatises
on the science of public health abound;
what is difficult to lay one’s hand on is a
practitioner’s prescriptions for man-
agement of public health. This volume
does exactly that. There will be interest
in the book across developing coun-
tries as the pragmatic solutions dis-
cussed in the second and third sections
of the book can have practical value in
system strengthening.

The reviewer is a student of human
development
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Poison in the food

India needs cogent policy to regulate pesticide use

he Centre must quickly follow up on its

intent to impose a nationwide ban on

paraquat dichloride, a herbicide or
weedicide which has been linked to kidney
failure, lung fibrosis and Parkinson’s disease. As
reported by this newspaper, Telangana has banned
paraquat with effect from April, but the ban cannot
be pushed beyond a couple of months under the
present set of laws.

& While there seems to be ample medical

evidence to establish the toxicity of

i “i:! paraquat, the onus is now on the Centre to
take the matter forward. A ‘Registration
Committee’ will presumably decide on
whether the ban should be enforced for
longer period. Under the proposed
Pesticides Management Bill, 2025, which
also looks into the illegal sale of pesticides
and the regulatory systems needed, the
Centre or States can enforce a ban for a year.
The Committee will then review the
pesticide over a year and take a call. The
growing application of pesticides —
herbicides, weedicides and insecticides —is
explained by several factors. They are used
more inirrigated areas where the cost of
cultivation, and therefore, of any crop loss,
is high. Changing monsoon patterns,
particularly dry spells, might have
contributed to increased pesticide use.
Contract farming in horticulture, where
certain quantities have to be supplied
regardless of the situation, too leads to
increased use of such inputs. The absence of
labour or machines to take care of weeds
works as a factor. Finally, incorrect
application of fertilizer, such as uneven
broadcasting of urea in paddy, also invites
pest attacks.

The policy challenge here is two-fold:
first, curtailing the production and sale of
lethal pesticides, and establishing liability in
the event of damage; and second, promoting
arange of cropping techniques — besides
less input-intensive crops — in order to deal
with the challenge of pest attacks. State
governments and agri universities are
evolving sustainable agriculture practices
that promote soil and plant health. The
Tamil Nadu Agriculture University has been
working on integrated weed management,
which entails using mechanical, biological
and permissible chemical methods instead
of weedicides such as paraquat or
glyphosate (banned for being carcinogenic,
but circulated freely). It recommends hand
weeding, inter-cultivation, crop rotation,
mulching, flooding in rice fields and prudent
use of safer herbicides. In the case of millets
and pulses, inter-cropping and hand
weeding a month after sowing is effective.
Organisms such as Mexican beetle are
effective against weeds.

A shift away from intensive cultivation of
paddy and wheat (paddy accounts fora
lion’s share of pesticides use) and towards
millets and pulses will do soil and plant
health some good. Crucially, traditional
varieties of rice should be promoted.
Detoxifying agriculture is not about going
‘organic’ — but about creating a bouquet of
applications.
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Decoding banks’ return to health

TAKING STOCK. Model of debt induced consumption led growth is not sustainable for long. It is subject to income shocks

CRANGARAJAN
B SAMBAMURTHY

he banking landscape in
2025 is significantly
different from what it was a
decade ago. It is marked by
consolidation of public
sector banks and regional rural banks.
New category of banks like small finance
banks (SFBs) and payment banks (PBs)
were licensed so as to deepen financial
inclusion. Digital Public Infrastructure
(DPI) added a transformative layer for
distribution of financial services.

Twelve operative SFBs account for
onlyl.4 per cent of the commercial
banks’ business. PBs’ business model is
narrower than what is considered as
narrow banking.

They are not permitted to lend and
canaccept depositsonlyup toa
maximum of X2 lakh per customer and
that too only as savings or current
account. The PBs deployed nearly a
million business correspondents to
serve in the villages. Many experts
question the relevance and viability of
PBs, given the huge success of UPL

Not surprisingly PBs aspire to become
SFBs and the latter aspire to graduate to
universal banks to improve profitability.

EMERGENCE OF FINTECHS, DPI
DPI democratised access to finance with
private sector innovation on the top of
public infra. UPI is the most visible and
impactful innovation in recent times
and this real time mobile payment
system clocked over 220 billion
transactions.

Aadhaar enabled payment system
(Aeps) provided digital assisted
payment system to over 95 per cent of
six lakh villages through micro ATMs.

Open Credit Enabled Network
(OCEN), Account Aggregators (AAs),
Unified Lending Interface (ULI),
fintechs, over thousand lending apps,
and UPI have created a new digital
ecosystem for small ticket loans. Loans
are available at the push of a button in
minutes and seconds. But speed at the
cost of underwriting quality creates
stress in loan portfolios and also
over-leverage by small borrowers.

The aggregate net profit of

[TABLE 1§

Performance para meters (in %)
Parameter 2015 2018 2025
Capital adequacy ratio (CRAR) 12.9 13.8 16.0
Return on equity (ROE) 10.4 -0.5 13.0
Return on assets (ROA) 0.8 -2.8 1.4
Gross NPA (%) 7.5 11.2 2.2
Net NPA (%) 4.4 6.0 0.5
Provision coverage ratio (%) 61.0 48.0 75.0
Net interest margin (NIM) 2.6 2.5 3.1
Credit-deposit ratio (%) 78.0 74.0 80.0

[ 1ABLE2 Q

Ccom pOS|t| on O]c credit (all figures in ¥ lakh crore)

2015 2025 Absolute increase % increase
Credit 62 190 128 206
Personal 13 62 49 370
Services 14 52 38 270
Agri 8 19 11 137
Industry 26 41 15 57
Large industry 21 27 6 28
Infrastructure 10 13 3 30

commercial banks increased 14-fold to
¥3.7lakh crore in 2025. There isan
all-round improvement in the various
financial parameters such as Return on
Assets, NPAs and Capital Adequacy
Ratio (see Table 1)

CRITICAL ISSUES

Government’s infusion of growth and
regulatory capital of about %3 lakh crore,
and resolution of NPAs helped achieve
this turnaround. This turnaround
notwithstanding, some critical issues
need attention to sustain growth,
stability and inclusion and these are
discussed below.

