Che ]

ioneer

NEW DELHI | WEDNESDAY | DECEMBER 17, 2025

OPINION [ef]

Editor’s

TAKE

Sever AQI becomes
the new normal

When severe AQI becomes routine, complacency
turns deadly. Clean air is a constitutional right

demanding urgent policy action

The description may be clichéd, but it remains apt — Delhi in
winter turns into a gas chamber, leaving the elderly, children,
and the ill with nowhere to turn. When doctors recommend
leaving the city as treatment, it is a damning indictment of

governance. As Delhi’s Air Quality Index (AQI) hovers around the
400 mark, the national capital once again finds itself in the grip
of a public health emergency, though a routine one. Year after

year, Delhiites have become so used to it that hardly any
marches or placards are seen protesting on the streets. On
Monday, the city recorded an average AQl of 427 - its third
consecutive day in the 'severe’ category — before marginally

improving to 381 on Tuesday morning but still categorised as

“very poor”. Many areas in Delhi crossed the 430 mark, while

large parts of west and north Delhi reported high pollution. The

impact has not been confined to health, but its effects could
also be seen in disrupted flights, closed schools, and thin

attendance in offices. Every winter, it is the same old story: Delhi

experiences toxic air, and every year authorities respond with
short-term firefighting rather than lasting solutions.

The reasons are not new and solutions are available. Toxic
fumes of vehicles, industrial pollution, construction dust, and
biomass burning combines with heavy air, leaving Delhi

gasping for breath. As temperatures drop, wind slows down and

pollutants remain close to the ground, turning the city into a
gas chamber. Crop residue burning further aggravates the

situation. However, it would be misleading to place the blame

entirely outside Delhi's borders.
The uncomfortable truth is that Delhi produces enough

pollution of its own to make winters unbreathable even without

stubble burning. Explosive growth in private vehicles, weak

enforcement of emission norms, rampant construction activity,
and polluting industries operating on the city's fringes ensure

that pollution levels remain dangerously high. The

repercussions are severe and far-reaching. Prolonged exposure
to 'severe’ AQl levels increases the risk of respiratory illnesses,

heart disease, stroke, and reduced lung development in
children. Hospitals report spikes in asthma and chronic
obstructive pulmonary disease cases, while outdoor workers
bear the brunt with little protection.

However, solution is not impossible to find. By taking a few

steps, the authorities could fight this menace effectively. First,
emergency responses such as construction bans, vehicle
restrictions, and industrial shutdowns must be timely, and
strictly enforced.

Second, structural reforms are essential: rapid expansion of

clean and reliable public transport, disincentivising private
vehicle use, transitioning industries to cleaner fuels, and
enforcing dust-control norms year-round. Biomass burning
must be checked, if not banned completely. Above all, Delhi
must stop treating ‘severe’ AQl as a seasonal inevitability. It is
the net result of natural phenomena and human negligence.
We cannot fight nature, but we can definitely bring about a
change in our behaviour and actions to keep our air clean.

A vendor displays miniature Santa Claus figurines ahead of Christmas in Nadia.
PHOTO: PTI
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GOVERNMENT RESPONSE ON NEHRU
RECORDS IN PARLIAMENT

The Congress on Tuesday
criticised the government
following its response in the Lok
Sabha, which asserted that no
documents related to India’s first

Nehru’s papers. The PMML

were missing from the Prime
Ministers Museum and Library
during its annual inspection. The
opposition questioned whether
an apology would now be offered
for the confusion surrounding the
archival records. The controversy
dates back to September, when
Rizwan Kadri, a member of the
PMML Society, wrote to Congress
leader Sonia Gandhi seeking
physical or digital access to
private papers linked to Nehru
that remain in her possession.
Citing the government’s written
reply, the Congress claimed that
the truth had finally been placed
on record in Parliament. Union
culture minister Gajendra Singh

Singh as vice-chairman. The

Nehru’s legacy and archival

history, heritage, and

democratic institutions,
demanding transparency,
restraint, and respect for

discourse nationwide.

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

As artificial intelligence moves from the margins to the centre of human life, India stands at a rare historical crossroads,
uniquely positioned to shape not just how Al is built, but how it serves humanity

SANTHOSH
MATHEW

Across the long span of human history, only a few
inventions have fundamentally reshaped civilisa-
tion. Fire pushed back darkness, the wheel con-
quered distance, agriculture stabilised societies,
iron transformed labour and warfare, and ships
linked continents. The printing press loosened elite
control over knowledge, electricity redefined daily
life, oil powered modern industry, and comput-
ers, along with the internet, rewired communi-
cation and economies. To this rare lineage, the 21st
century has added artificial intelligence —an inno-
vation unlike any before it, because it
does not merely extend human strength or
speed but begins to imitate the most basic
human faculty: thinking.

Itis therefore deeply symbolic that Time mag-
azine chose the “Architects of Al” as its Person of
the Year for 2025. By honouring a collective rather
than a single individual, the magazine acknowl-
edged that artificial intelligence is a global
achievement, not the triumph of one mind or one
nation. Declaring that 2025 was the year when Al's
power “roared into view”, Time captured a point
of no return.

The age of thinking machines has arrived, and
itis already reshaping the foundations of modern
life. Since its inception in 1927, Time’s Person of
the Year has never been about celebration alone.
Ithas chronicled influence-forces that define their
era for better orworse. From Franklin D Roosevelt
to transformative movements, scientists, and polit-
ical leaders, the cover has reflected shifts in global
power. Indians have appeared only rarely:
Mahatma Gandhi in 1930, during the moral peak
of India’s freedom struggle, and later Prime
Minister Narendra Modi, reflecting India’s growing
economic and diplomatic weight. That scarcity
highlights how exceptional true global influence
remains. The selection of the Architects of Al signals
more than a technological milestone; it marks the
beginning of a new epoch.

Artificial intelligence is rapidly becoming the
invisible infrastructure of civilisation, shaping
economies, redefining warfare, influencing
culture, and altering how states project power.
In this moment of transition, India finds itself at
a uniquely consequential crossroads. India today
is not merely a large nation-state. Itis the world’s
largest democracy, the most influential voice of
the Global South, and the largest English-speak-
ing society on the planet. Its demographic scale,
technological ambition, and diplomatic reach
place itin a position few countries have occupied
at the birth of a new technological order.

