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I
t has been over two and a half years since
the Supreme Court of India recorded the
Union government’s solemn assurance that

Statehood would be restored to Jammu and Kash-
mir ( J&K). It set no timeline, but the expectation
was that it would happen within a reasonable pe-
riod and steps would be taken progressively. That
the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)-led government
has done nothing on this front since then can on-
ly mean that it has interpreted the lack of a time-
line as a licence for the inde�nite deferral of
Statehood. This is despite repeated assurances
from the Centre. Prime Minister Narendra Modi
pledged it in the run-up to the J&K elections, and
Home Minister Amit Shah reiterated it on the
�oor of Parliament. Unsurprisingly, the inaction
has driven J&K Chief Minister Omar Abdullah to
organise a series of agitations and rallies, culmi-
nating in a sit-in at Jantar Mantar on July 20. His
grievance, and that of the province, is legitimate.
The retention of Union Territory status even after
popular elections subordinates the elected go-
vernment to an unelected Lieutenant Governor
who retains preponderant authority over the bu-
reaucracy, the police and other institutions.
There is no principled justi�cation for perpetuat-
ing this arrangement once elections have been
held and a government installed.

New Delhi’s rationale for inaction has been
trite: “security”, invoked by the Solicitor-General
before the Court late last year, citing the Pahal-
gam attack, in a hearing on a petition seeking res-
toration of Statehood. But this argument cuts no
ice. By the government’s account, the attack was
orchestrated from across the border, and India
responded with Operation Sindoor. A cross-bor-
der provocation can have no logical bearing on
whether J&K’s elected representatives are to be
trusted with the powers of a full State. If anyth-
ing, empowering elected leaders to address local
grievances is precisely how a polity assuages con-
cerns before they turn into resentment, which
fed into cycles of militancy in the Kashmir Valley
for decades. The Centre’s handling of J&K, La-
dakh and even Manipur reveals a troubling pat-
tern in how border regions with substantial mi-
nority populations are treated. Secure in its
dominance across the north, the west and now
the east, the BJP appears to regard the concerns
of citizens in these provinces as expendable.
Such a view is myopic: governance that treats a
border region as politically dispensable only dee-
pens alienation, and instability soon spills over
and unsettles governance overall. The BJP seems
cynically content to leave the Statehood question
hanging until the political arithmetic, already
sought to be reworked through delimitation in
J&K, tilts decisively in its favour. A promise made
to the Court, to Parliament and to the people of
J&K cannot be held in abeyance until political cir-
cumstances turn expedient for the BJP.

Ful�l the promise
New Delhi cannot keep stalling the

restoration of Statehood to J&K

I
ndia’s trade data for June o�ers insights into
how the country is weathering the West Asia
crisis and the prospect of a de�cient mon-

soon. The fact that the trade de�cit jumped 430%
in June would seem alarming. However, a deeper
look at the composition of this de�cit should ease
a lot of that alarm. The bulk of the increase in the
de�cit was due to the sharp increase in merchan-
dise imports in June. And within this, it was led
by crude, gold, fertilizers and electronic goods.
The value of crude oil imports rose 40% in June
2026, re�ecting the skyrocketing prices of oil a
few months earlier. Gold prices have also been
rising as uncertainty over the West Asia situation
persists. The doubling of gold import duties in
May would also have pushed up prices in June.
With India’s natural gas supplies hit due to the
West Asia constraints, it has had to import more
fertilizer — 201% more by value over last June.
The only one of these categories that has seen im-
ports rise sharply due to domestic factors is the
electronic goods segment. As India’s electronics
manufacturing and assembly grow, more parts
are going to come from abroad to fuel this engine.
The government is encouraging this, as seen in its
decision last week to remove the basic customs
duty on imported parts in the manufacture of dis-
play assemblies, lithium-ion cells and inductor
coil modules. These are essential if India wants to
boost its manufacturing of high-end electronics
such as smartphones, laptops and smart TVs. Go-
ing ahead, the attempt should also be to manu-
facture as many of these inputs locally so that
these supply chains can be made truly secure.

The good news is that India’s merchandise ex-
ports have put on a strong showing, not only in
June 2026, but throughout the �rst quarter of
2026-27. Merchandise exports grew 15.5% in June
and by an even quicker 16% in Q1. This was not
simply a buoyancy granted by costly petroleum
exports, either. Non-petroleum exports grew by a
robust 16.5% in June and 12.4% in Q1. This is al-
most precisely the duration of the West Asia cri-
sis. The data show that India’s exports to every
region of the world except West Asia grew in Q1,
and that a large portion of export growth was in
volume terms as well as in value. Indian expor-
ters are to be commended for diversifying so
quickly. Service exports, however, grew only
2.9% in June and 6.2% in Q1. As Chief Economic
Adviser V. Anantha Nageswaran has warned, suc-
cess in areas such as Global Capability Centres
should not be considered an end in itself — there
is still far to go, and complacency will rob India of
its advantage in this area.

Export gains
India’s trade weaknesses are becoming

episodic, its strengths structural

F
inally, the cat is out of the bag. With
United States President Donald Trump
�rst announcing a 20% surcharge for
facilitating the passage of commercial

shipping through the Strait of Hormuz, and now
shifting the focus to investments in America
(“Trade and Investment Deals that the various
Gulf States will be making into the United
States”), the “art of the deal” has been laid bare.
The war with Iran was never about democracy,
human rights, or non-proliferation; those are
merely pretexts to control Iran’s vast energy
reserves and the strategic choke points of global
trade. But behind the sterile headlines of
geopolitics lies a human reality. I wish to share
something far more personal: my experience of
stepping into Iran at one of the most
extraordinary, painful moments in its modern
history.

Late in the evening on July 1, I was deeply
moved and, frankly, astonished, to receive an
invitation, extended on behalf of the Rehbar,
Ayatollah Mojtaba Khamenei, to attend the
funeral ceremonies of his father, the late Supreme
Leader Ayatollah Seyyed Ali Khamenei. The
invitation came suddenly; everything — from the
visa and booking the �ights to arranging the state
protocols — moved with breathless speed. My
eldest daughter, Irtiqa, was gripped by fear when
she heard the news. Aware of my outspoken
stance on Gaza and concerned about the dangers
of travelling to Iran, she only calmed down after
extracting a promise from me that I would return
as soon as the ceremonies were over. Within
hours, I was aboard a Mahan Air �ight bound for
Tehran.

The real Iran
Landing in Tehran, I braced myself for an
atmosphere thick with fear and wartime
paralysis. Instead, I stepped into a scene of
profound, composed calm. The o�cials who
received us were polite, orderly, and reassuring.
The airport’s VIP lounge bustled with diplomats
and leaders from across the globe. Former Union
Minister Salman Khurshid and several
distinguished spiritual leaders from India were on
my �ight. It gradually dawned on me that I was
the only female political leader invited from
India, and a Sunni woman at that. In a region so
often fractured by sectarian divides, this gesture
of inclusive solidarity made the honour all the
more profound.

From the airport to our hotel, the meticulous

organisation was striking. There was no chaos, no
frantic mobilisation. No one looking at the quiet,
e�cient streets would have believed that this was
a country living under the constant threat of
annihilation. Upon reaching the hotel, after being
warmly welcomed, a young Iranian woman in a
�owing black abaya was assigned to guide me,
attending to my every need with e�ortless grace.

But what shattered my preconceptions most
was the sheer presence of women in the public
arena. On every corner, I saw female journalists,
broadcasters, and camera operators, clad in
abayas and headscarves, interviewing
international delegates with �erce professional
con�dence. I have long known of Iran’s high
female literacy rates and the prominence of
women in universities, medicine, and education.
Yet, seeing them command the media landscape
stood in stark, de�ant contrast to the western
caricature of the silent, secluded Iranian woman.

A grief beyond words
The next day remains permanently etched in my
soul. We were taken to pay our �nal respects
before the co�ns of the late Ayatollah and his
family.

Nothing prepared me for the sight of the tiny
co�n of 14-month-old Zahra Mohammadi
Golpayegani, placed gently beside her
grandfather. Her photograph, showing her with a
paci�er still in her mouth, was a devastating
testament to stolen innocence. As I looked at her,
my heart broke, and my thoughts instantly
turned to the thousands of children pulled from
the rubble of Gaza — children whose faces are
rarely shown on western screens.

For a Muslim, the scene was an agonising echo
of Karbala, where the innocent and the young
were denied even water and martyred. Thirteen
centuries later, it felt as though the tragedy of
Karbala had returned to the banks of the Tigris
and the streets of Tehran. It was a grief too
profound for words.

Yet, even in this state of national mourning,
the dignity of the Iranian people was
breathtaking. It reminded me that this is not
merely a modern state, but a civilisational giant
thousands of years old, carrying its sorrow with
poetic eloquence.

During my stay, I visited the Husayniah
Jamaran in Tehran, the historic prayer hall and
home of the founder of the Islamic Republic,
Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini. Standing inside
that simple, three-room apartment was a deeply

humbling experience. It is a place where the walls
do not speak of luxury, but of faith and immense
sacri�ce. How rare it is to see a global leader live
in such austerity while wielding absolute power.
One cannot help but contrast this humility with
the ostentatious and hedonistic lifestyles of some
leaders in neighbouring Muslim countries, whose
extravagance surpasses even that of many
billionaires in the West.

It was during these quiet moments of
observation that I truly understood why Kashmir
has historically been called Iran-e-Sagheer, or
Little Iran. The cultural threads are woven tight:
in the spice of our food, the cadence of our
languages, the curves of our architecture, and the
protective, immediate warmth with which
strangers are welcomed into a home.

I saw this warmth re�ected in the vibrant
diversity of everyday Tehran. Women dressed as
they pleased: some in strict black chadors, others
in colourful headscarves paired with jeans, and
young women riding scooters with their hair
catching the breeze. They spoke freely, argued
passionately, and occupied public spaces with
con�dence. At an o�cial state function, I met two
female Iranian parliamentarians. They sat
con�dently in the very front row, side by side
with the country’s highest leadership.

Once again, the monochromatic, oppressive
image projected by the West crumbled before my
eyes.

Resilience beyond the battle�eld
What I took home with me was not the political
posturing of empires, but the quiet, steel-like
resilience of ordinary Iranians. This is a society
that has lived under the crushing weight of
sanctions and the threat of war for decades. Yet,
their streets are spotless, their universities thrive,
and their people walk with an unyielding, quiet
pride.

They are a testament to the fact that nations
cannot be understood through television screens,
geopolitical rhetoric, or satellite imagery. I
returned to Kashmir with a heavy heart, but with
an enduring truth: beyond the smoke of war,
there lives a beautiful, ancient society
determined to preserve its dignity, its culture,
and its humanity, even in the darkest of times.

The only regret I carried back from Iran was
that, because of my packed schedule, I could not
visit some of its most revered shrines:. Perhaps it
was not meant to be this time. I will return to visit
these blessed sanctuaries in better times.

Echoes of Karbala, Iran beyond the shadows of war

Mehbooba Mufti 

President, 
Jammu and Kashmir
Peoples Democratic 
Party (PDP)

The Iran that
exists beyond
stereotypes and
western media
headlines is a
land of faith,
resilience,
culture, 
and quiet 
human dignity

I
ran’s recent actions over the Strait of Hormuz
and its strategy of targeting its neighbours in
the Gulf as retribution for the actions of the

United States may seem to have been operational
masterstrokes. However, in the long run, they
may well prove to be strategic blunders that have
antagonised the world at large and leave Iran out
of the global mainstream and away from the path
of sustained economic progress.

A strategy of disruption
For decades, Iran has overplayed its hand in
presenting itself as standing up to what it has
termed “continued Western imperialism” and in
supporting the Palestinian cause through the lens
of Islamic resistance — a policy that was not
endorsed by most other developed and
developing Islamic nations. As the Islamic regime
in Iran grew in power, buoyed by its success in
standing up to a powerful Iraq during the
Iran-Iraq war that stretched through the 1980s, so
too did its frustration at being unable to deliver
telling blows against the “Big Satan-Little Satan”
combination, as it referred to the U.S. and Israel,
respectively.

Consequently, it engineered the second phase
of its disruptive strategy in the late 1990s by
developing and supporting proxies such as the
Hezbollah, Hamas and Houthis, commonly
known as the Axis of Resistance, and liberally
endorsed their use of terrorism to cause
widespread disruption in the region.

Here again, the Iranians have achieved much
tactical success over the last two decades and
kept West Asia on tenterhooks, but at a much
larger level, it has widened the chasm that exists
between itself and the rest of the world barring
Russia, China and North Korea. It is this quartet
which is shaping the trajectory of fundamentally
disruptive resistance to the existing global order.

When you compare this with the orderly way

in which countries such as India are also
challenging the existing global order with a call
for greater multilateralism through dialogue and
consensus, one can clearly �gure out Iran’s
disruptive path.

Notwithstanding much assertion of
civilisational and cultural linkages, India has
maintained a steady transactional relationship
with the Islamic Republic of Iran, revolving
principally around energy �ow, trade corridors
and the Chabahar port. Much in tune with its
foreign policy of multilateralism in a multi-polar
world, it managed to navigate the sanctions
regime imposed on Iran by the West and
maintained some energy �ow based on national
interest till it found alternate means and then
gradually reduced its import of Iranian crude.

India’s approach
India has only modest diplomatic leverage with
Iran and rightly chose not to position itself as an
interlocutor during the recent con�ict, preferring
instead to resort to quiet back-channel diplomacy
and frequent calls for restraint. India
co-sponsored the UN Security Council Resolution
2817 (2026), which o�cially condemned Iran’s
military attacks and aggressive actions against the
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) nations and
Jordan. Adopted on March 11, 2026, the
resolution demanded that Iran immediately cease
all attacks and threats, particularly those
targeting international navigation through the
Strait of Hormuz.

Iran has no doubt been emboldened by its
ability to withstand months of the U.S.-Israel
bombing campaign. It has come out of the
con�ict battered and embittered but still
standing. With large portions of its military
capacity still intact and a regime in power that
seems to be now dominated by a combination of
the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC)

and hard line clerics, it appears that the region
can expect continued acts of isolated belligerence
that stay below the threshold of con�ict. The
frenzy of stage-managed grief and genuine hatred
towards the U.S. and Israel that was on display on
the streets of Tehran for the funeral of its slain
leader, Ali Khamenei does not augur well for the
future.

Iran’s proposal to levy ‘special rates’ on
friendly countries for transit through the Strait of
Hormuz is another disruptive attempt at
preventing any collective action from
energy-hungry countries eager to bene�t from
this o�er. 

More recently, Iran’s strikes on tankers
following the Omani route through the Strait of
Hormuz highlight its propensity to engage in
coercive brinkmanship. Such an environment is
highly unsettling for a large part of the world
including India for obvious reasons — energy and
trade corridors running through a volatile
geopolitical arena.

The choice before Iran
It is time that collective pressure from countries
other than the West starts building on Iran to
desist from its varied coercive methods to keep
the region on the edge. As the U.S.’s appetite to
remain embroiled in the con�ict waxes and
wanes, and Israel strains to ‘�nish o� the job it
started’, Iran needs to take a step back and not
overplay the advantageous geopolitical hand it
currently holds.

As a �rst step, it must look for windows to
extract legitimate leverage accruing from the
proposed de-freezing of its assets and widening
energy �ow from its embattled oil �elds and
re�neries. Despite its isolation from the West,
Iran is categorised as an upper-middle-income
economy and has much potential for rapid
growth, should it desire so for its people.

Iran’s disruptive strategy, its global consequences

Arjun
Subramaniam 

Strategic a�airs
analyst

Tehran needs to
recognise the
limits of its
current
geopolitical
advantage

A war over a waterway

The United States and Iran
are now engaged in a
renewed conflict over the
status of the Strait of
Hormuz. The fact that it is a
limited conflict for now
o�ers little comfort, as it
could escalate into a
full-scale war. The idea of a
“toll” is inconsistent with
the U.S.’s stated policy of
ensuring the free flow of
maritime tra�ic through this
vital waterway. This
“protection fee” makes it
clear that the U.S. has an
economic interest in its
involvement in the region.
America’s military,
territorial, and economic
expansionism is a reality.
When it comes to the Strait

Wadsworth Longfellow:
“Music is the universal
language of mankind.” She
poured her heart and soul
into every song, captivating
millions with her melodious
and soulful voice. She
belonged to that rare
league of singers who, in
the words of Alfred, Lord
Tennyson, “rowed hard
against the stream, saw the
distant gates of Eden gleam,
but did not dream it was a
dream.” Her extraordinary
talent has earned her an
everlasting place in the
hearts of music lovers.

Kelath Gopakumar Menon,
Mukkattukara, Thrissur, Kerala

romantic, innocent longing
of a girl daydreaming about
her beloved. In stark
contrast, her powerful,
emotionally charged
performance in Ee
Duryodhana Dussasan from
Prathighatana — a fierce
anthem against the
atrocities committed
against women — justly
earned her the State Award.
Yet, her playful modulation
in the vamp number Nee
Illu Bangaram Gaanu from
Gaja Donga demonstrated
that no genre was beyond
her artistic command. 
Harish Betha,
Guntur, Andhra Pradesh

S. Janaki truly exemplified
the words of Henry

consider reintroducing the
NRNR deposit scheme with
interest rates of 12%-15%
per annum.
Cavery Palani,

Chennai

S. Janaki

S. Janaki’s versatility in
Telugu cinema remains a
masterclass for aspiring
musicians. She could
seamlessly transition from
the delicate, sweet
vulnerability of a young
woman in love to raw,
bone-chilling social
rebellion and high-energy
commercial numbers. Her
rendition of Tolisari
Mimmalni Chusindi in
Srivariki Prema Lekha
perfectly captures the

annum to ease the foreign
exchange crunch. The
scheme was a remarkable
success. The NRNR scheme
o�ered several advantages
over the present currency
swap arrangement. Most
NRIs, especially those in the
U.S., invest in NRE and
FCNR deposits primarily for
savings in India rather than
repatriation. Current NRE
deposit rates are low and
restrictive immigration
policies push overseas
Indians to save in the home
country. Since NRNR
deposits are
rupee-denominated and
non-repatriable, the RBI
would not have to hedge
against currency risk. The
RBI should therefore

of Hormuz, Iran has a more
legitimate claim to manage
it, given its geographical
proximity. The U.S.,
however, would almost
certainly not accept another
country exercising control
over the waters near its own
territory.
G. David Milton,

Maruthancode, Tamil Nadu

FCNR deposits

Recently, the RBI permitted
currency swap facilities to
attract FCNR deposits from
NRIs. In the early 1990s, the
RBI/Government of India
introduced the NRNR
(Non-Resident
Non-Repatriable) deposit
scheme, o�ering interest
rates of 18%-22% per

L E T T E R S T O T H E E D I T O R 

Letters emailed to
letters@thehindu.co.in
must carry the postal address.
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Madras: Letter writing may be an art where
imagination can take wings, but addressing the
letters calls for care and precision. Otherwise, a
letter meant for a girl with a secret dream could
well �nd its way to the Returned Letter O�ce.

Once known as the Dead Letter O�ce, it has
been quietly doing its work right from the days
Lord Clive introduced the “O�cial Postal
System” in 1766.

Of the 15 RLOs in the country, Calcutta is the
oldest, but Madras is one of the busiest
(receiving articles from both the Indian and
Paci�c Ocean nations). To this o�ce, letters
come at the rate of 156 a day. The Circle handles
about 65 crores of letters annually.

Over 80 persons in this o�ce do a job which
should strike a visitor as most amusing (and, of
course, most useful). These dedicated men and
women, divided into eight or nine linguistic
sections give life to letters which must be
deemed ‘dead’ for all purposes.

Within 48 hours of the letters coming to the
central table, where Mr. D. Sivaramiah, Manager,
sits, they are distributed to the appropriate
sections — English, Gujarati, Hindi, Kannada,
Malayalam, Tamil, Telugu and Urdu. These men
and women, some by instinct and others by
sheer experience, and all of them with a
uncanny sixth sense, decipher the hieroglyphics
and “revitalise” the lost letters. Most of them
have come as being “undecipherable”,
“unclaimed”, “refused”, or “left with insu�cient
address”.

FIFTY YEARS AGO JULY 16, 1976

They give life to ‘dead’
letters

F R O M T H E A R C H I V E S

Simla, July 15: In pursuance of the Lee
Recommendations, the Government of India
with the approval of the Secretary of State, have
framed a scheme for the recruitment and the
training of o�cers for the three main
departments of railways:—(1) Transportation
(Tra�c) and commercial, (2) Civil Engineering
and (3) Mechanical Engineering and
transportation (power). The object of the
schemes is to see that recruitment in India is
advanced, as soon as practicable, up to 75 per
cent of the total number of vacancies in the
superior railway services. The outlines of the
scheme are published.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO JULY 16, 1926

Govt.’s scheme published

T
he present impasse over
Iran’s nuclear future
lays bare the enduring
hypocrisy at the heart

of the global non-proliferation
order. As talks in Doha stumble
through disputes over frozen
assets and veri�cation
mechanisms, Tehran is being
pressed to accept full
dismantlement of its enriched
uranium stockpile in exchange for
economic compensation for
decades of sanctions, even as
President Masoud Pezeshkian
insists Iran will not relinquish its
sovereign right to enrich uranium.
The demand is unambiguous. Yet
the �ve recognised weapons
powers, and Israel, undeclared
but widely known to possess the
bomb, face no comparable
ultimatum to disarm.

The current confrontation
raises an unavoidable question: on
what grounds should Iran
relinquish a capability that nine
nuclear states retain for
themselves? The claim that Iran is
uniquely dangerous, unstable, or
aggressive is a conclusion in
search of evidence, and cloaked in
language by states whose own
commitment to international law
is selective at best. 

Unequal rules
The Treaty on the
Non-Proliferation of Nuclear
Weapons (NPT) institutionalised a
hierarchy rather than dismantling
it. It divided the world into
nuclear “haves” and “have-nots,”
and enjoined the latter to restraint
while the former continue to
modernise their nuclear arsenals. 

Against this backdrop, the
treatment of Iran is not an
anomaly. India and Pakistan, both
outside the NPT, possess
substantial nuclear arsenals and
are welcomed as strategic partners
by the very powers that patrol the
non-proliferation order. Israel,
whose nuclear programme is an
open secret, has never submitted
to inspection and is never named
in the discourse of proliferation
risk. Iran, by contrast, pursued
enrichment within a legal

framework, submitted to the most
intrusive inspection regime in the
history of arms control under the
Joint Comprehensive Plan of
Action ( JCPOA), and was
“rewarded” with unilateral
American withdrawal, the
reimposition of sanctions, and the
renewed threat of military
destruction. Iran complied and
got punished anyway. 

There is a deeper historical
contradiction that the current
discourse labours to suppress. The
global nuclear order is, in a
fundamental sense, anchored in
an act of unparalleled destruction
of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in
August 1945. These remain the
only instances in history of
nuclear weapons being deployed
in con�ict. They established the
catastrophic potential of such
arms as well as the precedent that
their use could be justi�ed, and
absorbed into the language of
strategic necessity by the state that
employed them. The U.S. survived
this act morally, emerging
successfully as the designated
guardian of nuclear order. 

This precedent complicates
every subsequent moral claim. A
state that has demonstrated the
willingness to use nuclear
weapons against civilian
populations occupies a singular
position when it seeks to regulate
the ambitions of others. The
authority it claims is derived from
the fact of prior use, and from the
geopolitical dominance that use
helped to consolidate. Albert
Einstein warned with
characteristic precision that
humanity must choose between
abolishing war and facing
annihilation. That choice stands
only deferred, and most e�ectively
by those with the largest arsenals.

The unravelling of the JCPOA
remains one of the most
instructive episodes in recent
diplomatic history, precisely
because it was so revealing.
Negotiated painstakingly under
the Barack Obama administration,
the agreement represented a
genuinely achieved instance of
multilateral diplomacy. Its

abandonment by the Donald
Trump administration in 2018 sent
a message that resonated far
beyond Tehran. For any state
observing this trajectory, the
conclusion inescapably
underscores that future arms
agreements with the U.S. carry no
guarantee of American
compliance. It must be kept in
mind that if the Iran nuclear crisis
deepens further, the JCPOA’s
destruction will stand as its
proximate cause.

An enduring paradox
The question, in the end, is not
whether Iran should or should not
enrich uranium. It is whether the
framework within which that
question is posed is coherent,
consistent, or just. By any honest
reckoning, it is none of these
things. Until that framework is
confronted directly, and not
obscured by the language of
non-proliferation, the
contradictions at the heart of the
nuclear age will continue to
compound. The answer to that
question has been available since
1955, when Einstein and Bertrand
Russell unambiguously asserted
that nuclear weapons must be
abolished altogether, by all states,
without exception, or the logic of
deterrence will produce the
catastrophe it claims to prevent.
Seven decades later, that
conclusion remains as sound as
ever. 

We stand at a crossroads in a
world that has grown accustomed
to the gun on the table, until the
day it goes o�. Selective
enforcement of non-proliferation,
punishing Iran for compliance
while rewarding others for
de�ance, and the inde�nite
deferral of the NPT’s disarmament
obligation do not constitute a
rules-based order. They constitute
a system that has chosen,
knowingly, to tolerate the most
destructive weapons in history
rather than eliminate them. That
choice carries a cost. The only
question is whether we confront it
through policy or through
catastrophe.

The crisis at the heart of non-proliferation

Shelley Walia

has taught Cultural
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The Treaty 
on the
Non-Proliferation
of Nuclear
Weapons
institutionalised
a hierarchy
rather than
dismantling it

STATE OF PLAY

T
amil Nadu Chief Minis-
ter C. Joseph Vijay is a
man of few words, say

those who have met him in
person. He prefers to listen
rather than speak. He is per-
haps the only major political
leader in the State who has
consistently avoided the me-
dia and has not held a press
conference since launching
the Tamilaga Vettri Kazhagam
(TVK) throughout his election
campaign or even after assum-
ing o�ce as Chief Minister.

It is not that he is incapable
of engaging in political dis-
course. When he is thoroughly
prepared and rises to address
the Assembly or a public meet-
ing, he is capable of delivering
speeches, often launching
sharp attacks on his political
adversaries. Of course, it is
peppered with colloquial
words and usages that may ap-
peal to his �lm fans but would
make some squirm. Mr. Vijay
appears acutely aware that,
whether he speaks sparingly
or at length, every word serves
a political purpose. This marks
a striking transformation of a
�lm actor who chose to re-
main silent in the aftermath of
the Karur stampede at his rally
last year.

Digital dominance
A close observer of social me-
dia will notice how virtually
anything connected with the
Chief Minister goes viral within
minutes. The TVK’s well-or-
ganised digital machinery am-
pli�es posts relating to Mr. Vi-
jay across multiple platforms,
ensuring they reach a vast au-
dience. He has nearly
8,97,000 followers on X
through his o�cial TVK ac-
count and about 2.3 million
followers on his Chief Minis-

ter’s account and 4.1 million
followers on Instagram. 

Critical comments about
Mr. Vijay or his government of-
ten trigger swift rebuttals from
his supporters, while the Op-
position just as quickly con-
tests praise for the Chief Minis-
ter. The resulting online
exchanges are often intense,
underscoring Mr. Vijay’s larg-
er-than-life presence in the
digital sphere. The phenome-
non extends well beyond so-
cial media. Media reports on
the Chief Minister — even rou-
tine accounts of the functions
he attends — generate unusual
public interest. His political
persona has created a level of
engagement rarely witnessed
in Tamil Nadu politics, signall-
ing a new phase in the interac-
tion between politics, tradi-
tional media and social media.

One of the highest-paid ac-
tors before entering politics,
Mr. Vijay built his cinematic
career largely on �lms that
projected him as an invincible
hero. That image has proved to
be a political asset in Tamil Na-
du, where cinema and politics
have long shared an intimate
relationship. 

Even the Leader of the Op-
position, Udhayanidhi Stalin,
acted in �lms before entering
active politics, recognising ci-
nema’s unparalleled ability to
build public visibility. Howev-
er, almost all their predeces-
sors combined their �lm ca-
reers with gradual political
involvement over many years.

Mr. Vijay’s trajectory has been
remarkably di�erent. He an-
nounced his decision to
launch a political party, for-
mally established the TVK,
campaigned across Tamil Na-
du, contested the Assembly
election and became Chief Mi-
nister — all within an extraordi-
narily short span of time.

Such a rapid ascent to the
highest elected o�ce is with-
out precedent in the history of
the Dravidian movement. It
marks the emergence of a
leader who converted im-
mense cinematic popularity
into political power with re-
markable speed.

As Chief Minister, he has
adapted the art of command-
ing public attention, honed
during his years as a �lm actor,
to the realm of politics. When
he �agged o� vehicles of the
health department, he took
the wheel himself for a short
distance, sitting alongside
commuters while launching
buses. The video clip achieved
what a costly advertising cam-
paign or a lengthy government
press release could scarcely
have accomplished. When
chess grandmaster R. Praggna-
nandhaa called on him, a
chessboard had been arranged
in advance and the two played
a few moves, producing anoth-
er widely shared visual. On
another occasion, while visit-
ing the Nemmeli desalination
plant, he drank a glass of the
puri�ed water before the cam-
eras. Later, while launching a
public distribution initiative,
he brie�y assumed the role of
a ration shop salesman. 

Whether spontaneous or
carefully choreographed, such
visual moments have demon-
strated Mr. Vijay’s instinctive
understanding of the power of
political imagery in the age of
social media. He revels in the
power of visual politics.

kolappan.b@thehindu.co.in

Revelling in the power of visual politics
How image and digital strategy power Tamil Nadu CM Vijay’s politics

B. Kolappan

T
he Government of the Na-
tional Capital Territory of
Delhi has given a �rm push

towards transition to electric vehi-
cles through its new Delhi Electric
Vehicles Policy, 2026, noti�ed on
June 30. 

The policy has set aggressive
deadlines for three-wheelers, light
commercial vehicles such as mini
trucks and two-wheelers. Only EVs
in the �rst two categories can be
registered from January 1, 2027,
with the deadline for two-wheelers
set at January 1, 2028. 

Though the policy is right in
aiming high, considering Delhi’s
pollution problem that is worsen-
ing every year, analysis shows that
it could be an onerous challenge to
meet these targets, especially for
two-wheelers. 

According to the Commission
for Air Quality Management’s lat-
est source-apportionment study,
transport continues to be the lar-
gest source of particulate pollution
during winter (23%), besides con-
tributing to secondary particulate
matter (Table 1). 

Noting that two-wheelers ac-
count for nearly 67% of Delhi’s
vehicle �eet, the policy says their
“rapid electri�cation [is] critical
for achieving meaningful reduc-
tions in vehicular emissions”. For
three-wheelers and goods carriers
in the category of light commercial
vehicles, the policy says they exhi-
bit high daily utilisation and mi-
leage, “resulting in a dispropor-
tionate contribution to urban air
pollution”.

The two segments are, howev-
er, at di�erent stages of the transi-
tion to electric mobility. Three-
wheelers account for only four per
cent of the total vehicles in Delhi
and 43.16% of them are already
electric (Table 2). 

New registration of three-
wheelers is seeing an even further
jump towards EVs. Of the 12,809

new three-wheelers registered till
the �rst week of July this year,
8,419 were electric (65.7%). 

The picture is markedly di�e-
rent for two-wheelers. Of the
roughly 1.05 crore two-wheelers
on Delhi’s roads, only 1.7% are EVs.
In new registrations as well, two-
wheelers are showing only margi-
nal improvements. 

Moreover, Delhi is not switching
to EV two-wheelers at a noticeably
faster rate than the country at the
moment, for the rapid transition it
is targeting by the end of 2027
(Chart 1). 

The number of two-wheelers
getting registered in Delhi every
year shows the massive leap need-
ed in sales. Of the 5.68 lakh two-
wheelers registered in 2025-26, on-
ly 41,263 (7.25%) were EVs (Chart
2). 

Even with a conservative as-
sumption that the demand for new
two-wheelers and consequently
the two-wheeler registrations will
remain at the same level, the sale
of EV two-wheelers should see at
least a twelve-fold (1300%) jump
by next year if the policy’s target
has to be met by January 1, 2028. 

The real challenge would be
even more arduous since the regis-
tration of two-wheelers is increas-
ing signi�cantly year-on-year. For
instance, the numbers went up by
nearly 25% between 2024-25 (4.56
lakh) and 2025-26 (5.68 lakh). 

The problem would be com-
pounded further if Delhi decides
to implement the end-of-life policy
for vehicles strictly, as it would de-
mand petrol and diesel-fuelled
two-wheelers that are respectively
15 and 10 years old to be replaced
with EVs. 

The e�ective implementation of
the EV policy will also require Del-
hi to ramp up the availability of
support infrastructure. Delhi Tran-
sco Limited has been tasked with
expanding public charging facili-
ties. 

Delhi presently has 771 charging
points, which are unevenly distri-
buted and highly concentrated in
the southern region (Chart 3).

How challenging will Delhi’s ambitious EV transition be? 
Delhi’s target of registering only EV three-wheelers from 2027 seems achievable, but the path to same for two-wheelers from 2028 is likely to be bumpier 

Devyanshi Bihani
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Cost of energy relief
package planned by
Germany for 2027

13.3
€ billion. The German

government plans an

energy cost relief

package for businesses and consumers

worth €13.3 billion ($15.2 billion) in 2027,

to be drawn from the Climate and

Transformation Fund, the Finance Ministry

said on Wednesday. REUTERS

NEWS IN NUMBERS

Number of Ebola 
cases in Democratic
Republic of the Congo

2,000
More than

2,000 Ebola

cases,

including 754 deaths, have been recorded

in the DR Congo, where the World Health

Organization warns the outbreak may be

two to four times larger than official figures

suggest. AFP

Persons a�ected due
to �ood situation in
Arunachal Pradesh 

1
lakh. The flood situation in Arunachal

Pradesh worsened on Wednesday,

with 26 of the State’ s 28 districts

affected and the number of people hit by

the deluge crossing one lakh, an official

bulletin said. The floods and landslides

have so far claimed seven lives and injured

29 people across the State. PTI

Value of goods
exported on India-U.K.
trade pact’s �rst day 

140
$ million. India has

exported goods worth

$140 million to the

United Kingdom at zero duty under the

comprehensive economic and trade

agreement (CETA), which became

operational on Wednesday, Commerce

Secretary Rajesh Agrawal said. PTI

Dementia risk that
could be prevented 
or delayed

45
in per cent. Up to 45% of

dementia risk could be

prevented or delayed, the

World Health Organization said on

Wednesday, citing modifiable risk factors

such as tobacco and air pollution. It is the

seventh leading cause of death. AFP

COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM

C
hina’s economy grew 4.3% in
the second quarter of 2026,
according to data released on
Wednesday by China’s National

Bureau of Statistics (NBS). With growth
falling to the lowest in more than three
years and below the government’s already
lowered annual target of 4.5-5%, attention
has turned to how the Chinese
government is likely to deal with multiple
challenges of a real estate slowdown,
sluggish consumption, and serious
challenges in the job market.

A meeting of the ruling Communist
Party’s Politburo slated for July-end is
likely to o�er some clues. China’s surging
exports have emerged as a bright spot for
Beijing, while raising questions for India
and other trade partners that are
grappling with ever-widening trade
imbalances.

What does the latest data show? 
China’s GDP expanded by 4.3% in the
second quarter, down from 5% in the �rst
quarter. This marked the slowest growth
since 2022, when China was still in the
grips of the pandemic. Signi�cantly,
growth fell below the annual target. In
March 2026, China’s National People’s
Congress (NPC), or Parliament,
announced a 4.5-5% target for the year,
which was the lowest since 1991.

Other economic indicators released on
Wednesday showed a 5.7% drop in
�xed-asset investment and sluggish retail
sales — an important marker of
consumption, which the government
hopes will drive future growth for a
historically investment-reliant economy.

In May, retail sales fell 0.6% from last
year, another low since the pandemic.
June showed a slight recovery to a 1.1%
increase in retail sales of goods. Usual
caveats apply about China’s economic
data, which China’s former Premier Li
Keqiang himself reportedly once advised
were for “reference only” (and that other
indicators, such as freight and power
consumption, were arguably more
revelatory about the state of the

economy). At the same time, it is
important to note that economists still
closely study China’s o�cial data, as
numbers reveal how the government
wants to portray the state of the economy
and may signal potential policy changes.
Most economists have noted
improvements in the reliability of
statistics, with numbers becoming harder
to fudge coinciding with the global
integration of China’s economy and more
transparency into the performance of
Chinese companies, many of which are
publicly listed.

What is driving down growth?
If real estate is about “location, location,
location”, China’s slowdown story is in
many ways about “real estate, real estate
and real estate”. In the �rst half of the
year, property investment fell 18%, a
remarkable statistic for an economy once
driven by real estate growth. This isn’t
only about the property sector. The
spillover e�ects are hard to overstate.

An entire swathe of the economy is in a
slump, from construction to every related
industry that has for decades relied on a
booming property sector, from lighting to
furniture. Then there is the psychological
impact in a country where most people’s
savings are locked into real estate given

the low returns from regulated interest
rates that make bank deposits
unappealing. Investing abroad is also not
an option given the tight capital controls,
although the stock market has emerged as
an alternative avenue despite its volatility.

This has further dampened the
willingness of Chinese consumers to
spend, along with other persisting
anxieties such as rising healthcare and
education costs. Still, there are bright
spots for the Chinese economy such as
the rapid growth in China’s high-tech
industries and the continuing expansion
of Chinese exports, from electric vehicles
to most recently, an extraordinary surge
in the exports of air-conditioners to
Europe amid a summer heat wave. Trade
still remains robust for China, growing
17% in the �rst half of the year. Exports
grew for 11 consecutive quarters to $2.1
trillion in the �rst six months of the year.

How is the government likely to
respond?
All eyes are on an upcoming meeting of
the Politburo, the top policy-making body
of the Communist Party of China, set for
late July. Mao Shengyong, deputy director
of the NBS, said on Wednesday the
government was likely to “introduce
targeted, more proactive and e�ective

policies in response to changing
circumstances”, without specifying.

Boosting domestic consumption and
minimising job losses are likely to top its
concerns, especially with many graduates
currently entering the workforce. Urban
unemployment remained �at at 5% in
June. Mr. Mao said “e�orts will be stepped
up to secure the steady development of
employment”, with a target to create 12
million new urban jobs in 2026, despite
the concerns about hiring impacted by AI.
Earlier this week, China announced a �rst
of its kind �ve-year plan for consumption,
with a 2030 retail sales target of 60
trillion yuan ($8.86 trillion), a 20% rise
from 2025.

Addressing the property sector — the
elephant in the room — is one major
challenge. The government has walked a
tightrope of avoiding what it calls
“systemic risks” while trying to protect
buyers (as it needs to, if consumption is to
revive) while not bailing out many
developers. This is part of an ongoing
e�ort to reform the sector and curb
speculation, after Chinese President Xi
Jinping’s declaration in 2016 that “houses
were for living in and not speculation”.

The broader problem for Beijing is that
it’s not only property developers but local
governments also have been hard hit by
the slump, with real estate sales a major
contributor of revenues. Many tier-two
and tier-three cities have seen a major
cash crunch, impacting spending on
infrastructure and social services. The
extent of the crunch remains unclear with
some taking to fudging data to mask the
state of their �nances, as the Communist
Party’s own anti-corruption watchdog
warned recently. It cited the example of
one plot of land being sold “18 times” in
the southern city of Nanning “without
ever changing hands”, reported the South
China Morning Post, with the fudge
allowing “the city government to
arti�cially shore up its �scal revenue by
2.83 billion yuan (US$416 million) in
2024”.

“Captivated by quick gains,” it warned,
“some authorities engaged in accounting
gimmicks to re�ect substantial rises in
�scal revenue, masking actual budget
strains.”

The problem with China’s 4.3% growth 
It's the slowest growth since 2022, when China was still in the grips of the pandemic, and below the government's already-lowered annual target of 4.5-5%; the

country is facing multiple challenges of a real estate slowdown, sluggish consumption, and serious challenges in the job market

China’s GDP expanded by 4.3% in the second quarter. The numbers reveal how the government wants to

portray the state of the economy and may signal potential policy changes. GETTY IMAGES 
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Economic indicators released
on Wednesday showed a 5.7%
drop in fixed-asset investment
and sluggish retail sales — an
important marker of
consumption, which the
government hopes will drive
future growth for a historically
investment-reliant economy.

�

The broader problem for
Beijing is that it’s not only
property developers but local
governments also have been
hard hit by the slump, with real
estate sales a major
contributor of revenues.

Ananth Krishnan

R
ecently, the Centre has
announced that India aims for
full digital rollout of its
criminal justice system from

July 1, 2027  after which the procedures
related to investigations and trials under
the new criminal laws will be recorded
digitally through the Interoperable
Criminal Justice System. The e�ciency of
any criminal justice system largely
depends on the procedural e�ciency
beginning from the registration of the �rst
information report (FIR) to investigation,
�ling of chargesheet outlining speci�c
charges levelled against the accused and
presenting the evidence and witness
testimonies gathered to substantiate
them, trial and �nally the disposal. In the

digital system the data is stored on the
government’s cloud platform, MeghRaj.  

Understanding criminal justice
system
The criminal justice system comprises the
police, courts, prisons, forensics, and
prosecution services, and aims at
ensuring that individuals who su�er
injury or loss at the hand of others can
present their cases and seek justice. 