Declining share of bank deposits:
The share of bank deposits in the
household financial savings has been on
the decline from 41 per cent in 2016 to
35 per cent in 2025. The share of market

Housing loans which
account for 50 per cent
of personal segment
need a reality check,
though they are classified
as secured

linked products like equity, mutual
funds has shown significant increase
from less than 1 per cent in 2016 to
nearly 15.5 per cent in 2025. It is claimed
that while aggregate saving may not be a
function of interest rate, its distribution
among different forms may be
influenced by interest rate.
Policymakers need to keep this in mind
while deciding on the level of interest
rate and fiscal incentives.

Itis important to note that loans
create deposits which remain in the
system. But expansion of credit is
constrained by capital adequacy and
reserve requirements.

There is a difference between the
macro conception of deposit growth and
micro conception of deposit growth that
is from the point of view of banks. While
overall deposit growth is influenced by
reserve money creation and reserve
requirement, banks need to paya close
look at fixed deposit growth which is
influenced by interest rate.

Alignment of credit growth rate to
nominal GDP growth rate: Credit
growth rate far in excess of expected
nominal GDP growth rate is not
sustainable and even counterproductive

leading to high level of NPAs. The
unsavoury experience of the decade
ending 2015, bears this out. A couple of
years ago, the authors in an Op-ed had
argued that credit growth rate should be
close to nominal GDP growth rate. RBI
Governor Malhotrain a recent interview
echoed a similar view and dismissed
suggestion of 2X credit growth as
normal. The Governor further added
that RBI does not specify any credit
growth rate. But in our view, RBI may
signal comfortable credit growth rate
range along with projections of GDP and
inflation numbers.

Allocative inefficiency: While the
aggregate credit grew by only 206 per
cent in the decade 2015-25, personal
sector credit grew by a whopping 370 per
cent. Infrastructure credit grew by 30
per cent and the large industry grew bya
measly 28 per cent. The share of
personal loans had significantly gone up
from 20 per cent in 2015 to over 33 per
cent and that of large corporates went
down from 20 per cent to 15 per cent in
2025. Even in absolute terms personal
loans are very high at 62 lakh crore, and
with NBFC exposure of 316 lakh crore
aggregating to ¥78 lakh crore. Loans to
industry at 341 lakh crore are far lower
(Table 2).

This model of debt induced
consumption led growth is not
sustainable for long. These are also
subject to income shocks. Loan is no
substitute for incomes and wages. There
are already signs of stress in this sector.
Flow of credit to productive and
manufacturing purpose deserves more
attention.

Housing loans which account for 50
per cent of personal segment need a
reality check, though they are classified
as secured. An IBA report indicates that
over four lakh dwelling units are
stressed and there are long delays in
completion of these projects with
potential credit losses. Many a banking
crisis including 2008 Global Financial
Crisis had its origins in excessive
lending to this sector. Besides it may
create asset price bubbles. Lenders need
to revisit the mortgage models for large
complexes.

(This s the first of a two-part article)

Rangarajan is former Chairman of the Economic
Advisory Council to the Prime Minister and former
Governor, Reserve Bank of India. Sambamurthy is
formerly Director and CEO, IDRBT and leda
commercial bank. Views are personal

Assilent casualty of market chaos

Geopolitical turbulence and market volatility erode not just wealth, but, more importantly, health as well

|
Rachana Baid
CKG Nair

are alarmed at the many global

shock-waves that have hit them in
recent times. The financial media is
largely focused on wealth erosion:
portfolio losses, FPI outflows, and
currency depreciation. They are almost
blind to the parallel casualty: erosion of
physical and mental health among
investors and savers.

Classical asset pricing theory holds
that in frictionless financial markets,
households should always allocate a
fraction of their wealth to equities, since
expected returns substantially exceed
the risk-free rate. What the finance
theories do not price in is the human
body and its functioning.

Stock prices not only reflect investor
psychology — they also determine it.
Enough has been said about how
investor behaviour influences market
prices. Far less attention has been paid
to the reverse: how market fluctuations
shape investor psychology and physical
health. There is empirical evidence that
price movements directly influence
instantaneous well-being — not
gradually, not metaphorically, but
measurably, on the same day.

Research published in reputed
journals in the last two decades,
spanning both finance and health,
demonstrates that market volatility
directly raises cardiovascular mortality,
suicide rates, and psychiatric hospital
admissions. A study, ‘Worrying About

I nvestors in India, and elsewhere,

the Stock Market: Evidence from
Hospital Admissions’, published in the
Journal of Finance (2013), examined
patient records for hospitals in
California over nearly three decades and
found a direct link between market
declines and hospital admissions —
particularly for anxiety, panic attacks,
and major depression.

When markets fell nearly 25 per cent,
hospital admissions spiked by over 5 per
cent immediately. The researchers’
conclusion was stark: stock market
declines today result in psychological
distress today.