As Al redraws global hierarchies, India has an
unprecedented opportunity to shape not only
markets and platforms, but also values, rules, and
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ethical norms. In recent years, India has demon-
strated how technology can be deployed as a
public good. Digital public infrastructure-univer-
sal digital identity, instant payments, and afford-
able connectivity — has transformed governance
and inclusion at massive scale. Building on this
experience, India now sees a broader respon-
sibility: the possibility of anchoring an Al alliance
for the Global South. At a time when advanced
Al systems are controlled by a handful of corpo-
rations and countries, such an initiative is not
merely strategic but moral. Without deliberate
action, billions risk exclusion from the most pow-
erful technology of the century. India’s vision rests
on a simple principle: intelligence, like knowl-
edge, must not become the privilege of a few.

For developing nations across Africa, Asia, Latin
America, and the Pacific, Al offers a chance to
leapfrog stages of development-improving agri-
culture, healthcare, education, disaster manage-
ment, and governance. India’s diplo-

analytics are helping farmers navigate climate
uncertainty. Few countries possess India’s
capacity to scale innovation to millions-a deci-
sive advantage in shaping Al's real-world impact.

The Al revolution is also transforming work and
human identity. Tasks are increasingly automat-
ed, offices are becoming hybrid spaces, and Al
systems now assist with analysis, creativity, and
research. Humans are shifting from execution
to supervision, from repetition to reasoning.
Productivity is rising, but so is the urgency for
reskilling and lifelong learning. For India’s
youthful population, this transformation holds
enormous promise-provided education and
policy emphasise judgement, ethics, creativity,
and empathy, qualities machines cannot repli-
cate.

Geopolitically, Al is fast emerging as a new
arena of competition, comparable to nuclear
technology or space exploration in earlier eras.

Here, India’s approach stands

matic credibility, built through vaccine

apart. Rather than viewing Al

diplomacy, humanitarian assistance 1 solely as a tool of dominance
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and bridge-building, gives it the trust
needed to convene such a coalition.

There is also a hard strategic logic
behind India’s ambition. With the world’s
largest pool of young talent, millions of engineers
and coders, and deep integration into global
technology supply chains, India enjoys a rare
human-capital advantage. English, the dominant
language of global Al development, provides a
natural bridge between the Global North and the
Global South. This combination allows India to
absorb cutting-edge innovation while exporting
software solutions and governance models.

On the ground, India’s Al ecosystem is already
vibrant. Cities such as Bengaluru, Hyderabad,
Pune, and Chennai have become hubs of exper-
imentation. Start-ups are building generative Al
tools in Indian languages, breaking long-stand-
ing barriers to information access. Al-driven diag-
nostics are reaching rural clinics, personalised
tutors are entering classrooms, and predictive

India frames it as a shared

resource for human progress.

Many nations of the Global South
look to India not for dependence, but for part-
nership-collaboration that respects sovereign-
ty and promotes shared growth. An India-led Al
alliance could one day rival the historical signif-
icance of the Non-Aligned Movement or India’s
recent G20 leadership.

Time’srecognition of the Architects of Al ulti-
mately underscores a deeper truth: the future
will be shaped less by borders and weapons, and
more by intelligence, innovation, and values.
Humanity stands at a once-in-a-century turning
point, comparable to the Industrial Revolution
or the birth of the internet. The Al age is no longer
approaching —itis accelerating. And India, with
its demographic strength, technological confi-
dence, and ethical vision, is prepared not just to
participate, but to lead this transformation
with responsibility and hope.

How the loss of divine qualities breeds suffering

Shekhawat informed the House
that the latest inspection had
confirmed the complete safety of

Society, the institution’s principal
prime minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, decision-making body, is chaired

by Prime Minister Narendra Modi,
with Defence Minister Rajnath

episode highlights the enduring
political sensitivity surrounding

material. It also underlines how

contemporary politics continue to
intersect uneasily within India’s

historical record. Such debates
require maturity, accountability,
and scholarly integrity from all
stakeholders involved in public
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According to ancient scriptures, human character is
shaped by a set of divine qualities-often described as the
36 gunas— that nurture peace, balance, and inner well-
being. The absence of even one of these divine attrib-
utes gives rise to its opposite: demoniacal qualities that
manifest as restlessness, disease, sorrow, and suffering.
Yet most people remain unaware that their miseries are
rooted not in external systems but in the erosion of these
innervirtues. As a result, they search for causes in polit-
ical failures, economic inequality, cultural decline, or
social injustice, overlooking the deeper truth that all these
spheres merely reflect human behaviour shaped by inner
qualities. Positive and negative traits do not existin iso-
lation; they express themselves through every form of

human activity — political, economic, cultural, or social.
Corruption in governance, exploitation in markets,
and conflict in communities are not autonomous phe-
nomena but outcomes of greed, anger, fear, and ambi-
tion operating within individuals.

Therefore, the real task is not merely

sacrifice of compassion, humility, and integrity. This trade-
off has led to the corruption of the soul, degeneration
of society, and widespread unrest. Material abundance,
divorced from moral grounding, has failed to deliver
lasting fulfilment. If this diagnosis is accepted, the solu-

tion becomes clear. The crisis we face is fun-

behaviour by identifying and replacing neg-
ativity with positivity at its source.

Modern society presents a striking
paradox. Technological and scientific
advancements have reached astonishing heights, yet
emotional and ethical development has lagged far
behind. Humanity has learned to control nature but not
the self. Impulsiveness, unchecked ambition, anxiety, and
anger dominate daily life, creating a profound imbalance
between material progress and inner maturity. This
imbalance lies at the heart of many contemporary crises-
mental distress, social fragmentation, and moral decay.

Ultimately, the quality of one’s life depends on the
quality of one’s inner nature. Peace and happiness arise
from divine qualities, while suffering flows naturally from
their absence. Tragically, humanity continues to pursue
happiness through external conquests-territory, wealth,
power, and comfort-often at the cost of inner values.
Economic prosperity is sought even through unethical
means, and success is pursued even if it demands the

reforming systems but transforming human @ -~
he

damentally a decline in moral and divine

ionecp values, and the remedy lies in education that

restores these qualities. No political reform

or economic policy can create a peaceful

world unless there is a qualitative change in
human nature itself. True peace emerges from inner
purity and a fully developed divine disposition.

Even a trace of a negative quality diminishes peace,
while divine qualities reinforce and strengthen one
another. Importantly, demoniacal qualities are intercon-
nected, just as divine ones are.

Freedom from one negative trait weakens others, and
even small efforts to cultivate virtues can trigger profound
inner transformation. In a world increasingly driven by
materialism, reclaiming divine qualities is not a spiritu-
al luxury but a practical necessity. It offers not only per-
sonal liberation and inner happiness but also the only
sustainable path towards a just, harmonious, and truly
prosperous society.