Justice cannot be delivered unless the
rights of the accused and the interests of
the victim and the society are balanced.
This has been the fundamental principle
of the criminal justice system, particularly
in common law countries that follow the
adversarial system. These countries base
their legal systems primarily on judicial
precedents and uncodi�ed case law
rather than strict statutory codes.  This
principle also gives the accused a fair
chance to present his case in accordance
with the tenets of natural justice, that is,

the rule of fair hearing (Audi alteram
partem). In other words, no person
should be condemned unheard. The
system seeks to ensure procedural
fairness. On the other hand, the
inquisitorial system is practised in civil
law countries, where rules are codi�ed
into comprehensive written statutes
rather than shaped by judicial precedent.
Under this system, the judge plays an
active role in investigating the facts and
determining the outcome of the case on
the basis of inquiry and investigation.
Thus, the precision of decision depends
largely on the skills and prudence of the
judge concerned.  

Changed attitude
The reforms in the criminal law have
opened a new avenue for the delivery of
justice. To be more appropriate, the
Indian Penal Code (IPC) and the Code of
Criminal Procedure (CrPC) have been
replaced by the Bhartiya Nyaya Sanhita

(BNS) and Bhartiya Nagrik Suraksha
Sanhita (BNSS) with the idea of
transformation.  While the erstwhile
penal code was implemented with an idea
to punish the accused, the BNS believes in
the delivery of justice through
retribution.  The new code has a
democratic approach, placing greater
emphasis on individual than on the state
in matters relating to crimes. The criminal
procedure code believed that trial of
a ‘criminal’ was being conducted whereas
the BNSS considers an accused as a
citizen whose rights should be balanced
with the interests of the victims without
any prejudice.  Thus, the shift in approach
to justice has contributed to making the
criminal justice system more democratic
and citizen-oriented, while strengthening
the protection of the principles of natural
justice that are embedded constitutional
framework of India.  

Reforms in the system
It is well established that every system
requires periodic reform to remain
responsive to changing needs and
circumstances. The judiciary plays a vital
role in this process by guiding the state
through its directions and rulings. Against
this backdrop, it is important to note that
courts have laid down procedures
governing several aspects of the criminal
justice system. Through their decisions,
courts often seek to �ll legislative gaps in

areas where the law is silent, thereby
ensuring the e�ective administration of
justice. For example, the Supreme Court
in Visakha v. State of Rajasthan (1997) gave
guidelines to prevent sexual harassment
of women at workplace holding that such
an act violates Articles 14,15 and 21 of the
Constitution. 

The recent announcement by the
Centre to enhance the e�ciency of the
criminal justice system through
digitisation assumes considerable
signi�cance. In the �eld of forensics, the
new criminal laws have made forensic
examination of crime scenes mandatory
for o�ences punishable with
imprisonment of seven years or more. In
view of this requirement, the number of
forensic laboratories has increased from
129 in 2023 to 154 in 2025. However,
according to the National Crime Records
Bureau, only 46% of FIRs were digitally
transmitted to courts. Since this accounts
for less than half of all registered cases, it
suggests that the digital chain of the
criminal justice system remains
incomplete.

Although most states have
implemented various components of the
criminal justice digitisation system,
progress remains uneven. In this context,
full digital rollout by 2027 will �ll this gap
and make the system more e�cient.

The author is President, Centre for
Applied Research in Governance, Delhi. 

Digitisation and e�ciency in
criminal justice system 
The shift in approach to justice has contributed to making the criminal justice system more citizen-oriented

C.B.P. Srivastava
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X

QUESTION 1

The actor portrayed the adult Damien Thorn, the

Antichrist, in the third instalment of this famous film

franchise, which centres on a child born to the Devil.

X

QUESTION 2

Shot in West Berlin, Neill acted opposite Isabelle

Adjani in this psychological horror drama, which has

attained cult status since its release.

X

QUESTION 3

Neil took a sinister turn in this sci-fi slasher set

aboard a haunted spacecraft, delivering the famously

chilling line: “Where we’re going, we won’t need eyes

to see.”

X

QUESTION 4 

He starred in genre master John Carpenter’s

lovecraftian homage as an insurance investigator

probing the disappearance of a horror writer.

Answers to the previous day’s daily quiz:

1. The original name of the platform followed the then popular trend of

dropping vowels from the domain name. What was the original name and

who coined it? Ans: Twttr and Noah Glass

2. Twitter originally had a 140-character limit for tweets but it was later

increased to 280 characters. When was the change introduced and what

was the reason for the original limit? Ans: 2017 and so tweets fit into

single SMS messages

3. Which astronaut sent the first tweet live from outer orbit? Also mention

the year the tweet was posted. Ans: Timothy Creamer and 2010

4. Which politician, who once used the platform to declare victory in the

Presidential election [“four more years”], is among the most followed

accounts on X? Ans: Barack Obama

5. Which user proposed the introduction of a popular feature of the

platform used to categorise content on the platform? Identify the feature.

Ans: Chris Messina and Hashtag

6. Visual: The iconic blue bird logo became synonymous with the

platform. Who were the designers who designed it? Ans: Philip

Pascuzzo and Douglas Bowman

Early Birds

Nobody answered all the questions correctly. 

THE DAILY QUIZ

The late great Sam Neill delivered versatile performances far beyond Jurassic Park. 
A quiz on his horror movie exploits

X

Visual Question: Sam Neill plays a corporate
criminal-cum-vampire who plans to profit from a company that
sells blood. Name the film which stars Ethan Hawke in the lead

role. LIONSGATE

Please send in your answers to 

dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

Mohammed Hidhayat

What is the meaning of ‘heist’? (V. V.
Annapoorani, Bangalore)
First, let’s deal with the pronunciation.
The “ei” is like the “y” in my and by.
“Heist” can be used as a noun and a verb.
When used as a noun, it means robbery
or theft. Here are a few examples.

The heist didn’t go according to plan.
Several people were killed.

Did you know that there was a
jewellery heist this afternoon?

When you “heist” someone, you rob
him of something. The word can also
mean “to steal”. Here are a few examples.

Ranjit heisted a car and drove it all the
way to Shillong.

After they had heisted the passengers
they began to kill them.

Is it OK to say “parapet wall”? (P. V.
Srinivasan, Chennai)
The dictionary de�nes “parapet” as a
“low wall at the edge of a high roof,
bridge, etc”. Since the word “parapet”
means a wall of some kind, you needn’t
say “parapet wall”. But you do hear a lot
of people saying exactly that. 

When someone says “Would you
mind repeating what you just said?”,
should the reply be “Not at all”? (S. S.
Saravanan, Madurai)
Well, it depends on what you mean. If you
don’t mind repeating what you have just
said, then the reply “Not at all” is correct.
If, on the other hand, you say “Yes”, it
implies, “Yes, I do mind repeating what I
just said”. Many non-native speakers of
English have problems with such
questions. 

What is the di�erence between
‘expire’ and ‘die’? (M. Damodaran,
Trivandrum)
The word “die” is the informal of the two.
“Expire” is considered by many to be
literary. When you “die” you cease to live;
all signs of life cease to exist. The word
can be used not only with people, but
also with things; things which have the
appearance of life — echo, topic, music,
etc. Here are a few examples.

The smile that was splitting Hema’s face
died when she saw Arun.

The �remen were waiting for the
�ames to die out.

The word “expire”, on the other hand,
means “to breathe out air through the
lungs”. When you say that someone has
“expired”, what it means is, the person
has expelled air for the last time! In other
words, he has stopped breathing and is
therefore dead.

Like the word “dead”, “expire” can be
used with things as well. When you say
that something has expired, it implies that
it has reached its limit and cannot be
further extended. When something
“expires”, its ending is usually gradual
and is expected; when something dies, its
ending may be sudden and totally
unexpected. For example, people usually
die in an accident; they do not expire in
one. When you cannot extend your lease,
you say it has expired; you cannot say that
it has died.

Farheen’s contract with the company
expired last week.

The battery died the second week.
Published in The Hindu on April 17,

2001.

Know your
English 
S. Upendran

FROM THE ARCHIVES 

F
or much of its early life, the
Internet was an escape from the
real world, a place one “went”
to. In India, in the beginning of

the digital revolution, many of us often
visited booths to access the Internet —
mostly to check our emails or search for
information on Google. With the Internet
now ubiquitous and available to all, that
distinction has collapsed. Today, we live
in a culture shaped by both the real and
the virtual, often at the same time. The
shift is so complete that it is almost
invisible.

How do we understand this
transformation? Three books — Taylor
Lorenz’s Extremely Online (Simon and
Schuster), Anurag Minus Verma’s The
Great Indian Brain Rot (Bloomsbury
Publishing India), and Santosh Desai’s
Memes for Mummyji (HarperCollins India)
— approach the subject from di�erent
angles, but together they show how the
Internet has become our primary cultural
habitat.

From a tool to a stage
Lorenz’s work provides the global
sca�olding for this story. Drawing on
years of reporting on Internet culture for
The Washington Post, The New York Times,
and The Atlantic, she chronicles the rise of
creators — the people who are online to
make money — and how the Internet
turned ordinary people into
commentators and performers, in
Extremely Online.

She provides a rosy picture of the
Internet, as a place of endless
opportunity and democratisation. She
writes, “Blogs o�ered readers everything
that legacy media couldn’t, revealing
what writers really thought.” These blogs
and forums, she argues, evolved into a
culture where visibility slowly became a
form of currency. As a result, the self is
now curated; it is constantly fed into
algorithms. The shaping and evolution of
the self has become a public project.
Lorenz tries to capture the moment when
not just us, but the Internet itself
transformed — from a tool to a stage,
which then became the default mode of
being for many of us.

The Indian story
Her book provides the global story. But
when it comes to India, there is
something far more chaotic taking place.
Verma’s The Great Indian Brain Rot
argues that India’s digital life cannot be
understood through the western lens. His
essays, written with a satirical edge, show
how caste, class, aspiration, and
misinformation shape the Internet. The
“brain rot” he describes is not a lament
about screen addiction or cringe content
online; it is a commentary on how digital
life ampli�es the tensions in society.

According to Verma, the Indian
Internet is a place where the earnest and
the frivolous, the ordinary and the
bizarre, coexist. As we scroll, we come
across political propaganda right after an
astrology reel. Or we see caste-based
trolling thriving alongside self-care

content. For many creators, the Internet
is a platform that ful�ls their desire for
upward mobility as well as virality; the
latter often helps them achieve the
former. Cheap data and inexpensive
smartphones have ensured that everyone
has access to the Internet, which in turn
has created a cultural churn that is still
unfolding.

The digital and the domestic
Desai has long been one of India’s most
perceptive observers and interpreters of
the everyday life. In Memes for Mummyji,
he argues that the meme, the WhatsApp
forward, the short video, and even the AI
slop that we all consume are not trivial
artefacts; they contain our humour,
anxieties, and aspirations, and give us a
sense of belonging.

His observations reveal how deeply the
smartphone has embedded itself in the
Indian household, just like the pressure
cooker. It has changed how people think
and express themselves. We see it around
us: our parents, who once struggled with
technology, now send us emojis. And
family WhatsApp groups, like drawing
rooms, are arenas for a�ection, con�ict,
and negotiation. In short, the digital and
the domestic are no longer separate
spheres.

What these three books show is that
online culture is no longer a subset of
culture, as it once was, but its building
block. In other words, the online space is
where culture is now being made. On
platforms such as Instagram, strangers
unknowingly shape our identity and how

we present ourselves. On YouTube or X,
we post jokes and then watch nervously
to see how quickly they travel, how viral
they become. We share political
statements through memes and hilarious
videos.

Of course, this does not mean that the
o�ine world has disappeared. For
instance, when a protest begins online, it
can gain momentum on the street, as we
saw recently with the Cockroach Janata
Party movement. We share memes
online, but also discuss them in everyday
conversation. If you happen to be a
chronically o�ine person, taking part in
daily conversations can be challenging if
you are not up-to-date with the latest
Internet lingo.

Lorenz reminds us that the Internet
has given voice to people who were once
excluded from public discourse. Verma
warns us that the same systems can
deepen inequalities and amplify
prejudices. Desai shows us that our digital
life is shaped by our everyday existence —
our rituals, vulnerabilities, and
negotiations.

Together, these three books suggest
that “extremely online” humans are no
longer an aberration. They are a product
of the world we have built — a world
where our identities, our sense of
community, and the meaning of life itself
are constantly mediated and determined
by screens and algorithms.

Abhishek Baxi is an independent
journalist covering the intersections and
faultlines of technology, society, and
culture.

From creators to memes: how the
Internet came to shape culture
As the boundary between the real and the virtual blurs, three books explore how the Internet has transformed everyday life, suggesting extremely

online humans are no longer an aberration, but a product of the world where identity and meaning are increasingly shaped by screens and algorithms
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Online culture is no longer a subset of culture, but its very foundation, with the digital space now serving as the primary space where culture is being created. GETTY IMAGES
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SCIENCE

F
or half a century, millions of
workers have repeated a task
across the deserts in northern

China: inserting forearm-length sticks into
shifting sand, �rst in a row, then in an
intersecting line, gradually forming a grid.
Then saplings are planted at the centre of
each small square.

The technique, known as “straw
checkerboards”, is a simple yet widely
used method to stabilise sand dunes
against the wind and help plants take root
by using water supplied through an
irrigation system.

The widespread lattice it created across
the sand has become the iconic image of
China’s decades-long campaign against
the spreading of desert conditions, known
as the Three-North Protective Forest
Program or the Green Great Wall.

The generations of work have yielded
measurable progress, but scientists
caution that preserving the gains will
require decades of continued e�ort.

For a long time, drought, overgrazing
and farming removed vegetation, harmed
the soil and made areas vulnerable to
wind and sandstorms. That kind of
degradation of the land over time is
known as deserti�cation. The area of
deserti�ed land in northern China peaked
in 2000, and it has been reduced by over
1,000 sq. km each year since then,
according to data published by state
media. The Chinese government said the
initiative launched in 1978 has played a
crucial role in transforming vast regions
covering nearly half of China from “the
deserti�cation advancing and people
retreating” to “greenery advancing and
the deserti�cation retreating." Forests
planted by the program now cover a
cumulative 500,000 sq. km.

“The broad signi�cance of the
Three-North Program is not only the scale
of restoration, but the long-term political
commitment behind it,” said Barron
Joseph Orr, chief scientist for the U.N.
Convention to Combat Deserti�cation. He
added that reversing deserti�cation is
possible when it becomes part of
long-term development strategies.

The progress is the result of the e�orts
of frontline sand-control workers, along
with top-level planning and substantial
state investment, said Zhu Jiaojun, a
scientist at the Institute of Applied
Ecology, Chinese Academy of Sciences,
who has long been dedicated to the
construction and management of the
program. He added that increased rainfall
in recent years in some areas has made
vegetation restoration easier.

“The achievement of deserti�cation
combat is due to people’s hard work and
a bit of luck with climate,” he said.

According to long-term monitoring
data by Zhu's team, China’s deserti�ed
land has shrunk by around 10% overall
since 2000, and areas of severely or
extremely deserti�ed land have decreased
by more than 40%. Forest cover in the
program area has risen from around 5%
in 1978 to 14% in 2022. 

In a recent government-organised
media tour to a corner of Kubuqi Desert,
about 800 km to the west of Beijing,
60-year-old Yin Yuzhen recounted her
early days of being a sand-control worker.

Four decades ago, she recalled, the
sand often blew so thick that it made it
hard to see a short distance. “But now we
can see the sun. We can see the green in
the distance. We can see the road,” said
Yin. Zhu, the scientist, estimated that over
300 million rural labourers have been
involved in the program, mostly on a
paid, part-time basis.

China’s ’Great
Green Wall’
tames desert
growth, but
�ght not over

A view of Taipusi in China’s Inner Mongolia region,

in 2007. It is the centre of the ‘Green Wall’ project,

a bu�er that slows the Gobi desert’s expansion. AFP 

Associated Press

W
ildlife ecology in India
looks di�erent today than
it did a decade ago.
Climate change, habitat

fragmentation, invasive species, and rapid
development are all reshaping ecosystems
faster than scholars can document them.
Thus, ecologists are interested in how
biodiversity has changed as well as how it
is likely to change next.

Just these questions shaped the second
Indian Wildlife Ecology Conference
(IWEC), at Ashoka University in Sonepat,
Haryana, on July 10-12, where researchers
from across India came together to
discuss the future of wildlife ecology in
the country. Conceived by the late wildlife
biologist Ajith Kumar as a national
platform for India’s wildlife ecologists to
exchange ideas, IWEC has grown into a
forum where researchers from
universities, government agencies, NGOs,
and �eld stations together �gure out
where the discipline is heading — using
insights into evolutionary history,
long-term monitoring, public policy,
technology, and public health.

The inaugural conference, held in
2024, demonstrated the breadth of this
community. At the second conference,
this year, the participants repeatedly
returned to the same question: how can
ecologists anticipate ecological change?
As Indian ecology reaches towards
prediction across biological scales,
disciplines, and even the divide between
science and policy, much of that ambition
still depends on staying close to the
ground, to �eldwork and local
institutions.

Biodiversity at scale
The conference’s three paired plenary
sessions showed how wildlife ecology is
expanding across biological scales, taking
in evolutionary history, ecosystem
change, bird conservation, citizen
science, and animal physiology. The
throughline was that predicting the future
requires evidence spanning both the deep
past and the decisions animals every day
make to survive. 

The opening plenary traced
biodiversity through deep evolutionary
time. Jahnavi Joshi (CSIR-Centre for
Cellular and Molecular Biology,
Hyderabad) spoke of how geological
history and climate gradients shaped the
diversity of woody plants in the Western
Ghats. Using phylogenetic analyses, she
examined whether di�erent parts of the
mountain range function as evolutionary
‘cradles’, where new species originate, or
‘museums’, where ancient lineages
persist. She argued that both patterns can
help predict how species will respond to
future environmental change.

Mahesh Sankaran (National Centre for
Biological Sciences, Bengaluru) turned to
the future of India’s montane grasslands
under climate change, drawing on
projections from the UN
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change to show how rising temperature,
increasingly variable rainfall, and extreme
weather will reshape these already
vulnerable ecosystems, alongside other
human-driven pressures such as altered
nutrient cycles and land-use change.

Evolutionary history has set the stage
and long-term monitoring is today
tracking how biodiversity is
changing. Ashwin Viswanathan (Nature
Conservation Foundation, Mysuru) spoke
of citizen-science platforms such as eBird
India generating observations at scales
impossible in conventional �eld studies,
helping researchers track migration and
species distributions. His example of
choice was the rusty-tailed �ycatcher,
whose migration across Uttarakhand and
eastern India researchers reconstructed
using citizen-science data.

Asad Rahmani (Bombay Natural
History Society) — who has been
surveying the pressures on the country’s
birds such as habitat loss, infrastructure,
and climate change — pointed to the
drying of Kashmir’s Shallabugh wetland
and urged scientists and citizens alike to
speak up for wildlife. Anusha Shankar
(Tata Institute of Fundamental Research,
Hyderabad) described physiology as an
underutilised lens connecting processes
across biological scales, drawing on
energy expenditure and body
temperature measurements in
hummingbirds.

Maria Thaker (Indian Institute of
Science, Bengaluru) likewise drew on
studies of the spiny-tailed lizard to show
how desert reptiles regulate body
temperature and adjust their nutritional
requirements across seasons. “Lizards,
like other ectothermic vertebrates, can
behaviourally thermoregulate, but will

not be able to handle future climate
warming,” she said. Rather than just
record where species occur, researchers
are also increasingly trying to understand
the mechanisms that determine how
organisms and ecosystems respond to
environmental change. The emphasis is
moving from description towards
prediction. Yet every one of these
predictive tools, including from
physiological measurements to
citizen-science records, rests on long,
even tedious periods of observation.

Understanding to action
However, scienti�c understanding alone
cannot conserve biodiversity. A special
session, called ‘Leveraging Global Policies
for Local Conservation in India’, turned
the focus to how ecological knowledge
can inform decision-making in India while
recognising that conservation everywhere
is shaped by the interplay of science,
governance, and society. The discussion,
moderated by Asmita Kabra (Ashoka
University), asked how international
biodiversity commitments could be
adapted to India’s ecological and social
realities. Its speakers agreed global
frameworks succeed only where local
institutions and evidence-based
implementation back them up.

In particular, Jagdish Krishnaswamy
(Indian Institute for Human Settlements,
Bengaluru) called for experts to move
beyond species-centred conservation to
protect the ecological processes that
sustain entire landscapes. Following the
success of India’s protected areas, he
argued that the next frontier is conserving
landscapes beyond their boundaries and
integrating biodiversity, livelihoods, and
climate resilience.

Vivek Menon (Wildlife Trust of India),
in turn, said conservation centred on
species remains indispensable because
“the natural world sustains us, but we are
losing the species that sustain it”. He
added that while conservation cannot

completely halt biodiversity loss, “it
signi�cantly reduces how fast it occurs”.

International agreements can provide a
common framework, Menon and
Krishnaswamy argued, but lasting
conservation depends on e�ective local
institutions and the communities that
share these landscapes with wildlife. In
other words, predictions and
commitments are both only as e�ective as
the institutions and communities that can
act on it.

Across disciplines
While the plenary sessions highlighted
what wildlife ecologists are studying, the
conference’s panel discussions noted how
the discipline itself was changing.
Advances in arti�cial intelligence,
genomics, environmental DNA, and
computational tools are transforming
ecology research, allowing scientists to
ask questions that would have been
di�cult, or even impossible, just a decade
ago. Yet throughout the conference,
speakers also cautioned against viewing
technology as a replacement for
ecological understanding.

In a discussion called ‘Extinction of
Experience: The Decline of Field-based
Ecology’, moderated by Robin Vijayan
(Indian Institute of Science Education and
Research, Tirupati), panellists discussed
how ecology is adapting to rapid advances
in arti�cial intelligence and genetics.
These tools have expanded the scope of
ecological research, the panel noted, but
could not substitute for the
understanding that comes from directly
engaging with nature. “Unless and until
we have �eld logic, we won’t be able to
analyse our data well,” Bilal Habib
(Wildlife Institute of India) said.

Another panel examined the complex
issue of free-ranging dogs through the
intersecting lenses of ecology, public
health, animal welfare, and urban
governance. And rather than advocate a
single approach, the discussion laid out

the scienti�c and policy challenges of
managing free-ranging dog populations in
Indian cities and their edges.

Panellists also re�ected on how
terminology shaped public discourse.
Chandrima Home (Srishti Manipal
Institute of Art, Design, and Technology,
Bengaluru) argued that the label
“free-ranging dogs” captured these
populations more accurately than “stray”
or “feral”, since only a small fraction
comes into con�ict with wildlife or
livestock. Other speakers discussed the
role of Animal Birth Control programmes
alongside the need to improve waste
management and stronger municipal
governance, arguing that dog populations
track food availability as closely as any
carnivore does in the wild. As Anindita
Bhadra (IISER Kolkata) put it, “We want
our cities to be smart, but we can’t
manage our garbage.” Both, in fact, made
the same case from opposite directions:
that technology cannot replace �eld logic
and that a problem like free-ranging dogs
cannot be solved by ecology alone.

Spider silk on the breeze 
The conference’s parallel symposia
carried this range of inquiry further as
researchers also presented work on river
ecosystems, disease ecology, bats, insects,
behavioural ecology, environmental DNA,
wildlife corridors, and conservation
technologies, drawing ecology into the
conversation through genetics,
physiology, epidemiology, and the social
sciences. Sara Kamat, a PhD scholar at
Bharati Vidyapeeth (Deemed-to-be
University), Pune, has used advanced
molecular methods to map how seasonal
changes in diet shape the gut microbiome
of Indian grey wolves, o�ering insights
into how carnivores persist in changing
environments. Swapnil Kiran (CSIR-CCMB
Hyderabad) spoke about her work on
quantifying the economic burden of
snakebite mortality and morbidity in
rural India using a community-based
ecological epidemiology approach.
Sibasish Sahoo (Amity University, Noida)
has documented how Asian elephants
change the way they behave in the mining
landscapes of Keonjhar, Odisha, to
navigate increasingly fragmented habitats,
utilising a mix of �eld-based, spatial, and
analytical ecological methods. The three
researchers’ work was a reminder of how
wide ecological methods range today.

Overall, over three days and 197 talks,
the throughline described a discipline
that has become ambitious — especially
more integrative and more willing to
speak to policy and public health — even
as it remains, at its core, a science of the
ground. In a special address,
philanthropist and one of the
conference’s sponsors Rohini Nilekani
likened wildlife ecologists to the breeze
that carries a spider’s silk, allowing it to
cast a web that would otherwise be
impossible to build. Likewise, individual
strands of conservation become
meaningful only when they connect.

(Ankita Rathore is a science
communicator and writer whose work
focuses on science and technology policy,
research, and higher education.
rathoreankita024@gmail.com)

A new era of Indian ecology looks
to its horizons, and to the ground
The second Indian Wildlife Ecology Conference in Haryana became a forum where researchers from universities, government agencies, NGOs, and

�eld stations got together to �gure out where the discipline is heading — using insights into evolutionary history, long-term monitoring, public policy 

A group photo of the attendees and organisers at IWEC 2026. ANKITA RATHORE

Ankita Rathore
SONEPAT

Attendees at the conference read a poster. ANKITA RATHORE
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A
uto vehicle users have raised an outcry over
the impact of the ‘E-20 mandate’. The
consumer debate centres around two

aspects: the impact of a 20 per cent ethanol blend on
fuel e�ciency, and on the wear and tear of the vehicle
engines. Consumers claim that the impact on both
counts is negative, whereas the Centre has said,
through a recently issued FAQ on ethanol blending,
that fuel e�ciency does indeed fall but there is no
evidence of vehicular damage. The second assertion
is rather confusing.

To put this debate in context, the Centre
has mandated that all BS VI vehicles are
required to “fully meet’ E20 emission
standards” from April 2026. Meanwhile, the
availability of E-20 petrol is already in place.
Thanks to 1,100-1,200 crore litres of
ethanol being produced annually now, the
20 per cent blending target was achieved
last July — five years before target. With
this rapid transition, consumers have been
caught o�-guard. They want clarity on
whether their vehicles are fit for E-20 fuel.
Many would perhaps be willing to pay for
ethanol-free petrol, but that has virtually
vanished from the market. The FAQ says
supplying unblended petrol in small
quantities is not feasible when the
distribution has moved to ethanol. Yet, it is
vague on whether the existing vehicles
should be modified or replaced. It says that
Maruti Suzuki serviced 1.5 crore older
vehicles ‘that were never originally certified
as E-20 compatible’ without any damage to
rubber components, fuel lines and engines,
as claimed by consumers. If this is so, the
need for ‘E-20 compatibility’ seems unclear.
Consumers need clarity on their options.
With E-20 becoming mandatory, they have
been forced to accept a fuel e�ciency
reduction of 3.5 per cent with respect to the
E-10 base, and nearly double that from
petrol as base. Auto firms must be open on
their plans, so that consumers can exercise
an informed choice, which includes moving
to EVs or CNG.

The energy shock has infused a sense of
urgency into the ethanol push. Assuming a
ball park figure of ₹2 lakh crore in
petroleum imports, a 20 per cent reduction
in quantity of crude imports is expected to
save ₹30,000-40,000 crore — without taking
into account losses in fuel e�ciency. This is
a huge benefit, and to push this cause the
government purchases ethanol at attractive
prices. The consumer pays more as a result
of this incentive to grain and sugarcane
farmers. The issue of grain diversion, which
accounts for two-thirds of ethanol supplies,
is not addressed here, nor is the problem of
water use. Of course, politically speaking,
the ethanol focus can help in the elections
next year in Uttar Pradesh and other States
where sugarcane, paddy and maize farmer
lobbies are strong.

The Centre must take a long-term view
on fuel choices, which reconciles multiple
objectives — curbing imports, securing
lifecycle environmental benefits, and
keeping consumer costs down. A
combination of EV batteries, ethanol, CNG
and petrol needs to be visualised.

Smoke and noise
Ethanol push has left consumers confused
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Inflation concerns
The recent rise in retail inflation is a
worrying development that deserves
urgent policy attention. Although
CPI inflation at 3.9 per cent remains
slightly below the RBI’s projection,
persistent increases in food,
transport and restaurant prices
continue to erode household
purchasing power. 
Below-normal monsoon rainfall has
heightened concerns over
agricultural output, raising the risk of
further food inflation. At the same
time, higher petrol and diesel prices
are increasing transportation costs

and are likely to trigger a broader
pass-through e�ect, pushing up the
prices of essential goods and
services. 
In this challenging environment, the
Monetary Policy Committee must
strike a careful balance between
containing inflation and sustaining
economic growth. 
M Jeyaram
Sholavandan (TN)

Positive development
This refers to the article ‘Not a taxing
matter’ (July 15). The growing shift
in behaviour among Indian taxpayers

from ‘tax adventurists’ to ‘tax
compliant’ is a positive trend that
supports the country's long-term
financial health. 
Entities are increasingly realising the
futility of loophole-hunting in tax
legislation, which typically results in
lengthy and costly legal battles. 
Simplifying and rationalising
complex, cumbersome laws,
implementing them transparently
through a high level of digitisation,
enabling real-time data tracking by
multiple agencies, and setting fair,
reasonable tax rates have made tax
compliance the least risky option,

one with the highest long-term value
for most entities.
Kamal Laddha
Bengaluru

Realigning education
This refers to the article
‘Industry-academia alignment must
for growth’ (July 15). The article
highlights critical challenges in
making India’s academia more
impactful from a global perspective.
The article succinctly highlights the
importance of new age technology
to be embedded in our curriculum.
At the same time the need for closer

collaboration between industry and
academia has been highlighted.
In this context, it is important to
highlight that the education courses
which are valued and sought after by
the economy already have an
embedded program of building
hands-on experience as part of the
learning curriculum. 
All professional bodies and the
industry must come together to find
similar solutions so the future talent
pool of India remains relevant and
supports our economic growth.
Pradip Menon
Kochi
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A
fter more than three years of
ambitious announcements, social
media teasers and repeated

postponements, Indian Railways' (IR's)
first hydrogen-powered train is finally
ready. Prime Minister Narendra Modi is
expected to flag it o� later this week. 

The train will operate between Jind
and Sonipat and consists of two
hydrogen-powered driving power cars,
each producing 1,200 kW of traction
power, and eight passenger coaches. 

The launch deserves recognition.
Hydrogen fuel cells generate electricity
while emitting only water vapour, and
the train represents a significant
engineering achievement. Although the
fuel-cell stack itself is imported, an
Indian company has successfully
developed the propulsion, control
systems and overall integration. India
thus becomes only the third country,
after Germany and China, to introduce
hydrogen trains in commercial
passenger service.

Yet technological milestones should
encourage informed debate rather than
unquestioned celebration.

Germany, which pioneered hydrogen
rail technology with the Alstom Coradia
iLint in 2022, has already scaled back
many of its operations, with several
routes shifting towards battery-powered

trains after encountering issues such as
fuel-cell degradation, supply chain
challenges and operational reliability.
Japan, Sweden, South Korea,
Switzerland and the US have confined
themselves largely to demonstration
projects while continuing to evaluate the
technology.

India is perhaps the only country to
run a hydrogen-powered passenger train
on a fully electrified route under the
wire; hydrogen trains are designed as an
alternative to polluting diesel trains on
non-electrified regional lines. 

HERITAGE ROUTES

As an afterthought, therefore, it changed
the discourse to ‘Hydrogen for
Heritage’, declaring that 35 such trains
shall be developed for eight scenic,
ecologically sensitive narrow-gauge and
metre-gauge heritage routes.

The concept has merit. Heritage
railways traverse environmentally
sensitive regions where conventional
electrification may be undesirable, and
hydrogen could potentially o�er a
cleaner alternative. However, these
routes are small, geographically
dispersed and located in remote areas.
Establishing hydrogen production,
storage and refuelling infrastructure at
each location would be expensive and
operationally demanding. Moreover,
despite a budgetary allocation of about
₹2,800 crore three years ago, little

visible progress has been made towards
developing these heritage train
prototypes.

The broader question concerns
hydrogen itself. Hydrogen is often
described as the fuel of the future, but it
is more accurately an energy carrier than
a primary fuel. Unlike coal, petroleum or
uranium, hydrogen must first be
manufactured using energy before it can
be used. It is then compressed or
liquefied, transported, stored and finally
converted back into electricity inside a
fuel cell. Every stage consumes energy,
leaving hydrogen with significantly
lower overall e�ciency than
battery-electric systems. However,
inexplicably, IR has not yet pursued
battery-powered trains in any significant
way.

Hydrogen's environmental

credentials also depend on how it is
produced. More than 95 per cent of
global hydrogen is currently derived
from natural gas, a process that emits
carbon dioxide. Truly green hydrogen,
produced by splitting water using
renewable electricity, remains
considerably more expensive. Unless
the electricity used for electrolysis itself
comes from renewable sources,
hydrogen cannot be described as a
completely green fuel.

Despite these challenges hydrogen
o�ers considerable promise in sectors
where batteries face fundamental
limitations, such as green steel
production, fertilizer manufacture,
long-distance shipping and perhaps
aviation. Railways, however, present a
far more nuanced case.

The Jind-Sonipat prototype will
nevertheless provide invaluable
operational experience. Indian
engineers will acquire practical
knowledge in fuel-cell operation,
hydrogen storage, maintenance, safety
and long-term reliability. That
experience makes the project
worthwhile, provided future decisions
are guided by evidence and close study
of international experience rather than
by technological enthusiasm.

The writer is Retd. General Manager/Indian Railways,
Leader of Vande Bharat project & Independent Rail
Consultant

The case for hydrogen trains must be studied

Sudhanshu Mani

HYDROGEN TRAIN. A vital case study ANI

India’s first hydrogen train could generate practical knowledge in fuel-cell operation, storage, safety and long-term reliability
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I
n 2025, India lost a whopping
₹22,495 crore to cybercrimes,
saw 28.15 lakh reported cases, a
24 per cent surge in complaints
over 2024, a year which

witnessed an over 200 per cent
year-on-year to ₹22,845 crore. 

Can a nation haemorrhage over
₹22,000 crore a year from its digital
economy and still credibly aspire to be
Viksit Bharat by 2047? 

India's digital transformation is a
genuine achievement. UPI processes
billions of transactions monthly.
Aadhaar has redefined identity at scale.
But every revolution has a side-e�ect;
for Digital India, it is the sprawling
criminal ecosystem, now ranked among
the most consequential threats to the
country's development ambitions.

THE SCAM FACTORIES

The most chilling dimension of this
crisis is transnational. Across the
Golden Triangle, the tri-junction of
Myanmar, Laos and Thailand, and in
compounds along the
Cambodia-Thailand border, organised
syndicates, many with Chinese backing,
run industrial-scale scam operations. 

Young Indians, lured by fraudulent
job o�ers, have been tra�cked into
these compounds, then scripted and
deployed as callers running investment
scams and Digital Arrest frauds
targeting people globally.

The digital arrest scam is amongst the
most psychologically brutal financial
crimes. A caller posing as a customs or
narcotics o�cer tells the victim about
his/her Aadhaar being linked to
tra�cking or money laundering, then
placing the victim under a fake ‘video
surveillance arrest’, and systematically
drained of the hard-earned savings. 

Reported cases climbed from roughly

40,000 in 2022 to 60,000 in 2023 to
nearly 1.24 lakh in 2024, with cumulative
losses crossing ₹2,600 crore by early
2025, according to Ministry of Home
A�airs data.

In January 2026, Delhi Police's Special
Cell dismantled a Taiwan-linked
syndicate, handled from Pakistan that
defrauded citizens of nearly ₹100 crore
by posing as Anti-Terrorist Squad
o�cers. Another incident just recently
highlighted the scale, in form of some
Chinese battery management apps
shooting down the e-Rickshaw
operations in Delhi creating havoc with
tra�c and threatening people’s lives.
The government promptly ordered the
removal of these apps from app-stores.
These are not disorganised,
opportunistic crimes; it is a cross-border
enterprise with outstanding supply
chains and geopolitical enablers.

India's critical infrastructure has
repeatedly proven to be vulnerable. In
November 2022, a ransomware attack
on AIIMS Delhi crippled outpatient,
inpatient, laboratory and billing services
for nearly two weeks, corrupting files on
five servers and encrypting roughly 1.3
terabytes of data. The breach was feared
to have compromised records of 3-4
crore patients. 

The government later confirmed the
attack to Parliament. CERT-In, Delhi
Police, MHA and NIA were mobilised
and investigators traced digital trails to
Hong Kong and China. Separately,
questions have been raised about the
integrity of the CoWIN platform after

allegations of a 2023 data exposure.
India has repeatedly featured among the
world's most-targeted nations in
industry cyber-threat assessments.

Financial losses grew roughly 41-fold
in four years, from ₹551 crore in 2021 to
over ₹22,800 crore in 2024, with
investment-related scams alone now
accounting for over three-quarters of
the money lost. 

Every fraudulent transaction erodes
household savings that would otherwise
fuel consumption; every ransomware
attack disrupts productivity; every
major breach raises the cost of capital
for firms courting foreign investment. 

Cybercrime is not merely a
law-enforcement problem that
occasionally hurts the economy, it is a
structural drag on growth. Singapore has
built cyber-resilience into its economic
brand; Israel has turned it into a
strategic industry. India, aspiring to be
the preferred partner for
next-generation digital supply chains,
cannot a�ord to be cyber-vulnerable.

The scale of the problem has become a
“cyberdemic”. A retired civil servant
loses a lifetime's savings to a fake stock
advisory on WhatsApp; a young graduate
is tra�cked into a scam compound; a
senior citizen is held in psychological
captivity for days by a voice claiming to
be from the CBI. 

NITI Aayog has also acknowledged
that the emotional toll of such crimes
frequently exceeds the financial one.
Generative AI is accelerating the threat.
Deepfake audio and video are
increasingly used to impersonate family
members, executives and o�cials in real
time and digital literacy without
accompanying cyber literacy is
dangerously incomplete, particularly
among India's newest internet users in
Tier-2 and Tier-3 towns.

FIVE-POINT PLAN

India's institutional response has begun.
I4C has helped freeze over ₹8,031 crore
in fraudulent transactions, and the
Citizen Financial Cyber Fraud
Reporting System has saved over ₹7,130

crore across 23 lakh complaints. These
are meaningful but the scale of the
challenge demands a quantum jump.

First, cybersecurity must become a
whole-of-government priority, with
real-time coordination between I4C,
CERT-In, RBI, intelligence agencies and
state police. 

Second, cyber hygiene needs to
become a national movement,
embedded in school curricula and
corporate onboarding with the urgency
once reserved for financial literacy. 

Third, India must dramatically
expand its cyber-forensic talent pipeline
where shortages at the investigative
level remain acute. 

Fourth, India must deploy AI
defensively, to flag mule accounts and
behavioural anomalies in real time,
building predictive threat intelligence
rather than reactive policing. 

Fifth and most urgent, India must
pursue sustained bilateral and
multilateral engagement; extradition
frameworks, mutual legal assistance,
Interpol coordination and direct
diplomatic pressure to dismantle the
scam-compound ecosystem in
South-East Asia at its source.

The notion of Viksit Bharat rests on
trust. Trust that UPI transactions are
safe. Trust that a hospital's servers will
not be held hostage. Trust that an
Aadhaar-linked identity cannot be
weaponised by a criminal operating out
of a compound thousands of miles away. 

Without trust, the digital economy
cannot realise its potential, however
brilliant its architecture. India's
adversaries in this century will not
always come in uniform. They infiltrate
networks, exploit stolen identities and
drain the savings of the middle class
from behind a screen. 

Securing this digital frontier is no
longer optional. This “cyberdemic”
must receive the same attention that
building highways, ports and factories
get.

The writer is is Registrar, Indian Institute of Public
Administration. Views are personal

Perils of
unchecked
cybercrime
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Financial losses from
cybercrime grew roughly
41-fold in four years, from
₹551 crore in 2021 to over
₹22,800 crore in 2024,
with investment-related
scams alone now accounting
for over three-quarters of
the money lost

LETHAL THREAT. India must pursue bilateral, multilateral
engagement to dismantle scam networks, as in South East Asia

AMITABH RANJAN

POCKET RAVIKANTH
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A
t a time when the Trump
administration is getting
fully involved in Phase

Two of the Iran war through
renewed hostilities in an around
the Strait of Hormuz and
retaliatory strikes across the Gulf
nations, it has opened the
prospect of another front by way
of punitive measures against a
small clutch of countries. 

The US Senate — with the full
blessings of the White House —
seems to be working overtime to
give finishing touches to the
bipartisan Graham-Blumenthal
Bill as a way of paying high
tributes to Senator Lindsey
Graham who suddenly passed
away. Senator Richard
Blumenthal is a Democrat from
Connecticut.

The senior Republican from
South Carolina intended to
punish countries like China and
India who in his view were
bankrolling President Vladimir
Putin’s war against Ukraine. 

BIPARTISAN INITIATIVE

The bipartisan initiative that has
been doing the rounds since April
2025 originally intended to slap
500 per cent tari�s on top buyers
of Russian oil and gas, but the
revised bill places the cap at 100
per cent. 

Those lawmakers eager to push
the bill across the Senate floor are
worried that President Trump’s
attempts to add Iran and
Hezbollah provisions could derail
the process. There are at least 26
co-sponsors of the current bill. 

From a sweeping 500 per cent
to 100 per cent is not the only
change. Apparently there is an
exemption for countries that
import less than 15 per cent of
Russia’s natural gas exports, but
punitive measures are planned for
Russia’s shadow fleet — on that
country’s central bank and on
state owned energy projects. 

It remains to be seen what
exactly the White House wants of
Iran and Hezbollah. Some reports
suggest that the intention is to
target Russian defence industries
that may be working with Tehran.
“With all due respect to the
President, he has approved this
bill, and we should move forward
with this bill rather than opening
it… to other potential targets,”
Senator Blumental has said. 