A separate study from Fudan
University (2024) demonstrated thata 1
per cent decrease in daily stock returns
isassociated witha 1.77 per cent
increase in suicide mortality, concluding
that stock market volatilityis a
significant public health issue.

UNIQUE DEMOGRAPHY
India’s unique demographic structure —
arapidly expanding retail investor base,
alarge proportion of first-generation
investors with low income levels, many
without any safety nets or behavioural
guardrails, necessitates urgent attention
to these issues. These are households for
whom a 10-15 per cent portfolio
drawdown is a real existential pain, not
an abstraction. Itis a visceral
psychological emergency. Though no
study on the health cost burden is
available in the Indian context, it would
be reasonable to assume substantial
financial costs of medical care and
income loss.

Financial wisdom tells us to take risk

HYPERTENSION. Will not disappear
even after the market recovers istockpHoto

— because a long life needs a bigger
portfolio. But that same risk may
shorten the life it was meant to fund.

The financial services industry has
sophisticated tools for wealth
protection: stop-losses, diversification,
hedging, rebalancing. We have no
equivalent vocabulary for health
protection during financial stress. No
brokerage firm sends a wellness alert
alongside a margin call. No star cricketer
reminds investors that their mental
health matters as much as their SIPs. No
market intermediary addresses the
physiological dimension of investor
protection.

The investment industry — its
advisors, analysts, and media — has
collectively treated investor wellbeing as
afinance problem, measured in risk and
returns, managed through asset
allocation, and solved by staying
invested. The health dimension has
barely entered the room.

The evidence now demands a broader

definition of investor wellbeing.
Investor education seminars, financial
planning frameworks, and advisor
training curriculum need to formally
incorporate acomponent on overall
health — physical, mental, and
emotional. Alonger, healthier life is not
justa personal aspiration; it is a financial
variable. How long you live, how well
you live, and what your medical costs
look like in your later years will shape
your retirement corpus requirements
justas directly as your asset allocation
decisions.

Investors who maintain social
support networks, limit their
portfolio-checking, operate within
pre-committed financial plans rather
than reacting to daily movements, and
hold genuinely diversified portfolios
may show significantly lower stress
biomarkers during market downturns.

The ongoing geopolitical situation
will eventually resolve, as all crises do.
Markets will recover.

Portfolios will be rebuilt. But the
hypertension quietly developed over
months of market anxiety, the sleep
disorder that began the night arbitrary
tariffs were announced — these do not
disappear with market recovery. They
will remain and worsen as the invisible
ledger of our current times. In the
relentless focus on what the market is
doing to our wealth, let us not lose sight
of what it is doing to our health, our
lives.

Baid is Dean (Academics), National Institute of
Securities Markets; Nair is its former Director. Views
are personal
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"Oh, whenever a power cut =
happens, I shift to Solar!”
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Transit challenge
Indiajoining Japanand Chinain
developing a high-speed rail network
for short-distance sectors could be a
boon — significantly challenging the
future relevance of the domestic
aviation industry. Proposed routes
such as Mumbai-Pune in 48 minutes,
Bengaluru-Chennaiin 78 minutes
and Hyderabad-Bengaluru in just
over two hours can transform the
country’s travel landscape.
High-speed rail will enjoy an added
advantage as stations are usually
located closer to city centres.
Competitive fares with multiple
travel classes could further lure

passengers away fromairlines on
these sectors. In the coming years,
the contest between high-speed rail
and aviation may redefine
short-distance travelin India.

PV Prakash

Mumbai

Practising austerity

This refers to ‘Austere times’ (May
12). The Prime Minister wants us to
adopt austerity measures. Almost 90
per cent of our gold demand is met
through imports, almost akin to the
situation on the oil front.

So his concerns and suggestions are
valid. But to build public trust

politicians must act like role models
for the aam aadmi to follow.

To save precious fuel, all of them
must stop travelling in large convoys
of vehicles and desist from
organising huge rallies. Also, all
chartered flights used by political
leaders must be stopped.

Bal Govind

Noida

Misuse of Mythos

Claude Mythos, a system designed to
probe vulnerabilities, risks becoming
indistinguishable from the very
threat it studies. Like a grandmaster
in chess, true strength liesin

anticipating the opponent’s moves;
yet, excessive preoccupation can tilt
into mimicry of aggression itself.
Mythos, in this sense, becomes more
than a program to reflect the danger
of systems that evolve by
internalising adversarial logic. The
question is not whether to think like
the opponent, but how far one can
go without becoming the very chaos
one seeks to contain.

R Narayanan

Navi Mumbai

US-China diplomacy
This refers to “Trump’s China
challenges’ (May 12). The piece

rightly captures the complexity of
what awaits Trump in Beijing. What
often gets lost in the noise around
tariffs and Taiwan is how deeply
economic interdependence shapes
both sides’ choices. China holds
$760 billion in US Treasury bonds —
that alone demands measured
diplomacy, not brinkmanship. On
Iran, Beijing’s calibrated distance
from Tehran’s proxies suggests it
prefers stability over solidarity. Both
nations have more to lose from
prolonged friction than from quiet
accommodation.

M Barathi

Bengaluru
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Making work redundant?

An NBER paper looks at Al and the future of work

|
Atanu Biswas

hat makes the use of AI
s ;s ; and robots different
from previous

technology is that only the most
innovative, profoundly human
work would survive. According to
Elon Musk, the following 10-20
years might bring such
revolutionary developments in Al
that working itself would become
optional.