( The writer is a spiritual teacher and popular columnist )
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When sporting greatness meets grace

The meeting of two legendary sportspersons-Sachin
Tendulkar and Lionel Messi-during the latter’s recent
visit to Mumbai as part of his four-city GOAT India tour
was a historic moment that will remain etched in the
memory of sports fans in the Maximum City. Rarely do
icons from different sporting worlds converge in a way
that captures the imagination so completely.

Tendulkar and Messi share striking commonalities
that extend beyond their global fame. Both are widely
regarded as the greatest players in the history of their
respective sports, revered not merely for records but
for artistry and consistency. Each famously wore the
iconic number-ten jersey for his national team, a symbol
of responsibility and brilliance. Their playing styles-
precise, instinctive, and elegant-redefined expectations
in cricket and football alike.

Equally significant is their personal demeanour.
Despite unprecedented success, both have remained
humble, grounded, and deeply respectful of the games
they represent. Their careers reflect a rare combination
of generational talent, relentless discipline, and univer-
sal admiration. This brief meeting was more than cer-
emonial; it was a celebration of sporting excellence that
go beyond languages, and eras.

RANGANATHAN SIVAKUMA | CHENNAI

Gen Z redefines communication boundaries

The article on Gen Z’s anxiety at a ringing phone per-
ceptively captures a shift in communication norms, yet
the issue extends beyond simple telephobia. Even mes-
saging, once viewed as a considerate and asynchronous
alternative, has increasingly come to feel intrusive and
demanding. Read receipts, typing indicators, blue
ticks, and expectations of instant replies have trans-
formed digital messaging into a subtle form of surveil-
lance. In response, younger users have adapted quietly
but tellingly. Many now rely on WhatsApp Status
updates instead of direct messages, sharing mood or
information without obligating an immediate response.
Status becomes communication without compulsion.

This behaviour is not withdrawal, but negotiation.
Each notification competes for attention in an already
crowded mental space. What earlier generations
experienced as connection, many young

people experience as constant demand. As a line from
Blade Runner observes, “I don’t mind the dust. I mind
uninvited visitors.”

The anxiety, therefore, is less about devices and more
about eroded boundaries. The challenge lies in evolv-
ing communication etiquette that respects consent,
pacing, and silence.

HARSH PAWARIA | HARYANA

Renaming risks diluting rural guarantee

Apropos “Government says G RAM-G to rural employ-
ment guarantee scheme”, the proposed repeal of the
Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee
Act marks a deeply consequential policy shift.

Introduced in 2005, MGNREGA became a cornerstone
of rural welfare, guaranteeing wage employment and
reinforcing economic dignity for millions. What initial-
ly appeared to be a symbolic renaming has evolved into
a substantive overhaul under the proposed Viksit Bharat
Guarantee for Rozgar and Ajeevika Mission (Gramin) Bill.
The complete removal of Mahatma Gandhi’s name is
difficult to justify, particularly when the Rural
Development Minister has acknowledged MGNREGA'’s
effectiveness over nearly two decades.

The government highlights the proposed increase in
guaranteed workdays from 100 to 125, a welcome
improvement. However, such an enhancement could
have been achieved through a simple amendment.
Instead, the new Bill introduces troubling provisions,
notably the increased financial burden on states.
MGNREGA succeeded precisely because it was central-
ly funded and aligned with cooperative federalism.

If India’s soul lies in its villages, the government should
reconsider weakening a proven rural lifeline.

N SADHASIVA REDDY | BENGALURU
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Politically incorrect: Why ‘junglera’ iIsa misnomer

What this popular metaphor overlooks is a profound truth — forests are among the most meticulously regulated, self-correcting, and sustainable systems on
Earth. Far from symbolising chaos, the jungle represents an intricate order governed by ecological laws that human governance often fails to match

BKP
SINHA

ARVIND
KUMAR JHA

The term “jungle raj” has become a
common political shorthand, hurled to
describe a state or region suffering from
poor governance, lawlessness, and admin-
istrative collapse. In the often-used phrase
“jungle raj” in arguments about gover-
nance, “jungle” is used to mean a disorder-
ly entity suffering from “anarchy”.

The phrase “jungle raj” was not coined
by a politician. It reportedly originated as
an oral observation in 1997 by a judge in a
Patna court, who used it out of frustration
over poor civic conditions. It was used
during the hearing of a contempt case
regarding severe civic mismanagement,
specifically a poor drainage system and
waterlogging. The judge remarked that the
situation was “worse than jungle raj” and
related it to blatant dereliction of duty by
top bureaucrats. Politicians, for obvious
reasons, lost no time in seizing upon the
phrase. Stripping it of its original context
(civic collapse), they weaponised it as a
powerful political statement. It was used
to characterise alleged lawlessness and a
breakdown of order. As a catchy slogan, it
has been popularised and has become an
enduring political metaphor.

By the phrase “jungle raj”, people envi-
sion a place of violence and chaos where
only brute force - the so-called “law of the
jungle” — determines power. In sharp
contrast, however, a “jungle” — a natural
forest — is arguably the most systematical-
ly ordered space on Earth. Its survival and
thriving are not accidental; they are gov-
erned by incredibly complex and invisible
“rules” that ensure ecological balance. A
jungle is an amazingly dense yet neatly
woven network of interdependence. Below
the ground exists a remarkable system that
binds every microorganism to sustain soil
health. Trees rely on soil rich in microor-
ganisms, including fungi (mycorrhizae), for
nutrients; herbivores rely on flora; and car-
nivores keep herbivore populations stable.
Every species has a defined niche and a spe-
cific role to play in the system.

PRIMARY
SUCCESSION
BEGINS IN AREAS
ALMOST ENTIRELY
DEVOID OF
VEGETATION AND
SOIL, SUCH AS
LAND MASSES
FORMED BY
VOLCANIC
ERUPTIONS OR
GLACIAL RETREAT
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In a jungle or forest, cooperation for
resource management far surpasses
human planning. Resources such as
space, sunlight, water, and nutrients
are not seized randomly; they are effi-
ciently partitioned among root systems,
different canopy layers, and species to
optimise energy utilisation across the
entire community. The system is inher-
ently sustainable — its systems and
users are arranged so that virtually
every resource is recycled, pro-

hunt or herbivores over-graze, their
food sources collapse and their popula-
tions decline. Similarly, when a particu-
lar species overbreeds in an area, preda-
tors from neighbouring regions move in
to access the abundant prey, and
numbers are naturally controlled. Thus,
a brilliantly operating, self-correcting

dynamic exists within the jungle.
Ecological succession is another
example demonstrating that a forest
ecosystem is not chaotic

ducing no true waste. Use of
existing resources is remark-
ably organised. For example,
recordings from camera traps
stationed at water holes reveal that
animals of different species visit them at
different times without disturbing others.
Food is for survival, not for hoarding.
Hunting is for food, not for pleasure or
a show of strength.