India has long been on the
radar of Senator Graham for being
one of the largest buyers of
discounted Russian crude
knowing full well the implications
of slapping additional tari�s and
restrictions on Indian exports,

especially at a time when New
Delhi and Washington are giving
finishing touches to a trade deal.
It is a known fact that while
India’s import of Russian gas is
negligible, it is one of the top
importers of Russian crude,
accounting for around 35 per cent
of its total crude imports. 

On top of this, India is said to
be one of the top refiners of
Russian crude for jet fuel and
diesel. 

In the rush to give finishing
touches to the legacy of Senator
Graham, one wonders whether
the implications of the punitive
measures are being thought out
carefully. To believe that Beijing
will be a passive spectator to
sweeping 100 per cent tari�s and
sanctions is naïve. 

A strong economy like China
has shown the Trump
administration that it is no
pushover when it comes to
retaliation — the tari� wars since
February 2025 are a testimony to
that. 

Further, it showed Washington
that it could use its muscle in
critical minerals to impact
American defence and hi-tech
industries, not to speak of its own
export controls. Tari�s and
sanctions could bite China’s
economy, but not for long.

WON’T MAKE A DIFFERENCE

But the big question that
lawmakers would have to ask is
whether further sanctions on
Russia is going to make any
di�erence to the Ukraine war
which is already in its fifth year.
Time and again Moscow seems to
have re-worked its strategies on
the battlefield, but hardly on its
objectives. 

Tightening sanctions on Russia
or widening the scope of the
Graham-Blumenthal Bill to
include Iran would do little to end
two conflicts in di�erent theatres.

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

Sanctions, tariffs are back

Sridhar Krishnaswami

PUNITIVE STEP. US Senate
finalising Graham-Blumenthal Bill

Using these unlikely to help end Ukraine, Iran wars

July 16, 2006

NPCIL gets going on additional nuclear capacity
State-owned Nuclear Power Corporation of India Ltd (NPCIL), the nodal
agency for harnessing nuclear power in the country, is working on setting up
additional nuclear generation capacity of between 6,000 and 10,000 MWe
(mega watts electrical) on the four new sites sanctioned by the Government. 

Deviations in VAT rate contained to 3%
The VAT Panel has said the deviations in rates among the implementing States
have been contained to a mere 3 per cent of the total universe of 703 items
under the new tax system. “The deviations in VAT rates are within 20 items in
contrast to the 703 items under the VAT system,” Dr Asim Dasgupta, Chairman
of the Empowered Committee of State Finance Ministers on VAT, said.

Road operations turn profitable for Government
Instead of paying up (subsidy) to get highways constructed, the Government
can expect making substantial money for some stretches. An increasing
section of the private sector has started perceiving road operations as
profitable venture and is ready to shell out money (called negative grant) to
the National Highways Authority of India for building and managing roads.
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TWENTY YEARS AGO TODAY.

ACROSS

1. Hold in regard (7)

5. Young horses, junior

players (5)

8. Citizens of Troy (7)

9. Unclothed (5)

10. Entangle, involve (9)

12. Be visually aware (3)

13. Lets fall (5)

17. Mat (3)

19. Cheered (9)

21. To faint (5)

22. Unhappy, unlucky (7)

24. Division of act (5)

25. Add sugar (7)

DOWN

1. Sell to the consumer (6)

2. Ceased (7)

3. An age, particular period (3)

4. Opera by Puccini (5)

5. Admitted (9)

6. Is fond of (5)

7. Edged along sideways (6)

11. Poverty, need of subsistence (9)

14. Quietly happy (7)

15. Appointments to meet (6)

16. Better than even betting price (4,2)

18. Feel one's way blindly (5)

20. Plant-louse (5)

23. Dish with pastry crust (3)

ACROSS

1. Proper feeling in this regard (7)

5. Young animals that were meant to be shot (5)

8. They worked hard at an opera by Berlioz (7)

9. Dane was upset about king who had nothing on (5)

10. Limit pace so that it could involve others (9)

12. Understand it to be the domain of a bishop (3)

13. Ceases to take liquid medicament (5)

17. Half of a game for fifteen gets trodden underfoot (3)

19. Made happy to have land edged in such a way (9)

21. So now is put out by a fainting fit (5)

22. Unlucky chap loses his head, getting a smaller

amount (7)

24. Bit of a fuss made where crime is committed (5)

25. In the teens, we turn and sugar the pill (7)

DOWN

1. How to sell a litre of it (6)

2. Having shortened the vibrating length, didn't go on (7)

3. A time that occurs in a December afternoon (3)

4. An opera by Puccini for turncoats (5)

5. It is admitted one feeds NCOs like this (9)

6. Is partial to silk that is woven round end of tie (5)

7. Was fawningly moving crabwise (6)

11. Might need icing if showing need of subsistence (9)

14. Is quite happy with what's inside it (7)

15. Attempt to take nothing from sots at such meetings (6)

16. A better than even chance that dons do wrong (4,2)

18. First get on the line and blindly feel one's way (5)

20. Garden pest that could destroy a ship (5)

23. Something crusty to be as sweet as (3)

EASY

ACROSS 1. Thumb 4. Unkempt 8. Nadir 9. Hen-coop 10. Use 11. Unreeling 12. Tusk 13. Dada 18. Intrinsic 20. Ugh 21. Termite 22. Franc 23. Resists 24. Spell

DOWN 1. Tongue-twister 2. Undress 3. Barium 4. Ushers 5. Kennel 6. Maori 7. Topographical 14. Adulate 15. Visits 16. Osiers 17. Sco�s 19. Terms
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NOT SO EASY

B
oeing Co. formally opened its
fourth 737 Max assembly line
near Seattle on Friday, as the US

planemaker looks to cash in on its
growing backlog, though output from
the factory will initially be at a low rate.

The line inside Boeing’s Everett site,
where it mainly produces its wide-body
models such as the 777, 767 and
upcoming 777X, will initially employ
about 1,000 workers, Jennifer
Boland-Masterson, a senior director at
the company, said during a media tour.

Boeing will adopt a low build rate to
iron out any kinks and ensure
operations run smoothly,
Boland-Masterson said. She declined to
specify how quickly the line will scale
but said Boeing will add more workers
as production increases.

The new assembly line is a key
component of Boeing’s attempt to
ramp up output of its workhorse 737

Max family after the Federal Aviation
Administration capped production at
38 planes a month in 2024 following a
near-catastrophic accident that led to a
wholesale switch of senior leadership.

In May, Chief Executive O�cer Kelly
Ortberg said the planemaker had been
authorised to increase output to 47
planes a month.

RAISING OUTPUT

Boeing eventually aims to raise 737
monthly output to 63, key to paying pay
down debt, improving its finances and
challenging Airbus SE’s dominance in
the money-spinning single-aisle
aircraft segment.

Boeing’s tour showcased an array of
tooling and work stations as well as
machines hauling a sheathed fuselage
that will be assembled on the new
production line. Boeing builds 737 Max
fuselages at its site in Wichita, Kansas,
and transports them by rail to Seattle.

It came days before airlines and parts

suppliers from around the world
converge outside of London for the
Farnborough airshow, with Boeing and
Airbus jockeying to unveil blockbuster
plane orders.

The world’s largest planemakers face
hurdles to their growth plans, including
conquering parts and labour shortages
lingering from the coronavirus

pandemic. Airbus has struggled with
supply chain constraints while it works
to ramp up output of its rival A321neo
model and has had to repeatedly push
back its target of achieving a
production rate of 75 planes a month.
This week, workers in Spain kicked o� a
labour strike in a protest over work
conditions over the past years.

The area for the new 737 North line
was previously used to assemble the
787 Dreamliner before production of
that model was consolidated in North
Charleston, South Carolina. Given the
space was previously used to build
bigger aircraft, Boeing is using the extra
floor area to adapt to changing cabin
trends.

As airlines add more lie-flat seats to
narrow-body aircraft to target
premium fliers, the new line has
additional stations that give workers
time to install complicated interiors
without disrupting the rest of the line,
Boland-Masterson said. BLOOMBERG

Boeing unveils new 737 line to boost output
Siddharth Philip

BOEING. Looking to clear production
backlog with fourth assembly line REUTERS

B
usiness as usual by
international organisations
in the hope of not upsetting
the apple cart defined by the
power structures may invite

redundancy. They need to quickly
revamp themselves by actions but
restrict themselves to their
core-competencies.

The July 2026 IMF World Economic
Outlook (WEO) update made only
minor adjustments to global growth but
included a surprisingly large upward
revisions to inflation forecasts (0.3
percentage point (ppt) for 2026, 0.2 ppt
for 2027). These were driven by
expected higher energy and food prices.
But the IMF’s optimism that this won’t
spill over into core inflation contradicts
its own growth projections, which lack
the demand destruction needed to keep
core inflation steady. 

The sharp revision in inflation
forecasts came from a 8.6 per cent jump
in its oil price forecast after it took into
account the oil future curve of June 10 in
place of March 10. However, the
forecasts are distorted by giving equal
weight to WTI, Brent and Dubai Fateh
even though Brent sets the price for
roughly two-thirds of globally traded
physical crudes. 

This past week, oil futures for some
tenors surged by about 15 per cent,
making the IMF’s macroeconomic
forecasts questionable. Whenever there
are spikes in energy prices, the IMF’s
macroeconomic forecasts have a
structural disconnect with
macroeconomic realities. The cascading
impacts do not su�ciently get captured
in their models. Crude oil futures are not
an optimal predictor of their future spot
prices. Given high volatilities, why does
the IMF rely on a single day’s futures
curve for energy prices, rather than
modelling country-level energy supply
and demand dynamics? 

The IMF devotes disproportionately
large resources to climate issues in
relation to energy issues. It is trying to
fix the big gaps in the International
Financial Architecture (IFA) with
several global common (supranational)
issues coming to fore. Climate change,
pandemics, cyber risks, maritime
blockages and seabed resource
exploitations, all carry large negative
externalities. 

They need to be dealt with. But the
IMF was conceived for none of these
when the Harry Dexter White’s
Commission laid its blueprint.

Yet, the IMF has happily extended its
mandate to cover the IFA gaps as there
had been no traction in the G20 for
alternative structures. Even the
Eminent Persons Group chaired by

Tharman Shanmugaratnam under the
German Presidency focussed only on
fine-tuning and fell well short of
recommending an alternative
architecture. The G20 Expert Group,
Co-Chaired by Larry Summers and NK
Singh under the Indian Presidency, had a
much narrower mandate confined to
Multilateral Development Banks
(MDBs). 

Though tasked to deal with
trans-boundary challenges such as
climate change and health, it got bogged
down by seeking consensus on resource
augmentations for the existing MDBs
than conceiving a blueprint for a
structural change of the IFA. 

As gaps persisted, the IMF, which
neither had expertise in climate, nor in
energy, integrated climate finance in its
Article IV consultations on the grounds
of macro-criticality. 

But mitigation, adaptation and green
transition are big issues that can best be
addressed by creating a separate
multilateral institution. The IMF’s
Resilience and Sustainability Facility is
grossly insu�cient to meet the climate

finance goals. Instead, it diverts scarce
IMF resources from providing global
financial safety net. 

There is some justification behind the
US Treasury Secretary, Scott Bessent’s
criticism of the “mission creep” that has
knocked the IMF and World Bank o�
course from their mandate. It is a
di�erent matter that the US
Administration’s commitment to
multilateralism is itself questionable
and is the cause of these intuitions going
downhill. 

IMMEDIATE ACTION AGENDA

While the geopolitical conflicts have
accentuated, the fiscal and monetary
space looks enervated. The IMF must
reconsider its ability to handle financial
crashes. It must get into action to
increase its core crisis-handling
firepower and re-look how it uses it.
Three immediate actions that the IMF
need to take are:

The 16th General Review of Quotas
(GRQ) along with the NAB (New
Arrangements to Borrow) rollback
approved by the Board of Governors in
2023 is as good as dead. Despite four
extensions, the US, with its 16.5 per cent
vote share, will block it from getting
requisite consent from 85 per cent vote
share. So, the IMF must move to raise
supplementary resources from NAB and
BBA (Bilateral Borrowing Agreements)
and get them weight in the quota
formula in the 17th GRQ.

The IMF taking leadership to

resolve the ever-growing debt bubble
with global public debt to GDP ratio
expected to touch 100 per cent by 2029.
The Brady Plan launched in 1989 in
similar circumstances had chinks of
moral hazard. So, the new plan should
focus on mitigating various risks
attached to emerging market
economies’ bond issuances.

The IMF’s 2026 Comprehensive
Surveillance Review need to pull back
from further mission creep and
completely abstain from looking at
poly-crisis interlinking crises on which
the IMF does not have expertise —
environment, social unrests, cyber-risks,
pandemic, gender, etc.

Instead, it should develop more
even-handedness in its policies that has
taken a dent with exceptional financing.
It hasn’t even explained why the FSAP
(Financial Sector Assessment
Programme) of the most systemically
important jurisdiction — the US — has
still not been completed or released?
Also, why have there been repeated
failures of its borrowing programmes,
evident in Pakistan borrowing 24 times
and Argentina 23 times.

It is time that the IMF comes
transparent on its constraints, as sitting
out till 2029 will not solve anything,
especially if another global financial
crisis strikes earlier. 

The writer is Professor at IIM Kozhikode. He was
formerly RBI ED and had represented India at G20 IFA
Working Group. Views are personal

IMF must stick to its
core competencies

Whenever there are
spikes in energy prices,
the IMF’s macroeconomic
forecasts have a structural
disconnect with
macroeconomic realities

OFF COURSE. The IMF must pull back from areas like climate finance where it lacks
expertise, and focus on resolving the ever-growing debt bubble

MRIDUL SAGGAR

REUTERS



A pragmatic turn

The government last week permitted Dixon Technologies to undertake a joint 

venture (JV) with smartphone maker Vivo, a company based in China. The Chi-

nese company will have 49 per cent in the venture, with its partner assuming 

majority control. The government’s permission is required for such enterprises 

under the revised Press Note 3 rules. This decision illustrates a shift towards 

greater pragmatism in how investment from China is being dealt with. While it 

might have felt more secure to completely rule out such investment, it turns out 

that both the capital and the technology that accompany it are too vital for various 

frontier sectors, including smartphones. 

The JV will take over the Chinese company’s factory in Greater Noida, and 

the Indian manufacturer believes that it will add about 20 million units to its 

current production of 35 million smartphones. Some of that production might 

be for other brands, and there are also hopes that a fraction of what is produced 

might be exported. While Apple Inc has indeed exported some high-end elec-

tronics from its subcontractors’ facilities in India and now accounts for well over 

half the country’s mobile electronics exports by volume, the government has 

hoped for some time that similar success stories would emerge at the middle 

and low end of this market. Chinese companies hold almost three-fourths of the 

Indian market, with Vivo itself accounting for almost a quarter. But they have 

not scaled up manufacturing and exports from India to meaningful levels. Pre-

sumably the government believes that permitting the Vivo-Dixon JV is one way 

to address that situation. 

The initial move in 2020 to shut off all Chinese investment followed the clashes 

on the Line of Actual Control in the Himalayas. It was reflective of a moment in 

which complete decoupling from the Chinese economy was considered the only 

option. But it was clearly not sustainable over time. Naturally, some restrictions 

need to be retained in critical sectors where credible fears on national security 

exist. But in other parts of the economy, the government seems to have decided 

that the benefits are strong enough to outweigh any threat perception. 

There is a broader lesson here. New Delhi has come to realise over the past few 

years that it will not easily break into complicated supply chains, especially those 

in electronics, while also locking out Chinese investment and technology. This 

should not come as a surprise. While European and American investment might 

continue to be useful in high-end manufacturing processes and services, the fact 

is that much low-end and labour-intensive production is now dominated by China, 

or has supply chains in which Chinese companies have a major presence. The 

natural course of economic development will require these companies to invest in 

India as an additional hub for these supply chains. All countries that have devel-

oped an export-focused sector have benefitted from external investment provided 

by the current market leaders in this manner. Over time, JVs, as well as the human 

and physical capital built up through investment, allow the newer manufacturing 

location to achieve dominance in certain sectors in turn. The globalised economy 

enforces cooperation even in an uncertain security landscape. 

Dixon-Vivo joint venture indicates a practical approach

Monitoring measures

The Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation (Mospi) on Tuesday 

released the trial index of services production (ISP), which will act as a high-fre-

quency indicator to gauge short-term economic momentum in the services sector. 

Although an overall index number has not been given, it is a significant addition in 

measuring activity in services, which accounts for over half the economic activities 

in the country. With a base year of 2024-25, the index tracks 19 formal subsectors, 

covering about 60 per cent of the services economy. The first release for April 2026 

shows broadbased strength, with 14 of the 19 subsectors recording double-digit 

growth in April 2026 compared to April 2025. Accommodation and food services 

expanded by 37.2 per cent, followed by retail trade (30.8 per cent), administrative and 

support services (28.7 per cent), and real estate (27.7 per cent). Sectors with a high 

weighting, such as information technology, retail trade and banking also recorded 

robust gains, suggesting that services remained resilient despite global uncer-

tainties. However, air transport contracted 14 per cent, compared to a 4.5 per cent 

increase in the corresponding period last year. 

Earlier attempts to construct a services production index were constrained by 

the absence of reliable monthly data. The expansion of the goods and services tax 

(GST) network and the growing availability of administrative datasets have changed 

this. This has made it possible to develop the ISP, providing a monthly snapshot of 

the services sector comparable to the index of industrial production (IIP) for manu-

facturing. Equally important is the effort to improve the measurement of real output. 

Since the index measures changes in the volume of services produced, while the 

underlying data captures only the value of transactions, the nominal turnover must 

be adjusted for price changes to estimate real output. At present, wholesale trade is 

deflated using the wholesale price index, whereas other services segments are 

adjusted using either relevant consumer price indices (CPIs) or the nearest available 

proxy CPI in the absence of sector-specific measures. International statistical stan-

dards favour producer price indices (PPIs) as the appropriate deflators for converting 

nominal turnover into real output. In this context, the recent launch of output PPIs 

— the trial input PPIs for manufacturing and services PPIs covering seven services 

sectors — should help over time as they improve. 

Advanced economies such as the United Kingdom, South Korea and members 

of the European Union have long used monthly services production indices as an 

integral part of macroeconomic monitoring. In the Indian context, the trial index 

should be viewed as a work in progress rather than a definitive measure of India’s 

services economy. By design, it captures only the formal sector because it relies pri-

marily on GST data. The informal sector, which accounts for nearly one-third of ser-

vices gross value added (GVA), remains outside the index’s ambit owing to 

persistent data gaps. Public administration, defence and several non-market ser-

vices are also excluded, while health and education will be incorporated only after 

data from the Annual Survey of Incorporated Services Sector Enterprises (ASISSE) 

becomes available. Now that the foundation has been laid, seasonal adjustment to 

reduce fluctuations in monthly readings, broader sectoral coverage, improved data 

quality, and continuous methodological refinement will determine whether the 

experimental series matures into a robust economic indicator.

New services index will help gauge activity over time

Farmers in India are developing their agricultural 
practices mainly through improvements in tradi-
tional areas, with new seeds, chemical fertilisers and 
pesticides, mechanised modes for managing cultiva-
tion, and, occasionally, the adoption of new crops. 
Some farmers also depend substantially on govern-
ment  fertiliser subsidies and on government pro-
curement of food grains. 

Most of the government purchase and the bulk of 
the fertiliser and food subsidies are for the production 
of paddy and wheat.  In 2023-24, the value of output of 
these two principal crops was ~7.5 trillion, while the 
budgetary cost of fertiliser and food subsidies was ₹4 
trillion. More than 800 million people receive these 
food grains free of cost from the central government. 

If one looks at the growth areas in agriculture in the 12 
years between 2011-12 and 2023-24, produc-
tion of paddy and wheat rose by just 27 per 
cent. Fruit and vegetable production rose 
by 52 per cent, and milk production by 85 
per cent, even though they did not receive 
any substantial support by way of subsidies 
or minimum support price procurement by 
the government. The true growth areas in 
agriculture are out of direct central govern-
ment support and depend largely on pro-
ducer enterprise. 

The most interesting example of pro-
ducer-managed growth is the substan-
tial increase in milk production, which has been 
boosted by the effectiveness of milk producer coop-
eratives. The earliest instance was in Gujarat, where 
the milk producers in Anand set up a cooperative 
named after their district, Kaira, and labelled their 
product as Amul, which is the abbreviation of Anand 
Milk Union Limited. It developed as a response to the 
heavy dependence of milk suppliers on purchases by 
the sellers of Polson milk in Bombay. Tribhuvandas 
Patel led the initiative, and Verghese Kurien came in 
as the executive head. Their initiative has culmi-
nated in the Gujarat Cooperative Milk Marketing 
Federation, which is perhaps the largest food prod-
ucts marketing company in India and is owned by 3.6 
million milk producers. 

This focus on production control was the basis for 

the management of the National Dairy Development 
Board set up in 1965 by Kurien and supported by the 
then Prime Minister Lal Bahadur Shastri, who saw 
merit in relying on producer-controlled cooper-
atives. Kurien was particularly strict about keeping 
bureaucrats at a distance from programme control. 
Operation Flood, which brought in financial support 
and milk supply (including free milk provided by 
Europe), came in 1970 and enabled the country-wide 
cooperatives to dominate the urban market through 
institutions like Mother Dairy.  

This sector, controlled by producer and not 
dependent on government procurement and mini-
mum support prices, has boomed faster than the 
agricultural sector, particularly the growth in the 
production of paddy and wheat, which has been 

dependent on government support. In 
2023-24, the value of output of cereals 
(mainly paddy and wheat) was ₹8.5 tril-
lion, while the value of the largely 
cooperative-controlled milk sector was 
₹12.2 trillion. 

The role of the producer- and cooper-
ative-controlled sector may be relevant 
for an emerging option that could be a 
substantial source of income for farmers 
and also contribute significantly to our 
long-term challenge of coping with cli-
mate change. It basically involves the 

supply of electricity from farm fields. 
Electricity pricing for agriculture is heavily subsi-

dised, with farmers typically paying a fraction — or 
nothing — of the average cost of supply. One way of 
reducing these losses is to see how power use in rural 
areas can be met by local sources. In fact, it is also poss-
ible to make agricultural areas a source of solar power 
that will contribute to the management of climate 
change. An option that has been designed, called agri-
voltaics (Agri-PV), basically involves installing solar 
power at an elevated level above areas sown with crops 
that can cope with partial sunlight. It may be one way to 
overcome the diiculty in securing large areas of land, 
mainly in rural areas, for standard solar power units. 

The central government has a programme, elab-
orately entitled but more easily referred to as 

KUSUM1, which is aimed mainly at promoting the use 
of captive solar power for pump sets. This has to com-
pete with the substantial subsidy or even free use of 
electricity provided to rural areas by state-level dis-
tribution companies.  But KUSUM also covers the 
possibility of support for Agri-PV projects, which 
combine the use of land for agriculture and for pho-
tovoltaic establishment to generate solar power for 
sale. This presents an interesting possibility of raising 
the returns from the ownership of agricultural land 
through the dual use of land for agriculture and for 
solar power generation for use and sale. 

A recent project implemented by the Indian Coun-
cil for Research on International Economic Relations 
provides an interesting analysis of Agri-PV and evalu-
ates the implementation of this dual use of land for 
agriculture and solar power generation in Madhya Pra-
desh and Rajasthan. What it does bring out is the sub-
stantial increase in farmers’ income resulting from 
this dual use of land. 

The other point that comes across is the huge 
level of investment required to set up solar power 
capacity — it was approximately ₹18.5 crore for the 
15-acre land plot in Madhya Pradesh and approxi-
mately ₹2 crore for the 3-acre land plot in Rajasthan. 
Because of this high investment cost, relying largely 
on individual landowners will limit the impact. 

Some improvement may come from commercial 
developers who will share income with the  landowners. 
But real transformation can come mainly from com-
munity-based groups, organised as cooperatives or pro-
ducer-based companies, which can combine small and 
medium landowners for implementing the dual use of 
land in Agri-PV. Do note that the average per capita 
ownership of agricultural lands in India is just 1.08 hec-
tares and hence relying on individual landowners will 
greatly limit the impact of Agri-PV. 

At present, the promotion of Agri-PV is essentially 
through the central-sector scheme KUSUM, run by 
bureaucrats. Given the high investment cost, it may 
generally involve community- or sub-community-
level cooperation. I would suggest that application 
system for Agri-PV be run by an organisation that 
directly involves the producers and not be left to 
bureaucrats.  The application is likely to vary greatly 
across different ecological zones, as agricultural con-
ditions differ considerably from one locality to 
another. Moreover, the Agri-PV system requires judge-
ments about crops that can tolerate reduced solar 
exposure, which can be assessed only by farmers at the 
local level and not by bureaucrats. 

The example of the cooperative institutional 
arrangement that has been responsible for the boom 
in milk production and marketing may provide an 
answer not just to Agri-PV, but also to the promotion of 
other products, such as fruits and vegetables, which 
are often produced by small landowners. The essential 
point is that we should rely more on producer-con-
trolled organisations, such as cooperatives or producer 
companies, rather than on schemes controlled by 
bureaucrats for the modernisation of, and higher pro-
duction in, agriculture. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
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Inside India’s million-plus cities
Cities drive prosperity. As hubs of talent, firms and 
investment, they lift productivity, jobs and living stan-
dards. Barely a third of India is urban, yet its cities 
account for much of the country’s output, and a single 
tier carries most of that weight — the 46 cities with a 
million people or more. 

Until last month, we could not read these cities 
individually since India’s statistical system was built 
to see states. That changed when the National Stat-
istics Oice released “Labour Market Dynamics in 
Million-plus Cities”, the first dedicated profile of all 46, 
made possible by a redesign of the Peri-
odic Labour Force Survey, which from 
January 2025 treats each city as its own 
stratum. A first reading points to some-
thing most commentary misses: The 
important divide is not between these 
cities and the rest of the country, but 
between the cities themselves. 

That is easy to miss because on the 
headline measures the big cities look 
ordinary, their joblessness of 4.9 per 
cent sitting similar to urban India’s 4.8. 
But unemployment is only part of the 
story. Look instead at how many hours 
people work and what those hours earn, 
and the cities stop looking alike. They diverge in ways 
a national average would not reveal.  

In Chennai, the average worker puts in 45.6 hours a 
week, in Kolkata 46.4, and both are service economies, 
with roughly three in four workers in the tertiary sector 
and a little under a quarter in industry. At the level of 
broad sectors, the two look alike. Yet among regular sal-
aried employees, a Chennai worker earns about 
₹29,000 a month against ₹19,000 in Kolkata. This 
divergence widens beneath that. Only 51 per cent of 
Kolkata’s workers hold salaried jobs, against 71 per cent 

in Chennai, while 40 per cent are self-employed, 
against Chennai’s 24 per cent. Those self-employed 
earn ₹18,000 a month in Kolkata, against ₹30,500 in 
Chennai, barely three-fifths as much. Kolkata pushes 
more of its workers into working for themselves, but 
they still earn less. What a worker earns depends on the 
city in which they work, since the composition, quality 
and likely productivity of sectors vary across cities, and 
these differences are reflected in workers’ earnings. 

This is where the more familiar story about big-
city jobs needs qualifying. It is true that these cities 

have more salaried work and higher 
average earnings than urban India as a 
whole. But an average can be lifted by 
a well-paid few while most workers see 
little of it. A city can post a respectable 
mean because its top firms pay well, 
even as the median clerk earns mod-
estly. Million-plus cities offer higher 
wages than the rest overall, but the rel-
evant question is not how high the 
average sits, it is how far those gains 
extend across the workforce. 

It becomes more concerning 
through the gender lens. A high female 
participation rate does not necessarily 

mean equitable earnings. Take Greater Visakhapat-
nam, where 34.6 per cent of women are in the labour 
force, healthy by Indian standards. Women there work 
about eight hours a week less than men, yet salaried 
women earn barely 54 per cent of what men do, ₹18,330 
against ₹33,707. They put in four-fifths of men’s hours 
for half the pay. Women are present in the workforce 
but not rewarded within it: A gender penalty that par-
ticipation figures alone conceal. 

Across the larger cities the same wedge recurs. In 
every one of the 13 with the largest samples, women in 

regular jobs earn less than men, the ratio running from 
Visakhapatnam’s 54 per cent to Delhi’s 89, and 
nowhere is the hours shortfall proportional to the pay 
shortfall. A rising participation rate can coexist with 
scarce opportunity. Young women outside employ-
ment, education and training outnumber young men 
in all 46 cities, and when asked why they remain out-
side, 68.7 per cent of women cite childcare and house-
work. For men, 1 per cent. 

Together, the two disparities describe one fact: The 
million-plus label denotes no single class of city. They 
vary enormously in what similar work pays, and, most 
of all, in how they reward women. Economists have 
long held that a city's value lies in the productivity 
gains of agglomeration and wages are the visible 
return on that density. When two equally large, equally 
service-heavy cities pay so differently for the same 
hours, and half a city’s female workforce is absent or 
underpaid, the agglomeration dividend is collected 
unevenly and, for women, largely forgone. 

The measurement now exists to see this. In build-
ing the first city-level portrait of urban work, the 
National Statistics Oice has taken a step towards the 
evidence-based view that sound urban policy depends 
on. If productivity and reward diverge this widely 
among the 46 cities driving most of India’s output, the 
divergence in the smaller towns the survey does not 
yet reach is unlikely to be gentler. For city govern-
ments, the implication is direct: What matters is not 
the ranking on a headline rate but whether incomes 
rise for the many rather than the few, and whether the 
women who stand outside can be drawn in on terms 
worth accepting. These are the metrics on which 
India’s urban century will be judged. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The writer is chair, Institute for Competitiveness. 
With inputs from Meenakshi Ajith

Sustained US-Israeli attacks on Iran 
since February 28 and the near-closure 
of the Strait of Hormuz have thrown the 
world into turmoil as countries  
scrambled to manage oil and gas supply 
disruptions. But how have ordinary Ira-
nians coped with the sustained bomb-
ings and internal crackdowns on civil 
rights? Prolonged information blackouts 
by Iran’s theocratic regime have muled 
the voices of its citizens for years. Of 
course, the upsurge of serial anti-govern-
ment protests since 2017 over rising 
prices, corruption, and women’s rights is 
the clearest indicator that the regime’s 

grip is weakening — notwithstanding 
the impressively orchestrated mourning 
at Ayatollah Khamenei’s funeral. After 
the Women! Life! Freedom! movement 
of 2022, for instance, women can walk 
around scarf-less and unmolested. But 
these are incremental gains still. For 
most Iranians living under an unpopular 
regime that is fighting a war against a 
hated superpower and its detested ally 
has been a schizophrenic experience.    

Tehran Diaries: Dispatches from Iran 
under Siege does not indulge in pol-
emics. Both dispiriting and uplifting, 
this slim book is a collection of dis-
patches by the academic and dissident 
Raha Nik-Andish for the London Review 
of Books blogs. It is a simple and 
evocative recounting of how ordinary 
citizens cope with the daily internal and 
external threats to life and livelihood. 

The book is bracketed by the US-
Israeli attacks in 2025 and 2026. The edi-
tors chose a somewhat disorienting 
receding timeline. It begins in March 

2026, about 10 days after the US-Israeli 
attacks resumed on February 28, moving 
backwards through the 12-day war (June 
12–23, 2025) — which was supposed to 
have annihilated Iran’s nuclear capabil-
ities — and ends in May 2025. 

“In going backwards we attempt to ask 
how we got here,” the editors explain. War 
is now the “ongoing reality in Iran and 
across the Middle East,” they add, “but 
before war and during it, there was life 
too.”  Nik-Andish is a pen name for a 
writer who worked through an intermedi-
ary to smuggle his writings out of Tehran, 
a project that could have resulted in a 
death sentence if discovered.   

Notably, the US-Israeli attacks have 
not legitimised the regime for ordinary 
Iranians. This is well documented in the 
introduction titled “Hell Has Arrived”, 
which highlights the absurdities of the 
information blackout following the US-
Israeli bombings. The author learns from 
a London-based Persian TV service that 
Ayatollah Khamenei has been assassin-

ated. There’s no confirmation 
from state media, which con-
tinues with upbeat TV pro-
grammes. But the people have 
heard and emerge from their 
homes in suppressed celebra-
tion. “Everyone in the high-
rise apartment buildings 
around me and across Tehran 
has come out onto their bal-
conies. The entire nation is 
taken by surprise… Com-
pletely empty streets 
suddenly fill up with people. 
It’s a party. People shout and 
honk their horns.” Embol-
dened, people openly mock 
the Basiji — the state’s “volun-
teer” paramilitary militia — 
who retaliate with customary brute force. 
Oicial mourning is imposed the next 
day with religious people comman-
deered to “cry and heave in supposed col-
lective grief”. Among everyone else, the 
mood is lighter — the author notices one 
of many images of Khamenei stencilled 
across city walls has been disfigured with 
garden soil. 

Since the bombings began, the 

regime has made concerted 
attempts to rally the nation. 
Every night from 9  
pm to midnight, the Basiji 
gather in city squares to shout 
anti-Israeli and anti-US slo-
gans. “This is the govern-
ment’s attempts to bully 
ordinary Iranians into silence. 
However, for the majority of 
us, their songs and slogans are 
meaningless. We’ve heard 
them ad infinitum since 1979.”  
In January 2026, Raha Nik-
Andish describes the national 
protests that resulted in 
almost 30,000 deaths and one 
of the longest internet black-
outs in its history. The people 

were egged on by Reza Pahlavi. The 
author may be unaware that this former 
crown prince, who is seeking a restora-
tion of the monarchy, is a US stooge with 
no grassroots base in Iran. As it was, 
these protests, for which he provided no 
meaningful support, resulted in 
unprecedented and frighteningly 
vicious violence by state security forces. 
Raha Nik-Andish describes a plain-

clothes policeman sitting on top of a 
very young boy and repeatedly stabbing 
him with a knife. 

Even as the regime lavishly cel-
ebrates a “victory” when the bombing 
abruptly stopped after 12 days, life for 
less jubilant Iranians is reduced to a 
tiring struggle for food, basic necessities, 
safety — and parrying oicial cor-
ruption. Raha Nik-Andish is a freelance 
university lecturer who augments his 
pay of 35 cents (35,000 tomans) an hour 
driving for Snapp!, a ride-hailing service, 
at night. It is a job that enables him to 
take unfiltered soundings from ordinary 
Iranians riding in his cab.  

As he writes, “These days, the condi-
tion of being Persian defies simple cat-
egories. It is full of deep contradictions 
about one’s country: caught between 
pride in a rich cultural past and shame 
over the current political reality….These 
feelings are shaped by a kind of internal 
exile — even while you’re in your own 
home.” The last chapter underlines the 
bleakness. It is titled “Looking for a Job, 
Living and Dying,” all of which — even 
the latter — involve unique challenges in 
this tragic nation.

Iranians in ‘internal exile’
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The fact that you’re reading this column without realising

you’re proficient in a ‘foreign’ language should be evidence en-

ough for the Supreme Court to conclude that English has beco-

me an ‘indigenous’ Indian language. That the same word —

‘English’ — pertains to the language, people of  England, as

well as anything connected to that British country may have

confused sceptics. It shouldn’t. Like any other import, this col-

onial one, too, has grown roots as one of  the many languages at

the disposal of  India’s voluble citizenry. English, as used in In-

dia in its many accents and forms, is a classic case of  healthy

appropriation. The fact that it is shared globally adds to, not

subtracts from, its identity as a glocal Indian language.

Indian English — a regular option, like

American English or British English, on

any online drop-down language menu for

a user to choose from — is a language of

foreign origin that has been forged and sh-

aped for our own communicative purpo-

ses. Apart from words singularly Indian

like ‘prepone’, ‘chargesheet’ and ‘godown’,

English has curried favour with all things ‘India’ and has gain-

ed it. ‘Language Nazis’ who believe angrezi to be exclusively a

BBC bhasha or the language fit only for English people, are as

anachronistic as those who still see it as ‘colonial’.

Genius of  English lies precisely in its ‘impurity’, and ability

to thrive by linguistic theft. It has no canon (like French) and,

therefore, isn’t ossified. This promiscuity is its superpower,

giving it its super reach. English in India is Indian by naturali-

sation. It has flourished here not because it was imposed from

outside but because it was appropriated. Languages, like food,

are not defined by where they come from, but by where they

end up being consumed.

English, As Indian
As Languages Come

While well-intentioned, the enthusiasm of  the new BJP

government in West Bengal to revive Calcutta Stock Ex-

change (CSE) is quite misplaced. Over 25 regional stock

exchanges have shut down in India since 2012 when Sebi

imposed minimum turnover restrictions. The idea was

to move trading into large exchanges that possess adequ-

ate liquidity for price discovery. Exchanges in Bengalu-

ru, Chennai and Hyderabad have closed, while those in

Delhi, Ahmedabad and Pune have ceased independent

operations. They all faced a common structural problem

of  declining trading volumes that increased transaction

costs and made operations unsustainable. Getting the

Kolkata bourse, inactive since 2013, up and running wou-

ld be to err on the side of  logic. It assumes a special econo-

mic dispensation where none exists beyond nostalgia.

Reopening the exchange, which in itself  is a formidable

endeavour, is the easy part. As a speci-

alised bourse for small companies in

eastern India, CSE is setting itself  up

for a mediocre future. As small compa-

nies grow, they migrate to larger exch-

anges, in effect, draining better assets.

Companies growing rapidly need vi-

sibility and access to deeper pools of

capital. Technology drives modern trading, and small

exchanges struggle to make continuous investments in

advanced architecture. Fewer regulatory resources and

asymmetric information erode investor trust. CSE has

experienced all of  this. Reviving it will set the downward

spiral off  again at a large cost to its shareholders, which

includes the Bengal government.

West Bengal is seeking to reindustrialise after decades

of  apathy and needs to improve its investment climate.

Struggles of  a resurrected stock exchange would be a

mixed signal for investors and a digression the state can

do without. Since private equity is driving the growth of

India’s startup ecosystem, the state government could

turn its attention to fostering an environment for innova-

tion. It is immaterial where a startup eventually lists, as

long as it finds the right conditions to grow in a region.

Calcutta Stock
Exchange, R.I.P.
Let pangs of nostalgia not cloud reason

New research has uncovered names
of  an additional 9,909 Indian soldiers
who died in WW1 but were not acco-
unted for earlier. This flows from a
5-yr research project — The Punjab
Registers: Recovering the Names of
India’s Fallen Servicemen — of  Com-
monwealth Graves War Commissi-
on, UK Punjab Heritage Association
(UKPHA), and University of  Green-
wich. On the 100th anniversary of
WW1 observed over 2014 and 2018, me-
dia overflowed with tales of  courage
of  1.4 mn Indian troops at Flanders,
Gallipoli and other battlefields.

More relevant would have been to be-
moan the voluntary conversion of
so many Indians into cannon fodder
in a fight between colonial powers.
WW1 was a tale of  folly and futility,
of  soldiers galore being slaughtered
whenever they tried to attack a tren-
ch defended with machine guns. Bri-
tish PM David Lloyd George is cre-
dited with saying it was ‘just blood,
mud, and futility’. No glory accom-
panied soldiers being sent ‘over the
top’ to near-certain death.

Joan Littlewood’s satirical 1963 mu-
sical, Oh, What a Lovely War!, starts
with soldiers in a trench singing:
Up to your waist in water,
Up to your eyes in slush —

Using the kind of  language,
That makes the sergeant blush;
Who wouldn’t join the army?
That’s what we all inquire,
Don’t we pity the poor civilians
sitting beside the fire.

News of  hundreds of  mutinies on
both sides was supressed to maintain
the fiction of  heroism of  the war ef-
fort. Littlewood’s play has a scene with
an officer telling his troops to charge
to attack enemy trenches. The soldi-
ers refuse to move. The officer asks,
‘Do you want to be shot for mutiny?’
No, they don’t. And so, reluctantly,
they charge forward,
bleating like sheep to
the slaughter. That is
what bravery in WW1 amounted to.

The rah-rah crowd extolling Indian
soldiers in that war does not find it
ironic that those soldiers fought not
for India, a nation that did not yet
exist, but the British colonial power.
Through history until very recently,
soldiery was a profession, not a pat-
riotic calling. Soldiers fought for who-
ever paid them. It was called being
loyal to their salt. They were not loy-

al to any country because countries
did not yet exist, only kingdoms and
empires did.

I certainly don’t condemn the Indi-
ans who fought for the British in WW1.
They were doing what they had done
for centuries. But I cannot get teary-
eyed over the supposed bravery of
professional mercenaries. Bravery
is not a distinguishing characteristic
of  WW1. Courage has existed in eve-
ry army since antiquity. Soldiers at
Kurukshetra, Kalinga, Panipat, Plas-
sey, Waterloo and Stalingrad all dis-
played courage under fire. So did Ro-

man legionaries, Mon-
gol horsemen and Zulu
warriors. There is no

reason to praise an Indian sepoy at
Ypres any more than a Chola infan-
tryman, Maratha cavalryman or
German conscript.

British, French, German, Austrian
and Russian soldiers also enlisted
for pay, adventure, tradition or duty,
and marched obediently into slaugh-
ter. Their willingness to obey orders
did not prove exceptional heroism.
It merely proved that politicians and

generals can convert
people into cannon
fodder and then, tear-
fully, hail their bravery.

Societies commemo-
rate military bravery
because it provides
meaning to otherwi-
se senseless death.
Calling soldiers ‘he-
roes’ helps families
bear loss and helps
governments justify
wars. It is psycholo-
gically and political-

ly useful. But it can also obscure the
larger truth: that the greatest achie-
vement would have been to avoid the
war altogether.