Al androbots, such as Tesla’s
Optimus, would provide any
goods and services you desire.

So, what would the future of
human labour will look like? In his
recent National Bureau of
Economic Research working
paper, entitled ‘We Won’t Be
Missed: Work and Growth in the
AGI'World’, Yale economist
Pascual Restrepo —a
distinguished expert on
automation and labour markets
— provided an alternative answer,
considering the effects of AGI
(Artificial General Intelligence)
on production, growth, and
labour markets in the long run.
Restrepo outlined a world in
which almost any job could be
done by highly capable AL

Restrepo distinguished
between “bottleneck” and
“supplementary” labour, taking
for granted that AGI allows us to
doall the useful work in the
economy using “compute,” the
input that enables the technology
to function.

“Bottleneck” work includes the
jobs that are essential for the
growth of the economy.
According to Restrepo,
bottleneck jobs sound very much
like science fiction: “reducing
existential risks, defending
against asteroids, or mastering
fusion energy.” On the other
hand, “supplementary” work
consists of everything that the
economy does not need to
expand, such as customer service,
hospitality, design, arts and crafts,
and academic research.

Following Restrepo’s model,
the economy automates all
bottleneck work by autonomous
Al agents as more computing
power becomes available, leaving
a substantial portion of the labour
market unaltered.

REVALUING SKILLS

In effect, Restrepo argues that
“AGI does not render human
skills obsolete; it revalues them.”
Some supplementary work may
be left exclusively to humans.
Human skills are priced by the
opportunity cost of the compute
required to replicate them,
because compute is now the

Al. Major implications for labour

scarcity in the market rather than
skill or intelligence.

Interestingly, the findings are
contrary to both optimistic and
pessimistic outlooks on the future
of human work. In the age of AGI,
it would be comforting to know
that the majority of human work
will not be automated. It’s not
because AGI cannot do that but
because much of human work is
simply not significant enough to
warrant replacement.

Well, it’s not likely to be
positive for humans either. As
Restrepo puts it, “the model
opens up the intriguing possibility
that much of today’s work may
not be essential for future growth
and may never be automated.”

One of the most disheartening
conclusions that can be drawn
about the report is the one stating
that thriving thanks to growth
and surviving automation are two
entirely separate concepts.

WAGE-GDP DISCONNECT
Restrepo elaborates on how AGI
would create a disconnect
between wages and GDP.
Probably the most shocking
conclusion to be drawn from the
study is the fact that labour’s
share in GDP would shrink
towards zero.

Human labour is made
economically insignificant — not
useless, but very tiny compared to
the entire economic pie — when
human labour can only be
reproduced at the fixed level of
wage rates.

Per Restrepo, “The arrival of
AGI cannot make us collectively
worse off.” Well, we won’t be
poorer, but we might not be richer
either. And how long will it take us
to see the validity of Restrepo’s
derivations? Ten to 20 years from
now, or maybe 50 years or even
more from now? And what
happens if re-weighting
supplementary labour changes
the definition of GDP altogether?
Who says that it may not give rise
to an entirely new human-AGI
economy dynamic?

The writer is Professor of Statistics, Indian
Statistical Institute, Kolkata
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Small car project: Tatas set to choose Bengal

Google data centre’s power challenges

If data centres exit the regular distribution utility, State utilities lose their most profitable customers

CAPITAL
IDEAS. >

RICHA MISHRA

hen it comes to getting
investments or
branding, thereare
few politicians who
canmatch Andhra
Pradesh Chief Minister N Chandrababu
Naidu. No sooner had he come to power
he had launched ‘Power Sector Reforms
3.0’toaddress the State’s energy crisis.

His current strategy focuses on
aggressive cost reduction, a shift toward
renewable energy, and institutional
professionalisation.

To lure investors, Naidu and his team
have been leaving no stone unturned.
This was evident when Andhra Pradesh
cleared a power distribution licence fora
Google data centre in Visakhapatnam
under anew policy.

The policy framework allows large
data centres to manage their own power
needs. Thisisinkeeping with the
Centre’s thinking as well. The policy
applies to projects with at least 300 MW
load, enabling them to build and run
their own power networks, according to
information available.

A deemedlicensee in Andhra Pradesh,
under the Electricity Act,2003,isan
entityauthorised to distribute electricity
without aformal, separate licence, such
as SEZ developers (based on 2010
notifications).

Before one looks into the challenges of
this move, itisimportant tounderstand
thekeyaspects of deemed licensees in
Andhra Pradesh.

Accordingto the Union Commerce
Ministry’s 2010 notification, SEZ
developers are deemed distribution
licensees. But, they are not automatically
granted this status without meeting
certain conditions or scrutiny,and
sometimes require formal recognition by
the Electricity Commission.

In Andhra Pradesh, the Andhra
Pradesh Electricity Regulatory
Commission (APERC) holds the
authority toregulate, recognise,and
oversee these deemed licensees to
ensure compliance with the Electricity

STATISTALK.

POWER PLAY. DISCOMs fear losing profitable clients reuters

Act,2003. The AP Electricity Duty Act
includes the Andhra Pradesh State
Electricity Board and authorised power
corporations within the definitions of
licensees. The licence allows power from
multiple sources, including renewable
energy, limited to their own use.

THE GUIDELINES

After obtaining the licensee status in
Andhra Pradesh, the licence allows the
holder to directly procure power —
conventional and green — fromvarious
sourcesincluding openaccess and
captive plants, to feed their data centres.