Forest ecosystems operate on an
almost precise form of inbuilt “account-
ability”. If carnivore populations over-

The ’£ionter

but instead represents a
highly ordered and pre-
dictable process of transfor-
mation over time. It is fun-
damentally a well-ordered, sequential
process in which one community of
species gradually replaces another until
a stable final climax community is
reached. Itis Nature’s orderly blueprint,
driven seamlessly by complex rules of
interaction and systematic resource
management.

Primary succession begins in areas

almost entirely devoid of vegetation
and soil, such as land masses formed by
volcanic eruptions or glacial retreat.
This systematic, non-random process
starts with the Pioneer Stage, where spe-
cialised organisms such as lichens and
mosses colonise bare rock, chemically
breaking it down and creating the first
soil particles and organic matter. This
foundational work paves the way for the
Intermediate Stage, in which grasses and
small shrubs take hold. The nascent soil
is stabilised by fibrous roots, water
retention increases, and richer nutrients
accumulate.

The sequence then progresses towards
the stable Climax Community, during
which large trees and complex forests
develop. This stage is characterised by a
self-sustaining system that optimises
resource use while maintaining long-
term ecological equilibrium.

This progression clearly demonstrates
how an orderly system of soil-creators
precedes soil-stabilisers, with a disci-

FIRST
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plined movement towards the creation
of the climax forest. The entire sequence
follows Nature’s laws and establishes a
stable, energy-efficient ecosystem that
maximises biomass and ecological
niches. It is driven by predictable com-
petition for resources, determined by
natural laws, demonstrating Nature’s sys-
tematic movement towards maximum
stability unless disturbed by external
agents such as humans. The “jungle
raj”, which is a fair and naturally sustain-
able system operating in forests, is anti-
thetical to poor governance in human
societies and man-made organisations
burdened with chaotic, unsustainable,
and destructive management practices.

The introduction of invasive species by
humans damages existing food webs and
fuels forest degradation. Pollution and
illegal poaching shatter population
dynamics, resulting in the collapse of
trophic levels. Humans intrude into
forest areas and wildlife habitats, block
natural corridors, disturb natural process-
es, and increase the potential for human-
wildlife conflict. Disorder in natural
systems today is the direct consequence
of interference by the modern super-
predator — human beings — who exhibit
severely eroded eco-sanity and a disas-
trous tendency to dominate Nature, a
rapidly growing global pathology.

Labelling poor governance charac-
terised by lawlessness and anarchy as
“jungle raj” is an insult to the remarkably
efficient systems of forests, which are in
fact Nature’s masterpiece. Depicting
forests — models of complex, systemat-
ic order and sustainability — as chaotic
and lawless reflects grave misunder-
standing and ignorance. Given its ethical
flaw and biological inaccuracy, it is time
to discard the “jungle raj” fallacy, which
perpetuates the false narrative that
Nature lacks order.

Atrue jungle represents complex, self-
sustaining order and sustainability. The
phrase “jungle raj” must not be used to
describe lawlessness, corrupt rule
enforcement, administrative failure, or
the collapse of justice and governance
systems. One may instead use terms such
as kushashan and refrain from insulting
forests, which are among Nature’s most
meticulously managed spaces.
A forest is a triumph of order, and the
operational reality of Nature must not be
misrepresented or maligned by using the
phrase “jungle raj” as a political
metaphor or otherwise.

@ The Pioneer
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Towards a ‘Naxal-free India’ by 2026

SARRAL
SHARMA

For decades, Left Wing Extremism (LWE) was one
of India’s most pressing internal security chal-
lenges. Over the past decade, however, a unified
and sustained counter-insurgency strategy has
fundamentally altered the trajectory of the
Naxal insurgency. The Narendra Modi government
has combined sustained security operations,
improved intelligence coordination, advanced
surveillance technologies, and targeted develop-
ment interventions in tribal regions to weaken
Naxalism in the country. As a result, the number
of LWE-affected districts has sharply declined,
pushing the insurgency into its final phase.
With violence continuing to fall, the government
has set the goal of achieving a “Naxal-free” India
by March 2026. As this timeline approaches, the
challenge lies in ensuring security, sustainable
livelihoods, and better alternatives for commu-
nities affected by Naxal violence.

Atits peak in 2010, the “Red Corridor” spanned
nearly 17 per cent of India’s landmass and had an
estimated cadre strength of around 20,000.
Today, the movement has been confined to a few
forested pockets. Government data show a
sharp decline in violence over the past two
decades. Between 2004 and 2014, there were
16,463 Naxal incidents, compared to 7,744
between 2014 and 2024 — a drop of 53 per cent.
By 2022, total casualties linked to Naxal violence
fell below 100 for the first time in three decades.
At the same time, the number of LWE-affected dis-
tricts has reduced from 126 in 2014 to just 11 this
year, primarily concentrated in parts of
Chhattisgarh.

This decline reflects the Naxals’ growing inabil-
ity to operate under a tightening counter-insur-
gency grid. High-profile attacks such as the 2010
Dantewada massacre or the 2013 Chhattisgarh
political ambush have become rare. While iso-
lated incidents still occur, including the April 2023
IED blast in Chhattisgarh, they no longer signal
abroader resurgence. This shift highlights a clear
transformation in India’s LWE strategy since 2014.

The earlier reactive and fragmented approach
has been replaced by a coordinated and proac-
tive model anchored in “Dialogue, Security, and
Coordination”. The strategy combines sustained
pressure on armed cadres with parallel develop-
ment initiatives. Home Minister Amit Shah has
explained the government’s “carrot-and-stick”
policy against LWE: Naxals who surrender will
receive “a red-carpet welcome”, but those who
continue with violence will face a resolute secu-
rity response. This clarity of intent has reshaped
both operational outcomes and the psycholog-
ical balance between the state and insurgents.