In that sense, ‘bravery’ can become
amoral sleight of  hand. It shifts atten-
tion from those who decided upon
war to those who suffered its consequ-
ences. Politicians make catastrophic
decisions; soldiers acquire medals.
The danger of  glorifying bravery and
courage is that it sanitises war. If  eve-
rybattlefield becomes a stage for hero-
ism, then every war acquires a halo,
however futile its objectives.

One can acknowledge that soldiers
endured fear, pain and death without
calling them heroes or transforming
them into icons. Courage is a human
quality, and not a uniquely military
one. Firefighters entering burning
buildings, miners trapped undergro-
und, doctors confronting epidemics,
and ordinary civilians protecting
their families often display equal
courage. We do not build national my-
thologies around them because the-
ir courage does not serve a political
narrative.

Perhaps the real issue is not how bra-
ve Indian soldiers in WW1 were, but
whether bravery is the right lens at
all. A nation secure in its history need
not romanticise death in battle. It can
honour the humanity of  those who
fought while refusing to convert them
into symbols of  martial glory. The
most fitting memorial to the Indian
dead of  WW1 is not the inscription of
their names on India Gate or setting
their names in archives. It may be to
recognise the universality of  their
bravery. And universality of  the tra-
gedy that consumes it in war.

Oh, What a Lovely War, Delulus!

Nothing to die for: In the trench, Gallipoli, 1915

Swaminathan S
Anklesaria Aiyar

SWAMISPEAK

Who Says Ceasefire
Is Fire Being Ceased?
Ceasefire: a word that promises serenity, a pause, a collecti-

ve sigh of  relief. Yet, it’s stashed with diplomatic irony, con-

sidering as we see in the context of  Hormuz, a ceasefire

isn’t really the cessation of  unfriendly fire. One might ima-

gine generals ordering the suspension of  hostilities, a ces-

sation in strikes. Instead, ceasefires are often little more

than war by other means that does not include sports. The

absurdity lies in the semantics. ‘Cease’ suggests a halt; ‘fire’

suggests the thing to be halted. Put together, they should

mean, well, no fire. But ceasefires are riddled with caveats,

violations and loopholes. They are less about stopping mis-

sile or drone strikes than about buying time — to reload,

regroup or renegotiate to one’s (military) advantage. As

we have realised by now, the ceasefire is not a peace treaty

but a coffee break for combatants.

Diplomats, of  course, dress it up in solemnity. Press relea-

ses strum it as ‘on the verge of  success’, as if  being on the

verge is the destination. Civilians, meanwhile, learn to treat

them with suspicion, with the ceasefire becoming a word

that means its very opposite. It is the linguistic equivalent

of  ‘jumbo shrimp’, a phrase that is held aloft by its own con-

tradictory petard. And, yet, we never cease to marvel at how

a ceasefire hardly ceases, long after the fire has not ceased.

As far as misleading words go,
this one’s right on top

JUST IN JEST

SANT RAJINDER SINGH

How do we remain steadfast and
hold onto faith when life’s challen-
ges feel overwhelming? There are
times when illness, emotional
pain, relationship struggles or oth-
erhardships may feel overwhelm-
ing. In such moments, we should
do everything we can to address
difficulties before us, seeking help,
guidance and solutions wherever
they may be found. Yet, when, des-
pite our best efforts, the burden
remains, we must learn to draw
upon a deeper source of  strength.

Humanity has endured war, fam-
ine, displacement and countless
hardships, yet, people have conti-
nued to persevere. The source of
this resilience lies within. The
saints tell us that a tremendous
power resides in us because pow-
er of  God is within each of  us.
Whether we recognise it as such
or not, this power is always pres-
ent, waiting to be accessed. Medi-
tation is how we connect with it.

To stop trying is not a solution.
Rather, we must keep at it, trust-
ing that with perseverance, time
and grace, our circumstances can
improve. The spiritual path is a
path of  positivity and hope. What-
ever challenges we may face to-
day, we should hold firmly to the
conviction that things can and
will get better. When we live with
this principle and continue to put
forth sincere effort in that direc-
tion, we find the strength to navi-
gate life’s difficulties and move
steadily toward our goal.

Keep on
Movin’
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Farm to Fork
To Forbidden
Apropos the Edit, ‘Firm Up Farm
Product Quality Control’ (Jul 15),
GoI and the concerned regulator
must recognise the need to be in
line with global best practices
and standards to protect public
health and citizens’ rights. And
why should we depend on revela-
tions by foreign organisations or
alerted by proscriptions by inter-
national regulators? When we
make in India, should we also
not test in India? Our regulatory
agencies need to be resourceful,
vigilant and impervious to ind-
ustry influence or political pres-
sures. Civil society voices must
also ensure that regulatory ag-
encies remain committed to the
protection of  public health.
Pradeep Kumar

Surat

Correction
In ‘CETA, Not Quite a King’s Ran-
som’ by Jayant Dasgupta and
Abhijit Das (Jul 15), the pound-
rupee conversions should have
read as £9.8 bn (`̀1.26 lakh cr),
£15.7 bn (`̀2.03 lakh cr), and £10 bn
(`̀1.29 lakh cr), and not as publish-
ed. The error is regretted.

—Editor

Chat Room

Eight is one of  Calgary’s most
remarkable dining experien-
ces. Hidden behind an unmark-
ed door inside Alt Hotel East
Village, the secrecy adds to the
anticipation, but once inside,
the intimate 8-seat chef’s table
feels less like a restaurant and
more like an exclusive culina-
ryperformance. Chef  Darren
MacLean and his team com-
bine storytelling, precision
cooking and warm hospitality
into an unforgettable evening.

The tasting menu, which of-
ten stretches beyond 20 cour-
ses, celebrates Canada’s diver-

se landscap-
es through
hyper-seas-
onal, locally
sourced in-
gredients.
Every dish

arrives with a story, highlight-
ing regional traditions, indige-
nous influences and excepti-
onal producers. Standout crea-
tions have included geoduck
sashimi with spring pea purée
and black garlic, Nova Scotia
lobster dumplings, and an
inventive chocolate tart with
roasted mushrooms and smok-
ed whipped cream.

Reservations are notoriously
difficult to secure, but Eight
justifies the effort. Ending the
evening at the elegant bar for
cocktails is the perfect finale
to one of  Calgary’s most im-
mersive, innovative and me-
morable dining destinations.

And, yes, there’s a no-photo-
graphy policy to encourage
everyone to stay present and
fully appreciate the experience.

Eight
Calgary, Canada

STEP UP TO 
THE PLATE

L
ong before EVs and hydro-
gen became part of  the glo-
bal energy transition con-
versation, ethanol was al-
ready powering engines.

The first ethanol-powered engine
was developed in 1826 by Samuel
Morey, and Henry Ford’s first auto-
mobile, the 1896 Quadricycle, was
designed to run on ethanol.

Some 200 yrs later, ethanol has be-
come an integral part of  the trans-
port fuel strategy of  more than 60
countries. India may have joined
this journey later than many of  its
peers, but it’s now emerging as one
of  the world’s fastest-growing etha-
nol economies.

Ethanol-blending involves mix-
ing ethanol, a renewable biofuel
produced from agricultural feed-
stocks, with petrol. Flex-fuel vehi-
cles (FFVs) extend this concept by
allowing motorists to use higher et-
hanol blends depending on availabi-
lity and price. Although these tech-
nologies are often viewed as relati-
vely new in India, they are suppor-
ted by decades of  global experience.

Oil crises of  the 1970s established
ethanol’s strategic importance be-
cause countries resorted to domestic
alternatives to costly imported cru-
de. Brazil launched its National Al-
cohol Programme, Proálcool, in 1975
and built the world’s most successful
ethanol ecosystem. The US later in-
stituted growth through its 2005 Re-
newable Fuel Standard. With gro-
wing climate concerns in the follo-
wing decades, countries such as Ca-
nada, Thailand, Argentina and the
Philippines adopted blending man-
dates, turning ethanol into a mainst-
ream component of  energy policy.

During much of  this period, Indi-
a’s priorities were understandably
different. It was focused on ensuring
food security, strengthening agricul-
tural production and supporting
economic development. While India
launched its Ethanol Blended Petrol
(EBP) Programme in the early 2000s,
progress remained slow for over a
decade. Limited ethanol availability,
inadequate procurement mecha-
nisms, unattractive producer econo-
mics, feedstock constraints and poli-
cy uncertainty meant that blending
stood at only about 1.5% in 2014.

The transformation since then
has been remarkable. Through con-
sistent policy support, assured pri-
cing, expansion of  feedstock options,
investment in distillation capacity
and stronger coordina-
tion between farmers,
industry and oil marke-
ting companies, India
has rapidly scaled up et-
hanol production. It
achieved 10% blending
ahead of  schedule in
2022, and increased
blending from 12.06%
in ethanol supply year
(ESY) 2022-23 to 14.60% in ESY 2023-
24. India also crossed its 20% ethanol
blending 5 yrs ahead of  schedule.

The country’s progress is particu-
larly significant because it has bene-
fited from decades of  international
experience. Many of  the concerns
often raised today — food security,
crop diversion, pricing, fuel econo-
mics and vehicle compatibility —
had been debated in Brazil, the US
and several other countries years

ago. These countries have demonst-
rated that, with sound policy design
and continuous technological im-
provements, ethanol can become a
reliable component of  a country’s
transport fuel mix, while suppor-
ting farmers, strengthening energy
security and reducing emissions.

The next phase of  India’s ethanol
journey will require moving beyond
blending targets to building a comp-
lete consumption ecosystem. This
includes expanding ethanol retail
infrastructure, encouraging flex-fu-
el vehicles, competitive fuel pricing,
increasing consumer awareness
and ensuring confidence in higher
ethanol blends. GoI’s approval of  fu-
els like E85 and E100, along with in-
troduction of  India’s first commer-
cial FFVs last month, represents an
important step in that direction.

Benefits of  the prog-
ramme are already beco-
ming evident. According

to GoI, EBP Programme has genera-
ted payments of  more than ̀̀ 1.5 lakh
cr to farmers, displaced over 289
lakh t of  crude oil imports, and re-
duced net CO2 emissions by nearly
869 lakh t. At a time of  volatile global
energy markets, domestically pro-
duced ethanol has emerged not only
as an environmental solution, but
also as a strategic tool for enhancing
energy security, reducing import
dependence and creating additional
value within the rural economy.

Ethanol’s story is one of  evolution,
going beyond experimentation. Co-
untries have embraced it to streng-
then energy security, support agricul-
ture, reduce emissions and cushion
oil-price volatility. India may have

started later than its peers but it has
progressed rapidly. The question is no
longer whether ethanol belongs in its
energy future, but how its use can ex-
pand while balancing energy securi-
ty, farmer welfare, sustainability and
consumer interests. Better late than
never, India Inc is now positioned to
help shape ethanol’s next chapter.

The writer is executive director,

Shree Renuka Sugars

OIL CH CH OHANGE
Jump on This
Bandwagon

Two opposing views on India pressing its foot down on the ethanol pedal — is it vroom or doom?

Ravi Gupta

vehicles, providing consumers
with choice at the pump — as road
transport and highways minister
Nitin Gadkari reiterated this we-
ek in a ToI interview — and offset-
ting any loss of  mileage through
differential pricing, GoI could ta-
ke care of  these issues.

But India in 2026 is not Brazil in
1976. Its growth objectives are tied
to energy, food and environmental
security, which cannot depend on
older technology that provides an
incremental benefit to one area
while adversely affecting another.
On the face of  it, ethanol — of
which India consumes some 11
MMT annually — is the perfect an-
tidote to India’s oil addiction. The
country can fully depend on its do-
mestic production capacity, which
is expandable and renewable, to
reduce the energy import bill, al-
low farmers to earn more from a
cash crop and demand fewer subsi-
dies, and utilise a cleaner biofuel.

Economics, however, is a subset
of  the natural environment, not
conventional mathematics. Not-
hing is boundless or infinitely sus-
tainable. To produce 1 MT of  etha-
nol requires about 2.6 t of  maize or
12.5 t of  sugarcane.

The trade-off  lies in the fact that,
for India to have achieved its E20
target 5 yrs ahead of  the 2030 target
date set by National Policy on Biofu-
els, 2018, 13.7 mn ha and 5.4 mn ha of
land were allocated for maize and
sugarcane production, respectively.
Since GoI intends to divert another
8 mn ha by 2030 to meet domestic
growth requirements, ethanol feed-
stock will command a fifth of  Indi-
a’s net sown area.

Moreover, the impact on India’s
fast-depleting water table may be
even more concerning. It takes bet-
ween 2,000 and 10,000 l of  water to
grow and process feedstock for 1 l of
ethanol compared to, say, a similar
amount required to extract lithium
and produce an EV battery.

Consequently, pursuing a strate-
gy that develops even more highly
concentrated ethanol fuels and pro-
motes flex-fuel vehicles (FFVs) to
justify their use, or increasing pro-
duction area and volume to export
ethanol to countries with feedstock
deficits, will be counterproductive.
� Is ethanol a credible answer to
India’s energy security dilemma?
Because of  the points mentioned
above, no.

India’s long-term energy securi-
ty goals will be best served by inves-
ting in renewables for tomorrow’s
wholly electric, solar, nuclear or
hydrogen-powered world. In the
short term, it could balance some of
its energy security needs by issuing
oil bonds, while meeting consumer
vehicular demand by subsidising
and promoting mild, full and plug-
in hybrids.

Ultimately, a commitment to
fund ethanol production and ex-
pansion today is akin to building
massive alcohol vats for potable
drinking water. With cleaner and
cheaper technology on the hori-
zon, abstinence may be cheaper
than the cure.

Tankha is MD, eTrans Solutions,

and Joshi is former director (finance),

Bharat Petroleum Corporation Ltd

Don’t Become
An Alcoholic

I
n ancient times, alcohol was
used either as a safer source
of  nutrition than contamina-
ted water, or to reduce noxio-
us effects of  bacteria by mix-

ing it with water in a fixed propor-
tion. Not too dissimilarly, countries
like Brazil, battered by the 1973 oil
crisis, turned to ethanol as an alter-
native sustainable fuel, or as an ad-
ditive to dilute the devastating im-
pact of  any future oil shock.

Today, alcohol has outlived its
purpose as a water decontaminant.
And ethanol — despite its value as a
greener feedstock replacement for
petrochemicals, and as a core ingre-
dient in sustainable aviation fuel
(SAF) — is increasingly being pas-
sed over as a cleaner-burning or
sustainable fuel for ICE, in favour
of  new technologies.

So, two questions need
to be considered in the
context of  India’s current

push for E20, blend of  20% ethanol
and 80% petrol:
�Will ethanol drive higher vehi-
cular efficiency and lower emis-
sions? Ethanol has a high-octane
rating — it offers greater accelerati-
onand better anti-knocking (uncon-
trolled autoignition) performance
in an engine’s cylinder.

But this is only discernible in
high-performance or turbocharged
engines. Furthermore, while etha-
nol is safe to use in both new and ol-
der vehicles (of  BS IV and BS VI vin-
tage), it is hygroscopic (affinity to
absorb moisture) and can corrode
metal parts. Higher the proportion
of  ethanol, greater the chances that
rubber hoses and gaskets in older
cars will be damaged.

On the flip side, because ethanol
burns more cleanly than fossil fuels
— emitting less CO2 and almost no
CO — it is more environmentally
friendly, both in its pure form and as
a blend, than petroleum fuels. But
since it has a 33% lower fuel density
than petrol, mileage is affected in
equal measure.

As a result, under perfect driving
conditions — in India, the outlook is
somewhat worse — E10 and E20 are
likely to show mileage degrada-
tions of  3.5% and 6.5%, respectively.
Since fuels are not priced in India
based on energy content, this im-
pact will become much more per-
ceptible in the future if  ethanol pro-
portion increases.

None of  these are, however, de-
albreakers. By following the Bra-
zilian model of  phasing out older

Ateesh Tankha & Sudhir K Joshi

Chalti ka naam energy security

FACE-OFF

The next phase of India’s
ethanol journey will require
expanding retail infra,
encouraging flex-fuel vehicles,
competitive fuel
pricing, ensuring
confidence in
higher ethanol
blends
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We kill greed, yet it 
rises again. All Asian
cultures criticise and
condemn greed, reflected

in folk cultures and oral traditions. Yet,
it reappears, repeatedly. Incidents over
the last few months, such as NEET-paper
leak or the Ram Janmabhoomi Mandir
theft, all reveal the root cause – greed. 

The Ram temple embezzlement 
severely jolted people’s faith, raising 
urgent ethical and moral questions. It is
more a socio-ethical and transparency
issue, but is evolving as a political issue
by the day, with opposition parties 
amplifying the matter particularly 
in UP, headed for assembly elections
in months.

Opposition, without a political 
narrative for years, finds in the Ram
Mandir theft a key issue to battle BJP
and its ideological-political ecosystem.
It is interesting that faith, at the core 
of  Hindutva movement and the Ram
Janmabhoomi campaign, which provided
BJP its political power for decades, 
is now opposition’s instrument for
counter-polarisation against BJP.

Opposition is projecting this issue 
as ‘messing with the faith’ of  common
people, tying in corruption with Ram
Mandir management team’s moral 
decay, to generalise against the Hindutva
ecosystem. Now, BJP’s social engineering
and Modi’s charisma and trust value
have contributed to the party’s multiple
electoral performance for years. And
it is true Hindutva sentiment is hurt, 
expressed by Hindutva public on 
social media. 

Moral positioning of  Hindutva 
campaign is in crisis. However, some
BJP netas like UP deputy CM KP 
Maurya have attempted to describe
Champat Rai as dedicated to the 
Hindutva cause, an ascetic and victim 
of  miscreants. So, BJP govts at the
Centre and in UP, free from any big
allegation of  corruption all these years,
are feeling uneasy in this instance. 
BJP forged connect with public through
various social, religious, and cultural
issues. The party would want to keep
intact its socio-cultural image.

Nripendra Misra, Shri Ram Janmab-
hoomi Teerth Kshetra Trust chair, 
and close to Modi, said PM is worried
about devotees’ money and the lack of
transparent, accountable, and financial

control. This statement is crucial in
communicating to Hindu public that
Modi is concerned. Quick action by 
Yogi in setting up an SIT to investigate,
also showed the state’s seriousness.
SIT’s quick submission, speedy FIR 
and arrests of  those alleged to be 
behind the crime, may help the party 
recover some loss of  face.

Yogi, BJP’s leading face in UP, 
understands the serious political 
implications – disillusionment can
spread among a section of  Hindu public.
However, it is difficult to convert such
disillusionment into a vote against BJP,
so the electoral impact can likely be 
contained. First, opposition parties at
the grassroots are not effective in
converting social psyche into votes. Second,
Yogi’s gone all out to subvert the political
discourse, trying to evolve a counter 
narrative by highlighting opposition’s
stance on Ram Janmabhoomi temple. 
He challenges
Samajwadi Party
and Akhilesh to
come forward
and back the
Ayodhya move-
ment. In every
rally, he submits
details and data
of  BJP govt’s
contribution to
the ‘liberation’
and renovation
of  many temples
across the state,
and reiterates BJP’s seriousness about
protecting the Hindu cause.

Recently, Dattatreya Hosabale, RSS
general secretary, also showed sangh’s
commitment by demanding strong 
action against the culprits. This will inject
confidence in the Hindutva socio-cultural
and political ecosystem.

Upshot is, there’s a fight between 
opposition and BJP to prove genuineness,
and concern for Hindu faith. Both are
trying to claim their entitlement to
working for the Hindu cause. But one
thing is clear. While the embezzlement
may emerge as a dominant discourse
ahead of  poll campaigns, and Hindutva
politics will be discussed threadbare in
UP’s electoral rallies, it is difficult to
claim that it can lead to BJP losing its
Hindutva power. Hindu public’s faith in
their religious deities is not fragile. It
never weakens from such incidents.

The writer is VC, TISS

Message From Ayodhya: Wake-Up Call, Not Poll Bugle
Two analysts look at the fallout, electorally, and from a religious philanthropy

perspective, to measure the implications of the Ram temple theft
Badri Narayan

WILLIAM GOLDING, Lord of the Flies

Maybe there is a beast…
maybe it’s only us

A thought for today

W
hy did Krishn leave the residents
of Vrindavan? Why did he 
not return, even though they

longed for him? Chaitanya Mahaprabhu
explains this through a profound spiritual
understanding. For him, the devotion of
residents of  Vrindavan represents the
highest expression of  love for Krishn.

Generally, people think of  God as the
all-powerful Supreme Lord, controller
of  the universe, maintainer of  all living
beings, full of  majesty and opulence.
Almost all religious traditions, including
the Vedic tradition, describe God in
terms of  aishvarya, His unlimited
power and greatness.

However, awareness of  God’s greatness
also creates a certain distance between the
devotee and Lord. When devotees worship

the Divine with constant awareness of  His
majesty, there is reverence. But in Vrindavan,
the devotees do not think, ‘Krishn is the
Supreme Personality of  Godhead.’

Mother Yashoda does not think: ‘This
is God Almighty.’ Every morning she
bathes Krishn, dresses him, adorns
him with ornaments, feeds him,
thinking, ‘He is my dear son’.
If  she were conscious that he
is the Supreme Lord, that
spontaneous motherly
affection would disappear.

For this reason, the love
of  residents of  Vrindavan is
unique. Krishn demonstrated that
theirs is the highest expression of
devotion; they possess the deepest love
for him. Within this highest love are two
experiences: the joy of  meeting Krishn
and the pain of  separation from him.

It is like describing the taste of  a sweet.
One may explain how delicious it is, but
unless a person tastes it, the experience
cannot be understood. In the same way,
these are truths that must be experienced.
This understanding also reveals the
deeper symbolism of  Ratha Yatra.

During Ratha Yatra, Jagannath travels
from His main temple to the Gundicha
Temple. The main temple represents
Dwaraka, while the Gundicha Temple
represents Vrindavan. Thus, the deeper
meaning of  Ratha Yatra is Krishn’s
return from Dwaraka to Vrindavan.

This was the very mood in which
Chaitanya Mahaprabhu participated in
the festival. He pulled Jagannath’s chariot,
absorbed in the mood of  Radharani, praying,
‘Please come back to Vrindavan.’

The writer is vice-chairman and
co-mentor, Hare Krishna Movement

Meeting the Lord brings immense
happiness, but separation intensifies
that love even further. This is known as
viraha, or divine separation.

According to the Lord’s divine plan,
residents of  Vrindavan manifested this

highest mood of  separation so that 
the world could understand the

meaning of  viraha-bhakti. In
such separation, remembrance
of  Krishn becomes constant and
uninterrupted. Krishn immedi-
ately becomes present within
the heart of  such a devotee.

This is a unique ras. Being
with Krishn, being separated from
Krishn, and longing for him are spiritual
experiences that cannot be understood
merely through intellectual discussion.
One must become spiritually qualified
to experience them.

Rath Yatra Brings Krishn Back To Vrindavan
Chanchalapathi Dasa

A
family picnic represents a refresh button: To enjoy fresh air,
sunlight, green grass, and good food, in the good company 
of  one’s loved ones. But the whole thing’s also a risk. Because

safety in our public spaces has become so dodgy. As a Nashik family
found out firsthand this weekend. They were visiting Bhavli Dam,
where the monsoon should only have improved the picnicking. 
Instead, it all turned into a nightmare. A group of  men, police say,
first whistled at the women in the family. Afterwards, another 
group attacked their car and chased it for nearly 15 km. The problem
India has is that this wasn’t an all that unusual experience.

Women, of  course, are always mentally mapping public spaces
for ambient risk. Still, they can never know when a group of  men at 
a park or market, religious or secular festival, will escalate its

catcalling into something worse. That’s
what keeps women out of  the workforce
and tourists out of  the country. They’re
told, always move in company, and then
even that doesn’t protect them. Remember
what happened near Karnataka’s
Sanapur Lake last March? This is also a
stunning picnic spot, and the five people
for whom it turned into a nightmare,

must have felt safe in their numbers. A group of  men came along 
and shattered that notion, with gang-rape and murder.

India’s problem is part of  a wider global rise of  hostile masculinity.
This is a performance primarily for status in the peer group. It isn’t
just a law and order mess. Society is failing in some bigger way.
What’s breaking outside the home is deeply connected to what’s 
happening inside. Lazy punditry explains group male aggressions
by saying life’s no longer working out as it used to for their fathers.
But the sane answer to change cannot be violence. Men need to be 
developing a broader repertoire of  their roles and functions. For 
example, NSO’s last time use survey tells us that 82% of  females 
above 6 years participate in “unpaid domestic services for household
members”, compared to 27% of  males. There’s plenty of  work to be 
done at home, instead of  ganging up with the boys, destroying 
the peace of  neighbourhoods, beaches and hill stations alike – and
frequently, committing terrible crimes.

A healthy society means public spaces filled with families,
children, lovers...not fear. The lumpenisation of  male leisure has
endangered all this. It must be repelled in mission mode. And because
the aggression’s being performed mostly for other men, they must
call it out as the garbage that it is.

Gangs Of Men
A Nashik family’s nightmare experience speaks to 

a danger lurking across India’s public spaces

The news refuses to go away even when you think you’ve 
got away. The first visual at London’s Museum of  the Home’
was of  ‘Bunoo’, an ayah brought to England from Calcutta
in 1878 ‘to look after the Stevenson family’s children during
the long voyage’, and then sent packing. ‘Deported’ was
nowhere in the text, but throughout my afternoon there, 

similar headlines from back home kept echoing inside my head.
Built in 1924 over a cluster of  14 early 18th-century almshouses, the museum

began capturing how each immigrant wave crashing on Brit shores turned 
four alien walls into a familiar home. It was expansively and expensively
redeveloped in 2021 to engage with issues of  ‘belonging, inequality, and
ecological sustainability’. The mission was to ‘reveal and rethink the ways 
we live, in order to live better together’. High minded. But today’s looming 

reality is ‘Home Soured Home’. Everywhere.
In my native West Bengal, the 3D of  ‘Detect Delete Deport’ has

overtaken the 2D of  ‘Didi’. Newly swept-in CM crowed that 5,000 
‘illegal Bangladeshis’ had been swept out within days of  the BJP

coup. Just months earlier, SIR had made 2.7mn long-time 
locals electorally homeless. Even in my adoptive city – far, 
far from that pesky border – the just-elected saffron mayor 
pronounced that Mumbai’s most pressing problem was not

crumbling civic services, but, ‘illegal Bangladeshis’.
That was Feb. Last week, even as I walked through London’s Museum of  the

Home, back in Mumbai, the physical contours of  home were being obliterated
by flood and landslide. Whole buildings, not just ramshackle shanties, gone 
in a scream, courtesy mindless road-concretising, preening infrastructure,
and greedy ‘development’. In Mumbai (or Wayanad), home was where the
heartless builder-politician is.

Chew on this: ‘Home’/ ‘hole’, the interchange of  one little letter encompasses
a huge, multi-layered loss.

As for smug you and me who fear neither monsoon flood nor season-neutral
bulldozer, or even ‘Keep Out’ rules of  co-op housing societies, we can no longer
flash our arrogant passports. Now that’s no guarantee of  ‘home’ either.

***
Alec Smart said: “Needed soon, a (human) Agony Aunt for AI relationships. ”

Home is where?

Bachi Karkaria

The heart is not always its GPS marker

erratica

For all the worry about how America
has become one big bet on AI, a similar
but perhaps more alarming story is 
unfolding more quietly in the other

economic superpower. China’s vaunted AI prowess is
concealing deep rot elsewhere in its economy.

Though many forecasters keep expecting China 
to surpass US as world’s leading economy, its rise 
peaked in 2021. Since then, China’s share of  global 
GDP has fallen in nominal terms from 18% to 16.5%,
while the US share has risen to 26%. China’s growth 
rate has dropped below the rest of  the world, including
US. In real terms, independent estimates now put 
China’s growth closer to zero than to the official
target of  4.5-5%.

Even by official data, AI is just not providing a big
enough lift to overcome other forces weighing on China,
including its shrinking workforce, rising indebtedness, a
bust property market, revival of  a meddlesome regulatory
state, and the resulting exodus of  capital and people.

China’s working-age population is on pace to shrink
by 75mn every decade this century. Historically, fewer
workers have always meant slower growth. And for 
China, given the scale of  its demographic bust, AI is 
unlikely to replace human workers fast enough to 
ease the economic blow.

Of  course, without the AI boost, China would be much
worse off. After adding little in the 2010s, net exports
now account for about a third of  China’s growth, driven
mainly by AI-related goods. But this is a large external
contribution to an otherwise weak domestic economy.
Chinese hyperscalers are on track to invest just $100bn
in AI projects this year, compared with $750bn by US rivals,
yielding far less of  a pop to growth. And while every 
country now hopes for an AI-driven productivity miracle,

the expected boost in China is about a third of  a percentage
point by 2030, hardly enough to halt its decline.

The structural challenges are too daunting. In the
last five years, the augmented govt deficit (which includes
off-budget spending) has reached nearly 15% of  GDP –
higher than any other major country – pushing 
augmented debt to 135% of  GDP. Unlike US and most
other countries, China is seeing debts mount rapidly in
the private sector as well. Total debt amounts to nearly
350% of  GDP, that is higher than US. In a country
with much lower per capita incomes, this
burden is more difficult to manage. 

China’s economic model now rests
more on debt than on advanced
technology. Beijing responded to
the global financial crisis of  2008
by pumping credit into that 
oldest of  old economy sectors: 
real estate. An overstimulated
property market became the main
contributor to growth last decade
and the main source of  family wealth
and consumer confidence. 

Then the bubble popped. Yes, also
in 2021. As property wealth shrivels, 
so does consumer confidence, and retail
sales are falling.

Meanwhile, Beijing has moved on from property
to pump credit into new manufacturing industries, 
effectively replacing one debt bubble with another. 
It is pushing the bad habit of  extending new loans,
and pretending they don’t exist, to new extremes.
Even many of  China’s most profitable high tech firms
are in “strategic industries” that benefit from export
subsidies and other forms of  state support.

The stock market reflects this distorted economy
and has gone nowhere for years. Earnings are strong

for firms that supply the AI stack, weak for just 
about every other sector, including consumer-
facing companies.

In late 2020, Beijing had launched a stunning 
regulatory crackdown on its big tech firms. Now,
after retreating for a couple of  years, an index tracking
regulatory pressure in China is surging again. Many
foreign multinationals have given up on making 
money in China and are scaling back operations. Net

foreign direct investment is negative. Last 
year, a record $425bn in capital flowed out 

of  Chinese financial markets.
People are leaving too. The immigrant

share of  population is stuck at just
0.1%, a fraction of  the share in 
India (which is just as populous)
or in Japan, which is even more 
famously insular. The number of
Western expats living in China
has fallen markedly. It is hard 
to think of  any major power in 

history that had so little allure
for foreigners and foreign money,

unless it was in its twilight. 
The sun is far from setting on

China. But the growing hype around its
powerful and cost-effective AI models does

not change the fact that 2021 was peak China. Given
its demographic challenges and heavy debts, Beijing
can’t do much more to prop up domestic growth. It has
shifted instead to dumping its manufactured exports
abroad, but the resulting backlash is spreading
rapidly from Asia, including India, to the Americas,
which limits this strategy going forward. And AI isn’t 
a fix for everything. Its impressive powers may be 
the answer to many problems, but they can’t reverse 
the forces driving China’s decline.

Ruchir Sharma

IT AIN’T ENOUGH FOR CHINA
One new tech can’t rescue Chinese economy buffeted by powerful negative forces

Image: AI

W
e knew in April this was going to be a weak monsoon. With
half  of  July gone, around 400 of  India’s districts have a 
rain deficit. That’s a challenge for Indian agriculture,

which is still highly rain-dependent. Govt data shows about 45% 
of  our net sown area is rain-fed. So, this was an opportunity for
govt to nudge farmers towards hardy, nutritionally superior and
environment-friendly crops, like millets, oilseeds, and pulses.
Instead, as TOI reported on Tuesday, total acreage under these 
three crop categories has fallen sharply – pulses 23%, coarse cereals
22%, and oilseeds 21%.

This is clearly a costly problem. Pulses are a key source of  protein
in Indian diets. They also boost soil 
fertility. But in a good year, India imports
about a fifth of  its requirement. This 
time, it will need to import much more.
Likewise, about 55% of  India’s edible oil
requirement is normally met through
imports. With sown area down, expect a
bigger import bill. Millets aren’t a major
import, but when production falls, prices

will rise, and the campaign to make them popular will suffer.
Given the monsoon situation, perhaps some of  this decline is

unavoidable. But what’s shocking is that, despite the rain deficit,
sown area under sugarcane – the most water-hungry crop – has
increased. Why are farmers running their tubewells overtime, 
depleting ground water, for this cash crop? The answer is cash. 
Since petrol is now mandatorily sold with 20% blended ethanol, and
sugarcane is feedstock for it, its cultivation has become remunerative.
So, instead of  being guided by govt’s well-intentioned “Missions” on
pulses, oilseeds and coarse cereals, farmers are simply following
the money, even if  it involves environmental and social costs. Govt
should take notice, and tweak its support-price signals.

Dal Is A Bright Idea 
A weak monsoon should nudge farmers to grow more

pulses, oilseeds and millets, not thirsty sugarcane

Calvin & Hobbes

If i become a
human in my
next life, i wish 
to reside in 
Braj among the
cowherds. If 
i am born as a

stone, i want to be that very Govardhan Hill
that Krishn lifted to protect the village.

Sacredspace

Raskhan
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The large-scale embez-
zlement of  donations 
at Ram Janmabhoomi
temple at Ayodhya, by

unscrupulous temple officials and 
others, has brought to the forefront
the question of  temple management 
and governance.

Unlike in the West, there is a resurgence
of  religious feeling in India today. As
times turn uncertain and pressures 
of  life cause unbearable stress, more
people are turning to religion for solace.
Religious organisations of  all faiths,
and particularly of  Hindu dharma, are
seeing increasing numbers of  devotees
contributing increasing amounts of
money and valuables to their faith’s 
organisations.

Number of  devotees runs into lakhs.
Tirupati, for instance, receives over 1L

devotees daily,
especially on 
festival days.
Ram Janmab-
hoomi temple
already receives
70k-80k visitors
daily. Studies
by the erstwhile
Sampradaan
Indian Centre
for Philanthropy,
and more re-
cently, by Centre
for Philanthropy

of  Ashoka University, show that amounts
donated to religious organisations are
far bigger than what is contributed to 
secular organisations.

Tirupati’s annual income is estimated
around `5,456cr, of  which donations 
into the hundi alone account for ̀ 1,880 cr.
Annual income of  Ram Janmabhoomi
temple is pegged at Rs 327cr, of  which 
direct donations account for `153cr.
Again, this figure is bound to grow as 
the temple gains in fame. Given this
scale of  operations, which resemble 
the administration of  a small district,
there is clearly need for professional
governance structure and standard 
operating procedures for management
and accounting of  donations received,
and public audit of  the same.

As Ram Janmabhoomi temple 
construction committee chair Nripendra
Misra rightly pointed out, misuse of
donations damages public faith in the

institution. But ensuring transparency
in dealing with donations, and proper
operating procedures can be only the first
step. The first call on resources is, and
should be, for religious purposes and temple
maintenance, including rewards for temple
staff. Amounts received go far beyond
what is needed for such activity.

Globally, religious philanthropy has
played an important part in providing
succour to those in distress. Religious
organisations have also acted as important
patrons of  arts and learning. While 
most religious organisations in India use
these vast resources for purely religious
purposes, and for charitable handouts to
the poor and needy, a few more progressive
ones devote these resources to improving
conditions in society at large. They 
undertake development activities in 
addition to charitable activities or
educational activities, and provide food
and shelter to the poor and needy.

Take Tirupati, for instance. The
temples have been renovated, pilgrims’
various needs provided for. But beyond
that, the hills have been greened, and 
environmental awareness increased
among pilgrims; research has been
promoted into Vedic and textual heritage
to preserve it; infra of  temple towns in
the form of  roads and sanitation has
been upgraded. Several educational,
health, and charitable institutions 
have been developed with an eye on
long-term social development.

Credit for this enlightened move
goes not to any one religious leader, 
but to a group of  educated professional
people appointed as trustees. It is 
also the result of  some positive
intervention by govt through legislation,
administrative guidelines, and political
leadership. Though Tirupati is in
the vanguard, it is among others that 
have done good work.

In sum, it is important that Ayodhya’s
Ram temple keeps this goal in mind
right from the beginning, and provides 
a portion of  its funds for long-term 
social development, as it begins the 
process of  formalising and restructuring
its governance. Hindu temples have the
ritual practice of  giving prasad: what is
given to the gods by devotees is partly 
returned to devotees as prasad. This 
provision for social development can
be viewed as prasad for devotees.

The writer is author of  For God’s Sake:
Religious Charity and Social Development 
in India
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Lord Krishna has very emphatically instructed us to treat
all souls equally. Aren’t we all parts of God? (The
Bhagavad Gita 15.7) Let us see what these instructions
are. In the verse #5.7, Lord Krishna states, “A karma Yogi
considers souls of other persons similar to his. “Wise
persons have equal vision in those who are blessed with
knowledge and humility, in a Brahmin and even in an
outcast.” (5.18) “One who is equally disposed towards all
beings attains the supreme devotion towards Me.” (18.54)
The Lord teaches us that external differences like
status, etc. are just temporary garments. True wisdom
lies in seeing the divine equality — the same eternal
essence within everyone, with no exceptions.

Why then we don’t have equal vision towards all souls?
Why do we raise some of them to a higher level than us

to the point of taking their shelter, which position is strict-
ly reserved for God? Lord Krishna is very emphatic about
taking His shelter, not of anyone else. (18.66) Yes, we can
take guidance from a learned person (4.34), help from
a highly placed person, etc., but to take shelter of another
person is not at all wise.

Let us see what do we lose by taking shelter of anyone
other than God. “Worshippers of gods go up to gods, that
is they can obtain what gods can give. Worshippers of
God go up to Him, that is they can get God’s mercy.” (9.25)
In another verse, Lord Krishna states, “Those People,
bereft of knowledge, caused by passionate desires, take

shelter of other gods.” (7.20) Just imagine taking shelter
of human beings, who are placed lower than gods. This
cannot be classed anything like intelligence.

Before I take up benefits of remaining in shelter of God,
we must understand more as to why God is so strict about
us not taking shelter of another human being. Such a rela-
tionship is extremely limited; It can be temporary only.
Another is helplessness of all souls without any excep-
tions, all being small, intrinsically. All depend on God for
whatever they need.

Now I come to some benefits of staying in shelter of
God. The first one has to be guidance, because direction
is all-important, and God is Omniscient. He knows exactly
what will suit an individual. And God is there to help
where we fall short, which is often, due to us being small,
helpless and ignorant too. God does not stop there, if
we remain in His shelter; He provides what we need and
protects what we have. (9.22) We all have many desires;
God fulfils them, the ones according to dharma (highest
principles). Once God is in the loop, success is assured
in whatever we take up. Forget fears, depression, etc;
peace will be ours.

In order to gain all these benefits, we must stop looking
for shelter where it is not, neither in human beings nor
in material objects like wealth, fame, etc. Just remain in
shelter of God now and forever.

DIGITAL EXPERIENCE 
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Programmes such as the Production-Linked
Incentive (PLI) scheme, which aims to incen-
tivise domestic manufacturing and attract
investment, will be highlighted.

The messaging will aim to reassure voters,
especially young people, that the BJP can stim-
ulate economic growth and create employ-
ment opportunities.

In addition, the BJP is preparing to robust-
ly counter any opposition criticism of its gov-
ernance. The strategy includes demonstrat-
ing that the Opposition is fragmented and
lacks a coherent governance plan. By drawing
sharp contrasts between its own successes
and the failures of opposing parties, the BJP
seeks to bolster its image as an effective and
reliable party.

While the BJP stands as a formidable
national presence, it also recognises the
importance of building local alliances. The
party is likely to seek partnerships with
regional and smaller political parties to
enhance its electoral prospects, fostering
hope that such cooperation will strengthen
governance and community representation.

The BJP’s strategy for the upcoming elec-
tions emphasises clear communication, com-
munity engagement, national security and
economic recovery.

The party aims to address voters’ concerns
and has developed an “election-ready” frame-
work that strengthens grassroots outreach
and booth-level committees while incorpo-
rating more young people and women into
its leadership.

Poll-bound states, including Uttar Pradesh,
have been instructed to prepare for poten-
tial early elections.

The Opposition in Uttar Pradesh is gearing
up for the upcoming elections with a concert-
ed effort. Around 23 parties have united under
the INDIA coalition, aiming to present a for-
midable challenge to the ruling Bharatiya

Janata Party (BJP).
The Opposition is preparing for the polls

with a clear five-point strategy. This strategy
focuses on important issues that matter to
voters, such as unemployment, economic
inequality and social justice. By emphasising
these topics, the Opposition hopes to show
that it cares about the needs of ordinary cit-
izens and to set itself apart from the ruling
party.

The Opposition emphasises grassroots
engagement and is maximising its efforts.
Local leaders and representatives from
various parties are mobilising to connect with
voters directly, understand their concerns,
and present a united front against the BJP. This
engagement strategy includes town hall
meetings, rallies and community events to
reinforce the coalition’s message and build
trust among constituents.

The coalition is working to counter the BJP’s
narratives on governance and development
by presenting a clear plan that highlights the
ruling party’s shortcomings and persuades
voters that it provides a viable alternative.