In this case, while Google will have
distribution rights, it will operate under
theregulation of the Andhra Pradesh
Electricity Regulatory Commissionand
will not supply power to third-party
consumers.

Thisisinawayentry of private sector
into power distribution business, but
with limited operations.
Understandably, it will lessen pressure
onthe dedicated grids. But, the challenge
may come in using the open access.

Google is no longer a
standard high-tension
consumer of the DISCOM,
but the latter must
maintain standby power to
ensure 24x7 supply.

Open access has not really worked
thatwell, as there are approval delays by
existing distribution utilities
(DISCOMSs) because of fear of losing
cream customers. Of course, ways have
been worked around the policy, where
gridaccess hasbeen a challenge, battery
storage has been used. Land acquisition
isanother challenge which deemed
licensees could face.

But data centres are high-paying
consumers and if they exit regular
distribution utility, State utilities lose
their most profitable customers.

DISCOMs use profits from High
Tension (High Voltage) electricity
supply/industrial users to subsidise
agriculture and domestic tariff. The
move would mean remaining consumers
may face higher tariffs. Then thereis an
issue of stranded asset, which hasled to
debt for many distribution utilities. If big
loads migrate, fixed costs get spread over
fewer users.

Then comes the issue of transmission
infrastructure. Data centres get to
bypass the existing DISCOM but will use
State transmission infrastructure. Of
course, all these requireAPERC
approval.

Critics say, if Google/Reliance get
DISCOM licence, tomorrow steel,
cementand ports may demand the same.
The approval to Data Centre states that
51 per cent should be renewable. Data
Centres need power round the clock,and

Compiled Dhuraivel Gunasekaran | Graphic Visveswaran V

How football World Cup 2026 moves global GDP, markets & capital

The 2026 FIFA World Cup is not just a sporting event but also a major economic and investment event, says Bank of
America. It is projected to generate $80 billion in economic output, add nearly $41 billion to global GDP, and create over
8 lakh jobs worldwide. The global sports industry generated $2.3 trillion in revenues in 2025 and could touch $3.7
trillion by 2030, driven by tourism, sportswear, streaming, betting, broadcasting, and digital platforms. Digital platforms
are rapidly replacing television, with the 2026 FIFA World Cup expected to drive higher streaming, mobile viewing and
social media engagement globally. Key facts:

World Cup 2026 to
add $41 billion to

Global sports business revenues to reach
$3.7 trillion by 2030 ($2.3 tnin 2025)

: Digital platforms replace traditional television
| Percentage of total viewers in each channel

The much-talked about small car project of Tata Motors is almost certain to be
located in West Bengal. That is, if one is to go by what the Chief Minister of West
Bengal, Mr Buddhadeb Bhattacharjee, had to say to reporters after the Managing
Director of Tata Motors, Mr Ravi Kant, called on him at the State Government
headquarters of Writers’ Buildings here on Friday.

Govt tells cement cos to self-regulate prices

Worried over the “unacceptable and unjustified” increase in cement prices, the
Government today told the cement manufacturers to give their suggestions by
Monday regarding measures to reduce prices.

Reliance likely to invest $6-7 b in KG basin

Reliance Industries Ltd on Fri day hinted at investing about $ 6-7 billion (about Rs
27,000 crore to Rs 32,500 crore) to tap the huge natural gas potential in the
Krishna-Godavari (KG) ba sin wells. By mid-2008, the first phase of the gas project
in the KG ba sin will be ready. This project has the potential to add about $20
billion to the GDP, and po tentially support10,000 MW of power generation,
according to Mr R.P. Sharma, President of Gas Business, Reliance Industries.
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Top football clubs now worth $56 billion

Best-performing stock markets among 2026

2026 valuation ($ billion) ‘ World Cup qualifiers since Qatar 2022*
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Source: The Beautiful Game: BofA’s World Cup 2026 Guide

*Countries were ranked against their stock market performance (in US$ terms)

ifrenewable is unavailable, will they fall
back on coal or grid?

LITIGATION WORRIES

The Supreme Court recentlyupheld that
Indian Railwaysis nota deemed
distribution licensee and remains liable
to pay cross-subsidyand additional
surcharge charges. In that context,
Andhra Pradesh’s decision to enable
distribution rights for Google reflects
how large consumers are increasingly
seekinglicensee status. This could
trigger fresh litigation around
cross-subsidy charges and further strain
DISCOM revenues.

While it is advantage Google — 300
MW plus, smaller data centres/startups
will be dependent on regular DISCOM
tariff. Another critic said, if Google faces
outage, only the government will be
blamed.

Despite the media hype over
significant autonomy conferred to
Google asa Deemed Distribution
Licensee (DDL), it does open the door to
several complex technical, regulatory,
and environmental challenges.

AsaDeemed Distribution Licensee,
Googleisnolonger astandard
high-tension consumer of thelocal
DISCOM, but the latter must still
maintain rigorous standby power
arrangements to ensure 24x7 supply.

To protect the State grid from sudden
drops, Google must comply with strict
Power Quality Regulations. Also the
pricing structure for standby is
significantly more expensive than
Google’s direct renewable PPAs.

APERC’s guidelines for standby
charges (whichis charged whenadata
centre withalicence still wants to draw
power from AP DISCOM asan
emergency back-up) include premium
pricing. Usually, no penaltyis charged for
exceeding the contracted maximum
demand during an emergency standby
period, provided prior notice is given to
the DISCOM.

Thisisindeed agood move, but the
power distribution marketis yet to
mature. The success of this move will set
an example for future projects, so the
onusis both on the State and Google, as
anyslipwill not onlyimpact the Data
Centrebutalsoaffect regular
consumers.