Earlier counter-Naxal efforts produced limited
gains due to coordination issues. The difference
this time lies in the unified command and multi-
agency approach led by the Union Home Ministry,
which ensures coherence, intelligence integra-
tion, and sustained operational momentum. Shah
confirmed in a speech that the Modi government
has adopted a “unified and ruthless approach”
against Naxalism rather than a scattered one.
Special forces from states and central paramili-
tary units such as the CRPF and its elite COBRA bat-
talions now regularly train together and carry out
joint anti-Naxal operations.

In recent years, security forces have targeted
the top Maoist leadership, supply lines, and forest
bases with increasing precision. A major break-
through came this year with the killing of CPI
(Maoist) general secretary Nambala Keshava
Rao, alias Basavaraju, along with 27 others in
Chhattisgarh’s Abujmarh forest. Another senior
leader, Madvi Hidma, was killed in Andhra
Pradesh in November. These losses have severe-
ly disrupted Maoist command structures and
regrouping efforts. Official data indicate that this
year alone, 317 Naxals were killed, 862 arrested,
and 1,973 surrendered. The scale of arrests and
surrenders underscores the effectiveness of
coordinated security operations and the steady
dismantling of LWE.

decade, even through dense forests, to link
remote villages. Where travelling 50 km once took
days of walking through Naxal-held jungles, vil-
lagers can now drive on new roads.
Telecommunications infrastructure has expand-
ed rapidly, with near-complete 4G coverage
expected soon. This means people can now
access information, banking, and emergency ser-
vices where there was once complete network
darkness. A cornerstone of the Modi government’s
approach is pairing hard security with a softer
hand for those willing to abandon violence. The
surrender policy has prompted thousands of
Naxalites to leave the jungles, join the main-
stream, and take advantage of rehabilitation
schemes. Thousands of cadres have laid down
arms in exchange for financial assistance, voca-
tional training, housing, and employment support.
In Chhattisgarh alone, over 2,100 Naxals surren-
dered in the past two years. Nationally, surren-
ders now exceed fatalities among insurgents,
reflecting declining morale and faith in the
Naxal cause.

As violence recedes, democratic participation
has returned to areas once considered “no-go
zones”. In November 2024, Gadchiroli
(Maharashtra) recorded a historic 74 per cent
turnout in village polls after years of Naxal

threats. Similarly, in February 2025,

Furthermore, advanced technol-
ogy has become a key force multi-
plier in counter-insurgency efforts.
Security agencies now rely on foren-
sic laboratories, modern surveillance tools, and
real-time intelligence to track and disrupt Naxal
activities. This includes monitoring social media
to counter information warfare, using drones and
satellite reconnaissance to map movements, and
applying Al-driven data analysis to identify pat-
terns and predict threats.

At the same time, financial crackdowns have
severely weakened the insurgent movement.
Central and state agencies have seized assets,
frozen accounts, and targeted Maoist financiers,
with nearly 100 crore reportedly seized. These
measures have crippled logistical and financial
support networks, making sustained insurgency
increasingly unviable.

Alongside security operations, the central
government has prioritised Centre-State coordi-
nation to strengthen local security infrastructure
and improve governance in LWE-affected areas
through schemes such as Security Related
Expenditure, the Special Infrastructure Scheme,
and Special Central Assistance.

India’s counter-insurgency successes are not
measured solely by the number of casualties or
arrests of Naxal leaders and cadres. A central pillar
of the strategy has been addressing structural
neglect by extending governance and develop-
ment to long-isolated regions. Roads, electricity,
schools, healthcare facilities, and access to
banking have expanded across former Naxal
strongholds. For example, under the Road
Connectivity Project for LWE districts, nearly 12,000
km of roads have been constructed over the last
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Kerlapenda village in Sukma district,
Chhattisgarh, witnessed a historic
moment when residents cast their first
votes in 75 years since India’s indepen-
dence. These developments strike at the ideolog-
ical core of Naxalism, which rejects parliamen-
tary democracy. As citizens assert their constitu-
tional rights in former LWE-affected areas,
accountability shifts back to elected representa-
tives rather than banned armed groups.

The progress achieved over the past decade
must now be secured through sustained engage-
ment with affected communities. Eliminating
Naxal violence is not merely about silencing the
last gun; it requires long-term trust-building,
stronger Centre-State coordination, and a clear
focus on tribal welfare. This includes ensuring land
rights, employment opportunities, access to
education and healthcare, connectivity, and the
protection of forest rights.

The government’s goal of a “Naxal-free India”
by March 2026 is attainable, provided hard secu-
rity measures continue until the remaining lead-
ership surrenders and governance and develop-
mentimprove simultaneously. Durable peace will
ultimately depend on whether the state can trans-
late security success into lasting improvements
in the lives of affected populations. Only then can
the violent legacy of the “Red Corridor” be per-
manently replaced by stability, opportunity,
and faith in India’s constitutional order.

The writer is a Doctoral
Candidate at Jawaharlal Nehru
University, New Delhi. He has
previously served in the National
Security Council Secretariat
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The power of vulnerability

PRATIKSHA
VATS

In today’s fast-paced world, being “strong” is often
celebrated as a virtue. From ayoung age, we are
taught that strength means enduring hardships
silently, carrying burdens alone, and never
showing weakness. We admire those who “take
it all in stride”, rarely complain, and appear
unshakable. But equating strength with silent
endurance can be misleading - and even harmful.

Sometimes, being strong makes us harsh —
towards ourselves and towards others. Take Asha,
aworking mother of two. She wakes up at5am,
manages the household, and heads to work.
Outwardly composed, inwardly she feels exhaust-
ed, overwhelmed, and lonely. She hesitates to
share her struggles, thinking it is her duty to
manage everything. Over time, this silent
pressure manifests as chronic headaches, irritabil-
ity, and tension in her relationships. Despite her
best intentions, the very act of appearing strong
begins to chip away at her emotional and phys-
ical well-being.

Itis important to recognise that not all humans
are the same. Some process stress naturally, while
others struggle silently. Raj, for example, started
a small business while caring for his ailing
father. He set aside weekly time to

others, but with empathy and care. This could be
a close friend, family member, or a trained pro-
fessional such as a therapist or counsellor. The
key is trust: the confidence that you can be fully
seen without ridicule or dismissal.

Sharing struggles consciously transforms us.
Sameer, a software engineer, carried anxiety
about his job performance for months. When he
finally opened up to his mentor, he experienced
reliefand received practical guidance. Emotional
pain begins to lose its grip when it is acknowl-
edged and addressed. Talking about feelings
allows us to process them, understand their
origin, and integrate the lessons they offer.
Vulnerability becomes a vehicle for healing, not
a sign of weakness.