The coalition is focused on making Ayodhya
central to its Assembly election campaign,
seeking to use alleged donation irregularities
to challenge the BJP’s claim of being the sole
defender of Hindu interests.

Social media and digital platforms are also
integral to the Opposition’s campaign efforts.

Overall, the Opposition’s preparations
indicate a focused attempt to consolidate its
efforts, enhance community engagement,
and present clear alternatives to the BJP’s poli-
cies.

The Opposition has a well-defined strate-
gy and collaboration among various political
entities. The INDIA coalition hopes to repeat
its 2024 success, but it has cracks.

Since Uttar Pradesh is politically important,
it remains to be seen how both sides perform.

Editor’s

Trade deals are easy to sign and hard to deliver. India and
Britain took three years and more than fourteen negotiating
rounds to reach an agreement in 2025; they now have to prove
that the paperwork translates into shipments, jobs and
investment. From Wednesday, roughly 99 per cent of India’s
tariff lines will enter the UK duty-free, while India begins
dismantling tariffs on about 90 per cent of British goods. A
parallel Double Contribution Convention will spare workers on
short assignments from paying social security contributions
twice — a small but real win for India’s mobile professionals. The
gains look genuine and impressive, but they have to be
implemented in the right earnest.

Labour-intensive Indian sectors — textiles, leather, footwear,
marine products, gems and jewellery — get immediate duty-free
entry into a market where they previously paid tariffs of 4-16
per cent. That is meaningful for employment-heavy industries in
states such as Tamil Nadu, Gujarat and Punjab. Britain, in turn,
gets a foothold for Scotch whisky, whose Indian duty falls from
150 per cent to 75 per cent immediately and to 40 per cent
within a decade, along with phased openings for automobiles,
machinery and financial services.

London’s own estimates put the long-run boost to UK GDP at
roughly £4.8 billion — modest in percentage terms, but the
Government calls it Britain’s most significant bilateral deal since
Brexit. The nuances matter as much as the numbers. India’s own
tariff cuts are staggered over years, even as Indian exporters
gain near-immediate access to the UK — a sequencing that
favours Indian industry’s adjustment window. Automobiles are
capped by tight quotas, meaning the celebrated UK carmakers’
win is really a boutique privilege for a handful of luxury brands
rather than a mass-market opening. Sensitive items on both
sides - dairy, apples, sugar, gold and smartphones — remain
largely untouched, a reminder that “comprehensive” still leaves
room for domestic politics.

The pitfalls deserve equal billing. Civil society groups under
the Forum for Trade Justice have warned that CETA leans on
voluntary rather than compulsory licensing for medicines, a
shift that could complicate India’s public health flexibilities
under WTO rules. Digital trade provisions that limit India’s
ability to demand source code access for imported software
have drawn similar unease over regulatory and security
sovereignty. On the UK side, farm groups worry that Indian
antimicrobial-use standards could undercut British livestock
producers who have spent years reducing antibiotic use.

And non-tariff friction — Britain’s tightening steel regime, its
carbon border tax, and rules of origin that Indian MSMEs are
still learning to navigate — could blunt gains that look
impressive on paper. CETA’s success, in other words, will be
decided less by the signing euphoria than by the unglamorous
machinery of implementation: customs registration, origin
certification, and whether both governments actually help
exporters use the access they have won. July 15 is a beginning,
not a verdict.

The India–UK Trade Agreement came into force on
July 15, and the real test of whether it lives up to
its billing as a ‘gold standard’ pact now begins

India and Britain’s trade
deal finally gets real

Power must not be wasted
Apropos the report on India’s clean energy transition, the
country has reached an unexpected milestone. The chal-
lenge now is not merely to generate renewable power
but to use it efficiently. With solar power reportedly cur-
tailed by around 750 GWh in May 2026, it is evident that
inadequate storage capacity and limited grid flexibility
are struggling to keep pace with the rapid expansion of
renewable energy. Ideally, coal- and gas-fired power plants
should reduce output when renewable generation is abun-
dant, thereby conserving fuel and lowering emissions.
However, many thermal plants cannot ramp production
up and down quickly. Some also operate under contrac-
tual minimum-generation obligations, while grid stabil-
ity still depends on their inertia and dispatchability. Battery
Energy Storage Systems, pumped-hydro projects and time-
of-day electricity pricing are gathering momentum.
Emerging technologies such as sodium-ion batteries, flow
batteries and green hydrogen also promise to expand
storage options and strengthen energy security.

Simply adding more solar panels is no longer enough.
India’s clean energy transition will ultimately be judged
not only by how much renewable power it generates, but
also by how efficiently every unit is stored, managed and
delivered to consumers.

R NARARYAN I NAVI MUMBAI 

Peace ensures maritime safety
The tragic death of an Indian sailor and the injuries sus-
tained by ten others in an Iranian strike have once again
highlighted the dangers faced by civilian seafarers oper-
ating in volatile regions. This incident is yet another
reminder of the need for stronger protection of maritime
personnel. The increasing frequency of attacks on com-
mercial vessels also threatens the stability of global trade
and supply chains. Therefore, ensuring the safety of mer-
chant ships must remain a shared responsibility of the
international community. Diplomatic efforts should
focus on preventing conflicts from spilling over into vital
maritime routes.

India must continue to engage with affected countries
and international maritime organisations to safeguard its
citizens working overseas. Shipping companies, too, must
enhance security measures, strengthen emergency
response systems, and provide comprehensive insurance
and welfare support to seafarers and their families.

This tragedy is a reminder that peace at sea is insepa-
rable from peace on land. Greater international cooper-
ation, respect for humanitarian principles, and sus-
tained diplomatic dialogue are essential to prevent such
incidents and ensure that innocent seafarers can carry out
their duties safely.

RUKHMA SHARMA I JALANDHAR
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Apropos the opinion piece, “Are

Schools Preparing Children for

the Future?” by Sakshi Sethi,

published on July 15, 2026, the

article rightly stresses that

education must go beyond

marks and memorisation and

equip children with critical

thinking, financial literacy,

public speaking and AI

awareness.

However, these reforms

require teachers who

themselves possess these

competencies. Unfortunately,

recruitment in most government

schools and colleges continues

to be largely subject-centric. A

teacher may be proficient in a

subject but lack the skills to

nurture creativity,

entrepreneurship, public

speaking or problem-solving.

Therefore, expecting such skills

to flourish in children without

preparing their teachers first is

unrealistic.

There is a growing gap in the

education system between

formal schooling and the skills

future generations require, as

many parents, apart from

paying for schooling, also spend

money on private tuition, coding

classes and personality

development courses.

While the NEP 2020

emphasises experiential and

competency-based learning, its

implementation also requires

continuous teacher training,

periodic upskilling, and

recruitment policies that value

creativity, innovation and

practical exposure alongside

academic qualifications.

Infrastructure alone cannot

transform education. Hence, the

quality of the teacher remains

the most decisive factor.

SOURAV ASH I KOLKATA

TEACHERS HOLD THE KEY TO 
FUTURE-READY EDUCATION REFORM 
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With Uttar Pradesh once again emerging as the country’s principal political battleground, the contest is shaping up as a test
not only of competing campaign strategies but also of contrasting visions for India’s future

Uttar Pradesh: Can the BJP hold its bastion?

The writer is a 
popular columnist

Transparent governance wins trust 
Andhra Pradesh Chief Minister Chandrababu Naidu has,
over the years, shown a consistent inclination towards
data-backed governance, and his recent initiative to
promote data-driven governance for real-time develop-
ment fits that pattern. Linking AI-based governance tools
to grievance redressal is also a sensible step, as technol-
ogy works best when it is tied to citizen-facing outcomes
rather than being used only for internal reporting. The push
for zero pendency in the Public Grievance Redressal
System, if implemented effectively, could significantly
reduce delays faced by ordinary citizens in matters such
as land records and other public services. 

However, the success of this initiative will depend entire-
ly on how transparently the data is shared. If the Monthly
Economic Report remains confined to internal govern-
ment circles, its purpose will be undermined. It would be
beneficial if a simplified public version, with key indica-
tors explained in plain language, were released alongside
the official report. 

This would enable citizens, researchers and indepen-
dent economists to assess the State’s progress objective-
ly rather than relying solely on official claims, thereby
strengthening transparency, accountability and public trust
in governance.

A MYILSAMI I COIMBATURE 

AJIT KUMAR
BISHNOI

With the UP elections drawing closer, the
ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) is rolling out
a comprehensive, strategic plan aimed not only
at retaining power in the state but also at solid-
ifying its influence across India.

The strategy emphasises uniting the NDA and
addressing local issues that resonate with
voters. Still, it would benefit from detailing how
the BJP plans to tailor its messages to specific
caste and regional concerns to demonstrate a
nuanced understanding of voter diversity.

The BJP has identified 100 constituencies as
particularly important for electoral success, but
including the criteria or process used to select
them would clarify how these priorities were
determined and their significance.

The party plans to appoint local organisers
known as booth palaks, who will energise grass-
roots engagement, making voters feel that their
concerns are valued and understood, and
booth pravasis, who will facilitate outreach and
mobilisation efforts.

These local representatives will play a crucial
role in liaising with residents, understanding
their concerns, and ensuring that the party’s
messages resonate effectively within their
communities.

The party plans to launch extensive social
media campaigns and targeted advertise-
ments to reach diverse demographics, with tai-
lored digital strategies designed to inspire con-
fidence in the campaign’s effectiveness across
regions and age groups.

The BJP is promoting a message of inclusive
development. The party is committed to sup-
porting various demographic groups, particu-
larly farmers and women. The schemes
launched would benefit farmers and women’s
self-help groups, uplifting these communities.

Nationalism remains a cornerstone of the
BJP’s identity and messaging.

The party seeks to project itself as a guardian
of national interests, particularly regarding
national security. By emphasising robust
defence policies and a strong stance on terror-
ism and internal security, the BJP aims to res-
onate with voters who favour a strong, secure
government. This approach seeks to galvanise
support by appealing to citizens’ desire for pro-
tective leadership that adequately addresses
threats.

The economy will also be a focal point of the
BJP’s campaign. The party intends to showcase
its efforts to revive the economy, with partic-
ular emphasis on job creation initiatives.

Let us take shelter of God, not of human beings

KALYANI
SHANKAR



There is a
moment in every
person’s life when
the noise around
us becomes silent
for a few seconds,
and a difficult
question appears:
“Am I actually
living the life I
wanted, or simply
the life I was
expected to live?”

For many, this question arrives late — after years
of chasing promotions, possessions, recognition,
and approval. We spend our youth building a
future, but sometimes forget to ask whether that
future will truly make us happy.

The modern world has created an unusual
paradox. We have more comfort, technology, and
opportunities than previous generations, yet
many people experience increasing stress, lone-
liness, and dissatisfaction. We are connected to
everyone, but often disconnected from ourselves.

Perhaps the problem is not that we are moving
too slowly. Perhaps the problem is that we are
moving without checking the direction.

A meaningful life is not created by constantly
adding more achievements. It is created by
understanding what truly deserves our time,
energy, and attention.

The cost of always moving forward
From childhood, we are trained to move ahead —

score better, earn more, achieve bigger goals.
Ambition is valuable, but ambition without
awareness can become a never-ending race.

Many people reach milestones they once
dreamed about and still feel something is missing.
The reason is simple: success achieved without
personal meaning can feel surprisingly empty.

Modern studies on human well-being often
emphasise that happiness is not determined only
by external achievements. Our health, relation-
ships, sense of purpose, and ability to make
authentic choices play a much deeper role in cre-
ating a satisfying life.

The real question is not only:
“How much have I achieved?”
It is also:
“What has my achievement turned me into?”

Health: The first responsibility 
we neglect
One of life’s greatest ironies is that people often
sacrifice their health while trying to build a better
future, only to spend that future trying to regain
their health.

Sleep is reduced, stress becomes normal, and
the body is treated as if it has unlimited capacity.
But the human body keeps a record of everything
we ignore.

Health is not merely the absence of illness. It is
the ability to wake up with energy, think clearly,
and experience life fully.

A balanced life does not always demand dramat-
ic changes or complete transformation. Often, the
most meaningful improvements come from

simple and consistent choices — respecting the
body’s need for proper sleep, eating with aware-
ness, staying physically active, and creating
moments of silence away from the constant noise
of modern life.

These small habits may appear ordinary, but over
time they shape our energy, emotions, and
overall quality of life. A peaceful mind is not a luxury
reserved for those who have achieved success; it
is the foundation that allows success to have real
meaning.

Relationships: The people behind 
our purpose
At the end of our journey, we rarely remember only
our achievements. We remember conversations,
laughter, support, and the people who stood beside
us.

Research on human happiness has consistent-
ly shown that meaningful relationships are among

the strongest contributors to long-term well-
being. Yet modern life often creates a strange sit-
uation — we have countless online connections
but fewer moments of genuine connection.

A relationship cannot survive on occasional mes-
sages and digital reactions. It needs presence.

Sometimes the most valuable thing we can give
another person is not advice or solutions, but our
undivided attention. A successful life becomes
meaningful only when there are people with
whom it can be shared.

Work: Achievement with purpose
Work occupies a significant part of our lives, but
its purpose should extend beyond simply earning
a living. True fulfilment comes when our efforts
create value — not only for ourselves but also for
the world around us.

Instead of measuring success only through
income, positions, or recognition, we must ask
deeper questions: Are we learning? 
Are we growing? Are we creating something mean-
ingful? A person who finds purpose in their work
does not avoid challenges; rather, they accept dif-
ficulties because they understand the reason
behind them.

The aim is not to escape responsibility, but to
ensure that our responsibilities are connected to
a larger purpose, allowing our work to become a
source of growth, contribution, and personal sat-
isfaction.

The courage to choose your own path
Perhaps the hardest part of life is not working hard

— it is being honest about what we are working
toward.

Society often provides ready-made definitions
of success. It tells us what careers to admire, what
lifestyles to follow, and what achievements to
chase.

But a life designed only around expectations can
become a life lived by someone else’s rules.

Choosing your own path requires courage
because it may not always receive immediate
approval. Saying “no” to certain expectations may
feel uncomfortable, but sometimes it is necessary
to protect your peace.

You cannot build a meaningful life by constant-
ly trying to satisfy everyone else.

The real meaning of a U-turn
A U-turn is usually seen as a mistake on the road.
But in life, it can be a sign of maturity.

Changing direction does not mean losing every-
thing you have built. Sometimes it means using
your experience to choose better.

The wisest people are not those who never
change their path. They are those who recognise
when their current path no longer matches their
values. Life is not a race where the fastest person
wins. It is a journey where direction matters more
than speed. A U-turn in life is not about starting
over; it is about having the awareness to pause,
the courage to change direction, and the wisdom
to move toward a life that truly belongs to us.

Indian civilisation, particularly Hinduism — better
known culturally as Sanatan Dharma — thrived for thou-
sands of years under the rule of Muslim invaders and the
British. In spite of subjugation and tyranny, Indians did
not convert en masse as happened in other civilizations
of Asia, Africa and Latin America. The Indian psyche was
deeply hurt when Babur, in 1528, demolished the
temple at the birthplace of Lord Ram in Ayodhya, but the
seething anger lingered for centuries as devotees con-
tinued to offer prayers at a raised mud platform known
as the ‘Ram Chabutara’ within the precinct.

In November 1858 a group of 25 Nihang Sikhs, led by
Baba Fakir Singh Khalsa, entered the complex and built a clay platform (Chabutara) inside
the premises, placed a picture or symbol of Lord Ram and wrote “Ram Ram” in char-
coal on the walls. They performed a Vedic havan and left. An FIR was later registered
against them on November  30, 1858 by the mosque muezzin. This action by the Nihangs
is a crucial document proving that Hindus had been worshipping here for a long time.
Then again, in the night of  December 22-23, 1949, a group led by Mahant Abhiram Das
entered the locked Babri mosque and placed a nine-inch metal idol of Ram Lala beneath
the central dome.

A large gathering of thousands thronged the site, and to prevent communal escala-
tion the administration locked the outer gates but allowed a Hindu priest inside to perform
limited daily puja and bhoj offerings to the idol. The then Prime Minister Nehru direct-
ed that the idol be removed, but the District Magistrate KK Nayar took a pragmatic deci-
sion to avoid communal tension by sealing the main building and allowing a lone priest
to perform basic puja only; this continued until February 1986, when the locks were opened
under a court order officially granting Hindus access to the inner section for worship.
The rest is history until January 22, 2024, when Prime Minister Narendra Modi inaugu-
rated the majestic temple constructed after the November 9, 2019 Supreme Court verdict.

Why write this article now, when the Ram Temple is in the news for the wrong reasons?
The immediate cause is the public uproar regarding theft of donations and an alleged
financial scam in which staff responsible for its safekeeping were siphoning off crores.
Some quick action has been taken and things
are on the right path, but baying for the blood
of the people at the helm who trusted these
thieves — due to lack of administrative acumen
— and smearing the entire temple management
is undesirable and suggests ulterior motives.
Such things can happen in any religious insti-
tution.

For example, a massive Vatican financial
scandal involving Cardinal Becciu began in 2019;
he was stripped of his rights as a cardinal and,
after trial, was convicted in December 2020.
Similarly, the Caritas Luxembourg 61.2 million
bank and donation fraud case began in 2014 and
continued until 2026. In October 2024 former
congregants filed a major financial fraud lawsuit
against Gateway Church of Texas. These accu-
sations were often directed at top management,
whereas the Ram temple case appears to
involve petty thieves and not the trustees. It is
therefore highly undesirable to accuse senior management without evidence.

Likewise, in Islam the misuse and diversion of zakat — which is analogous to dona-
tions - has been a persistent issue. Investigations into the Bashir regime in Sudan revealed
that funds intended for the poor were routinely diverted to entities linked to the regime.
Similar inquiries have been reported against various charities in the Middle East. These
incidents, including Ayodhya, underscore the global challenge of maintaining transparen-
cy and the need for continuous oversight over massive flows of donations and gifts, and
they call for strict internal audit and modern accounting and management procedures.

It seems many people want to take advantage of this event politically, particularly
those who opposed the Ram temple’s construction and who pander to vote bank appease-
ment politics. In reality, portraying the issue as an attack on the Hindu religion — osten-
sibly at the behest of “woke” Western elites with double standards — misreads the sit-
uation. The global progressive movement vocally supports land-back movements, the
return of sacred sites to Native Americans, and the decolonisation of African and Australian
spaces. Yet when the same logic of decolonisation and the restoration of sacred indige-
nous geography was applied to Ayodhya — backed by an exhaustive, multi-decade legal
process and conclusive archaeological evidence from the Archaeological Survey of India
(ASI) - it was branded regressive by some of their Indian cohorts.

Thus, in global media, academic circles and certain domestic intellectual hubs, the
event leading to the Ram temple’s construction was frequently framed not as a moment
of cultural healing but through the modern lens of hyper-nationalism and as an instance
of majoritarianism. This globalised “woke” framework inherently struggles to accom-
modate non-Western civilisational icons. The Anglo American woke club views the world
from an exclusive Western template. Christianity and whiteness are historically asso-
ciated with institutional power and colonial expansion. But when it comes to India, any
attempt to promote cultural renaissance is instantly mapped to Western imperialism,
dismissively ignoring Hinduism’s history as a victim of brutal, multi century colonial and
imperial onslaughts, and viewing the assertiveness of Hinduism with suspicion.

Therefore, when Hindus pointed to archaeological and historical evidence of a temple
being demolished to build a mosque, the narrative was systematically suppressed or
downplayed by Marxist and progressive historians for decades. Lord Ram is not only a
deity but an icon of righteousness and the soul of the foundations of Indian civilisation’s
core elements of governance. Unlike many ancient pagan or indigenous civilisations
that were entirely erased by global colonial movements, India’s indigenous civilisation
survived. The reclamation of Ayodhya is a manifestation of that survival.

For global critical theorists, an indigenous majority asserting its historic rights and
building a monument to its survival disrupts the standard post colonial narrative, which
often prefers indigenous cultures to remain permanently oppressed. Thus the contro-
versy surrounding the Ram Mandir is a clash between a globalised intellectual elite and
an assertive India. The “woke” view sees the Ram Mandir
as a fracture in secularism, whereas the vast majority of
India views it as the healing of a historical wound. India
is asserting its right to define its own modernity, its own
secularism, and its own path towards justice.
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FTA, progress in negotiations with the European Union and
agreements with key trading partners are steadily improv-
ing India’s competitive position in global markets.
However, market access alone is not enough. Preferential
tariffs without competitive supply remain an unrealised
opportunity. Trade agreements create openings.
Competitiveness converts them into exports.

Raw material competitiveness remains critical.
Manufacturers making decade-long investment decisions
need confidence that internationally competitive fibre and
raw materials will remain available throughout the life of
those investments. Similarly, export remission frameworks
such as RoSCTL and RoDTEP require continuity, pre-
dictability and appropriate upward revision to keep pace
with rising domestic costs and unrebated taxes. These
mechanisms are not incentives; they are essential compet-
itiveness tools that neutralise embedded taxes and levies
and help maintain a level playing field for Indian exporters.
Policy certainty is often the difference between investment
announced and investment implemented.

India must also accelerate the development of a textile
machinery manufacturing ecosystem. The country contin-
ues to import significant volumes of advanced machinery
every year. India should not aspire only to manufacture tex-
tiles. It should aspire to manufacture the machinery that
manufactures textiles. Targeted foreign direct invest-
ment, technology partnerships and phased localisation can
build capabilities not only in textile production but in textile
technology itself. Manufacturing competitiveness ulti-
mately rests on technological competitiveness.

Technical textiles represent one of India’s most promis-
ing growth frontiers. From medical textiles and geotextiles
to filtration fabrics, defence applications and advanced
industrial solutions, this segment combines strategic rel-
evance with high-value manufacturing potential. It offers
India an opportunity not merely to participate in global
markets, but to build leadership positions in emerging
applications where demand is expected to grow rapidly
in the years ahead.

China Plus One is no longer a theory; it is increasingly
reflected in sourcing decisions across global supply
chains. Buyers are actively seeking resilience, diversifica-
tion and trusted partners. The future will belong not merely
to the lowest-cost producer, but to the most trusted man-
ufacturing ecosystem.

India possesses the raw materials, entrepreneurial
talent, manufacturing depth, domestic demand and demo-
graphic advantage required to emerge as a global textile
powerhouse. The question is no longer whether India can
achieve USD 100 billion in textile and apparel exports. The
question is whether we are willing to make the investments,
undertake the reforms and create the policy certainty
required to get there.

India’s textile moment has arrived. The world is looking
for a trusted manufacturing partner. The question is not
whether India can lead, but whether it can execute with
the speed and certainty this moment demands.

India can be a trusted textile
manufacturer the world is looking for

The writer is Chairman, ASSOCHAM
National Council on Textiles and

Technical Textiles

Ram temple: India’s

civilisational awakening

India’s textile moment has arrived. The world is looking for a trusted manufacturing partner. The question is not
whether India can lead, but whether it can execute with the speed and certainty this moment demands

The U-turn we all need: Rediscovering the life we forgot to live

Global supply chains
are being reconfigured
at a pace not seen in
decades. The world is
no longer merely open
to alternatives-it is
actively searching for
them. For the first time
in modern text i le
history, major con-
sumer markets are
simultaneously seeking
d i v e r s i f i c a t i o n ,
resilience and trusted
manufacturing part-
ners.

Few countries are better positioned than India to
answer this call. Yet India accounts for only about USD
37 billion in textile and apparel exports today-far
below its potential.

Opportunities of this scale do not emerge often.
When they do, countries either build industries
around them — or spend decades wondering what
might have been.

India possesses a complete textile value chain, deep
manufacturing capabilities, a large domestic market
and a young workforce. Yet positioning alone does
not win markets. Investment does. Execution does.
Policy certainty does.

The next decade will not be won by the country that
produces the cheapest T-shirt. It will be won by the
country that global buyers trust the most.

If India is serious about achieving USD 100 billion
in textile and apparel exports by 2030-31 and build-
ing a USD 350 billion textile economy, it must
prepare for one of the largest investment cycles in the
sector’s history.

India’s textile and apparel market today stands at
approximately USD 194 billion, comprising exports of
around USD 37 billion and a domestic market of nearly
USD 157 billion. Reaching the 2030-31 vision requires
the creation of almost USD 156 billion of additional
market opportunity within the next five years. This
is not incremental growth. It is structural transforma-
tion.

Industry assessments suggest that nearly USD 60
billion of fresh investment may be required across the
value chain-from fibre and spinning to weaving, pro-
cessing, garmenting and technical textiles. Beyond
exports, this investment can create large-scale
employment, strengthen rural economies, deepen
manufacturing capabilities and reinforce India’s
position in global value chains. As one of India’s largest
employment-generating sectors, textiles can convert
manufacturing growth into broad-based economic
opportunity.

For decades, textile competitiveness was measured
largely through labour costs and production efficien-
cy. Today, the equation has changed. Global buyers
increasingly evaluate sourcing destinations through
a broader lens: reliability, compliance, sustainabili-
ty, traceability, resilience and execution capability.
The experience of leading exporting nations demon-
strates that long-term success is built not only on cost
competitiveness, but on buyer confidence. Trust has
become a strategic asset.

India’s opportunity, therefore, is not simply to
become a larger textile producer. It is to become the
world’s most trusted textile manufacturing partner.

What makes this moment exceptional is not
merely the global supply chain shift. It is the conver-
gence of three conditions that rarely align simulta-
neously.

First, political intent is clear. Initiatives such as PM
MITRA, Production Linked Incentive schemes and
support for technical textiles demonstrate recogni-
tion of textiles as a strategic manufacturing sector.

Second, the administrative machinery is increas-
ingly focused on enabling investment and competi-
tiveness through compliance rationalisation, infra-
structure development and ease-of-doing-business
reforms.

Third, industry is ready to invest. Across the value
chain, companies are evaluating capacity expansion,
technology upgradation and sustainability initiatives.

When political leadership, effective governance and
industry commitment move in the same direction,
nations create industries that endure for generations.

Recent trade agreements and ongoing negotiations
are helping address long-standing market-access dis-
advantages faced by Indian exporters. The India-UK
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China’s  waiting  game 

Hostilities  risk  sprawling  out-of-control
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The deaths of Indian tourists in a speedboat accident off 
Vietnam’s coast are, first and foremost, a human 
tragedy. Yet such incidents should also compel 
governments, tourism operators and travellers to 

confront an uncomfortable reality. As international tourism 
expands rapidly across Asia, safety standards have not always 
kept pace with rising demand. Vietnam has emerged as one of 
the most popular overseas destinations for Indian travellers. 
Improved air connectivity, easier visa policies and competitive 
travel packages have made its islands and coastal attractions 
especially appealing. Similar trends are visible across Southeast 
Asia, where marine excursions have become an integral part of 
the tourism economy. But the commercial success of these 
destinations also creates pressure to maximise operations, 
sometimes in weather conditions that demand greater caution. 

The preliminary indication that rough seas and strong winds 
may have contributed to the accident highlights the importance 
of treating weather warnings as operational red lines rather 
than commercial inconveniences. Modern forecasting 
technologies leave little excuse for allowing recreational vessels 
to venture into hazardous conditions. Authorities and private 
operators alike must establish clear protocols that prioritise 
safety over schedules, revenues or customer expectations. 

Marine tourism also depends on rigorous enforcement of 
vessel maintenance standards, passenger capacity limits, crew 
training and emergency preparedness. Life jackets, safety 
demonstrations, communication systems and evacuation 
procedures are often viewed as routine formalities until disaster 
strikes. In reality, they are the thin line between survival and 
catastrophe. The fact that nearby boats joined rescue efforts 
underscores the value of rapid emergency response, but rescue 
can never substitute for prevention. 

For India, the tragedy carries another message. As millions of 
Indians travel abroad every year, outbound tourism has become 
a significant public policy concern rather than merely a private 
leisure activity. Consular services must be equipped to respond 
swiftly during overseas emergencies, while travel advisories 
should extend beyond geopolitical risks to include seasonal 
weather conditions and safety considerations at popular 
destinations. Travel companies, too, have a responsibility to 
provide realistic assessments of local conditions instead of 
marketing idyllic experiences without adequate context. 

Climate variability further complicates the challenge. 
Stronger storms, unpredictable weather patterns and rougher 
seas are becoming more frequent across many parts of Asia. 
Tourism policies and maritime regulations must adapt 
accordingly instead of relying on historical assumptions about 
seasonal conditions. What was once considered a manageable 
risk may no longer be so. The immediate priority remains 
supporting the survivors, assisting grieving families and 
establishing the precise circumstances of the accident. But 
meaningful tribute to those who lost their lives will come only if 
the lessons are translated into stronger safety practices. 
Tourism flourishes on trust. Every preventable accident erodes 
that trust, reminding governments and operators alike that 
protecting lives is the first obligation of every journey, 
regardless of how routine the voyage may appear.  

The meeting between National 
Security Adviser Ajit Doval and 
Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi 
during the recent BRICS National 

Security Advisers’ gathering offered another 
reminder that despite decades of dialogue, 
the India-China boundary dispute remains 
unresolved. Conventional explanations focus 
on competing territorial claims and differing 
historical narratives. Yet a more important 
question deserves attention: What if China 
sees strategic value in keeping the Line of 
Actual Control (LAC) ambiguous rather 
than settling it? 

That possibility helps explain a persistent 
pattern in India's dealings with China. More 
than three decades after both countries 
agreed to maintain peace and tranquillity 
along the border, Beijing continues to resist 
efforts aimed at clarifying the LAC. The 
issue is no longer only about where the 
boundary lies. It is also about the strategic 
advantages that flow from keeping it undefined. 

This is particularly relevant in Arunachal 
Pradesh, which remains central to China's 
territorial claims. The roots of the dispute 
go back to the Simla Conference of 1914 
attended by representatives of British India 
and Tibet.  

The boundary in the eastern sector, later 
known as the McMahon Line, was initialled 
in draft form on 27 April 1914. The Chinese 
representative declined to sign the final 
convention on 3 July 1914, primarily because 
of disagreements relating to the status and 
boundaries of Tibet rather than a direct 
objection to the India-Tibet boundary alone. 

The historical context is important. 
Following the collapse of the Qing Dynasty, 
China exercised little effective control over 
Tibet until the entry of Communist forces 
in 1950. Yet contemporary Chinese claims 
increasingly overlook this reality while 
asserting expansive positions on Arunachal 
Pradesh, including repeated attempts to 
rename locations that remain firmly under 
Indian administration. 

The modern dispute over the LAC has its 
origins in a letter written by Chinese Premier 
Zhou Enlai to Prime Minister Jawaharlal 
Nehru on 7 November 1959. It was in this 
correspondence that Zhou first proposed a 
"Line of Actual Control" and suggested that 

both sides withdraw 20 kilometres from it. 
Nehru rejected the proposal. After the 1962 
war, Zhou reiterated a similar formulation 
in his letter of 15 November 1962. Acceptance 
would have effectively legitimised Chinese 
occupation of Aksai Chin. 

A crucial point often overlooked in public 
discussions is that India eventually 
accepted the concept of the LAC, but 
never accepted the Chinese definition of 
it. The Border Peace and Tranquillity 
Agreement (BPTA) of 1993 provided a 
framework for maintaining peace pending 
a final settlement. Article I committed 
both countries to respecting and observing 
the LAC. However, India's acceptance 
of the concept did not amount to 
acceptance of the Chinese claim line first 
articulated in 1959. 

China's negotiating position on the 
broader boundary dispute also underwent 
significant changes. During Zhou Enlai's 
visit to India in 1960, Beijing proposed 
what later became known as the "package 
proposal" ~ Chinese flexibility in the 
eastern sector in return for Indian 
accommodation in the western sector. 
Deng Xiaoping conveyed a broadly similar 
approach during Atal Bihari Vajpayee's 
visit to China as External Affairs Minister 
in 1979. 

The turning point came in 1985 when 
China altered its position and began 
insisting that India should first make 
substantive concessions in the eastern 
sector before receiving corresponding 
concessions elsewhere. India rejected 
this approach.  

During subsequent negotiations, New 
Delhi successfully ensured that the interests 
of settled populations in border areas would 
be protected in any future settlement, an 
important principle reflected in the 2005 
Agreement on Political Parameters and 
Guiding Principles. 

Having served with 27 Punjab in the 
aftermath of the Sumdorong Chu crisis and 

having later participated in several Border 
Personnel Meetings with Chinese counterparts 
while serving as Brigade Major in the Galwan 
sector, I have seen firsthand how differing 
perceptions on maps translate into friction 
on the ground. The challenge has never 
been the absence of agreements. The  

challenge has been the absence 
of a common understanding 
of where the LAC actually 
lies. Recognising this problem, 
the 1996 agreement on military 
confidence-building measures 
envisaged clarification of 
differing perceptions through 
an exchange of maps. Such 
a process was intended to 
identify areas of disagreement 
and work towards a common 
understanding of the LAC. 
Yet the effort stalled. By 
2002, maps had been 
exchanged only in the middle 
sector, where differences 
were relatively limited. China 
showed little willingness to 
proceed similarly in the 
western sector. India 
maintained that both sides 
should exchange maps 
reflecting their respective 
perceptions, but the process 
effectively collapsed in 2004. 

The significance of that 
breakdown is insufficiently 
appreciated. A mutually 
clarified LAC would reduce 
opportunities for competing 
patrol claims and recurring 

stand-offs. An ambiguous LAC serves a 
different purpose. It allows China to exert 
pressure while remaining below the threshold 
of conventional conflict. The pattern was 
visible before Galwan in 2020 and remains 
evident in Chinese behaviour today. 

China's method is often one of calibrated 
escalation. It advances claims, creates pressure 

and then partially disengages while preserving 
some strategic advantage. This approach 
enables Beijing to alter facts on the ground 
without incurring the costs of a full-scale 
military confrontation. 

The larger strategic question is whether 
China now sees value in not resolving the 
dispute at all. An unsettled boundary compels 
India to devote substantial military resources 
to the continental front. 

It requires sustained deployment, infrastructure 
development and defence expenditure along 
the Himalayan border. Every additional 
division committed to the mountains is a 
resource unavailable elsewhere. 

This has implications beyond the boundary 
itself. China's principal long-term strategic 
concerns lie in the maritime domain, including 
critical sea lanes passing through the Malacca 
Strait. An India preoccupied exclusively 
with the continental challenge is an India 
less able to project influence across the 
wider Indian Ocean Region. From this 
perspective, preserving ambiguity on the 
border imposes costs on India while generating 
strategic space for China. 

India must therefore avoid viewing the 
boundary dispute in isolation. Vigilance 
and military preparedness along the LAC 
remain essential.  

Equally important is the need to continue 
strengthening India's maritime posture, 
including strategic initiatives such as the 
Great Nicobar project. New Delhi must 
ensure that China's border strategy does 
not succeed in narrowing India's strategic 
horizons. 

As India and China continue their diplomatic 
engagement, the question before New Delhi 
is not simply whether the boundary dispute 
can be resolved. China may well have 
concluded that an unresolved dispute serves 
its interests better than a settled one. If that 
is the case, India's challenge is larger than 
defending a line on a map. It is to deny 
Beijing the strategic advantages that flow 
from keeping that line undefined.

Barely weeks after the United States 
and Iran signed the Islamabad 
Memorandum of Understanding, 
an interim deal intended to end 

hostilities and create a framework for a 
broader settlement, the agreement is in 
jeopardy. The immediate trigger appears 
to have been disputes over the interpretation 
of the MoU's provisions governing navigation 
through the Strait of Hormuz. Yet the 
renewed confrontation is not simply 
another chapter in the rivalry between 
Washington and Tehran. It has evolved 
into a three-party strategic contest in 
which Tel Aviv's calculations also influence 
the pace and direction of events. 

Israel has never concealed its willingness 
to prevent any US-Iran accommodation. 
From its perspective, even a temporary 
understanding risks reducing pressure on 
Tehran while leaving “unresolved concerns” 
over Iran’s regional influence and nuclear 
issue. Recent reports suggest that Tel Aviv 
has been “coordinating” with Washington 
while simultaneously warning Tehran 

against retaliation. Israel's strategic intentions 
differ from those of parties seeking to 
preserve regional stability.  

This matters because the MoU was 
always less a peace agreement than a 
ceasefire held together by political 
convenience. It rested upon ambiguous 
language, diverging strategic objectives 
and fragile domestic calculations on both 
sides. Such pacts survive only when all 
parties concerned possess strong incentives 
to preserve them. That condition is 
disappearing. 

Washington’s own calculations 
illustrate why. The US 
administration continues to 
face conflicting pressures. 
Military restraint satisfies 
voters weary of endless Middle 
Eastern crises. Yet any perceived 
concession toward Iran invites fierce 
criticism from domestic hawks. Rising oil 
prices threaten inflation, consumer 
confidence and electoral prospects, while 
renewed military action risks producing 

precisely the energy shock that the earlier 
agreement sought to prevent. Unsurprisingly, 
Washington has simultaneously resumed 
military operations while signaling its 
willingness to return to negotiations ~ an 
apparent contradiction that reflects political 
necessity rather than strategic coherence. 

Military force has repeatedly demonstrated 
its limitations. Months of strikes have 
neither fundamentally altered Iran's 
strategic judgments nor produced a durable 
diplomatic breakthrough.  

Instead, every exchange of missiles 
further erodes trust while increasing 
the probability that a miscalculation 
or third-party action could trigger a 
broader regional war. 

Energy markets understand this 
reality better than politicians. The 
world's consumers ultimately finance 

every failure of diplomacy in the Middle 
East. That is why the greatest danger 
today lies not merely in renewed hostilities 
but in the gradual normalization of perpetual 
low-intensity conflict. 

 If the MoU collapses without a credible 
diplomatic successor, the region risks 
settling into a familiar yet dangerous 
equilibrium: intermittent strikes, periodic 
retaliation, disrupted shipping lanes and 
repeated diplomatic resets that never 
address the underlying disputes. Such 
instability benefits few beyond those who 
profit politically or economically from 
permanent confrontation.  

As China’s deputy permanent representative 
to the United Nations Sun Lei stressed at 
a UN Security Council briefing on the 
Iranian nuclear issue on Friday, a ceasefire 
and cessation of hostilities must hold in 
the Gulf.  

“China urges all relevant parties to 
overcome disruptive factors, refrain from 
the use or threat of force, preserve and 
implement the MoU, reach a solution  
that accommodates the concerns of all 
parties, lift the sanctions against Iran at 
an early date, and achieve substantive 
progress in the political settlement process,” 
Sun said.

Reform UK leader Nigel Farage has made an 
unmistakably political calculation. Rather than allow 
a parliamentary standards investigation to define his 
future, he has chosen to put himself before the 

electorate first. It is a bold attempt to replace an ethics 
controversy with an electoral contest, asking voters to 
pronounce judgment before Westminster does. The gamble 
appears likely to succeed ~ at least in the narrow electoral sense. 
With Labour, the Conservatives, the Liberal Democrats and 
other major parties refusing to contest the Clacton by-election, 
Farage is expected to face only fringe candidates, including the 
satirical Count Binface. Barring a political earthquake, he seems 
destined to return comfortably to the House of Commons.  

Yet that is precisely why the by-election should not be 
misunderstood. It cannot answer the question that gave rise to 
it. The issue before the Parliamentary Commissioner for 
Standards is not whether Farage committed a criminal offence. 
It is whether he complied with Parliament’s rules requiring MPs 
to declare financial interests and benefits connected with their 
political activities. Those rules are intentionally stricter than the 
criminal law because they are designed to preserve public 
confidence in Parliament's integrity, not merely punish 
illegality. Farage insists he has “done nothing wrong” and 
broken no law. He argues that the financial support under 
scrutiny ~ including assistance linked to his personal security ~ 
was personal in nature and therefore exempt from disclosure 
requirements. That defence deserves to be assessed fairly.  

Parliamentary investigations exist precisely to establish 
whether disclosure rules have been correctly interpreted and 
applied. Until the inquiry concludes, there is no finding against 
him. His opponents, however, contend that the public is entitled 
to complete transparency from elected representatives, 
particularly where substantial financial support or political 
assistance is involved. That is the constitutional question the 
standards process is intended to resolve. A decisive victory in 
Clacton would undoubtedly strengthen Farage politically.  

It would allow him to claim that voters knowingly endorsed 
him despite weeks of adverse headlines. But an electoral 
mandate and institutional accountability are not 
interchangeable. Even if returned with an overwhelming 
majority, the investigation can resume. Should it conclude that 
Commons rules were breached, Parliament retains the 
authority to impose sanctions regardless of the by-election 
result. A popular verdict cannot override parliamentary 
procedure. This distinction is significant as Britain enters a 
period of political transition. Labour is poised to install Andy 
Burnham as its new leader after he secured overwhelming 
backing from Labour MPs, positioning him to become Prime 
Minister by Friday unless an unexpected challenger emerges. At 
almost the same moment, Farage appears set to renew his own 
mandate directly from the electorate.  

The contrast is striking. One politician is deriving authority 
through his parliamentary party; the other seeks it directly from 
voters. Both routes are legitimate within Britain’s constitutional 
framework. Elections determine who governs. Independent 
standards processes determine whether those entrusted with 
public office have honoured the obligations that accompany 
that mandate. A democracy worthy of public confidence 
requires both.

Safe  Passage 

Ethics  bypassed 

More than three decades after 
India and China agreed to 
maintain peace and 
tranquillity along the border, 
Beijing continues to resist efforts 
aimed at clarifying the LAC. The 
issue is no longer only about 
where the boundary lies. It is 
also about the strategic 
advantages that flow from 
keeping it undefined 
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Due process 
Sir, Apropos “Law and Fury” (July 14), 

the recent tragedy in Baruipur exposes how 
public anger and poor policing can derail 
justice. The rape and murder of a child 
should have led to a swift, lawful investigation, 
yet it spiralled into mob violence and a 
suspect’s death in custody. When outrage 
replaces procedure, the rule of law suffers, 
and citizens lose faith in institutions meant 
to protect them.   