Short take
Leadership change:
Starmer fights back

|
Alex Wickham
Alex Morales

against widespread calls for him to

quitas Britain’s prime minister,
telling his Cabinet that he wouldn’t step
down without aleadership fight.

Inahigh-stakes meeting with his most
senior ministers on Tuesday, Starmer
said efforts by members of Parliament to
force him out in the wake of last week’s
disastrouslocal election results has been
“destabilizing” and had had an economic
cost for the country. The prime minister
noted that no potential rivalhad
announced abid to challenge him.

“The countryexpects us to get on with
governing,” Starmer told ministers
behind closed doorsin 10 Downing St.,
according toa spokesperson. “Thatis
whatIam doing and what we mustdoasa
Cabinet.”

Starmer’s remarks represented a
last-ditch attempt to cling onto his job
amid widespread speculation that he will
be forced to announce a handover of
power toanewleader as soon as Tuesday.
He was supported bya handful of
loyalists such as Housing Secretary Steve
Reed. Atleast one minister seated around
the Cabinet table, Health Secretary Wes
Streeting, has been preparing for months
toseek Starmer’s job if the opportunity
presented itself. sLoomsers

!. defiant Keir Starmer pushed back
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EASY

ACROSS

01. To and fro (4,3,5)

08. With mind determined (8)
09. A couple (4)

11. Pass end of rope through
(block) (5)

12. Giddy, sick feeling (7)

13. Profit (4)

15. Assist(ance) (4)

19. Line touching, not
intersecting (7)

20. Pleated frilling (5)

22. Futile, unavailing (4)
23.The cob (fruit) (5-3)

24. Sabbath classes for the

young (6,6)

01. Like a shuttle, a footballer may hand fort over (4,3,5)

NOT SO EASY
DOWN ACROSS
02. Passageway, church
division (5)

03. Murderer (6)

04. Born to a country (6)
05. Come to see (7)

06. The cornucopia (4,2,6)
07. Peculiar privileges (12)
10. Seaweed; mineral
aggregate (3)

14. Board showing name of
hostelry (3-4)

16. Narrow spouting stream (3)
17. Drinking-tubes (6)

18. Back part of gun (6)
21.River in Africa (5)

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2677

assistance (4)
19. A touching line has half the angles in embroidery stitch (7)

08. Rose awkwardly with old instrument but with mind
made up (8)
09. Expected number of strokes to include one couple (4)

11. To relieve fifty-one fewer, pass end of rope through (5)
12. After five, disorder of goitre will produce giddy feeling (7)
13. Put on weight for profit (4)

15. Endless plea returned after hospital’s call for

20. Both ends of cloth in street in Paris used in
dressmaking (5)
22.Being proud of self is futile (4)

23. Cob may laze around with the hunt (5-3)
24. No sabbath vacation for such classes! (6,6)

DOWN

02. Is steeped in beer as it runs between the seats (5)
03. One to put an end to one sort of whale (6)

04. One born in the country at four in the Northeast (6)

rights (12)

05. One will, as it dawns on one, turn assets into cash (7)
06. Often only half-phrase may be needed for
cornucopia (4,2,6)

07. Vote, sir, with grape responsible for such peculiar

10. From which to extract metal coin used in

Scandinavia (3)
14. It may show innings is thrown at the Lord’s Tavern (3-4)

16. Propulsive force just evades terrorist leaders (3)

ACROSS 1. Cherub 8. Ambit 9. Censure 11. Demented 12. Usury 15. Dive 16. May 17. Pail 19. Dummy 21. Muleteer 24. Tantrum. 25. Lupin 26. Turret
DOWN 2. Heels 3. Rosaries 4. Bird 5. Haven 6. Obit 7. Stud 10. Eel-basket 12. Undo 13. Splutter 14. Play 18. Stone 20. Mouse 21. Milk 22. Lips 23. Ran

17. Tubes that create strife in the streets are given up (6)
18. Part of the gun that looks right in wood (6)
21. Bacon got bat away from Africa (5)
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Diaspora dollars: useful
if not taken for granted

With India’s foreign-exchange reserves at $691 billion, we can breathe easy on the external

Jront for now. Credit the Indian diaspora_ for some of this. But we must do our bit as well

rime Minister Narendra Modi’s call
for Indians to help conserve foreign
exchange in various ways, such as
by holding off on foreign travel and
using less fuel, made waves as news
partly because it has been more
than a decade since India’s external sector was
last under pressure. With crude trading above
$100 per barrel globally, our oil imports are
soaking up dollars even as exports face protec-
tionist headwinds. Ever since war erupted in
West Asia, it has been clear that its adverse
effect on our balance of payments (BoP) would
need to be kept under watch. Now that Indian
residents have been asked to help keep the
country’s forex expenses low, it is hard to esti-
mate the reduction that may follow. Thank-
fully, in such times of flux, the Indian diaspora
has usually stood by us, providing a steady
source of forex and aiding our BoP stability. As
with many other developing countries, India
typically runs a current account deficit (CAD).
The latest Economic Survey shows how our
merchandise trade deficit is offset by strong
net inflows of invisibles, led by widening sur-
plusesin service exports and private transfers.
Such a deficit can be run both smoothly and
justifiably if those ‘extra’ imports serve us well,
so long as the gap is small enough for capital
account inflows to finance, thus keeping the
overall BoP steady. A CAD under 2.5% of GDP
isusually considered safe. However, we hap-
pen to have a capital crunch too. Portfolio
flows into Indian shares from abroad have
been in reversal mode and net foreign direct
investment (FDI) levels weak.
Prospects of an imminent recovery on the
capital account look modest at best. Gross FDI
inflows may have held firm through most of