Healing requires more than speaking — it
involves reflection, self-compassion, and some-
times structured practices such as journalling,
nature walking, meditation, or mindful move-
ment. Pausing to recognise emotions helps
untangle complex patterns that shape behaviour
and reactions. Self-awareness, combined with
intentional expression, lays the foundation for
lasting emotional health.

Sharing with care also strengthens relation-
ships. Priya shared her stress with her partner
without blaming him. Their openness deepened
their bond, allowing him to support her rather
than feel attacked. Similarly, for children or
teenagers, creating a safe space where they can

express fears and frustrations

reflect, journal, and speak openly
with a mentor. This conscious process-
ing helped him manage stress without
harming his relationships or health.
Similarly, Anjali, a teacher caring for her elderly
mother, found that sharing her daily challenges
with a colleague allowed her to vent frustrations
safely. This small step prevented emotional
exhaustion from building up into resentment or
burnout. For many, unaddressed struggles quietly
accumulate as internal wounds - real, potent, and
invisible. Neha, a college student preparing for
competitive exams, constantly pushes herself but
never shares her anxieties. Over time, her fear of
failure affects her sleep, appetite, and confidence.
Without expressing these emotions, she begins
to withdraw socially, feeling isolated even in a
room full of peers. Over months and years, these
hidden pressures can manifest in irritability,
tension, or physical symptoms such as fatigue,
headaches, or digestive issues. Silent endurance
often masquerades as strength, but in reality, it
quietly erodes resilience.

These internal wounds eventually surface in
ways that affect relationships, work, and overall
well-being. A person carrying years of unspoken
pain may struggle to trust others, react harshly
over minor conflicts, or feel lonely despite being
surrounded by people. In striving to appear
strong, we inadvertently weaken our own capac-
ity to cope. True strength, contrary to popular
belief, is not silent endurance. It is the courage
to acknowledge struggles and share them with
someone trustworthy — without burdening
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N without judgement builds resilience
toneer andemotionalliteracy. Vulnerability,
when approached mindfully, heals
both the self and relationships.
Transitioning from silent endurance to con-
scious vulnerability is not always easy. Many of
us are conditioned to believe self-reliance is
strength. Asking for help can feel uncomfortable
or even shameful at first. It may require courage
to admit being overwhelmed, anxious, or afraid.
But courage — the courage to be seen as
you truly are — is a profound act of strength. It
signals a commitment to growth, well-being, and
authenticity. Life’s challenges are inevitable.
Struggles, setbacks, and losses are part of the
human experience. What distinguishes those who
thrive is not the absence of difficulty, but the pres-
ence of emotional awareness, empathy, and self-
care. Strength rooted in vulnerability helps us nav-
igate hardships with grace, recover from pain
without lingering resentment, and approach life
with both compassion and clarity.
True strength is not defined by the weight we
carry silently, but by the courage with which we
confront our inner world.

Please read the complete article online at
https://www.dailypioneer.com
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In terror’s wake, Australia’s
diversity isits strength

N DEMOCRACIES and open societies, the public square is

a place of commerce, discussion, leisure and, most impor-

tantly, where identities are worn — and respected —in all

their diversity. The heinous attack by two gunmen that
killed 14 people and wounded at least 40 others at Bondi Beach
is terrorism at its most horrific, meant to transform the public
space from a site of expression of unselfconscious trust, freedom
and pluralism to one marked by suspicion, fear and violence. It
is Australia’s deadliest shooting since the 1996 Port Arthur kill-
ingsand has, understandably, shaken the country. India, which
hasoften been a victim of terrorism, will understand better than
most the challenges that emerge in its wake. Prime Minister Nar-
endra Modi hasexpressed his condolences and condemned the
terror act. One of the two shooters who waskilled after the attack
holds an Indian passport, and in days to come, New Delhi will
undoubtedly assist Canberra in the investigation if any part of
the trail leads here.

That the attackers targeted a Jewish gathering celebrating the
first day of Hanukkah suggests that they were motivated by anti-
semitism. Initial reports also indicate that they were “inspired”
by ISIS. In the internet age, tackling such radicalisation is one of
the most pressing challenges for nation-states. The first line of
defence against such attacks is a robust intelligence-gathering
framework, and the establishment of protocols for containing
the threats. Australia’s intelligence agency reportedly examined
one of the attackers six years ago over his ties to a terrorism cell
connected tothe Islamic State. If there were holesin the country’s
intelligence framework or if actionable information wasignored,
theseissues must be addressed. At the sametime, it isimportant
to guard against excessive or extreme action. The provocative
words of Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu about Aus-
tralia’s Labor government and Prime Minister Anthony Albanese
are an example of how not to politicise the act of terrorism.

In this moment of tragedy, Australia faces alarger and deeper
reckoning. The government must strengthen its anti-terror in-
frastructure. Atthe same time, it should notlet the terror attack
compromise its core values; it must maintain the vibrancy and
diversity of the public square. Australia is amulticultural society
and a destination for higher education and work for many, in-
cluding and especially Indians. This is the idea of Australia that
must be protected.

Heed AQI despair that is
making itself heard

VER THE last decade, Delhi winters have acquired a

ritual as predictable asthe turning of the calendar: The

air thickens with particulate matter; arguments harden

into political whataboutery, ad hoc measures are put
in place, and then, as the season turns, things roll on, the issue is
relegated. This year, though, that trajectory has seen welcome
disruptions — from citizens asserting their right to clean air. On
Monday, in the smog-laden evening of what was the third day of
“severe” pollution, as Chief Minister Rekha Gupta stepped out to
share the stage with the Argentinian football superstar Lionel
Messi at the national capital’s Arun Jaitley stadium, chants of
“AQI, AQI” came as areminder of what is truly at stake.

Delhi’s latest descent into “severe” air pollution — the Air
Quality Index (AQI) hasbeen well over the range of 400 —hasar-
rived without many of its usual culprits: Smoke from stubble
burningorunusual winter chill. Instead, the city hasbeen caught
outbyanear-total dropin wind speed and ashallow atmospheric
layer trapping pollutants closer to the ground, leaving the city's
own emissions — from vehicles, construction and industry —to
accumulate unchecked. Between 2015 and November 2025, the
average annual AQIin Delhi hasbeen 235, much higher than the
WHO-mandated safety levels. The Lancet Countdown 2025 Re-
port pegged the number of pollution deaths at 1.72 million in 2022.