The state’s duty is not only to punish but 
to uphold due process. Encounter killings 
and lynchings may seem like quick justice, 
but they corrode accountability and invite 
impunity. Bengal’s administration must 
ensure that every accused faces trial under 
law, not under public fury.  Justice must be 
firm yet fair. The child’s death demands 
punishment through courts, not through 
chaos. The government’s credibility rests 

on restoring faith in lawful investigation 
and protecting citizens from both crime 
and mob vengeance. Baruipur should remind 
us that justice without process is injustice 
in disguise. Bengal must choose law over 
fury to honour the victim and safeguard its 
moral foundation. 

Yours, etc., K. Chidanand Kumar,  
Bengaluru, 14 July.  

 

Great loss  
Sir, The passing of beloved singer S. 

Janaki at the age of 88 has left millions of 
music lovers heartbroken. Known affectionately 
as the “Nightingale of South India”, her 
death marks the end of a golden era in 
Indian cultural history. Over a career spanning 
six decades, she sang over 48,000 beautiful 
songs in many languages. Janaki Amma 
had a truly unique gift. She could change 
her voice effortlessly, singing sweet lullabies, 

difficult classical tunes, or even sounding 
exactly like a young child. Together with 
great musicians like S.P. Balasubrahmanyam, 
she created unforgettable music for generations. 
She was a woman of great dignity who 
famously turned down a late Padma Bhushan 
award. Her incredible musical legacy will 
live on forever. 

Yours, etc., S S Paul, 
Nadia, 13 July. 

 

Well done 
Sir, Please refer to today’s report “India 

crush England in historic Lord’s Test”. The 
Indian women’s cricket team should be 
congratulated as they have scripted history 
by defeating England by 270 runs in the 
first-ever women’s Test match at the iconic 
Lord’s Cricket Ground in London.  

The monumental win was anchored by 
historical individual milestones, including 

Yastika Bhatia’s magnificent century and 
Kranti Gaud’s sensational five-wicket haul, 
which earned them places on the prestigious 
Lord’s honours board. India outplayed the 
hosts in all departments, building a massive 
lead thanks to vice-captain Smriti Mandhana’s 
composed batting and Richa Ghosh’s 
aggressive half-century. And this red-ball 
victory is a testament to the BCCI’s recent 
sustained investments in the domestic 
women's structure and professional support. 

Yours, etc., Khokan Das, 
Kolkata, 14 July.



WIRELESS TELEPHONY 

FUTURE OF TRANS- 
ATLANTIC SERVICE 
( BRITISH OFFICIAL WIRELESS.) 
RUGBY, JULY 

THE Postmaster-General, Sir W. Mitchell Thomson, 
referring to the high- power station at Rugby stated 
that reports showed that in general and exceptional 
disturbances they could be pretty certain that any 
message sent out from Rugby would reach any 
ship almost anywhere in the world. 

Wireless telephonic communication across to 
Atlantic by means of Rugby was first established 
on February. Since then the possibility of 
inter-communication in the absence of any 
abnormal atmospheric disturbances almost 
throughout the four-hours had been established. 
The problem of linking a radio telephonic service 
with the land trunk line service appeared to have 
been solved. They were getting appreciably nearer 
when the Trans-Atlantic telephonic service would 
be a practical commercial proposition. 

 

NATIONAL DAY SCENES 

UNINVITED VISIT TO 
PARIS 
(SPECIAL CABLE.) 
LONDON, JULY 

THE liveliness of General Primo de Rivera’s 
sojourn in Paris is described  by the Manchester 
Guardian correspondent, who says that rarely 
has a foreign head of a Government had such a 
hostile Press, and declares that particular offence 
was taken to the fact  that he invited himself. 

The Quotidien dwells on the indignation of all 
French democrats at the, sight of an implacable 
enemy of democratic institutions attending the 
commemoration of the foundation of democracy, 
July 14, celebrated in Europe. 

When the train arrived at the Quai D’Orsay, the 
locomotive gave a pro-longed whistle. “It has 
begun already,” murmured a Foreign Office official 
in the ear of M. Briand, who was waiting to receive 
the Spanish Dictator. The remark was justified 
for, as the motor car left the station, it was greeted 
with a hideous blast of whistling by the crowds. 

The Parisian does not express his dislikes by 
booing in the English man-ner, but pulls a key or 
pea whistle from his pocket, from which he 
extracts ear-piercing shrieks. Notices are displayed 
in taxi-cab garages telling the chauffeurs to whistle 
when the Dictator passes.—Copyright. 

 

DRASTIC REFORMS IN 
BELGIUM 

ARRESTING SLUMP 
OF THE FRANC 
BRUSSELS, JULY  

A THOROUGH-GOING plan of reforms, evolved 
by the Government in view of the anxious financial 
situation, aims at stabilising the franc well below 
200, prohibiting the export of capital and foodstuffs, 
and the restriction of consumption of luxurious 
commodities. 

A Bill has been tabled conferring extraordinary 
powers on the King for a period of six months, to 
take opportune steps to arrest inflation, secure 
the repatriation of capital, regulate the sale of 
sequestrated ex-enemy property, and check the 
spread of reports detrimental to the credit of the 
State. —Reuter. 
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ACROSS 
 
1/4 Success � clear 

tape patched up 

historic Russian 

building (6,6) 

10  No idea why, but 

I�m at the scene 

(5,3,2,5) 

11  Energetic oil well 

sees abandonment 

of good conduct 

(5) 

12  Two girls 

returning, with 

friend about, 

describing many of 

the sights of 

Egypt (9) 

13  French engineer, in 

some reports, is 

quite a sight (6) 

15  The French 

aristocrat not 

sentenced to the 

guillotine? (3,3) 

16  Bore is quietly 

intense, not loud 

(6) 

18  Exclamation of

surprise on getting 

a vision during 

eclipse (6) 

21  Repeating 

requirement: 

�Time to oust MP� 

(9) 

22  Size Small, arriving 

later in sudden 

rush (5) 

23  Energy in giant 

mammals 

perverted sexual 

attraction (6,9) 

24/25 Identical trees 

moved into filming 

area for TV 

programme (6,6) 

 

DOWN 
 

1    Unusual deviation 

on the rise, 

getting banned  

(3-3) 

2    Einstein�s decade? 

(7,8) 

3    Arab leader always 

imprisoning me (5) 

5    Aerospace 

technology to 

change with 

intervention of 

several years? (9) 

6    A top teacher 

coming from 

Eton�s changed: 

�I�m English and 

progressive� 

(5,2,4,4) 

7    Waugh, say, 

bringing name 

forward, 

maintaining 

consistency  

(6) 

8    Work on sales 

pitch, overlooking 

one truthful 

message? (6) 

9    Graduate turned 

up before exam, 

perfectly happy to 

cheat? (6) 

14  Security device: 

ranch will install 

one in actuality  

(4-5) 

17  Old lady 

supporting one in 

English mystery  

(6) 

18  Abnormal reaction, 

sacking a Liberal 

following 

Conservative 

ministers (6) 

19  Examinations 

reveal further cut 

on underside of 

hand (6) 

20  Small island near 

France � the very 

thing for someone 

demanding 

solitude (6) 

22  Sound of sheep 

initially dismissed 

after pastor finds 

fold (5)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

8 9

10

11 12

13 14 15

16 17 18

19 20

21 22

23

24 25

I N T R I G U E N E S T L E
A U O C I C E

T U N N E L H A N D I C A P
S N F O J N R

E E R Y B R I G A N T I N E
A A N I T

E T Y M O L O G I C A L
E I L O L B

G E S T I C U L A T E D
I R C N A

I M P A L E M E N T N E R O
P T X B R A S

N A V I G A T E I N V O K E
L N C R E E I

N A U G H T G A S O L I N E

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

YesterdayÊs Solution

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

Front page of The Statesman  
dated 16 July 1926

News Items

OCCASIONAL NOTE 
THE courts in England have decided, not for 

the first time, that a scout of the Automobile 
Association commits no crime in warning motorists 
of the existence of a police trap. In spite of an 
earlier decision there has been doubt on the point, 
but the ruling which our cabled message records 
is probably decisive. The decision is in line with 
elementary justice. A man cannot be wrong in 
warning others not to break the law. He is acting 
the part of a good citizen. But the judges have 
made the situation difficult indeed for the police 
in days when motor scouts are on every frequented 
road, for if these can give warnings the police have 
no chance of catching the speeding motorist who 
is breaking the law. The law is antiquated. It has 
no relation to every day occurrences in Great 
Britain, and the best thing that can happen is that 
it should be changed. Reckless driving is not 
wholly a matter of speed. There are situations in 
which ten miles an hour is a dangerous pace.

PUSHPA RAJ JOSHI 
 

One month ago, a Kantipur 
op - e d ar t ic le  and i ts 
subsequent translation 
sparked a debate over 

whether the traditional intellectual 
community is perturbed by Prime 
Minister  Balendra Shah’s 
unconventional leadership style, 
or  whether  a  se ct ion of  that 
community has shifted its allegiance 
toward the ruling faction. As of yet, 
several articles for and against this 
narrative have been published in 
Nepali print and online media. 
Since then, the so-called intellectual 
community seems to be divided 
on how to perceive the Gen Z 
movement and the government 
formed subsequently. 

In the aforementioned article, 
the scribe recounts his experiences 
in Paris and Amsterdam, portraying 
a positive image of Nepal and the 
Nepali passport. However, the 
strength of Nepal’s passport is not 
measured in a random café in Paris 
but at international immigration. 
The Henley Passport Index shows 
that Nepal’s passport ranking has 
slightly improved in 2026 compared 
to 2025, but this cannot be exclusively 
attributed to the Gen Z movement 
or to the current government’s 
positive image. The slight improvement 
of passport ranking is consistent 
with the trend observed over recent 
years. Moreover, since January, the 
United States has included Nepal 

in the expanded Visa Bond Program, 
which some interpret as an indication 
of the declining strength of the 
Nepali passport. The overwhelming 
electoral triumph of the Rastriya 
Swatantra Party is an outcome, to 
a certain extent, of the inefficiency 
of the old leaders and the bad 
governance of previous governments. 
In addition, a perception has been 
cultivated that the RSP is a beneficiary 
of the Gen Z movement. 

However, the well-documented 
moral and physical support of the 
leaders and cadres of the party 
during the uprising warrants serious 
investigation. PM Balendra Shah’s 
involvement, in his role as then 
Mayor of the Kathmandu Metropolitan 
City, was evident through his late 
mobilisation of water tankers to 
douse fires and his soft call on 
social media platforms inviting 
people to join the protest. 

A section of the intellectual 
community seems to have shifted 
its loyalty towards the current 
government, ignoring the background 
on which it was formed. The KP 
Sharma Oli-led government is to be 
blamed for the casualty of September 
8, but the stakeholders of the Gen Z 
movement also need to take 
responsibility, to a certain extent, 
for the casualty and devastation 
caused on September 9. This is 
supported by the recently published 
report of the National Human Rights 
Commission (NHRC) that categorically 
alleges several RSP leaders, including 

17 parliamentarians, were directly 
involved in the violent activities on 
September 9. Ignoring this fact, a 
faction of the intellectual community 
that has shifted its loyalty is repeating 
the trend that was observed after 
the Maoist insurgents joined mainstream 
politics and subsequently formed 
the government in 2008. The violent 
activities committed during the 
Maoist insurgency were glorified by 
this intellectual faction, and the 
everyday actions of Maoist leaders 
Pushpa Kamal Dahal and Baburam 
Bhattarai were glorif ied as a 
discontinuation of traditional practices. 

The recent activities of PM Shah, 
including disrespecting the sovereign 
Parliament, are being deceptively 
applauded as the discontinuation 
of conventional parliamentary 
proceedings by the pro-government 
intellectual community and the 
loyalists of RSP. Anyone familiar 
with global parliamentary proceedings 
should be aware that PM Shah’s 
disregard for Parliament is entirely 
unparliamentary conduct. The RSP 
and its lawmakers are treating these 
issues, ignoring the fact that parliament 
is not merely a gathering of political 
parties but a representation of the 
nation’s citizens. Hence, PM Shah’s 
impertinence towards parliament 
is not just his ignorance towards 
the opposition parties but sheer 
contempt for the people’s verdict. 
Still, the so-called unconventional 
intellectual community seems to 
encourage the PM to continue his 

unparliamentary behaviour. Global 
examples have shown that a section 
of the so-called intellectual community 
always aligns with the ruling faction 
irrespective of its merits and demerits. 
This shift among intellectuals - 
moving away from traditional 
principles to align with whoever 
holds power - has accompanied 
every change in Nepali politics, 
from the Rana rule to multiparty 
democracy, the Panchayat era, 
reinstated democracy, and ultimately, 
republicanism. This has destabilised 
the political landscape of Nepal, 
thereby triggering frequent government 
and/or regime changes. 

Ideally, the intellectual community 
should act as a watchdog and deliver 
constructive criticism to the rulers. 
As governments are formed to perform, 
the intellectual community holds 
the government responsible by raising 
issues when the government is off 
track. In contrast, the aforementioned 
article sugarcoats the misdoings of 
the present government and PM 
Balendra Shah as a discontinuation 
of conventional practices. In addition, 
the scribe, in an interview, claims 
that he is responsible only for the 
narration he had conveyed. However, 
an op-ed article not only conveys 
the literal message that is written 
between the lines, but it also has a 
deep unwritten message beyond the 
lines. Hence, the article does not 
address and analyse the current 
government’s dubious actions, including 
the mishandling of informal settlers, 

the controversy surrounding the 
appointment of the Chief Justice, 
the appointment of an allegedly 
incompetent Attorney General, and 
the ongoing spree of unconventional 
practices. 

If the intellectuals do not relay 
their intellectuality, their existence 
is considered vague. To draw an 
example from the Mahabharata, 
Emperor Dhritarashtra’s court was 
home to some of the greatest 
intellectuals and warriors of the 
era, including Bhishma, Dronacharya, 
Kripacharya, and Karna. Yet, their 
silence - or in some cases, direct 
support - for Duryodhana’s unjust 
actions ultimately contributed to 
the outbreak of the devastating 
Kurukshetra War, a conflict that 
claimed countless lives, including 
those of these very intellectuals 
themselves. If only one of these 
intellectuals had protested against 
Duryodhana’s actions, the war would 
have been averted. 

The constructive criticism of the 
intellectual community is crucial 
in bringing the government on the 
right track. In contrast, the blanket 
support of the government’s every 
action, just or unjust, will motivate 
the government to  fol low 
authoritarianism. Hence, what we 
need today is a Vidura in Dhritarashtra’s 
court - not more Bhimas, Dronas, 
Kripas, or Karnas who remain silent 
in the face of injustice. 

 
(The Kathmandu Post/ANN.)

Lessons from Mahabharata for Nepal’s elite

ALAPAN CHAKRABORTY 
 

West Bengal’s 2026-27 
budget, presented on 
June 22, put artificial 
intelligence and global 

capability centers onto the state’s 
technology agenda. But putting AI 
in a budget is not the same as 
building an AI economy. 

Bengal has heard of technology 
ambition before. In the 1990s, as 
India’s IT-services boom was taking 
shape, the state had talent and Salt 
Lake Sector V. STPI-Kolkata became 
operational in 1995-96 with 25 
approved units and exports of Rs 
7.61 crore. What it did not build 
early enough was the compounding 
ecosystem that Bengaluru and 
Hyderabad created around anchor 
firms, export infrastructure, managers, 
global customers and professional 
mobility. The sequence was decisive. 
Bengaluru had already attracted 
Texas Instruments in 1985; Hyderabad 
moved through STPI, HITEC City 
and Microsoft’s development centre 
in 1998. The gap is visible today. In 
2024-25, Kolkata’s STPI software 
exports were about $1.5 billion, 
compared with $14.7 billion for 
Hyderabad and $48.1 billion for 
Bengaluru. This is not nostalgia. It 
is  the  ar i thmetic  of  misse d 
compounding. 

The me chanism is  s imple . 
Technology ecosystems do not form 
merely because a region has educated 
people. They form when companies, 
managers, engineers, customers, 
investors, universities and public 
policy reinforce one another over 
time. Once that flywheel turns, late 
entrants  canno t  catch up by 
announcing parks, missions or 
incentives. They need a new wedge. 

AI can be that wedge, but only if 
Bengal understands what is new 
about it. AI has not levelled the 
field; frontier AI is still dominated 
by capital, compute, research density 
and US-China scale. But AI has 
reopened parts of the field where 
adoption, integration, evaluation, 
security and domain deployment 

matter more than training the largest 
model. Bengal should not try to 
win yesterday’s IT-services race or 
today’s frontier-model race. It should 
compete where AI has to become 
useful inside real institutions. 

The cost curve explains why this 
is a real opening. Stanford’s AI 
Index found that the cost of querying 
a GPT-3.5-level model fell from $20 
per million tokens in late 2022 to 
$0.07 by late 2024, a decline of 
more than 280-fold. Frontier training 
remains exp ensive ,  b ut 
application-layer experimentation 
has become dramatically cheaper. 
New clusters can form around 
applying models to difficult workflows, 
messy data and institutional problems. 

That is why AI is not simply 
“more outsourcing.” The classic 
Indian IT model converted labour 
into export revenue through Y2K 
remediation, application maintenance, 
test ing ,  supp or t ,  BP O,  ERP 
implementation, staff augmentation 
and cost-efficient coding. It rewarded 
headcount scale and process reliability. 
AI attacks the bottom of that 
pyramid. EY India has estimated 
that GenAI could raise productivity 
in India’s technology sector by 
43-45 per cent over five years, with 
software development seeing around 
60 per cent improvement and BPO 
around 52 per cent. For firms that 
move up the stack, that is opportunity; 
for firms dependent on volume, it 
is margin pressure. 

The new stack is not coding with 
copilots. It is data engineering, 
model integration, agent design, 
AI governance, cybersecurity, model 
evaluation, enterprise workflow 
redesign, domain-specific copilots, 
production operations and applied 
product engineering. In the old 
model, headcount created scale. In 
the AI model, capability density 
creates leverage. A smaller team 
that understands a bank’s risk 
process, a hospital’s workflow, a 
logistics network or a government 
file system may create more value 
than a large team doing repeatable 
delivery work. That should define 

Bengal’s strategy: not building the 
biggest models, but making AI 
reliable, safe and deployable for 
demanding institutions. The next 
generation of global capability 
centers should not be old back 
offices with “AI” pasted on the 
signboard. They should host teams 
that automate finance operations, 
modernize insurance workflows, 
monitor cyber threats, evaluate 
model behavior, build internal 
agents, clean enterprise data and 
integrate AI into production platforms. 
Bengal’s pitch cannot be cheaper 
seats. It must be exportable applied-AI 
capability. 

The most underappreciated wedge 
is AI assurance. A fluent model is 
not automatically ready for a bank, 
hospital, court, factory or government 
department. Can it be audited? Can 
it leak private data? Can it be 
manipulated? Does it hallucinate 
under stress? Can bias be measured? 
Can performance be monitored 
after deployment? Who is accountable 
when a decision goes wrong? 
Red-teaming, privacy testing , 
model-risk management, compliance 
engineering, security review and 
incident response are becoming 
industrial infrastructure. Bengal 
does not need to own the largest 
models to build a global business 
around making AI trustworthy. 

Enterprise modernization is the 
adjacent  opp or tunity.  Most 
organizations do not fail at AI 
because they lack a demo. They 
fail because data is fragmented, 
workflows are undocumented, legacy 
systems are brittle, procurement 
is slow and users do not trust the 
tool. Real AI adoption is not a 
software purchase; it is institutional 
rewiring. Firms that connect models 
to actual work will matter more 
than firms that sell prototypes. If 
Bengal wants high-value AI work 
from global firms, it must understand 
what those firms actually buy when 
they choose a location. The Bay 
Area is useful not as glamour, but 
as evidence of how technology 
density works. In 2024, it reportedly 

drew nearly $70 billion of the world’s 
$134.6 billion in AI funding. That 
is not just a capital story; it is a 
density story. Researchers become 
founders, engineers leave platform 
companies to build start-ups, 
customers become design partners, 
investors understand technical risk 
and managers know how to scale. 
Ideas circulate. 

Companies such as Microsoft, 
Google,  NVIDIA, OpenAI and 
Anthropic cluster where this density 
exists. They do not arrive because 
a region declares itself futuristic. 
Google began as a Stanford research 
project before becoming a company; 
the lesson is not academic prestige, 
but the conversion of research into 
product, talent into teams, and 
teams into firms. Bengal’s academic 
base matters only when connected 
to funded applied labs, industry 
problem statements, faculty-founder 
pathways, paid pilots, start-up 
procurement and commercialization 
discipline. 

There is also a role only government 
can play: becoming the first demanding 
customer. The proof of Bengal’s AI 
ambition should not be a summit 
photograph. It should be a citizen 
getting a service faster. Santa Clara 
County’s AI-assisted work on millions 
of property deed records shows 
the point: government AI becomes 
real when it reduces bottlenecks 
in messy public records, not when 
it generates a press release. Land 
records, mutation workflows, hospital 
queues, grievance triage, welfare 
leakage, procurement analytics and 

municipal routing are precisely the 
problems through which local AI 
capability can be built. The systems 
must be secure, auditable and 
human-supervised. A government 
that buys intelligently can create a 
market faster than one that merely 
promotes AI. 

The talent warning is urgent. 
Bengal should not prepare young 
people for the bottom of a shrinking 
pyramid: commodity BPO, manual 
QA, low-end coding, data-entry-heavy 
operations, routine maintenance, 
generic support and certificate-driven 
“AI literacy.” The better path is 
harder but more valuable: data 
engineering, model evaluation, 
MLOps, cybersecurity, product 
architecture, UX, compliance and 
domain-heavy deployment. The 
goal is not a workforce that can 
repeat AI vocabulary. It is a team 
that can ship reliable systems. 

Bengal’s failure in the IT boom 
was not a failure of intelligence. It 
was a failure to convert intelligence 
into  density,  conf idence and 
compounding. AI offers another 
opening, but technology openings 
close quickly. Other regions will 
specialize, attract capital, build 
talent pipelines and saturate the 
markets that now look available. 
That happened in the IT boom. It 
can happen again. The next wave 
will not reward the state that speaks 
the language of AI. It will reward 
the state that learns to ship it. 

 
The writer is a technology leader with experience 
in the US software industry, including at 
Microsoft.

Bengal cannot afford to miss the AI bus
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N
EPAL Prime Minis-
ter Balendra “Balen”
Shah cultivated the
image of a disruptor
even when he was

the Kathmandu mayor from 2022
to January 2026. And it was this
trait of the rapper-turned-politi-
cian, minus the baggage of the
previous generation of Nepali
politicians, that proved so attrac-
tive to voters in the national elec-
tions earlier this year. 

The passage of a hundred days
since he assumed the office of
PM has not dented his populari-
ty, which propelled the fledgling
Rastriya Swatantra Party’s
(RSP) sweeping electoral victory,
among millions of his fans. He
has earned praise for acting
swiftly to expedite the delivery
of some public services and sig-
nalled that he is serious about
prosecuting corrupt politicians
from previous regimes.

However, a streak of authoritari-
anism is evident in many of his
acts of commission or omission.
His disregard for due process,
reclusive decision-making and
bypassing of his cabinet on impor-
tant decisions have left even those
who voted for him angry, worried
or just plain puzzled.

On July 12-13, sections of “Gen
Z”, whose anger against the cor-
ruption of entrenched political
elites toppled the KP Oli govern-
ment, took to the streets once
again to protest two unrelated
events. One was the bulldozing of
long-standing hutment colonies
on the banks of the Bagmati river
in Kathmandu that left their resi-
dents without viable accommoda-
tion in the rainy season. The other
was the death by suicide of a 25-
year-old ride-share app driver,
who immolated himself, reported-
ly after being fined by traffic cops
in Kathmandu. It was a fine he
could ill afford to pay. The protests
coalesced, appearing to warn
Balen that Gen Z does not entire-
ly consist of blind camp followers.

Balen’s response to both protests
has been silence. Even as mayor, he
did not interact with Nepal’s
media. During the elections, he
barely uttered a word at his cam-
paign rallies. As Prime Minister, he
seems to have taken a leaf out of
PM Narendra Modi’s book. He has
given no interviews so far, and does
not meet the media. His occasional
posts on social media are read like
tea leaves. “When a young man has
immolated himself and the atmos-
phere on the streets is charged,
remaining silent can also be seen
as a lack of empathy,” said Bishwas
Baral, Editor of Kathmandu Post.

At the same time, offices of the
Post and other media organisa-
tions, as well as the residence of
Nepali Congress President
Gagan Thapa, were barricaded
by cars parked across their
entrances, as if to send out the
message that if the media found
the traffic rules too harsh on the
public (even more draconian
changes are in the offing), it
should not complain about
wrongly parked cars.

Balen’s contempt is not
reserved for the media alone.
His walkout from the first ses-
sion of Parliament midway dur-
ing the President’s address
caused outrage among the intel-
ligentsia. His absence from sub-
sequent sittings of Parliament
has also raised concerns.
Balen’s supporters say he has
no time for all this due to the
long hours he puts in daily at
“work”. Whereas his predeces-
sors would meet their cabinet

colleagues, officials and party
workers at home all day and
night, Balen is at the secretariat
by 10:30 am every day and leaves
at 5:30 pm. A recent profile pub-
lished on the eKantipur site said
he plays video games at home.

Balen’s relations with RSP
leader Rabi Lamichhane are also
being watched. The latter, a for-
mer broadcast journalist, formed
the RSP four years ago, and for a
newbie did well enough in the
2022 elections to be wooed into
joining the ruling alliance led by
Pushpa Kamal Dahal “Prachan-
da”, the Nepali Communist Party
leader who would form the gov-
ernment that year. In the 2026
elections, he refrained from pro-

jecting himself as his party’s
candidate for the PM’s post, as
graft cases are pending against
him, and welcomed Balen into
the party. But this is also the first
time in the history of Nepali pol-
itics that the prime minister is
not in charge of his party. A
recent amendment to the RSP
constitution empowering the
party chairman (Lamichhane) to
remove the leader of the parlia-
mentary party (PM Balen), has
increased speculation that the
two are on a collision course.

For those who expected mira-
cles from Balen, his inexplicable
silence on foreign policy is a
huge concern in a country that
is a theatre of geopolitical rival-
ries, landlocked as it is between
India and China. After Balen
stopped the practice of one-on-
one meetings with diplomats,
both the Indian and Chinese
envoys, along with other diplo-
mats, lost their privileged access
to Kathmandu’s ruling party
circles. As optics go, this has
been welcomed by the public as
putting an end to foreign inter-
ference in Nepal’s domestic pol-
itics. But there is also the gnaw-
ing realisation that this cannot
be a substitute for foreign policy.

Last month, Vikram Misri,
India’s Foreign Secretary, had to
cancel a visit to Kathmandu,
where he was going with an invi-
tation to Delhi for Balen, after it
was announced that the Nepal
PM would meet only his equal in
rank. Sergio Gor, the Delhi-based
US envoy for South and Central

Asia, was also unable to meet him.
In the Chinese camp, there are

concerns about the fate of its
many infrastructure projects in
the hands of an unpredictable and
inaccessible leadership. Suspicion
is rife that the US is leveraging its
influence in Nepal to push the
Tibetan cause. For the first time,
the Tibetan refugee community in
Nepal celebrated the Dalai
Lama’s birthday without the
event being disrupted by the
police. Kathmandu-based West-
ern diplomats, including the US
Ambassador, attended it.

Seven former ambassadors of
Nepal to Beijing shot off a strong
condemnation of the event, as
did former PM Jhala Nath
Khanal, saying that it endan-
gered China-Nepal relations. 

Kathmandu journalists recall
the time the US envoy was often
asked why his government saw
Nepal through an “India lens”, but
no longer. In what is now a three-
way contest, India is seen in Kath-
mandu circles as having played its
own card after Balen’s rebuff to
Misri. Delhi’s invitation to
Lamichhane, and his arrival with
Foreign Minister Shisir Khanal, is
perceived as a calculated move by
Delhi to cultivate a different, and
potentially opposing, power cen-
tre in Nepali politics. 

A recent invitation to former
PM and Communist leader
Baburam Bhattarai to deliver the
Yadunath Khanal annual memo-
rial lecture at the Institute of For-
eign Affairs in Kathmandu has
created more ripples. 

The institute is run by the Min-
istry of Foreign Affairs. Bhattarai
had a narrow escape when his
home was burnt down by protest-
ers during last year’s uprising. He
is also as different as chalk and
cheese from Yadunath Khanal, a
pioneer Nepali diplomat and
King Mahendra’s chosen envoy
to Delhi, Beijing and Washington
DC. On social media, speculation
centred on the perceived proxim-
ity of Bhattarai, a JNU alumnus,
to the Delhi establishment.

In a sign that Balen realises he
cannot close his eyes to the many
moving parts of a politician’s life
in Nepal, particularly in the light
of the new dynamics in the party,
the PM has now reportedly indi-
cated that he wants to visit Delhi
“soon”. He will no doubt receive a
warm welcome.

All is not well in Balen’s Nepal

Indian and Chinese
envoys, along with

other diplomats, have
lost their privileged

status in Kathmandu’s
ruling party circles.

NIRUPAMA SUBRAMANIAN
INDEPENDENT JOURNALIST

Recent protests are a warning to the PM that Gen Z doesn’t entirely consist of blind camp followers
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Bridge the divide
Wangchuk’s protest deserves empathy

I
NDIA’s democracy has long drawn strength from
its ability to accommodate dissent. It is this spirit
that is being tested as educator and innovator Son-
am Wangchuk’s indefinite hunger strike over
alleged irregularities in the examination system

enters a critical stage. Reports of his deteriorating health
— significant weight loss, falling blood sugar and increas-
ing weakness — should prompt immediate concern, irre-
spective of one’s political views or opinion on his
demands. Wangchuk is not protesting for personal gain.
The campaign by the Cockroach Janta Party, that he has
endorsed, reflects the anxieties of lakhs of students and
parents whose faith in competitive examinations has
been shaken by repeated allegations of paper leaks and
compromised processes. Whether every allegation with-
stands scrutiny is a separate matter. What cannot be dis-
puted is that public confidence in high-stakes examina-
tions has suffered and deserves urgent restoration
through transparent reforms and greater accountability.

In a democracy, the government must listen to citi-
zens who question its policies. Responding to peaceful
protest with silence only deepens mistrust. Dialogue
does not signify weakness. At the same time, hunger
strikes carry ethical and medical implications. The
State has an obligation to protect life, while respecting
an individual’s autonomy. Any medical intervention
should be guided by law and medical ethics.

The present impasse serves no one. The government
need not concede every demand to initiate talks. Equal-
ly, protesters should remain open to constructive
engagement. A credible committee, a time-bound
roadmap for examining concerns and communication
can help bridge the trust deficit. The immediate priori-
ty, however, is humanitarian. The Centre must recog-
nise the emotions driving this movement, respect the
democratic right to peaceful protest and break the ice
through sincere dialogue. Wangchuk’s health cannot
become the price of administrative inaction.

Seafarers’ safety
Tracking dashboard is a welcome step

T
HE escalation of hostilities in West Asia, par-
ticularly the attacks on commercial vessels in
the Strait of Hormuz, has prompted India to
establish a real-time operational dashboard
for tracking Indian seafarers. The move

acknowledges the rapidly deteriorating situation, which
has heightened the vulnerability of civilian maritime
workers caught in geopolitical conflicts. India is one of the
world’s largest suppliers of skilled seafarers, with thou-
sands serving aboard foreign-flagged vessels across inter-
national waters. Their contribution to global trade and
energy supply chains is indispensable. Yet, they often
remain exposed to security threats without adequate pro-
tection or coordination. In this context, the government’s
“Seafarer First” approach marks a significant shift from
reactive crisis management to proactive preparedness.

The proposed dashboard, offering real-time informa-
tion on vessel location, ownership, crew welfare, cargo,
threat assessment and voyage details, will strengthen
monitoring and facilitate faster emergency responses. The
appointment of dedicated liaison officers for affected sea-
farers is expected to ensure that families receive timely
updates, medical assistance, repatriation support and
guidance on compensation. Such institutional mecha-
nisms can greatly reduce uncertainty during emergencies.

India must continue its diplomatic efforts to uphold
freedom of navigation, engage with governments in the
region and press for adherence to international mar-
itime law. In recent weeks, the government has sum-
moned both US and Iranian envoys to lodge a protest
against strikes on vessels that caused Indian fatalities.
Any disruption in strategic waterways such as the Strait
of Hormuz threatens not only energy supplies and glob-
al commerce but also the lives of those who strive to keep
these routes operational. Protecting Indian seafarers,
therefore, is a strategic national priority, not just a
humanitarian obligation.

on this day...100 years ago

The next stage
IN a significant article under the headline “Hindu and Muslim”,
the London Times attempts a forecast of the next stage in the evo-
lution of the Indian Constitution. Prophecy, however dangerous,
has a strange fascination for certain minds, especially when it is
but another name for the wish that is father to the thought; and
where the question is one of the desirability or otherwise of
extending the sphere of political liberty, even a tyro knows which
way the wish of the Times would lie. There is, therefore, nothing
to surprise one in the following observations with which the jour-
nal concludes its article: “The Hindus demand an extension of
self-government based upon majority rule. The Moslems (and
the Sikhs), speaking generally, oppose extension except on con-
dition that their special and communal representation in the
Councils and in the Assembly is maintained. These demands
and the quarrels to which they have given rise do not justify the
inference that no change should be made in the present Consti-
tution of India. To argue that the status quo must be maintained
until the inhabitants of a number of large Indian cities have
attained moral and political perfection is illogical and unjust. But
the strength of “communal” feeling does most certainly justify
the demand that the next instalment of Reforms should contin-
ue to safeguard the rights of the very important religious and
political minorities of the Indian Empire. A time may come when
the political education of India will be sufficiently advanced for
these safeguards to be dispensed with, but that time is not yet.”

lahore, friday, july 16, 1926 

thought for the day

Countering Chinese dominance
Refer to ‘India’s Eastward pivot irks China’;
India’s outreach to Japan and other Indo-Pacific
partners is a timely response to China’s assertive-
ness along the LAC. Beijing’s objections ring hol-
low as it ignores India’s security concerns while
continuing to arm and abet Pakistan. However,
stronger cooperation in defence, technology and
maritime security is crucial to uphold a free and
rules-based Indo-Pacific. Since no country can
contain China’s expansionist designs alone,
India, Japan, Australia and ASEAN nations must
forge a united front, deepen strategic cooperation
and collectively deter Chinese hegemony to
ensure lasting regional stability.

CHANCHAL S MANN, UNA

China cannot subdue India
Refer to ‘India’s Eastward pivot irks China’;
every nation has the freedom to take appropri-
ate measures for its own benefit, provided they
do not adversely affect other nations. If India
is strengthening its strategic relations with
East Asian countries, why should China
object? China keeps doing what it deems fit for
itself, without even paying heed to a super-
power like the US. India certainly occupies a
strategic place in the geopolitical framework of
the region, which none of the so-called strong
nations can afford to ignore. By supporting
India’s immediate neighbours, China should
not believe that it can subdue India.

DEEPAK TAAK, PANCHKULA

Rivers are living assets 
Refer to ‘China’s hydel project bodes ill for
India’; Medog is not just a power project; it is a
strategic and humanitarian issue. India must
build a strong, evidence-based diplomatic case
supported by data and facts. We should engage
riparian nations and raise the issue at multilat-
eral forums like the UN. Simultaneously, India
must invest in real-time monitoring and early
warning systems on the Brahmaputra. Treat-
ing rivers as living assets, not political bargain-
ing chips, is the only way forward.

V SUBRAMANIAN, MADURAI 

Religious overtones
Apropos of ‘What makes Satluj so special’;
the movie is not a mode of entertainment to
generate revenues for the filmmakers. It is a
recollection of memories by those who lost
their loved ones during militancy days in
Punjab. It depicts emotions attached to the
killings of innocent people. Many people lost
their lives in police encounters or at the
hands of militants. The movie should be
viewed as an issue brought before the audi-
ence with an effort to present the poignancy
of those times. The film should not be turned
into a religious, political or state agenda to
trigger violence or communalism.

ABHILASHA GUPTA, MOHALI

Hydrogen train a good beginning
Apropos of ‘Haryana powers hydrogen rail
revolution’; the step has ushered in develop-
ment, new infrastructure and indigenous
technology. The hydrogen train is a step
towards the fulfilment of the Atmanirbhar
Bharat vision. A hydrogen train runs on elec-
tricity generated by hydrogen fuel cells
instead of using diesel or overhead electric
wires. The hydrogen train is completely envi-
ronment-friendly as water vapour is the only
byproduct of this process.

HIMANSHU GOYAL, KAITHAL

Conduct poll exercise sincerely 
The stated purpose of the Special Intensive
Revision of electoral rolls is removing names of
deceased, duplicate, permanently shifted and
ineligible voters while ensuring that every eli-
gible citizen is included. The Supreme Court
has also recognised the Election Commission’s
authority to undertake such a revision. The
process must be implemented with utmost
transparency, fairness and strict adherence to
constitutional and statutory safeguards. It
should be ensured that no eligible elector is
omitted or disenfranchised due to procedural
deficiencies, administrative lapses or inade-
quate verification mechanisms. 

AMARJIT SINGH, BY MAIL
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letters to the editor

DC Sharma

WATCHING pilgrims walk barefoot through the
crowded bazaars of Kangra on their way to the
Mata Bajreshwari temple brings back memories of

my parents, who made it a daily practice to walk barefoot. 
My father passed away at the age of 101. I often marvel at

how he remained active and cheerful until his last day. He
enjoyed lunch with the family and, as was his daily habit,
took his afternoon nap under the shade of a tree he had
planted in his youth. My mother also lived to complete a cen-
tury. They cherished each other’s company. We fondly
remember their half-hour barefoot walk — on the cool green
grass during summer and on the smooth mud floor in the
courtyard of our ancestral home in winter.

My family lived in a modest mud house with five rooms: a
baithak (drawing room), a kitchen and three rooms for liv-
ing and sleeping. There was no electricity in our village in
those days — kerosene lamps and lanterns illuminated our
nights. During summer, we slept under the sky in the court-
yard, while in winter we retired to our rooms. Fresh vegeta-
bles and pulses came from our fields, nourished not by
chemical fertilisers but by cow dung manure. Pure, fresh
milk was always available from our cows.

We owned a battery-operated radio, which kept us con-
nected with music and the news. There were no tele-
phones; communication with relatives depended entirely
on the postal service. We travelled short distances by bicy-
cle and longer journeys by bus or train. Life was simple,
peaceful and deeply satisfying.

Today, even a small child craves a smartphone. We are con-
stantly exposed to radio-frequency emissions from mobile
phones, Wi-Fi and countless electronic devices — even while we
sleep. At the same time, we blame climate change for our declin-
ing health and shorter lifespans. We hear complaints of fatigue,
headaches, poor eyesight, stress and other health problems.

For many years, I did not realise that reconnecting with the
earth could have a positive effect on my health. Gradually, I
began to notice how my body responded the moment my bare
feet touched the ground. It felt as though my entire physiolo-
gy had changed — a remarkable reminder of the earth’s natu-
ral energy. Laziness, stress, anxiety and negative thoughts
have steadily diminished. I simply walk barefoot for about half
an hour every day. No wonder I have experienced a noticeable
improvement in my health and overall well-being.

The writer taught at MCM DAV College, Kangra

Walking barefoot 
with a purpose

DISRUPTOR : Nepal Prime Minister Balendra Shah (right) with President Ram Chandra Poudel. PTI

The India-Nepal border should be a bridge which helps bring prosperity to both sides. — Narendra Modi
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When Teja S Samundri won the Morcha

I
T is shocking but true:
the Sutlej, the most
majestic of the three
rivers left with present-
day Punjab, is dead eco-

logically. Before1954, its flow in
Ropar (now Rupnagar) closely
followed the river's seasonal
pattern because the Bhakra
Dam had not yet begun regu-
lating the river. 

After the Bhakra main-
line canal was built, its flow
in Ropar became more con-
trolled as redistribution of
water for irrigation and

power commenced. 
The river passing the head-

works was no longer the old
Sutlej as the mandate to the
technocrats designing the
dam was to maximise the util-
isation of the river waters for
producing power and creating
an irrigation network. Practi-
cally no attention was paid to
having a regulated ecological
flow to keep the river alive. 

As a result, during the peak
summer months and the
lean period (from September
to May), the river ran dry
during the period 1963 to
2015, until the NGT in 2015
ordered an environmental
flow of 640 cusecs in the riv-
er to keep it ecologically
alive. The amount was about
15-20% of the average lean
season discharge.

Hence the mighty Sutlej
has been used for occasional
floods control, rainy season

overflow and its bed kept free
for legal and illegal mining.

River water channels are the
biggest source of groundwater
recharge. But the Sutlej, which
passes through seven districts,
is not able to carry out this
function effectively. Simulta-
neously, it must be noted that
Punjab has been effectively
transferring its water extract-
ed from 14.5 lakh tubewells at
the rate of 3,500 litres for every
kilogram of paddy produced
and sent to the Central pool.
The aquifers have been emp-
tied up to three layers, with
111 of the 153 blocks of the
state having been rendered
water-stressed.