2025-26, but net FDI will likely still be in single
digits. Reserve Bank of India (RBI) data for its
first 11 months, with provisional figures for Jan-
uary and February, puts the net figure at about
$6.2 billion. Outward FDI and repatriations
explain this, like in 2024-25, when net FDI was
barely $1 billion. Net foreign portfolio invest-
ment (FPI) has fared worse, with $16.5 billion
having left last fiscal year and this ‘hot money’
proving elusive this year too. A weakened BoP
has one of two possible consequences. Ifleft to
market forces, it results in the rupee losing
value in dollar terms as the exchange rate falls
in accordance with relative demand (more for
dollars, less for rupees). While imports made
dearer this way reduce demand for imported
items, the flip side of it is inflation (most acutely
in essentials whose sales are relatively price
inelastic). But if RBI opts to intervene by using
itsforex reserves to buy rupees in support of
India’s currency, then that adjustment does not
happen. Instead, the import bill stays high and
our forex buffer shrinks. What policy mix to
deploy in such cases isnot an easy call to take.
In all this, a silver lining has been inward
remittances from India’s diaspora. According
to the International Organization for Migra-
tion’s World Migration Report 2026, India was
the world’s largest recipient of these flows in
2024 with nearly $138 billion, a sum that has
more than doubled from almost $53 billion
in 2010. Mexico, the next largest recipient in
2024, was a distant second with $68 billion.
At last count, RBI had forex reserves of $691
billion, equivalent to about 11 months’ import
cover. Our diaspora has steadily been sending
money home. For this, let’s be thankful. But
we must not take remittances for granted. We
residents must do our bit as well.

LIVEMINT.COM

Regulatory impact assessments
are in need of a statutory anchor

A legal framework to assess the effects of laws and rules is an important reform for India to enact

is secretary general of CUTS International.

everal government committees,

apart from the Niti Aayog, have

asked for regulatory impact assess-
ments (RIAs) to be institutionalized in
India. The statutory backing of a legisla-
tive framework can ensure its meaning-
ful use as a tool for assessing the costs
and benefits of current and prospective
regulatory measures. The inclusion of
provisionsrelated to RIAsin India’s
recently concluded free trade agree-
ments (FTAs) highlights the urgency to
enact a central law on such study-based
reports.

Modern FTAs focus not only on bor-
der tariffs and non-tariff steps, but also
on arange of behind-the-border issues
that can affect trade. As a core concept,
an RIA qualifies as a good regulatory
practice (GRP) in trade terminology.
Free trade pacts often include provi-
sionsrelated to GRPs and regulatory
cooperation in aid of deal coherence, as
regulatory mismatches can act asnon-
tariff barriers. Even the draft Plurilat-
eral Agreement on Investment Facilita-
tion for Development has an RIA provi-
sion. India has previously okayed GRP
cooperation with its trade partners
through broad provisions in some of'its
earlier trade agreements. For example,
India’s comprehensive economic coop-
eration agreement with Malaysia had
identified risk management as a good
practice to improve the quality and
effectiveness of regulation. However,

India’sreal tryst with GRP-dedicated
chaptersin trade pacts began with the
India-UK Comprehensive Economic
and Trade Agreement (CETA). This also
marked the first standalone reference to
an RIA in India’s trade relations.

Under the UK CETA, both sides have
recognized that RIAs may be beneficial
when preparing “major regulatory
measures.” These measures for India
cover only legislation by the central
government that substantively affects
bilateral trade, such as sanitary and
phytosanitary (SPS) checks. In practice,
they could cover central government
enactments on aspects regulating
human, animal and plant life, as well as
health, standard-related and technical
regulations (and similar subjects), many
of which are administered at the sub-
national levels. Yet, on the whole, the
scope of RIA-covered activities is lim-
ited. Further, it provides for deference
to the regulatory authorities of both
partners in determining what consti-
tutes a ‘major’ regulatory measure.

In contrast, the RIA provision in the
India-EU FTA has broader application.
Here, regulatory measures for India
cover not only Union legislation, but
alsorules enacted pursuant to such
enactments. Further, RIAs could apply
to all matters covered by the FTA.

While the RIA-related provisions in
both these FTAs are non-binding, they
still require India to promote impact
assessments among regulators while
proposing major regulatory measures.
These are negotiated commitments,
and undertaking them in good faith is
implicit as a fundamental principle of
international law, even if such provi-
sions lie outside the ambit of these
agreements’ formal dispute settlement
mechanisms. Neither of the two new
agreementsisin force yet.

Overall, RIA provisions in India’s
newer trade arrangements offers us a
fresh opportunity for a public discus-
sion on the need for an overarching
domestic RIA law. Its use in trade ties
has spotlit the need for alegal frame-
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work for rule-impact assessments.

Currently, India’s Pre-legislative
Consultation Policy that emerged from
recommendations of a panel of secre-
taries in 2014 is the main central-level
guide for policymakers on this matter; it
refers to assessments of the impact on
people’s fundamental rights, lives and
livelihoods of planned environmental
legislation. In 2024, the ministry of cor-
porate affairs introduced a policy for
pre-legislative consultation to stream-
line the practice of public consultation
forregulation across competition,
bankruptcy and other regulators. In
addition, some sector-specific regula-
tors (telecom, securities, etc) have
incorporated some RIA aspects, such as
stakeholder engagement and some
forms of cost-benefit analysis.