The political response to the crisis, however, continues to
waver between panicked half-measures and partisan deflec-
tions. Since she came to power, CM Gupta has given assurances
of treating pollution control as an “emergency mission”, but
meaningful action is yet to take shape. Earlier this month, the
government said in Parliament that the WHQO’s Air Quality
Guidelines are merely advisory, meant to assist countriesin es-
tablishing their own independent parameters. What Delhi
needs is not obfuscation but robust, credible data to guide pol-
icy; bold interventions to curb vehicular emissions; serious in-
vestment in cleaner public transport; and an honest reckoning
with the city’s appetite for cars, concrete and convenience. LoP
Rahul Gandhi’s call for a parliamentary debate on the issue is
a step in the right direction. Toxic air is everyone’s problem.
The solution will need to involve all — and urgently.

AtFTII, cinema has
many languages

N AN institute devoted to teaching young people the craft

of visual storytelling, here are some numbers that tell their

own story. In2023, of abatch of 10 student diploma films,

only one was made entirely in Hindi. Three were in Ma-
rathi; one each in Malayalam, Gujarati, Haryanvi and Santali;
one brought together English, Marathi and Hindi; another
braided English and Hindi with Mizo and Nagamese. Taken
together, these films form a chorus of many tongues finding
their way to the screen.

Asareportinthis newspaper shows, this is part of a deeper,
two-decade-long shift at the Film and Television Institute of
India (FTII), Pune. At one of the country’s most prestigious film-
making schools, students are beginning to trust the textures of
their own languages, to draw from the sounds and rhythms that
shaped them and tell their own unique stories. In doing so, they
offer a reminder of what creative resilience looks like at a mo-
ment when Indian cinema — across regions and industries —
appears increasingly formulaic. This fresh efflorescence, like
the parallel cinema movement of the 1950s-70s and the indie
surge of the early 2000s, holds the promise of renewal: Of cin-
emarediscovering relevance by widening, rather than narrow-
ing, its field of vision.

This moment acquires added significance amid renewed
state enthusiasm for India’s “orange” or creative economy, a
theme foregrounded at last month’s 56th International Film
Festival of India. The multilingual flowering of student cinema
offers agentler, but more enduring, lesson in cultural value. It
reminds us why spaces like FTII must be protected from
homogenisation and cultural thinning: Because institutions
that allow young filmmakers to wander freely across language,
form and voice do more than produce skilled professionals —
they keep alive the plural imagination on which India’s cre-
ative future rests.

RAJAMANDALA

BY C RAJA MOHAN

HIS YEAR marks the 100th an-

niversary of two very different

organisations that have shaped

modern India: The Rashtriya

Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) and
the Communist Party of India (CPI). The
contrastin their centenary moments could
not be starker. The RSS, now the establish-
ment, celebrated its milestone with fanfare.
The CPI, once a formidable force in na-
tional life, passed its 100th year almost un-
noticed — too diminished even to mount
amodest commemoration.

That silence invites a larger question:
Has Indian communism reached the end
of its long political journey, or is its appar-
ent eclipse merely another phase in a tur-
bulent history?

Few political movements in India have
experienced such arapid reversal of fortunes
over the last two decades. Back in 2005, the
Indian communists were riding high.. They
had abigsay in the decisions of the UPA gov-
ernment, ruled West Bengal and Tripura
with unchallenged authority, and remained
a powerful force in Kerala. At that moment,
the Left seemed poised for renewed rel-
evanceacrossIndia. It threw thisaway when
it withdrew from the UPA coalition in July
2008 and backed the BJP in trying to pull
down the Manmohan Singh government.

Sincethen, it hasbeen a precipitous fall
for the Left. In the 2004 general elections,
Left parties commanded around 60 seats
inthe Lok Sabha. They now hold barely 10.
Their vote share has collapsed from about

Front has been ousted from power in both
West Bengal and Tripura and governs only
in Kerala.

Does this mark the end of a century-old
political tradition? Not necessarily. Political
ideas rarely disappear simply because
parties espousing them decline. If a self-de-
clared socialist like Zohran Mamdani — de-
rided by US President Donald Trump as a
“communist” — canwin the mayoral racein
New York, ina country historically hostile to
left-wing politics, it would be premature to
write the obituary of communism in India.

The story of Indian communism — its
dramaticrise and rapid decline —isfarolder
and richer than its recent electoral setbacks
suggest. Sectarianism and internecine war-
fare have arguably been a major source of its
decline. Even the origin story of commu-
nisminIndiaisdisputed. The CPI(M), which
split from the CPIin 1964, tracesits founding
to October 1920 in Tashkent, when a small
group of Indian radicals, including M N Roy,
formed a party at a Comintern-sponsored
gathering. The CPI dates its birth to a De-
cember 1925 convention in Kanpur organ-
ised by leaderssuch asSingaravelu Chettiar,
SV Ghate, and S A Dange.

Looking beyond the dispute over dates,
there is no doubt that Indian communism
emerged from the great global political and
intellectual churn unleashed by World War
L. Thecrisis of capitalism, the collapse of em-
pires, the Russian Revolution, and the rise of
nationalist movementsacross Asia
created fertile ground for some
powerful ideas — nationalism, so-
cialism,and communism. In India,
these global currents intersected
with intense domestic debates
about both the struggle for inde-

The conditions that once
gave rise to communism —
deep inequality, agrarian
distress, precarious labour,
the persistence of feudal

gali revolutionaries, militant trade union-
istsin Bombay and Madras, radical peasant
leadersfightinglandlordism, and social re-
formers challenging entrenched hier-
archies. Colonial repression was relentless,
and the communists paid a heavy price for
their activism. Yet at its most creative, the
CPI turned adversity into opportunity. The
Peshawar, Kanpur, and Meerut conspiracy
trials of the 1920s became platforms for
popularising Marxist ideas among students,
workers, and intellectuals.

By the 1930s and 1940s, the party had
built an impressive network of mass organ-
isations mobilising workers, peasants, art-
ists, writers, journalists, and students. This
gave the communists an influence far ex-
ceeding their numerical strength. Their ap-
peal among urban youth, in particular, en-
sured an outsized impact on India’s
intellectual and political discourse.

Despite India’s relatively permissive
democratic environment, the communist
Left never realised its full potential. Its fail-
ures are often attributed to an inability to
adapt to moments of profound change: The
shifting great-power dynamics of World War
11, the trauma of Partition and the national-
ities question, the Sino-Soviet split, and later,
therise ofthe BJP. Equally damagingwasthe
persistent difficulty communists faced in
building durable coalitions with other demo-
cratic forces, including Congtress.