During both the summer
and lean seasons, the Sutlej
carries only 640 cusecs ecolo-
gy flow. It reduces to a trickle
near Phillaur due to evapora-
tion while passing through
huge mining pits. Then, at

Ludhiana, the treated sewage
water that becomes black, as it
gets mixed with untreated
dyeing and industrial waste
from Bhattian STP, enters the
Sutlej. In addition, the Bud-
dha nullah, with its treated
and untreated waters from
sewage treatment plants, dye-
ing industry effluent plants
and dairy solid and liquid
waste, enters the river at
Walipur. The heavy viscous
water at this point is frequent-
ly photographed as it clearly
shows the polluted black

waters of the Buddha nullah
flowing alongside the brown
waters of the Sutlej. 

This chemical cocktail is
joined by another deadly
combination of treated, semi-
treated and untreated
sewage water of the tanneries
from Jalandhar via the Kala
Sangian drain. This 1,000-
1,300 cusecs of highly pollut-
ed water, loaded with heavy
metals, enters the Harike
Lake. A Punjab Agricultural
University -GADVASU study
has found lead, zinc and
chromium in the gills of fish
inhabiting the lake.  

The polluted Sutlej water
then enters the Rajasthan
canal and later the Sirhind
feeder, which supplies water
to Rajasthan up till Jaisalmer
and the South Malwa area,
respectively. Notably, the pro-
posed Malwa canal with 2,000
cusecs capacity has a water

entry point before the
Rajasthan canal. The public
hearing that took place on its
environmental impact
flagged that polluted water
was being fed to the canal.
However, no Rajasthan-based
political party or organisation
has protested against these
polluted waters.

So, how can we revive the Sut-
lej and, in turn, recharge the
aquifers and basin areas? The
Punjab government should ask
the Centre to revisit the extra
allocation of waters to Rajasthan
due to increased population, and
climate and environmental
changes — the same reasons
that were cited in 2023 by the
Central government in a letter to
Pakistan to reconsider the IWT,
which has been in abeyance.
The Sutlej needs to be flowing
with 4,000 cusecs of water and
this water should be shared by
all states.

V
ERY few people
will remember
the contribution
of a great nation-
al leader like Sar-

dar Teja Singh Samundri who
died 100 years ago — on July
17, 1926 — at the age of 44 in the
Lahore Fort. He was incarcerat-
ed there by the British govern-
ment for being part of an agita-
tion to reinstall the deposed
Maharaja Ripudaman Singh to
the Nabha throne. 

I first learnt about Teja Singh
Samundri from the unpub-
lished diaries of my great
grandfather, Prof Ruchi Ram
Sahni. At a very young age, the
professor had decided to pre-
pare a “History of My Own
Times” (HOMOT), in which he
hoped “to catch a glimpse — it
may be but a faint glimpse —
of the stirring times” through
which he was privileged to live,
and “fix it in words” for his
readers. One of these was a vol-
ume on the Akali movement.

Sahni's introduction to the
Akali movement was the
Guru-ka-Bagh morcha in 1922-
23. This was a non-violent
movement of the Sikhs, under-
taken because a former
mahant of the Guru-ka-Bagh
gurdwara objected to the age-
old practice of cutting kikar
trees from the gurdwara lands
as firewood for the langar. In
August 1922, the British sided
with the mahant and arrested
five Sikhs on the charge of tres-
passing. In response, the
SGPC arranged for five Sikhs
every day to cut firewood. They
were daily met with beatings
and harassment by the British.

The SGPC issued an appeal
for other Indians to bear wit-
ness to the struggle at Guru-
ka-Bagh, that generated a
great deal of interest in the
Press. The Punjab Provincial
Congress Committee deputed
Sahni and Mian Fazal Din to

assess the situation. Sahni was
profoundly moved by what he
saw: "I confess, till I saw some
of the things with my own
eyes, I did not believe all the
recorded stories of the Sikh
martyrs and their Gurus hav-
ing gone through extraordi-
narily severe ordeals not only
unflinchingly but with beam-
ing faces and gladness in the
hearts, because they were con-
vinced that the Akalpurkh
(the timeless one) expected
such services of them. I wish
to record my personal testimo-
ny of such sufferings borne
with the inspiring words,
Wahe Guru, Wahe Guru Ji, on
the lips by hundreds of men,
day after day, at Guru-ka-
Bagh, suffering ordeals which
I have not heard of being
borne by the members of any
other community."

Sahni was a Trustee of The
Tribune and asked the news-
paper to make him its Special
Representative so that he
could report on what was hap-
pening at Guru-ka-Bagh.  He
walked daily with the jathas,
and also worked behind the
scenes with the SGPC. His
reports were published in The
Tribune, and later became the
basis for a book Struggle for
Reform of Sikh Shrines. 

In the book, Sahni gives a
vivid description of the jathas:
"It was an inspiring sight that
one saw morning after morn-
ing in front of the Akal Takht
before the daily jathas started
for Guru-ka-Bagh. At sunrise,
members of the jatha assem-
bled on the spot after a dip in
the 'tank of immortality'.….
Before they left the Akal Takht
and marched forth in proces-
sion along the marble pave-
ment of the sacred tank,
singing hymns from the
Sikhs’ scriptures, sometimes
very touching scenes were wit-
nessed. In many cases, the
wives, sisters, mothers and
even aged grandmothers had
travelled long distances to see
the inspiring ceremony and
bless their dear ones who were
now going on the sacred mis-
sion but whom, they were sure,
they would see at the end of
the day brought back, more or
less, seriously wounded and,
maybe, half unconscious."

The jathas were met with

brutal violence. Sahni him-
self faced lathi blows on
many occasions. But the
Akalis did not waver from
their promised path and con-
tinued towards the gurdwara.

The leadership of the morcha
was in the hands of the SGPC,
whose chairman was Teja
Singh Samundri. Almost 20
years younger to Sahni, he was
admired immensely:
“Samundri had a remarkably
keen and sound judgement.
He could grasp the essentials
of a proposition immediately
and examine them separately
from the non-essentials…. He
was accommodating in the
extreme so far as the non-
essentials were concerned, but
on points which he considered
to be essential and fundamen-
tal, he would stand firm like a
rock. A born leader, as he was,
I have known him in those
great days to sense a critical sit-
uation immediately and act
promptly in a manner which
astonished many of us.” 

Reflecting on Samundri in
the HOMOTs, Sahni writes, “I
find it difficult to convey to the
reader anything like an ade-
quate idea of the wonderful
personality of the President [S
Samundri], his calm and
unruffled temper in the midst
of a tumultuous sea of troubles,
of insistent demands from var-
ious quarters and, not infre-
quently, uncomfortable infor-
mation about what the
high-placed and all-powerful
authorities at Amritsar and
Simla had done or were con-
templating to carry out, his
remarkable resourcefulness
and the light-hearted manner

in which he would habitually
speak of things that would
have frightened many other
leaders almost to despair; these
and other things that one
noticed from hour to hour filled
everybody with infinite confi-
dence in the man under whose
command they were working.
Tall, wiry, with no pomp or
show, or hurry about him, one
could easily mistake him for a
man of no particular impor-
tance. And yet when the occa-
sion required, even in the
midst of a vast crowd, he would
pull himself up erect and
asserting his presence there,
he would give the word of com-
mand in the full assurance that
it would be implicitly obeyed."

One day, Samundri told Sah-
ni that he had won the morcha.
“But Bhai ji,” Sahni said to
him, "the morcha has hardly
begun. How can you say that
you have won it?” Samundri
explained what he meant:
since there were a large num-
ber of wounded persons being
brought to the SGPC hospital
in Amritsar, the Sikh body
needed a couple of hundred
durries urgently. Samundri
placed an order with a shop-
keeper, asking him to send the
bill. The next day, the durries
arrived with the bill fully paid
up, because the local shop-
keepers had donated durries
instead of charging money for
them. The morcha had been
“won” because it had generat-
ed so much solidarity in the
area from non-Sikhs.

Today, we tend to think of the
Akali movement as outside the
mainstream of Indian national-
ism, with a focus on sectarian

Sikh concerns. Sahni's obser-
vations showed that this was
not so, and the fact that the
Akalis were supported by a
large cross-section of society
bears witness to this. In fact,
the Akali movement itself
stands as a witness.

Solidarity and communal
harmony were important
ideals for Samundri. In April
1923, around Baisakhi, there
was a communal riot between
Hindus and Muslims. Akali
jathas patrolled the streets to
restore peace, an act for which
they were congratulated by
the very British forces who
had jailed them the previous
year! When rioting stopped,
the SGPC, under Samundri,
took the lead in trying to
restore friendly relations
between the Hindu and Mus-
lim communities by going
from house to house with fold-
ed hands and requesting for
peace and harmony.

In our own troubled times,
the ideal of "communal harmo-
ny" seems to have little traction,
and movements for justice are
sometimes dismissed as being
the brainchild of andolanjee-
vis. Teja Singh Samundri stood
for peace, non-violence and
amity between all communi-
ties. It is a shame that we no
longer have leaders of his
stature to lead us on the path of
righteousness and truth. 

His untimely death at a
young age robbed India of
one of her tallest leaders. In
remembering him, we must
also remember the ideals he
stood for: equality among
religions, castes and between
men and women. 

NEERA BURRA
SOCIOLOGIST AND 

AMATEUR HISTORIAN

COL JASJIT SINGH GILL (RETD)
ENVIRONMENTALIST

A Trustee of The Tribune, Ruchi Ram Sahni,
reported on the Guru-ka-Bagh morcha in
1922-23, walking daily with the jathas &

working behind the scenes with the SGPC.

What actually flows
through the Sutlej in
the summer and the

lean period is 640
cusecs ecology flow.

The chemical cocktail of Sutlej’s black, brown waters 

FIRM : Teja Singh Samundri had a ‘calm and
unruffled temper in the midst of a tumultuous sea

of troubles.’ When required, he would give the
word of command, knowing it would be 

implicitly obeyed. TRIBUNE ARCHIVES
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ACROSS
1 Gradual 

accumulation (5-2)
4 Student (5)
7 Roughly made (4)
8 Suggestion (8)
10 Stranded 

helplessly (4,3,3)
12 Favourable (6)
13 Robbery on high 

seas (6)
15 Whatever happens (2,3,5)
18 Full of twists and turns (8)
19 A total failure (4)
20 Evil spirit (5)
21 Expressed in few

words (7)

DOWN
1 Ship’s place at wharf (5)
2 Needy (8)
3 A caricature (6)
4 Menacing but in fact

feeble foe (5,5)
5 An affected attitude (4)
6 Soothing song (7)
9 Gigantic (10)
11 Carefully devised

strategy (4,4)
12 Intolerantly 

opinionated (7)
14 Without 

abridgement (2,4)
16 Theme of discourse (5)
17 Fill to bursting (4)

Yesterday’s Solution
Across: 1 Sight unseen, 9 Trawler, 10 Obese, 11 Note, 12 Back-
ward, 14 Odious, 16 Knotty, 18 Famished, 19 Mali, 22 Sonar,
23 Scratch, 24 Keep in check.

Down: 2 Inapt, 3 Hell, 4 Unreal, 5 Shocking, 6 Elegant, 7 Stand-
offish, 8 See daylight, 13 Outstrip, 15 Immense, 17 Lessen, 20
Aztec, 21 Arch.
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n Shaka Samvat 1948

n Ashadh Shaka 25

n Shravan Parvishte 1

n Hijari 1448

n Shukla Paksha Tithi 2, up to 8:54 am

n Siddhi Yoga up to 1:23 am

n Ashle Nakshatra up to 7:53 pm

n Moon enters Leo sign 7:53 pm

calendar

YESTERDAY’S SOLUTION

forecastsu do ku quick crossword

V. EASY

5 4 3 1 6 8 2 7 9

7 6 8 9 2 5 1 3 4

9 2 1 4 3 7 6 8 5

2 8 7 3 1 9 4 5 6

4 1 9 5 8 6 3 2 7

3 5 6 2 7 4 9 1 8

8 3 4 6 5 1 7 9 2

1 9 5 7 4 2 8 6 3

6 7 2 8 9 3 5 4 1

4 5 1 7
7 1 9 2 3

8 2 4
9 5 2 4

7 4 2 1
3 4 7 6

4 8 5
6 3 2 7 9
2 3 5 6

CITY MAX MIN
Chandigarh 37 28
New Delhi 38 28
Amritsar 37 26
Bathinda 39 28
Jalandhar 37 26
Ludhiana 37 28
Bhiwani 40 28
Hisar 38 28
Sirsa 39 28
Dharamsala 32 21
Manali 27 19
Shimla 28 18
Srinagar 31 18
Jammu 35 25

Kargil 29 16
Leh 25 14

Dehradun 35 25
Mussoorie 26 18

SUNSET: THURSDAY 19:25 HRS
SUNRISE: FRIDAY 05:32 HRS

TEMPERATURE IN OC
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when it is time to pay back. Retail investors 
would not re-deposit the money if interest 
rates are cut. So India would have to keep a 
large stash of dollars available for FCNR 
redemptions. It would  impact the country’s  
foreign exchange reserves, which would dip 
by a matching amount. 

The central bank has been using buy-sell 
foreign exchange swaps to infuse greater 
liquidity into the system. So far in 2026, it 
has already bought $25 billion from banks 
that will fall due after three years. As these 
swaps are part of its liquidity management 
framework, there is a possibility of more 
such swaps taking place in the future. There-
fore, it is important to monitor all these flows 
even as we hope that other components of 
India’s balance of payments would turn 
largely positive over the next 3-5 years. 

It will be useful to build suitable buffers 
for foreign exchange reserves to enable the 
smooth redemption of NRI deposits when 
the time comes. One can be sanguine that 
moves made by the government on the trade 
front, especially its new set of agreements, 
will bring about a substantial improvement 
in India’s current account balance. The 
economy’s growth story must continue to 
resonate with foreign investors. 

These are the author’s personal views. 

An NRI can borrow in any currency and 
convert it to dollars, but funds are cheapest 
in Japan. In the US, the cost of such loans can 
start from 6%, thus offering little scope for a 
net positive return. Borrowing in yen is far 
more attractive, but it entails the risk of yen 
appreciation. If that happens, returns could 
diminish or be in jeopardy. The yen has 
depreciated by almost 4% per annum from 
109 per dollar before covid to around 162 
now. This looks too sharp. Hence, it could 
possibly strengthen over the next 3-5 years. 

The use of leverage to invest in FCNR 
deposits is the idea’s big appeal. Otherwise, 
flows into these deposits have been lacklus-
tre. The last time such a scheme was drawn 
up, with a fixed swap rate offered by RBI, was 
back in 2013-14 when the forwards rate was 
almost double. From $15 billion in 2012-13, 
deposits jumped to $41 billion in 2013-14, but 
had declined to $34 billion by 2025-26. Two 
factors explain this. First, RBI’s special 
incentive was time-bound for those working 
on leverage. Second, non-leveraged deposits 
offer limited buoyancy as interest rates are 
continuously compared with local rates by 
prospective depositors. 

Estimates of what RBI’s latest scheme can 
draw vary from $40 billion to $100 billion 
amid euphoria over it being a win-win game: 

A
ssume that a non-resident Indian 
(NRI) takes a 162 million yen loan at, 
say, 4% interest per annum and con-

verts it to $1 million. This amount can then 
be put in a foreign currency non-resident 
(FCNR) deposit at an interest rate of, say, 
6.5% for 3 or 5 years. The bank gives these 
dollars to the Reserve Bank of India (RBI), 
which in turn swaps them without any risk 
premium. This means that the bank can buy 
back the dollars at the present exchange rate 
at the time of maturity. Sounds good? Yes, 
this is how carry trade works, but the differ-
ence is that banks would normally not pay 
such high rates of interest, given the foreign 
exchange risk they bear, as reflected in the 
forward hedging rate of around 3%. The 
rupee has depreciated by an average 3% per 
annum over the past decade, which usually 
prevents such arbitrage and explains why 
banks had kept their FCNR deposit rates 
low. But with RBI now taking on the cost of 
an exchange-rate hedge, banks can safely 
offer high rates on NRI dollar deposits.  

much about lay people being greedy, 
thinking that they have found a way to 
quickly multiply their money. It is a 
willing suspension of disbelief.

This is different from real mis-selling, 
which also unfortunately happens in 
financial markets.

We smile when we read of historical 
bubbles like the Tulip Mania or South 
Sea bubble, imagining that we would 
never do idiotic stuff like that. The 
height of the latter bubble was sup-
posed to be money raised by a company 
for “carrying on an undertaking of great 
advantage, but nobody to know what it 
is.” Who would fall for something like 
that, right?

Now let me read you something from 
the SpaceX IPO prospectus, as cited on 
CNBC.com. SpaceX sees a total addressa-
ble market of $28.5 trillion, and said in 
its prospectus that identifying and creat-
ing trillion-dollar market opportunities 
will be one element of its “repeatable 
business model.” In simple language, 
SpaceX’s business is to keep identifying 
trillion dollar opportunities that are cur-
rently unknown. Same difference. 

Not only has SpaceX raised more than 
$85 billion through its IPO on this 
promise (in addition to its massive pre-
IPO raises), it has done so without giv-
ing new investors almost any share-
holder rights, something I detailed in 
my article ‘Space X IPO: Does Musk 
have a divine right to rule the business?’ 
Not only that, Nasdaq, FTSE and several 
other index providers have diluted their 
norms to include this new listing in 
major indices, prompting massive pur-
chases by passive funds, which now 
dominate global investing. All classic 
signs of chasing excess. 

One category of bubbles are, of 
course, those that have no real basis, 
and are more or less outright scams; 
NFTs are a recent example.

But the huge losses are usually in 
technology-led bubbles. The counter-
intuitive part is that the biggest damage 
is done not by technologies that fail, as 
this damage is on a relatively small scale. 

The real trail of carnage is in industries 
and technologies that succeed.

Human history, at least post the Indus-
trial Revolution, is a tale of technologies 
that succeeded beyond measure but 
often still managed to bankrupt their 
investors. From railroads to automo-
biles, from aviation to the internet, there 
are technologies that fundamentally 
changed how almost every human being 
on earth lives but still proved to be grave-
yards for investors. This is due to a com-
bination of over-investment and crazy 
valuations. The investments never man-
age to make economic rates of return 
and then the whole story unravels.

Talking of what is happening cur-
rently, artificial intelligence (AI) mega 
scalers are investing around $800 bil-
lion to $1 trillion in a single year, about 
six times their capital expenditure in a 
normal year. In addition, most of this is 
in fast depreciating assets bought at 
inflated prices because it is a seller’s 
market today for most semiconductor 
and hardware manufacturers. Add to it 
the fact that much of this spending is 
being funded through debt, and you 
have a build-up to a perfect storm.

An additional level of risk arises from 
US margin debt—what investors borrow 
from their brokerages to buy securities. 
It rose 54% to a record $1.4 trillion by the 
end of May 2026. Leverage amplifies 
both profits and losses—it reveals the 
greed of the ‘common investor’ in action.

Much of the money is going into what 
are themselves leveraged technology 
and semiconductor exchange traded 
funds. The kind where the recent 10% 
single-day fall in Korean stocks caused a 
30% drop in fund value. If an investor is 
leveraged on top of this, 90% of the 
value can vanish in a single day. Even 
the slightest prick can spiral out of con-
trol with leverage being built at multiple 
levels. It’s clearly time for caution. 

As an aside, for those buying Gift City 
products for global investments from 
any and everybody, remember it is 
when the tide goes down that you know 
who is swimming nude.

L
et me start with one of my favourite 
quotes from a book that explains 
financial bubbles elegantly, John 

Kenneth Galbraith’s A Short History of 
Financial Euphoria: “There can be few 
fields of human endeavour in which 
history counts for so little as in the 
world of finance.”

The beauty of each such episode is 
that whether it is the non-fungible 
token (NFT) frenzy of 2021, the mort-
gage madness prior to the global finan-
cial crisis of 2008 or the Indian small 
and medium enterprises initial public 
offerings (IPO) boom of 2024, the tem-
plate remains the same.

During a classic bubble inflation, in 
the euphoric phase, every member of 
the mob believes they are smart and all 
the money being made by them is well-
deserved. Those sceptical about the 
bubble are scoffed at as stupid for not 
making money. Even those who can see 
the problems jump in, thinking they can 
get out ahead of the crowd.

Then comes the burst, which always 
comes with a bang; it never deflates 
slowly. All those who planned to exit also 
cannot do it. Following on its heels is a 
blame game. Some heads have to be sac-
rificed: whether of corporations, other 
entities or people. What remain sacro-
sanct are markets, including actions of 
the ‘common’ speculator. They are never 
blamed, but maybe they should be.

Because every market madness is as 

The AI story bears signs of a bubble inflated by the greed of common investors fuelling this frenzy

Devina Mehra 
is founder of First Global and author of 

‘Money, Myths and Mantras: The Ultimate 

Investment Guide’. Her X handle is 

@devinamehra

Foreign currency deposits are arriving but with risks
Madan Sabnavis

A
pple’s trade-secret lawsuit 
against OpenAI may look like 
another Silicon Valley dispute 
over employee misconduct. 
Viewed alongside Microsoft CEO 
Satya Nadella’s observation of a 

‘reverse information paradox,’ however, it illus-
trates how artificial intelligence (AI) has begun 
to transform intellectual property (IP). Compa-
nies have typically guarded their innovations 
through patents, copyrights, trade-secret laws 
and non-disclosure agreements. With frontier 
AI, though, the value of a document pales in 
contrast with that of judgement. The latter 
comprises the collective intuition of engineers 
who know specific model behaviour, how to 
improve output yields, effective evaluation 
methods or which architectural calls survived 
countless failed experiments. Such stuff is never 
fully documented. It resides in people’s heads. 
And that is what makes the Apple-OpenAI case 
significant. It is not just about allegedly swiped 
files, but whether the knowledge carried by 
employees can, together with confidential 
papers or device access, enrich a rival business. 

California law has long sought a balance of 
principles: staffers must not embezzle trade 
secrets, but nor should employers stop them 
from applying the general skills and experience 
they acquire elsewhere. Now, just a handful of 
minds can shape products worth billions of dol-
lars. As the value of individual expertise rises, so 
too does people’s temptation to test the limits of 
what can legitimately move in lieu of a better 
pay package or role. The value that a firm sees at 
risk determines its will to litigate. Yet, talent 
mobility is only the first IP challenge of the AI 
age. The paradox of ‘reverse information’ points 
to a second dilemma. Workers routinely feed AI 

systems with workflows, customer insights, 
engineering practices, internal terminology 
and decisional logic in a bid to enrich the con-
text of prompts. Even if AI providers promise 
not to use enterprise data for training, AI users 
often have no privacy qualms as they loop these 
friendly models into daily decisions. A com-
pany’s competitive asset, thus, is the institu-
tional intelligence generated as AI interactions 
grow, creating what Nadella calls an “intelli-
gence exhaust,” a byproduct of everyday work 
that existing IP doctrines scarcely recognize.

But can the legal system keep up? New AI 
models arrive every few weeks, even as hard-
ware cycles shorten. By the time a case is tried, 
the competitive edge being contested could get 
blunted. Also, how does one keep AI learnings 
off a firm’s proprietary processes from getting 
around? The law is relatively clear on the theft 
of confidential files, but was not designed for 
knowledge creation as a joint AI-human effort. 
An AI-infused economy would need the law to 
help firms fortify corporate intelligence as a 
whole. This may require a new set of IP protec-
tions that cover enforceable trust limits for 
enterprise AI, audit mechanisms for knowledge 
retention and rights over AI-generated artefacts 
and agent memory. While legal shields could 
take time, companies must rethink their inter-
nal AI security so that IP protection protocols 
can evolve from guarding documents to gov-
erning intelligence flows. Employers should ask 
employees to use only approved AI tools and 
crack down on unauthorized usage that might 
be leaking valuable fragments of their success 
formula. The defining IP battle of the AI era will 
be about who owns and gets to learn from the 
institutional intelligence that documents can 
never fully capture.

Intellectual property is 
getting redefined by AI

Apple’s lawsuit against OpenAI in America signals a shift in what intangibles a company 

ought to guard in the age of AI. Corporate practices and protective laws will need to adapt 
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MUMBAI

Energy giant Reliance
Industries Ltd (RIL) on
Friday posted a higher-

than-expected group profit in
the three months ended June,
helped by stronger margins in its
core refining and petrochemicals
business.

Consolidated net profit rose
18% in the quarter to `7,113
crore from `6,024 crore a year
ago, said RIL, which has busi-
nesses ranging from oil to yarn
and retail, and is preparing to
launch a pan-India telecom net-
work. The profit surpassed ana-
lyst expectations of `6,515 crore,
Reuters reported. 

Revenue at the group level fell
13.13% to `71,451 crore from
`82,509 crore a year earlier.

RIL was helped by a stronger-
than-expected gross refining
margin, or GRM, the difference
between the per barrel price of
crude oil and the value of petro-
leum products distilled from it.
The company’s GRM strength-
ened to $11.5 from $10.4 a year
ago. Analysts had expected a
GRM of $9.5-10 per barrel.

RIL’s GRM outperformed the
Singapore complex margin by
$6.5 per barrel, the highest level
achieved in eight years. The
company had been reporting a
$3-4 per barrel premium to Sing-
apore GRMs. Singapore complex
margin averaged $5 per barrel. 

“Our refining business deliv-
ered another record perform-
ance and achieved industry-
leading GRM,” Mukesh Ambani,
chairman and managing director
of RIL, said in a statement.

Stand-alone net profit in the
June quarter rose 18.5% to
`7,548 crore from `6,369 crore
in the same period last year.
Stand-alone revenue fell 16.7%
to `59,493 crore from `71,420
crore. A Bloomberg poll of 10
analysts estimated the company
to post a stand-alone net profit
of `6,444.7 crore and revenue of
`58,141.2 crore. 

Revenue from the refining and
marketing segment fell by 17.7%
to `56,568 crore and earnings
before interest and tax (Ebit)
rose 25.9% to `6,593 crore.

RIL operates the world’s big-

gest oil-refinery complex, with a
refining capacity of 1.24 million
barrels of oil per day, at Jamna-
gar in Gujarat.

“Improved middle distillate
cracks, advantaged crude sour-
cing, continuing robust demand
growth supported refining mar-
gin,” said RIL. Middle distillates
include kerosene, jet fuel and
diesel. 

“Though regional refining
margins trended downwards,
our high-conversion refining
system was able to take advan-
tage of higher margins on mid-
dle distillates and wider dis-
counts on sour crude oils. Our
refining business delivered
another record performance and
achieved industry leading GRM,”
said Ambani in the statement.

Revenue from the petrochem-
icals segment was largely flat
while Ebit was up 20.5% to
`2,806 crore, supported by
demand.

“Our petrochemicals business
has a wide product portfolio,
superior feedstock linkages and
serves high-growth end-markets
in India. As a result, we achieved
yet another quarter of margin
expansion in petrochemicals
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BENGALURU

Infosys Ltd, India’s second
largest software services

exporter, lowered its full-year
revenue forecast after falling
short of earnings estimates in
the quarter ended 30 June,
prompting investors to punish
the stock.

Shares of the Bengaluru-based
company plummeted 8.81% on
Black Friday for investors, who
lost `23,796.34 crore of wealth in
the process on BSE.

Infosys reported a 2.2%
sequential dollar revenue
increase to $2.5 billion in the
June quarter, hurt by the weak
performance of its consulting
practice and slow revenue trans-
lation from the large deal wins
made in the last one year.

The management now expects
lower dollar revenue growth of
between 10.8% and 12.3% in the
year to 31 March, against the
earlier expectation of 11.8-13.8%
growth. In constant currency
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India’s merchandise exports
expanded for the first time in

19 months in June, snapping a
downward spiral that lasted one-
and-a-half years as demand
shrank in overseas markets that
grappled with faltering eco-
nomic growth.

Overseas shipments rose
1.27% in June to $22.6 billion
while imports contracted for the
19th month in a row, down 7.3%
to $30.7 billion, generating a
trade deficit of $8.1 billion—the
highest in six months.

In June, China’s exports fell
4.8% while its imports dropped
8.4%.

During the month, India’s oil
imports fell 16.4% while non-oil
imports dropped 4.1%.

In the first quarter (April-
June) of the fiscal year, India’s
exports contracted 2.1% to $65.3
billion while its imports dropped
14.5% to $84.5 billion, leaving a
trade deficit of $19.2 billion.

World trade has been shrink-
ing as demand slowed in key
American and European mar-
kets. Growth in the volume of
world trade is expected to
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first time in 19 
months, trade 
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Old pocket monsters do
not die. They get 

revived in augmented real-
ity.

The Pokémon GO craze
that has swept the world is 
truly astonishing to any-
body who has lived 
through the original Poké-
mon mania—and then 
seen it fizzle out. The 
mobile game has report-
edly had more downloads 
in a week than the popular 
online dating app Tinder. 
Pokémon GO is not yet 
officially available in India, 
but illegal copies are 
already in the market.

The success of Pokémon
GO shows that franchises 
that were strong in another 
age can get a second life in 
the digital era. The way 
superheroes are back is 
another example. The dark 
streets of Gotham now res-
onate with a new genera-
tion born decades after the 
original debut of the caped 
crusader. Let us call them 
old cultural products aug-
mented with new technol-
ogy. The marriage of good 
content, innovative tech-
nology and smart devices is
creating new possibilities 
in the digital economy. 
Catching Pokémon has 
become cool once again.

QUICK EDIT

Pokémon 

craze

Q&A: Pranab Barua on developing 
an omni-channel business >10

MARKETS: Sensex drops 105 points as Infosys 
shares tumble >2

CORP: L&T to sell 15% stake in L&T Technology 
Services via IPO >3

POLICY: Government reaches out to Congress on 
GST bill >4

major terrorist attack in France
since the January 2015 shootings
at the Charlie Hebdo satirical
newspaper and a kosher store
near Paris. In November, orga-
nized teams killed 130 people in
Paris, in cafes and at the Bata-
clan concert hall. Four other
attacks of smaller scale in the
last 18 months bring the tally
close to 240 dead with hundreds
injured.

From the lone wolf attack in

Orlando to this latest incident,
Europe and the US have been
engulfed by waves of violence
carried out by Islamic State sym-
pathizers at a time when there is
a populist backlash against
immigrants and the political
establishment, be it bureaucrats
in the European Union or law-
makers in Washington.

“This is making Europe so
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A majority of respondents to a Mint-instaVaani poll have expressed concern 
over the growing number of terror attacks and blamed speeches by preachers 
such as Zakir Naik for inspiring them. Naik, a Mumbai-based televangelist who 
is currently abroad, is reported to have inspired two of the men who hacked 20 
people to death in a Dhaka restaurant on the night of 1 July. He has denied 
making inflammatory speeches. Seventy-six per cent of respondents (380 of 
503 respondents) to the poll said the increasing number of terror activities are 
a matter of concern. Sixty-six per cent (196 of 297 respondents) said speeches 
by preachers like Naik are responsible for an increase in terrorism. And 57% 
(141 of 247 respondents) said governments are not doing enough to combat 
terrorism. In response to a specific question, 58% (130 of 223 respondents) 
said the unrest in Kashmir that followed the killing of suspected Islamist 
militant Burhan Wani by security forces hasn’t been handled well by the state 
and central governments. More than 30 people have died so far in clashes 
between security forces and protestors.

RELIGIOUS PREACHERS 
RESPONSIBLE FOR RISE IN 
TERROR ACTIVITIES: POLL 

Do you think 
increase in 
terror activities 
is a matter of 
concern? 

Do you think speeches by 
preachers such as Zakir Naik 
are responsible for an increase 
in terrorism?  

Do you think governments in India are 
doing enough to combat terrorism? 

Which community do 
you belong to? 

Do you think the unrest in Kashmir 
has been handled well by the state 
and Union governments? 

No. of respondents: 503

No. of respondents: 247

No. of respondents: 204

No. of respondents: 223

No. of respondents: 297

43%

42%

57%

58%

Yes No

76% 24%
66% 34%

Hindu Muslim Christian

77%

10%
4%
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STRONG MARGINS

RIL’s net 
profit up 
18% in Q1
Consolidated net profit 
rose to `7,113 crore in 
the quarter as GRM 
strengthened to $11.5 
from $10.4 a year ago

Reliance Industries Ltd
(RIL) had reported a

premium of $3.1 per barrel
over the Singapore gross
refining margin (GRM) for
the March quarter. For the
June quarter, that premium
was expected to expand
further. However, the
reported premium of $6.5
per barrel, the highest in
the last eight years accord-
ing to RIL, far exceeded
Street estimates. Most ana-
lysts had estimated the
company’s GRM to be in
the range of $9.5-10 per
barrel. On the contrary,
RIL’s GRM in the June
quarter came in at $11.5
per barrel.

There are a couple of
reasons for this outper-
formance. One, as Alok
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margins
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PARIS

Eight months after a murder-
ous rampage in Paris, a

deadly attack in the coastal city
of Nice on Bastille Day left at
least 84 people dead and scores
injured, threatening to throw a
still-traumatized France into a
tailspin and raising terror alarms
across Europe.

Television and amateur video
images showed a truck plowing
into a late-night crowd of revel-
ers in the southeastern French
city, leaving people sprawled in
its path and hundreds fleeing,
including some pushing stroll-
ers. 

More than a dozen children
were among the dead and at
least 50 people are in critical
condition. The rampage, which
ended after the driver was shot
to death by the police, forced
President Francois Hollande to
call up military reserves and
extend the state of emergency
that he had intended to let lapse.

“Horror again has struck
France,” Hollande said in the
early hours of Friday.

The Nice assault is the third

BASTILLE DAY

France in shock as more than 

84 die in Nice terror attack

Desperate times: People at a makeshift memorial in Nice. The rampage 
forced President Francois Hollande to call up military reserves and 
extend the state of emergency that he had intended to let lapse.

VALERY HACHE/AFP
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A company should be able 
to use a model without 

giving up the knowledge that 
makes it unique. That is the 

reverse information paradox 
we need to confront.

Sat ya Nadella

is chief economist, Bank of 

Baroda, and author of 

‘Corporate Quirks: The Darker 

Side of the Sun’
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have to be redeemed. While inflows of 
$40-100 billion are large, these can prove 
onerous if not renewed on maturity. Else, 
India’s current account would have to sup-
port these flows. On the capital account side, 
inflows of foreign direct investment (FDI) 
and from foreign portfolio investors (FPIs) 

need to strengthen and 
turn significantly positive. 
Here, the ‘FDI syndrome’ is 
relevant—a situation we 
have faced for the last few 
years where gross inflows 
have risen to almost $100 
billion, but repatriations 
have increased too, thus 
resulting in unimpressive 
levels of net FDI. Several 
investors who invested in 
enterprises have moved 
out. Some have used initial 
public offerings as a way to 
take money out of India. A 

similar worry can arise for FCNR deposits 
when they are due for redemption. 

Interest rates in source countries could 
move over the next 3-5 years, with currency 
movements also hard to predict. All those 
taking loans right now to invest in FCNR 
deposits would have to estimate their risk 

NRIs get higher returns than what they 
would earn in their country of residence, 
while banks get liquidity when they 
exchange dollars with RBI at a cost that is 
lower than of domestic funds (with RBI’s 
zero-return cash reserve and statutory 
liquidity mandates thrown in).On its part, 
RBI gets to shore up its for-
eign exchange reserves—
the swap cost does not 
really matter for a central 
bank. As a collateral gain, 
the dollars swapped for 
rupees with RBI leads to an 
infusion of liquidity into 
the system, thus helping 
address a shortfall in local 
deposits for on-lending. 
This is already showing in 
a decline in certificate-of- 
deposit rates. 

An interesting question 
that arises is whether the 
scheme could have been extended to all 
investors and not just NRIs. This would have 
helped widen the universe of potential 
investors and could have been called a spe-
cial foreigner deposit programme. 

Another pertinent question is what hap-
pens after 3 or 5 years when these deposits 

These offer a 

win-win for now 

but leveraged 

deposits aren’t 

risk-free and 

India must plan 

for redemptions

Why euphoria has returned and 
some things simply don’t change
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O
n 18 August, Tata Sons will hold its 
annual general meeting (AGM) 
and only one of its two largest 
charitable trusts will be entitled to 
cast a vote. The Sir Ratan Tata 
Trust, which together with the Sir 

Dorabji Tata Trust accounts for just over half of the 
roughly 66% of Tata Sons held collectively by Tata 
Trusts, a network of some 15 family trusts, has been 
restrained from participating in trust decisions by 
the Maharashtra Charity Commissioner, pending 
an inquiry into the composition of its board, an 
order that Tata Trusts have publicly contested 
as procedurally irregular and issued without a 
hearing. A separate decades-old dispute, over the 
1989 transfer of 833 Tata Sons shares from the 
Navajbai Ratan Tata Trust to the late Naval Tata, 
has since resulted in a formal complaint to the 
Commissioner and a remarkable demand from 
an incumbent Tata Trusts vice-chairman for an 
independent probe of his own institution.

Layer this onto the still-unresolved question of 
N. Chandrasekaran’s third term as Tata Sons chair-
man, deferred at a board meeting in February and 
now pushed to the August AGM, and one has three 
live governance disputes with a direct bearing on 
who controls the promoter of 26 listed companies 
with a combined market value that Tata’s own 
investor disclosures put at more than $328 billion 
as of March 2025.

None of it has triggered a single disclosure under 
the Securities and Exchange Board of India’s (Sebi) 
Listing Obligations and Disclosure Requirements 
(LODR) regulations of 2015. None of it need have. 
And that is the point.

The LODR’s disclosure architecture, while 
extensively amended in recent years, is built 
around one governing assumption: that the entity 
making disclosures and the one whose governance 
matters to investors are the same, or at most one 
step removed through a ‘material subsidiary.’ Reg-
ulation 30 requires listed companies to disclose 
material events concerning themselves and their 
subsidiaries. It says nothing about material events 
at the level of the promoter above them that may 
control their board composition, capital allocation 
and, not infrequently, their very existence.

For most listed Indian firms, this gap is aca-
demic, since the promoter is an individual, a family 
or a company that is itself listed or closely held in a 
legally uncomplicated way. Tata Sons makes the 
gap impossible to ignore as the control chain runs 
through an unlisted core investment company reg-
ulated by the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) for pru-
dential purposes, sitting beneath charitable trusts 
governed by the Maharashtra Public Trusts Act 
and answerable to a charity commissioner, not 
Sebi, nor stock exchanges, and nor to shareholders 
of group companies in any formal sense.

Consider what this means in practice. When the 
board of Tata Sons deferred Chandrasekaran’s 
reappointment on 24 February, a decision material 
enough to create a three-month leadership vac-
uum at the group’s apex, not one of the 26 listed 
Tata companies was obliged to inform its own 
shareholders. When the charity commissioner 
restrained the Sir Ratan Tata Trust from function-
ing in May, pending an inquiry, the same silence 
applied. Investors in some of India’s most widely 
held stocks learnt of both developments from 
newspapers, not from stock exchange filings 
because the LODR framework gave no listed com-
pany a legal hook on which to hang a disclosure.

This is not criticism of Tata Sons’ compliance. 
Tata Sons has no LODR obligation to breach, 
because it is not listed. It is criticism of the frame-
work. The Tata situation happens to be the clearest 
illustration that India’s markets have produced of a 
structural blind spot that predates it and will out-
last it. Every large business house built around a 
holding-company or trust structure above its listed 
operating companies, and there are several, sits in 
some version of the same gap. The difference is 
that at most of them, the upper layer stays quiet. At 
the Tata Group, three separate disputes have sur-
faced within months of one another, at three dif-
ferent points in the same control chain, making 
visible in real time exactly what the disclosure 
framework is not built to see.

The fix need not be as complicated as the prob-
lem looks. Sebi’s regulatory toolkit already reaches 
deep into questions of beneficial ownership and 
control across entity lines: the concept of “persons 
acting in concert” under its Takeovers Regulations 
looks beyond immediate shareholders to con-
nected parties, and LODR’s related-party transac-
tion framework looks beyond the immediate cor-
porate entity to connected transactions. Both exist 
because control, not formal listing status, is what 
securities regulation is meant to police. There is no 

principled reason that logic should stop at the 
boundary of an immediate listed entity. A worka-
ble fix does not require Sebi to regulate charitable 
trusts or unlisted NBFCs directly, which would 
exceed its mandate and invite jurisdictional con-
flict with RBI and state charity authorities. It calls 
for something narrower: a disclosure trigger that 
sits with the listed entity and is activated when a 
person or entity which controls its promoter 
undergoes a change in control, a material govern-
ance dispute, or a regulatory restraint with a clear 
bearing on that control, and is reportable by the 
listed company on the basis of information it can 
reasonably be expected to seek from its promoter.

This is close to how LODR’s existing disclosure 
obligations already function: the obligation sits 
with the listed entity, but the trigger can originate 
upstream in connected or controlling persons. 
Extending the same logic to promoter-level con-
trol events would not be a radical departure from 
the LODR’s architecture, but would complete it. 

The timing is apt. The government has already 
introduced the Securities Markets Code, 2025, 
now before a parliamentary standing committee, 
to consolidate and modernize the foundational 
statutes underlying India’s securities regulation. A 
code-level provision addressing promoter-level 
material events, rather than a piecemeal circular, 
would ensure that the fix survives the next round 
of holding-company litigation, whichever con-
glomerate it involves next.

The Tata Group’s minority shareholders—and 
there are millions who hold Tata equity either 
directly and through mutual funds and insurance 
policies—have a clear interest in knowing who 
controls their companies’ ultimate promoter and 
whether that control is secure, contested or under 
regulatory scrutiny. That interest does not cur-
rently show up anywhere in the disclosure regime 
built to protect it. It must. The earlier, the better. 