The need of the hour is to systemize
such policy guidance and enact an
omnibus law on generally applicable
RIA principles and rules. This would
give India a statutory RIA anchor, both
nationally and sub-nationally.

However, this should not be seen asa
reactive measure to developmentsin
India’s external trade regimes. Rather, it
should be viewed as along overdue,
proactive measure to advance good
regulatory practice and ease the doing
of business. A private member’s bill,
The Legislative Impact Assessment Bill
0f 2024, was introduced in the upper
house of Parliament last year. It shows
that lawmakers recognize the need for a
statutory basis for laying out procedures
that evaluate the impact of legislation.
The government must take note.

A central law on key RIA aspects has
the potential to not only make legisla-
tion and rule-making in India more
optimal, evidence-based, transparent
and inclusive, but also demonstrate
India’s commitment to its trade treaty
obligations. It would be a step forward
for India to reaffirm its commitment to
therule of law both domestically and
internationally.

Advaiyot Sharma of CUTS contributed
to this article.

JUST A TROTQAT

Once you run current-
account deficits, you depend
on the kindness of strangers.

NOURIEL ROUBINI

Indias labour market is undergoing a structural shift

SOUMYA KANTI GHOSH

G

he latest Periodic Labour Force Survey

(PLFS),amuch-improved version from

earlier ones, reveals how India’s labour
market is undergoing a structural transfor-
mation. Many defining features emerge from
the latest annual report using the unit level
data to estimate for the first time.

First, while agriculture remains India’s
largest employer, engaging nearly 43% of
the country’sworkforce in 2025, its share in
total employment has steadily declined from
66%in1987-88, indicating abroad and long-
term shift of workers towards non-agricul-
tural activities.

Second, in 2025, 14.5% of India’s work-
force had access to substantial capital and
scale economies through employment in
firms with more than 20 workers. Encourag-
ingly, this represents a notable improve-
ment from 10.8% in 2024, reflecting the gov-
ernment’s emphasis on strengthening the
manufacturing sector and expanding formal
job generation. Recent policy initiatives,
especially the production-linked incentive

\
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the Prime Minister, and group
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scheme covering 14:critical sectors and provi-
sions for skill acquisition and upgradation,
represent important stepsin this direction.
Third, skill development and training are
playing a major role in improving employ-
ment quality and expanding economic
opportunity. Specifically, government-
funded training for women, relative to other
paths of sharp development, is associated
with a 5.8% increase in their probability of
self-employment. This suggests that public
investment in skill development isnot only
improving employability but also enabling
women to participate actively in entrepre-
neurial and income-generating activities.
Fourth, government initiatives aimed at
strengthening women’s participation in the
economy is paying dividends. Our estimates
indicate that women who are household
heads are associated with a 4.4% higher
probability of being employed in regular
wage work. The rural-urban decomposition
makes this trend even more pronounced,
with female headship in rural areasreducing
the probability of casual labour by nearly 5%.
Itisno coincidence that women account for
nearly 69% of Mudra loans and 55% of Jan
Dhan accounts, while under the PM Awas
Yojana (urban) 2.0, about 96% of sanctioned
houses are in the name of a female head of

the household or under joint ownership.
Fifth, while the global youth (15-24 age

group) unemployment rate is estimated at

about12.6% in 2025, according to the Inter-

national Labour Organization, the youth

(15-29 age band) unemployment rate in

Indiais 9.9%, as found by PLFS 2025.
However, the conven-

tional measurement of emerge with a statistically
youth unemployment in Survey data significant lead on regular
the 15-2 - 1 t, with
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porarily keeps them out of

employment. According to

the All India Survey on Higher Education
(AISHE), more than 44 million students are
enrolled in higher education. The PLFS
report notes that in the 15-29 age group,
37.9% of India’s population was in formal or
non-formal education or training over the
previous 12 months.

Interestingly, once we estimate the
unemployment rates for the country’s
30-plus population, for rural males, it
declines to 0.78% compared to the PLFS
joblessnessrate of 2.6%; for urban males, it
fallsfrom 11.8% in the PLFS to about 2.26%.

Sixth, among all social categories, Sched-

uled Caste (SC) women

cantly higher relative to

men, which indicates the
emergence of new occupational opportuni-
ties beyond traditional sectors.

Seventh, despite gradual improvement in
employment generation and workforce
diversification, interstate disparities persist
in minimum wage compliance among casual
workers. The evidence suggests that a signif-

icant proportion of workers in several states
still receive wages below the statutory mini-
mum levels. Thus, states must implement
the Minimum Wages Act strictly.

It is heartening that India has imple-
mented the four Labour Codes passed by Par-
liament. Stringent labour laws have for long
deterred Indian entrepreneurs from entering
labour-intensive industries, which are crucial
for creating a vast volume of job opportuni-
ties at decent wages. With these laws being
implemented, it would be feasible for states
to undertake further reformsin this area.

To conclude, India’s labour market today
reflects an economy in transition; it is gradu-
ally moving from agricultural dependence to
a more diversified and skill-oriented
employment structure. The PLFS evidence
suggests that while challenges related to
informality, wage compliance and employ-
ment quality persist, important positive
shifts are simultaneously underway.

India’s employment landscape is not
static. Rather, it is evolving in response to
changing aspirations, rising educational
participation and the country’s ongoing
structural reforms, laying the foundation for
a more resilient and opportunity-driven
workforce in the years ahead.

These are the author’s personal views.