This is the first of a two-part series. 

Sebi’s blind spot sits just above 
Tata Sons: it’s time to address it
Disclosure rules protect investors in 26 listed Tata companies but not from shocks at a level that actually controls their fate
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David Fickling
is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering 

climate change and energy. 

F
or all of China’s breakthroughs in 
clean-tech and disruptive strength in 
AI, there is  one area of frontier engi-

neering where America is still way ahead: 
space. That may be about to change.

Last Friday’s successful landing of a 
reusable first-stage booster for the Long 
March 10B rocket represents a leap beyond 
anything China’s space industry has 
achieved. Such boosters provide the grunt 
work needed to get smaller second-stage 
and orbital vehicles into space, and were 
traditionally jettisoned with each launch.

Learning to recycle them allowed the Fal-
con 9 developed by Elon Musk’s SpaceX to 
reduce costs by almost 90%. With a fleet of 
only a few dozen first stages, Falcon 9 has 
given SpaceX a seemingly unassailable lead. 
Its nearly 10,000 satellites represent more 
than two-thirds of all active orbiters.

The Long March 10B, whose first stage 
landed on an offshore platform after 
launch in southern China, is the first viable 
competitor outside the US. Getting a reusa-
ble rocket back to base is a real engineering 
challenge. Only one other company had 
achieved it until last week: the Jeff Bezos-
backed Blue Origin, which completed just 
a single successful mission before its dra-
matic explosion on the launchpad in May. 
Left to its own devices, a booster would hit 
the ocean with the force of a freight train 
crashing into a cliff. Landing it gently 
enough to avoid damage and putting it 
back into service within weeks is a miracu-
lous achievement.

Nor is China’s 10B simply a carbon copy 
of the Falcon 9. Instead of using a reverse 
fuel burn to land on legs like the Falcon 9 
and Blue Origin’s New Glenn, it used a sys-
tem of wires to catch its first stage, like a 
butterfly in a net. That may reduce stresses 
on the rocket’s structure and eliminate the 
weight of landing gear, leaving more space 
for cargo. Whether the alternative system 
is a success or not, it is a sign that China’s 
rocket scientists are coming up with inno-
vative approaches of their own. That intel-
lectual ambition should be as concerning 
for SpaceX’s pretensions to unquestioned 
leadership as the 10B landing itself.

Surveying China’s entire space industry, 
current conditions look remarkably similar 
to the state of the electric vehicle sector 
nearly a decade ago. Then, as now, Musk 
seemed to be in a race with himself, rather 
than foreign competitors. Back in 2017, 
Tesla’s breakthrough Model 3 was 
embroiled in “production hell” as it 
ramped up output. The episode pushed the 
company to the edge of bankruptcy, but 
ultimately allowed it to capture more than 

half the value in the global auto industry.
That victory-from-the-jaws-of-defeat 

trajectory is the one SpaceX would like to 
see for Starship, its fully reusable planned 
launcher. It is slated for commercial opera-
tions later this year, but has suffered fail-
ures on every one of its 12 test flights. If Star-
ship succeeds, it will be able to carry at least 
five times as much cargo as Falcon 9 and 
squeeze costs further—to the point where 
orbital trips might become almost routine.

As in 2017, there is a potent competitor 
waiting in the wings. A decade ago, few 
took China’s electric car industry seriously. 
Most vehicles sold were glorified golf carts 
with little chance of rivalling incumbent 
carmakers at home, let alone punching a 
hole in export markets. 

BYD was already a clear leader, but the 
would-be entrepreneurs behind the likes 
of Nio, Li Auto, XPeng, Leapmotor and 
CATL seemed simply a confusing alphabet 
soup of also-rans with more hope than 
capability. Few would have guessed that 
the same names would have Toyota, Volks-
wagen and General Motors trembling less 
than a decade later.

Right now, China’s nascent space indus-
try looks a lot like that. Half-a-dozen private 
rocket companies are working on reusable 
launch vehicles, alongside groups affiliated 
with scientific institutes and China Aero-
space Science and Technology Corp, the 
state-owned company that built the Long 
March. It is anyone’s guess which, if any, 
will succeed —but the sheer volume of 
competition resembles nothing so much as 
the ferment of private, provincial and 
national funding that created the country’s 
current world-beating EV sector.

If Beijing’s industrial policy plays out the 
same way in space as it has on roads and in 
solar panels, a decade from now we may be 
talking not about SpaceX’s unimpeachable 
technological leadership, but about 
chronic involution in China’s reusable-
rockets industry. In that scenario, ruinous 
competition among mainland players 
would push costs down to undreamt-of 
levels, raising fears of technological domi-
nance around the globe.

Musk’s orbital spaceflight dominance has 
gone unquestioned, but he should watch 
out for China Inc catching up. Keep your 
eyes fixed on the stars, and you may miss 
what’s happening on Earth. ©BLOOMBERG

Will China’s Long March blast 
past Musk’s reusable rockets?

SpaceX can’t take its space lead for granted with 10B hot on its trail

China innovated in its landing of a reusable 

first-stage booster. PTI

BLOOMBERG
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picked up spice samples from mandis that do 
not meet FSSAI standards. An Icrier study 
(Policy Brief # 73) found that this is primarily 
due to three reasons. First, heavy use of fer-
tilizer and pesticides by farms. Second, lack 
of modern post-harvest technology and 
poor storage conditions. Third, products 
from different farms get mixed up at mandis 
without any supply chain traceability. 

The FSSAI has no mandate to regulate 
farming practices in the country. If the Prime 
Minister’s call to reduce chemical fertilizers 
by 50% must be implemented on-ground, the 
FSSAI should be given the mandate to regu-
late agricultural production and implement 
food safety standards at the farm level. Today, 
export-control agencies like the Agricultural 
and Processed Food Products Export Devel-
opment Authority or Coffee Board can reach 
farmers through their apps or by means of 
geo-tagging, but the FSSAI cannot. 

For Indian spices to meet standards that 
would assure global consumers of quality,  
the FSSAI should oversee the entire supply 
chain all the way from farms to retail points. 
A reputation for top-notch quality within the 
country would ease India’s path to leader-
ship of global standards.

Samriddhi Dube of Icrier contributed to this 
article. These are the authors’ personal views.

India has long been known as a standard 
taker rather than maker. This can and  must 
change. The country has a global advantage 
in this exercise for multiple reasons. 

First, India is the world’s largest producer, 
exporter and market for spices. 

Second, the FSSAI has already developed 
product-specific standards for 45 spices, 
while the current Codex has norms for only 
14. So, the standards for many spices already 
set by the FSSAI, like coriander, could be 
pushed through the Codex Committee on 
Spices and Culinary Herbs as globally appli-
cable. For this, we need collaborations 
aimed at serving common interests with 
other spice producers like Sri Lanka.

Third, Indian consumers are not just 
becoming more health conscious, they are 
showing an interest in food safety standards 
and matters like curcumin content in tur-
meric. Growing domestic demand for prod-
ucts that are organic or free of chemical fer-
tilizers is another indicator of it. 

Revisit domestic standards for precision: 
Setting international standards by aligning 
them with Indian standards would demand 
that domestic standards are precise, clear 
and quantitative rather than qualitative, 
leaving less scope for interpretation. For 
example, in case of live insects in a product 

I
ndia, with a share of over 40% in the global 
production of spices, produces over 75 
different types of these and can lead the 

world in developing food safety standards 
for spices through the Codex Alimentarius. 
However, before that, Food Safety and Stan-
dards Authority of India (FSSAI) norms must 
be uniformly implemented at home. 

India is the host country for a Codex Com-
mittee on Spices and Culinary Herbs, with 
the FSSAI as its nodal agency. Codex is an 
initiative of the Food and Agriculture Orga-
nization and World Health Organization 
that aims to set global food safety standards. 
India has been trying to align its food safety 
standards with Codex norms to ensure that 
what applies to imports also applies to 
domestic production. For Indian exports, 
the standards of import markets prevail, but 
as increasingly more developing countries 
adopt Codex specifications, a large part of 
the global market could soon have nearly 
uniform food safety standards. India has an 
interest in shaping these. 

India could take the spice route to leadership of quality
Arpita Mukherjee &
Eshana Mukherjee

be free from musty odour.” The language dif-
fers but does not reflect higher standards.  

Agmark standards are higher than Codex 
in some cases. A survey by the authors found 
industry players asking why India has two 
similar standards. The BIS standards like 
Agmark  should be higher and cover addi-

tional properties. For 
example, the BIS can set 
standards for different 
chilli varieties based on 
their pungency. For red 
chillies, Scoville Heat Unit 
or American Spice Trade 
Association values can be 
used. This would signal to 
consumers that a BIS or an 
Agmark stamp denotes 
superiority on some 
parameters. In developed 
countries, other standards 
are higher than those laid 
down by the food safety 

authority, or differ in some key ways. 
Enforce FSSAI standards strictly along 

supply chains: Playing a leadership role in 
standard setting at a global forum would also 
require the FSSAI to ensure uniform imple-
mentation of its standards at home. Multiple 
studies, some by government agencies, have 

like turmeric powder, the Codex requires “0 
count/100g,” while the FSSAI needs it to be 
“Free from mould, living and dead insects, 
insect fragments, rodent contamination” 
and the Bureau of Indian Standards (BIS) 
asks for it to be “Free from dirt, mould 
growth, and insect infestation.” The FSSAI’s 
scientific committee could 
review its qualitative stan-
dards to make them more 
precise.

Reduce overlaps: In 
India, multiple agencies set 
standards for spices. The 
BIS and Agmark are two 
such examples. While 
FSSAI standards are man-
datory and should be 
strictly followed, the BIS 
and Agmark are voluntary 
standards and should ide-
ally be tighter than FSSAI 
standards. However, this is 
not the case for spices. For example, for cori-
ander whole, under ‘odour, taste and fla-
vour,’ the FSSAI says it “shall have typical 
aroma and shall be free from mustiness” 
while the BIS says: “The taste and flavour of 
coriander whole shall have the characteristic 
pleasant taste and aroma. The material shall 

The country can 

lead the world 

on food safety 

standards for 

spices by getting 

its domestic 

act together
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EDITORIALS

Democratic socialists who have 
enjoyed a string of recent primary 
triumphs in New York City and 
Denver want to believe that the 
Graham Platner political disas-
ter in Maine is a one-off and tells 
us nothing about whether far-left 
politics will play with Americans 
outside of gentrified urban areas.

Senate candidate Platner’s rise 
in Maine, just such a place, was 
supposed to help answer that 
question. Incumbent Republican 
Sen. Susan Collins, a moderate, 
has defied the state’s leftward drift 
for decades and is seeking her 
sixth term. In election cycle after 
cycle, Democrats have made her 
a priority target and have failed to 
unseat her. Any Democratic hope 
of retaking the GOP-led Senate 
in November rests on winning 
Maine.

Platner rose from obscurity, a 
Marine combat veteran in Iraq 
turned oysterman, straight out 
of central casting. His mission: 
reverse Democrats’ lack of appeal 
to white working-class voters, 
once a loyal Democratic constit-
uency but now a critical part 
of Donald Trump’s base. But 
here was the real trick: Platner 
would use his “I’m one of you” 
story to convince those voters 
to support policies like Vermont 
Sen. Bernie Sanders’ 5% national 
tax on unrealized wealth over $1 
billion, Medicare for All, abolish-
ing Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement and ending all mili-
tary aid to Israel.

Platner looked the part but his 
biography proved uncooperative. 
It turned out his oyster farm-
ing operation looked more like a 
hobby than a livelihood, and his 
principal customer was his moth-
er’s restaurant.

Far more problematic, several 
women who had dated Platner 
in the past disclosed a pattern of 
abuse that supporters for months 
dismissed as irrelevant and even 
mainstream media appeared to 
soft-pedal. The New York Times 
in early June published report-
ing topped by a headline that 
described Platner’s behavior with 
women as “unsettling,” a choice 
that looked to many like a liberal 
media double-standard when 
it came to believing women. 
Jenny Racicot, one of the women 
quoted in that story and who was 
unhappy with her treatment in 
The New York Times narrative, 
subsequently alleged to Politico 
in agonizing detail that Platner 
once had drunkenly raped her 

during their on-again, off-again 
relationship. Platner vehemently 
denied her account, but had to 
withdraw from the race as his 
political backers abandoned him 
one by one.

The desperation to keep Plat-
ner’s storybook campaign on 
track was palpable in the repeated 
decisions by multiple parties, 
including Sanders himself whose 
endorsement late last year gave 
Platner’s campaign so much 
momentum, to ignore or play 
down the red flags. After the Polit-
ico story, even Sanders had to call 
on Platner to step aside; he was 
one of the last of the parade of 
supporters to do so.

As Maine Democrats ponder 
who they will run against Collins 
in November, Platner’s down-

fall should serve as a warning to a 
Democratic Party that is at risk of 
fumbling its midterm advantages 
inherent in a disgruntled elector-
ate and an unpopular president.

And we don’t mean just in the 
obvious ways, which include 
failing to properly vet neophyte 
candidates who are appealing to 
younger, more liberal primary 
voters fed up with their graying 
lawmakers in Washington, D.C.

Even before the final revela-
tion that capsized Platner’s bid 
for office, there were no signs his 
regular-man appeal was break-
ing through with working-class 
Mainers. Recent polls showed 
voters without a college degree 
backed Collins over Platner by 
margins well into the double 
digits. College-educated respon-

dents favored Platner by large 
margins. Where have we heard 
this story before?

Third Way, a moderate think 
tank, put the situation well in a 
Tuesday analysis assessing what 
happened in Maine. Noting that 
more than half of voters without 
a college degree told pollsters for 
The New York Times and Siena 
College that Platner was too far 
left, Third Way wrote, “There’s 
a reason for that. As an advocate 
for Sanders-style politics, he was 
too far left, and no amount of 
blue-collar cosplay was going to 
fix it.”

Democratic socialists keep 
believing that working-class 
voters will embrace a revolution-
ary, socialist reordering of Amer-
ica if only the right messenger 

can be found. And working-class 
voters keep offering the same 
answer: No. Not something we 
want.

We wrote recently that centrist 
Democrats need to find their 
voice in the face of the challenge 
from the extreme left and in the 
interest of giving non-ideological 
Americans increasingly finding 
themselves politically homeless 
a reasonable option at the ballot 
box. If the country is going to 
tackle its many problems, MAGA 
versus socialism can’t be the 
binary choice.

Democratic socialists want 
desperately to sweep the lessons 
of the failed Graham Platner 
experiment under the rug. Prag-
matic Democrats shouldn’t let 
them.

Platner’s implosion should be a dire warning 
to Democrats. Is the party listening?

SCOTT STANTIS/FOR THE CHICAGO TRIBUNE

Property tax relief has become 
one of the few ideas capable of 
uniting politicians who otherwise 
agree on almost nothing. Across 
the Midwest, officials are advanc-
ing proposals to ease the burden.

In Michigan, a leading Demo-
cratic Senate candidate, Abdul 
El-Sayed, is calling for a property 
tax freeze for seniors. Ditto in 
Ohio, where Gov. Mike DeWine 
in June signed bipartisan legisla-
tion expected to provide qualifying 
seniors and disabled homeowners 
roughly $500 in property tax relief.

Indiana Gov. Mike Braun has 
proposed eliminating property 
taxes altogether for seniors over 65.

In Illinois, by contrast, much 
of this year’s property tax debate 
centered not on homeowners but 
on property tax “certainty” for the 
Chicago Bears.

Conversations framed this 
way create winners and losers. 
Targeted relief doesn’t make the 

bill disappear, it shifts who pays.
The danger of carve-out politics 

is that it encourages every group to 

ask the same question: Why them 
instead of us? Young homeown-
ers struggling with today’s mort-

gage rates and property tax bills 
are hardly living lives of luxury. 
Neither are many families raising 
children. When relief is reserved 
for one demographic, everyone 
else is left to wonder why their 
financial strain counts for less.

None of this is to suggest seniors 
don’t face unique challenges. 
Many live on fixed incomes while 
property values — and tax bills — 
continue to climb. But that’s also 
true, in different ways, for young 
families, first-time buyers and 
many middle-class homeowners.

The point is, politicians seem 
well aware that property taxes are 
a pain point for everyone. Better 
to offer wide-ranging relief in this 
case, acknowledging that there’s 
plenty of pain to go around, rather 
than fostering an us-versus-them 
resentment among generations.

Politicians like targeted relief 
because it’s cheaper and easier 
than broad relief.

It’s not that seniors don’t need 
relief — it’s that everyone does. 
Meaning the best solution, instead 
of carving out relief for some, is 
to address the root of the prob-
lem. Not by expanding our long 
list of taxes, but by confronting the 
spending pressures that drive high 
property taxes in the first place 
rather than layering exemption 
upon exemption.

The growing bipartisan interest 
in property tax relief across our 
region tells us something import-
ant: Politicians know voters have 
reached a breaking point. This is 
an issue that can easily cross polit-
ical lines because everyone feels it 
in one way or another.

Simply put, the problem is the 
taxes themselves, not the demo-
graphics. Tackling affordability 
means addressing the burden 
broadly rather than asking one 
group of homeowners to subsidize 
relief for another.

Property tax relief should mean relief for everyone

President Ronald Reagan said, “There is nothing so 
permanent as a temporary government program.” Presi-
dent Barack Obama is not straining to prove him wrong.

Last winter, Obama persuaded Congress to give busi-
nesses a bonus for hiring people who had been out of 
work for 60 days or more. HIRE, for Hiring Incentives 
to Restore Employment, was supposed to stimulate job 
creation and add some juice to a gasping economy. In 
practice, it doesn’t seem to have worked. So what does 
the administration want to do? You guessed it: extend the 
program.

The initiative was supposed to cost $13.5 billion, but far 
fewer companies have made use of it than expected, so the 
tab has come to $8.5 billion. The Treasury Department 
thinks employers must not be aware of the incentives being 
offered: an exemption from the employer’s share of Social 

Security payroll taxes for the rest of 2010 and a $1,000 tax 
credit for each worker who is kept on for at least a year.

Maybe employers don’t know, but in an economy in 
which every nickel counts, it’s more likely they just don’t 
care. The incentives are too small to overcome all the woes 
facing managers: sluggish growth, huge budget deficits 
that portend tax increases later on, the cost of implement-
ing health care reform and what the U.S. Chamber of 
Commerce calls “the unbelievable amount of new regula-
tion that is in the pipeline.”

…
The Treasury Department says 4.5 million people hired 

between February and May qualify for the benefits, but 
it doesn’t know if they would have been hired regardless. 
Their employment may just be attributable to economic 
growth.

Or the credit may simply induce them to take on Worker 
A, who has been out of work three months, rather than the 
slightly more qualified Worker B, who lost his previous job 
just six weeks ago. Again: all cost and no benefit.

…
It would be far more helpful to scour the Federal Regis-

ter to eliminate regulations that have outlived their useful-
ness or cost more than they’re worth. Cutting spending to 
diminish future tax increases would also give employers 
greater confidence that investments they make in workers 
will pay off in the long run.

Obama seems to think clever tax gimmicks can put the 
long-term unemployed back to work. But in this case, the 
best thing the federal government can do is not get in the 
way.

Tribune editorial board, July 15, 2010

ON THIS DAY 16 YEARS AGO  ALL COST, NO BENEFIT

Indiana Gov. Mike Braun prepares to board the inaugural run of the 
South Shore Line’s new Monon Corridor route on March 31 at the 
Hammond Gateway Station in Hammond. He has proposed eliminating 
property taxes for seniors over 65. ANTONIO PEREZ/CHICAGO TRIBUNE
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OPINION

The mendacity of the political 
left is audacious and delusional. 
Take this recent view from In 
These Times magazine, a long-
time voice of the progressive left: 

“After New York’s Democratic 
primary shockwaves, there is no 
doubt: democratic socialism is on 
the march in the U.S.,” the head-
line declared.

“This summer, a seismic wave 
ripped through the foundations of 
an ossified Democratic establish-
ment as a swell of left-wing chal-
lengers channeled disgust at party 
elites to jolt the entire political 
system,” according to the analysis.   

It gleefully ticks off three 
recent primary wins by demo-
cratic socialists in New York 
City congressional districts. It 
goes on to hail other examples 
of “triumph,” as “(Democratic 
Socialists of America)-backed 
candidates won across the state 
and local levels, with the results 
sending shockwaves through the 
corridors of power. As a Fox News 
chyron blared: ’SOCIALISTS 
WINNING EVERYWHERE.’”

When the left starts touting Fox 
News reports, you know we’re in a 
world of trouble. Are the social-
ists going to get tired of so much 
winning?

No serious political observer 
believes a few elections in New 
York City and Colorado will turn 
the tide for the moderate Demo-
crats who have a serious chance 
in Senate races in Texas, North 
Carolina and Georgia. Those who 
do are whistling past their own 
graveyard.

Collaboration versus confronta-
tion. The progressive and moder-
ate wings of the Democratic Party 
must find a way to work together.

If progressives really want to 
see their party regain congressio-
nal majorities, they need look no 
further than their hated adver-
sary, President Donald Trump. For 
years, Trump has rolled out tired, 
pathetic attacks on the “commu-
nists” and “socialists” in the 
Democratic Party as a ploy to jazz 
up his MAGA base. It has worked 
for him so far.

Now the president is desperate 
to avoid talking about affordabil-
ity and his Iran mega-blunder. 
Yet, progressive Democrats are 
providing Trump with a golden 
opportunity to engage in the tired 
politics of McCarthyism.

Olivia Wales, a White House 
spokesperson, recently declared 
that “Democrats’ embrace of 
socialism and communism is an 

existential threat to our country,” 
adding that Trump will “keep 
calling out their radicalism and 
drawing a sharp contrast with 
his commonsense America first 
agenda.”

Socialists and communists? 
Bah, humbug. That’s a line of 
debate that Democrats cannot 
engage in. It’s a bludgeon that will 
demolish the Democrats’ big tent.

No matter how hard left-lean-
ing Democrats and MAGA 
Trumpers try to portray them-
selves as being in the majority, 
they need to face the truth. The 
center is the majority. Collabora-
tion, not confrontation, is the key 
to victory.

Roy Cooper, the Democratic 
nominee for the U.S. Senate 
in North Carolina, would be 

kneecapped by a message in the 
midterms that swings heavily 
to the left. James Talarico, the 
Democrats’ Senate hopeful in 
Texas, would be hit with the same 
blowback.   

Sure, New Yorkers may not be 
happy with their ridiculously high 
rents. Most politicians who are 
breathing realize that landlords 
are not a very popular constitu-
ency. Tenants everywhere will tell 
you that their rents are a prob-
lem. But when you start talking 
about the redistribution of wealth, 
centrist voters start getting 
clammy hands.

In Illinois, we saw what 
happened back in 2020, in the 
clash of the billionaires. Hedge 
fund investor Ken Griffin took on 
JB Pritzker over the governor’s 

“fair tax,” a proposed constitu-
tional amendment that would 
have replaced the state’s flat 
income tax with a graduated 
system.

The defeat of Pritzker’s crusade 
to tax the wealthy was a rare 
major loss in his years as governor.

If the Trump nightmare is ever 
going to end, Democrats need to 
be strategic and tactical. The strat-
egy must be focused on the center. 
Don’t allow Republicans to splin-
ter a base that is in the majority. 
The Democrats’ dysfunction must 
not be allowed to doom the party 
to infighting and distraction.

The American blue-collar vote, 
once a bedrock of the Democratic 
Party base, has been surrendered 
to the GOP, thanks to President 
Bill Clinton’s NAFTA disaster.

The latest version of that was 
the 2024 Democratic presiden-
tial nominee’s onetime support 
of access to gender-affirming 
surgery for people in prisons and 
immigration detention. Kamala 
Harris backed off that position 
during the presidential campaign, 
but the damage was done.  

If that kind of mantra becomes a 
rallying cry for Democratic activ-

ists, the wilderness will look like a 
vacation for their party. The party 
has made too many unforced 
errors. It must stop supporting the 
wrong causes and candidates.

Graham Platner, Maine’s 
now-disgraced Democratic U.S. 
Senate nominee, was once hailed 
a progressive hero. He enjoyed 
the backing of U.S. Sen. Bernie 
Sanders, an icon of the left. His 
supporters argued that nomi-
nating the anti-establishment 
stalwart would be the key to 
Democrats winning control of the 
Senate.

Platner’s candidacy was subse-
quently shredded by multiple 
accusations of sexual misconduct, 
mistreatment of women and other 
scandals, and he was forced to 
withdraw from the race.   

Democrats must learn: Putting 
ideology over practicality loses 
every time.

Laura Washington is a political 
commentator and longtime 
Chicago journalist. Her columns 
appear in the Tribune each 
Wednesday. Write to her at 
LauraLauraWashington@gmail.
com.

The socialists and moderates in the Democratic 
Party must work together to regain Congress

U.S Sen. Bernie Sanders, at lectern, and New York Mayor Zohran Mamdani, second from right, at a campaign rally for House primary candidates in New 
York on June 18. From left: Brad Lander, Claire Valdez, Sanders, Mamdani and Darializa Avila Chevalier. ANGELINA KATSANIS/THE NEW YORK TIMES

By Erika M. Kitzmiller
SPECIAL TO THE TRIBUNE

Chicago’s public schools are 
once again facing a significant 
budget crisis.

With schools under pressure to 
close drastic budget gaps, many 
school administrators and local 
communities are relying on an old 
and dangerous solution: raising 
private funds to support public 
education.

As a public school educator and 
administrator, I understand the 
temptation. Schools that can raise 
private funding can do so easily. 
School administrators simply ask 
affluent public school families 
to donate. Families care deeply 
about their children’s schools, 
their education and their inter-
ests. So, they create GoFundMe 
pages, open their Venmo and Zelle 
accounts, and donate what they 
can.

These donations are siphoned 
into a nonprofit foundation, which 
means these funds, unlike public 
dollars, are free from bureau-
cratic oversight and regulations. 
School administrators can use 
these funds immediately to cover 
expenses that the public dollars 
cannot, such as extracurricular 
activities, elective resources and 
other programs that augment the 
educational experiences that chil-
dren receive.

Plus, these donations are 
tax-deductible, an added perk for 
the affluent families in the city 
who are the most likely to have the 
funds to give.

However, relying on private 
funding for public education 
fuels inequity in the city’s schools, 
often advantaging the already 
advantaged and disadvantag-
ing the already disadvantaged. 

In short, public schools serving 
more affluent students are more 
likely to have access to families 
willing to donate private funds. 
This creates what I call doubly 
advantaged schools — institutions 
that serve more white and affluent 
students and thus can leverage 
and rely on private philanthropy 
to subsidize inadequate public 
aid. They are doubly advantaged 
because the children who attend 
these schools benefit from the 
social and economic capital their 
families possess, and the school, in 
turn, builds on these advantages 
by pressuring families to donate 
generously to their children’s 

public schools.
The overreliance on philan-

thropy exacerbates and generates 
inequities, even in a single school 
district. Often, schools that are 
doubly advantaged are only a few 
city blocks away from schools that 
must rely solely on inadequate 
public support. When we don’t 
acknowledge these advantages 
and their corollary disadvantages, 
we can’t see the inequities that 
exist in our own communities and 
schools. Instead, we as a society 
often blame educators, families 
and youths for the inequities that 
we collectively generate.

Moreover, the overreliance on 

private funds to support public 
schools masks the challenges 
that all schools face in under-
funded school districts in rural 
and urban communities. This 
weakens our collective fight — 
across class, race and space — to 
secure more government funding 
for underresourced schools and 
communities.  

Families want to donate to their 
children’s public schools, espe-
cially during a budgetary crisis. 
But there are ways to make it more 
equitable than it currently is.

 School districts have required 
families who choose to donate to 
their children’s school to match 

their donations to the school 
district, thereby increasing the 
funds available to schools that 
enroll children whose families do 
not have the income to make these 
donations freely.

Others have implemented regu-
lations governing the resources 
that families can access, using 
these resources to mitigate the 
ever-increasing escalation of ineq-
uity in our public schools. Still 
others, including Chicago, have 
created centralized funds that 
solicit and manage private dona-
tions from residents and philan-
thropies.

In an ideal world, the public 
would fund our public schools. 
But as money pours in from 
families to subsidize inadequate 
public aid, it is critical for taxpay-
ers to consider how overreliance 
on private funding exacerbates 
inequities and limits opportuni-
ties across the school system and 
our city. Private funding for public 
education has been and still is a 
way for the advantaged to remain 
advantaged in a system funded 
with inadequate public dollars in 
Chicago and beyond.

We must reckon with the ineq-
uities that this overreliance on 
private funding creates as public 
officials, once again, try to make 
the impossible possible: funding 
public education with insufficient 
government funds.

Erika M. Kitzmiller is a research 
associate professor at the 
University of Chicago. She is 
the author of two books: “The 
Roots of Educational Inequality: 
Philadelphia’s Germantown 
High School, 1907-2014” and 
“Unchartered: How One Public 
High School Transformed First-
Generation High School Success.”

Chicago families fill in the gap for underfunded schools — 
but that helps fuel inequities

Volunteers roll out a rack of spirit wear to stock in the Friends of Kenwood Academy booth before the eighth 
grade graduation ceremony at Kenwood Academy on June 1. STACEY WESCOTT/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

Laura Washington

If the Trump nightmare is ever going to end, Democrats 
need to be strategic and tactical. The strategy must 
be focused on the center. Don’t allow Republicans to 
splinter a base that is in the majority. The Democrats’ 
dysfunction must not be allowed to doom the party to 
infighting and distraction.
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OPINION

Fight for property tax fairness
In her July 13 opinion piece, 

Jennifer Custer encourages those 
involved in the Chicago Public 
Schools budget process to behave 
like adults (“Blame county’s 
delayed property tax bills for CPS 
financial woes, not the state”). 
She might begin by giving a fair 
account of why property tax bills 
were delayed last year.

Custer blames late tax bills on 
“the failures of Assessor Fritz 
Kaegi to get assessments done on 
time.” In fact, my office finished 
assessments on time at the end of 
2024.

Custer cites a story from the 
Tribune that discusses the asses-
sor’s annual transmission of data 
to the state. Last year, this process 
was completed by May 28. In 
2024, it was completed by May 
13. But tax bills last year were five 
months late — clearly, that delay 
can’t be explained by a two-week 
difference in the timeline of data 
transmission.

A letter I wrote with Cook 
County Board President Toni 
Preckwinkle and Cook County 
Clerk Monica Gordon last Octo-
ber, addressed to Treasurer Maria 
Pappas, summed it up: The data 
transmission issue “had little to no 
impact on the work that needed to 
be done.”

Instead of misstating the facts, 
Custer has a golden opportu-
nity, along with her colleagues on 
the Board of Education, to push 
forward the fight for property 
tax fairness. They can do this by 
focusing their efforts on assess-
ment appeals.

Appeals are a leading cause of 
unfairness in the property tax 
system because they routinely 
push more of the tax burden onto 
homeowners. Taxing districts 
such as the city and CPS can inter-
vene in these appeals with the goal 
of preserving fair assessments.

In 2025, commercial appeal 
reductions shrank the citywide 
tax base by $8.4 billion. That hurts 
CPS’ ability to pay into its pension 
fund — if the tax base were $8.4 
billion larger, the pension levy 
could have brought in $47 million 
more in annual revenue.

To fight against this issue, 
the Board of Education can and 
should call on the city and CPS to 
intervene as taxing districts.

They would join many subur-
ban school districts, which file 
hundreds of interventions each 
year to protect their tax base. 
Custer is presumably aware of 
this valuable work from her own 
professional experience, which 
has primarily been in DuPage 
County.

My office has already met with 
Custer and other members of the 
Board of Education to inform 
them of the role they can play 
through interventions. We stand 
ready to provide them with the 
data and resources they need.
— Fritz Kaegi, Cook County 
assessor

How to help students flourish
A recent editorial is right: 

Summer jobs can teach young 
people responsibility, confidence 
and independence (“Why teens 
need summer jobs and why we 
worry they are disappearing,” July 
6). But Chicago should aim higher 
than simply giving teens a shift 
and a paycheck. Public and private 
employers should create paid 
opportunities that also provide 
mentorship, career exposure and 
relationships that last beyond the 
summer.

I know the difference that kind 
of opportunity can make. I grew 
up in North Lawndale and am a 
first-generation college student 
at Northern Illinois University, 
studying psychology on a pre-med 
track. I have completed several 
summer internships through the 

LEARN Charter School Network, 
my elementary school alma mater. 
My first job taught me how to 
show up on time and commu-
nicate with supervisors. But the 
biggest impact came from the 
people I met and the guidance I 
received.

Through internships, I learned 
how to introduce myself, ask 
questions, build a résumé and 
speak with professionals in fields 
I am considering. I have explored 
education, business, government 
and healthcare. This summer, I 
am participating in a University of 
Illinois Chicago College of Medi-
cine pathway program, meeting 
medical students and doctors, 
volunteering at UI Health and 
learning more about careers in 
medicine. Because these oppor-
tunities are paid, I can explore my 
interests while earning money to 
support my goals.

For students who are the first 
in their families to pursue college 
or build professional networks, 
these experiences are especially 
important. Talent and ambition 
are everywhere, but access is 
not. Mentors can explain how to 
approach a professor or supervi-
sor, prepare for an interview, ask 
for feedback and recover from 
setbacks. Students also learn from 
one another, sharing advice about 
workplaces, college and careers.

LEARN’s program offers 
a model other schools and 
youth-serving organizations 
can adapt. The model combines 

meaningful paid work with 
professional development, finan-
cial literacy workshops, field 
experiences and ongoing support.

Chicago’s public sector has 
an important role in expand-
ing youth employment, and the 
private sector must step up, too. 
Businesses, hospitals, universities, 
nonprofits and civic offices can 
partner with schools to offer paid 
internships, job shadowing, site 
visits and mentors.

Young people are ready to work. 
We need adults and institutions 
willing to invest in what comes 
next.
— Ashley Stevenson, Chicago

Confusion over  
pedestrian island?

Regarding Sarah Klose’s letter 
“Making it harder for drivers” 
(July 8): Klose writes that “on 
Montrose Avenue at Horner Park, 
a ride-through traffic island was 
created for cyclists to cross the 
street. But the opening in the 
island creates the illusion of a 
continuous road (rather than a 
bike path through Horner Park). 
If a driver attempts to drive 
through the opening in the island, 
they may end up with extensive 
damage to the front and undercar-
riage of their car. The city should 
change this design. Close the 
island opening and have cyclists 
dismount and walk through the 
pedestrian crossing about 4 feet 
away.”

This is an alarming paragraph 
to read! The only place to turn 
(and only left onto Manor) is a 
clearly marked turn lane, before 
the pedestrian island. And then 
there is the pedestrian island. The 
cut-through is at an angle; a driver 
can’t turn into it without great 
effort. From the opposite direc-
tion, there is a very large, clear 
sign telling drivers to go around 
the pedestrian island.
The only things connected to the 
pedestrian island are sidewalks. 
Does this mean that Klose is 
confused about where she should 
drive? Are there other Chicago 
drivers who don’t know not 
to drive on sidewalks? That’s 

concerning.
This letter, above all the others 

about bike lanes, narrates clearly 
that there are drivers who aren’t 
paying attention. Cyclists aren’t 
responsible for nonsense like this.
—Patric King, Chicago

Yes to licensing bicycle owners
Bravo to Louise Rohr’s sensible 

and commonsense letter suggest-
ing license plates for bicycles 
(“License plates for bicycles,” July 
11). Yes, indeed, if bicycle riders 
have access to the same busy 
roads as motorists with their own 
special lane, then they, too, should 
be accountable to the same rules 
of the road.

This is an excellent issue for 
state lawmakers in all 50 states. 
And it’s profitable as well.
— JoAnn Lee Frank, Clearwater, 
Florida

The point of Illinois’ alcohol tax
I’d like to compliment op-ed 

writers Adam Hoffer and Jacob 
Macumber-Rosin on their history 
and analysis of Illinois’ compli-
cated “flawed system” (“Illinois’ 
alcohol tax is almost as old as 
America. It needs reform,” July 
5). The whole argument breaks 
down, however, when they 
prescribe a fix for the system, 
specifically by taxing beverages 
by how much alcohol by volume 
is actually in them. They even 
suggest that their program would 
disincentivize the overconsump-
tion of alcoholic beverages.

What they fail to under-
stand, however, is that taxes are 
not imposed to disincentivize 
consumption. They are in place 
to do exactly one thing: Collect 
money. Our state and others are 
always scheming to find new ways 
to build revenue streams. Witness 
the recent licensure of marijuana 
dispensaries: ka-ching. As such, 
the state has no incentive at all to 
change the system.

Looked at from the perspec-
tive of a politician, the alcohol tax 
is a smashing success and not in 
need of any change whatsoever — 
except additional levies.
— David Umlauf, Deerfield

Voice of the people

Chicago Public Schools Board of Education member Jennifer Custer, center, 
attends a meeting at the Loop office March 4.  JOHN J. KIM/TRIBUNE
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By Forrest Claypool
SPECIAL TO THE TRIBUNE

When the Chicago-Cook 
County Violence Against Women 
Task Force issued its report on 
systemic failures affecting domes-
tic abuse survivors, its conclusions 
were both damning and familiar.

As the Tribune Editorial 
Board highlighted, Cook Coun-
ty’s failed system revictimizes 
survivors in a culture of confu-
sion, a maze in which victims are 
bounced between fragmented 
court divisions, police depart-
ments, state’s attorneys and 
clerk’s offices. Many orders of 
protection go unserved or unen-
forced, and domestic-related 
homicides remain high.

Most tellingly, the task force 
concludes that “no one institu-
tion is responsible for outcomes.” 
Responsibility is so thoroughly 
diffused that when the system 
fails, every agency can point a 
finger elsewhere.

The task force leaders, Chicago 
Ald. Silvana Tabares, 23rd, and 
Cook County Commissioner 
Donna Miller, deserve immense 
praise for diagnosing how institu-
tional isolation fails the vulner-
able. But the crippling diffusion 
of responsibility they uncovered 
is not an exception in our state 
and local government today; it 
is becoming standard operating 
procedure.

In my book “The Daley Show,” 
a biography of Chicago Mayor 
Richard M. Daley, I examined this 
exact organizational dysfunction, 
which was at the center of three 
2003 tragedies: a crowded night-
club panic, a collapsed neighbor-
hood balcony and a downtown 
fire that took 40 lives. Large insti-
tutions frequently fracture into 
insulated units. Employees focus 
on bureaucratic turf, losing sight 
of the broader mission. When 
no single entity owns the overall 
process, the result is often cata-
strophic.

History offers painful exam-
ples. In the early 2000s, General 
Motors engineers, lawyers and 
managers knew that defective 
ignition switches were killing 
drivers, yet no one acted because 
everyone assumed another 
department was handling it. An 
independent report noted that 
determining the actual deci-

sion-maker was “impenetrable” 
— everyone had a responsibility to 
fix the problem, but no one took 
ownership.

In Chicago, deadly silos were 
at the heart of the E2 nightclub 
tragedy, when 21 people died in 
a panicked stairwell crush. The 
club was operating despite a 
court closure order for 11 build-
ing and fire code violations. City 
lawyers had been in court three 
times to enforce compliance. The 
Fire Department sent inspectors 
multiple times, but during the day, 
when the club was empty. Police 
responded to calls about alterca-
tions there, but were never made 
aware of the code violations and 
closure orders. Each department 
—buildings, law, fire and police — 
operated in isolation.

President Harry Truman 

famously noted of executive 
power: “The buck stops here.” 
Effective management requires 
clear authority. Yet alarmingly, 
state and local policymakers have 
been actively dismantling direct 
accountability across core public 
institutions:

 � Public schools: At the urging of 
the Chicago Teachers Union, Gov. 
JB Pritzker signed legislation creat-
ing a sprawling 21-member elected 
school board to replace mayoral 
responsibility, despite a 25-year 
nationally acclaimed urban schools 
renaissance under Daley and his 
successor Rahm Emanuel.

 � Public transit: Recent legislation 
removed mayoral control of the 
CTA. When the buses are dirty and 
the trains are running late, riders 
can soon divide their frustration 
between the mayor, governor and 

County Board president, none of 
whom will hold majority control 
and thus clear responsibility and 
accountability.

 � Public safety: The resignation 
of police Superintendent Larry 
Snelling, unfortunately at the 
height of the summer violence, 
underscores yet another misguided 
“reform.” In 2021, direct mayoral 
appointment of the superinten-
dent was replaced by a convoluted 
multitiered process involving 66 
elected community members and 
a 14-member commission to filter 
candidates.

This unfortunate trend 
represents a fundamental misun-
derstanding of democratic gover-
nance. Accountability to citizens 
requires unambiguous lines of 
authority. When responsibility 
is diffused among everyone, it 

belongs to no one.
The findings of the Violence 

Against Women Task Force serve 
as an urgent warning. When 
government obscures who is in 
charge, ordinary citizens pay 
the price, sometimes with their 
lives. Splitting authority among 
overlapping bureaucracies or 
competing politicians does not 
empower the public — it shields 
decision-makers from conse-
quences and entrenches the very 
silos that have repeatedly proved 
catastrophic.

Forrest Claypool is author 
of “The Daley Show: Inside 
the Transformative Reign of 
Chicago’s Richard M. Daley.” He 
served twice as Daley’s chief of 
staff and was CEO of Chicago 
Public Schools from 2015 to 2017.

The deadly cost of siloed governance 
when no one is in charge

Stephanie Brown stops to pray for the victims of the E2 nightclub tragedy on Feb. 17, 2005, in Chicago. DAVID KLOBUCAR/CHICAGO TRIBUNE
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