Indian communism struggled to rec-
oncile nationalism with interna-
tionalism, caste with class, relig-
ious sentiment with secular
imperatives, revolutionary viol-
ence demanded by the doctrine
with the reality of parliamentary
democracy, and ideological pu-

pendence.and the nature of the Values, and global rity wjth the pragmati.c demands
post-colonial state. . bul of building broad united fronts.

The CPI drew strength from a economic turbulence —are These unresolved tensions re-
remarkable convergence of revol- sharper than ever peatedly weakened the move-

utionary streams: Ghadar activists

ment at critical junctures.

ernIndiaisundeniable. It forced land reform
onto the national agenda, reshaping rural
power structures in several states. The Left
emerged as one of the most consistent de-
fenders of secularism and federalism, resist-
ing communal mobilisation and excessive
centralisation. India’s expansive welfare
architecture bears the mark of sustained
communist pressure on the state. In culture,
communist movements transformed litera-
ture, theatre, and cinema, amplifying mar-
ginal voices and embedding rationalist and
egalitarian values in public life. More than
any other political formation, the commu-
nists consciously linked India’sinternal chal-
lenges to global currents. They shaped
India’sunderstanding of the wider world and
itsplace within it.

Today, the communist Left faces the
gravest danger in its history: Prolonged
politicalirrelevance. Yet the conditions that
once gave rise to communism — deep in-
equality, agrarian distress, precarious la-
bour, the persistence of feudal values, and
global economic turbulence — are sharper
than ever. There is also renewed global in-
terest in socialist and left-wing ideas, even
in advanced economies.

If Indian communists can shed ideo-
logical rigidity and rediscover the art of
buildingbroad democratic and progressive
coalitions, they may yet contribute mean-
ingfully toIndia’s evolution in the 21st cen-
tury. Uniting the many weak communist
and socialist fragments under a single plat-
form would seem an obvious first step. That
ithas proved so elusive underlines both the
enduring challenges and the unfinished
business of Indian communism. Success-
ful Left parties elsewhere have understood
the importance of preserving organisa-
tional unity amid intense differences over
ideology, tactics, and strategy.

The writer is a contributing editor on
international affairs for The Indian Express

Dear students, wait, your
teacher is on election duty

KRISHNA
KUMAR

L

Since
Independence,
schoolteachers

have

obediently
served the
duties assigned
tothem. They
form aliterate,
reliable labour
force, the
government
can easily
access. They
have kept
democracy
functioning

F YOU are not familiar with the code

of conduct that governs the work life

of school teachers in India, you can’t

make much sense of news items

about the pressure under which
teachers are fulfilling their extra-profes-
sional duty as “booth level officers” (BLOSs).
They are updating electoral rolls and pre-
paring the final lists of eligible voters. The
deadlines are stringent, the taskis tough and
demandsaccuracy. Ithasnothingtodowith
teaching. The stress caused by this is com-
pounded by the risks involved in delay.
Some of the teachers doing this work are re-
ported to have fallen sick and died.

Teachers and parents are often blamed
for the stress and anxiety among children,
but stress among teachers is seldom ac-
knowledged. It is a common belief that
teachingis aleisurely job. Equally common
is the perception that government school
teachersdon’twork ashard as their countetr-
parts in private schools. That’s why no one
questions the use of government school
teachers for election duty. Children who
studyingovernment schools constitute ana-
tional blind spot. How do they cope with
theirteacher’sabsence when they are placed
on non-teaching duties?

Every election brings schoolteachers out
of school for substantial periods of time.
School heads have no choice when the order
comes to relieve some of their staff for elec-
tion duty. Itisnot the only extra-professional
responsibility government school teachers
carry out. Various kinds of enumerative work
and supervisory duties shape the haphazard
lives of teachers.

Their counterpartsin private schools are
free from this clutter. This dual approach has
persisted since colonial times, when village
teachers came in handy for all kinds of offi-
cial work, including the sale of postal station-
ery. Tothisday, the government seesnothing
wrong in using teachers for “office duty™.
They are perceived as sarkari karamcharis,
not as professionals. Although someone who
wants to become a teacher must possess
special qualifications and go through in-ser-

vicetraining, the perception ofteachingasa
soft profession has not changed. Why the
government does not use this perception to
rope in private school teachers for official
work s a valid question that is never asked.

Children who attend private schools are
not supposed to suffer any loss of classes.
That fate is reserved for children who study
in government schools. Depriving them of
regular classes evokes no concern. A former
student who teaches in a primary school in
Delhi said bluntly: “Sir, no teaching is recog-
nised. Noteachingis possible. Noteachingis
expected.” For officers, teaching is not a pri-
ority; documentation, digital record-keeping,
testing, rehearsing children for events and
functions, uploading and online communi-
cation are. When teachers are absent, the
principal hasto “manage” without them. And
so must children, even if it is examination
time. Their loss is not considered a national
loss, though that is exactly what it is. No of-
ficer seems to realise that when primary
school children faceagapintheirlearning, it
can’t be covered up. It is also discriminatory
as their private school cohorts don’t suffer.

Since Independence, schoolteachers
have obediently served the duties assigned
tothem. They form aliterate, reliable labour
forcethe government can easily access. They
have kept democracy functioning. The cost
of this contribution has been paid by the
children. Over the past few decades, teacher
shortages in various states have meant that
the cost paid by children has gone up.

When the Right to Education (RTE) Act
was being drafted, there was hope that it
would outlaw the assignment of non-teach-
ing work to teachers. However, it included
Section 27, which permitted the use of
teachers in election-related work. Later, a
court verdict permitted teachers’ deploy-
ment forvarious dutiesin an election before
itis notified. The glimmer of hope that RTE
would establish teaching as a serious profes-
sion faded with time.

Kumar is a former director of NCERT
and the author of Thank You, Gandhi

- Stop AQIblame games, Delhiis

choking on its own emissions
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When the air
stands still,
stagnation sets
in, ventilation
collapses, and
the system s
left with no
bufferto
protect public
health. When
the weather
naps, thereis
nowhere left to
hide. Yet, we
continue to
blame the
weather
instead of our
emissions

surged to Severe (from December 13 onwards). This
may soon recede to Very Poor, but it will return, play-
inghide-and-seek for atleast another month. Despite the hourly
cappingof PM 2.5 at 380 pg/ms3 (equivalent to AQI 500), software
glitches, and other much-discussed constraints, the AQI nearly
hit 500, revealing a grim reality and offering a sobering lesson.
Such extremes occur when pollution consistently persists at
peaklevels for prolonged periods (24-48 hours or more), irrespec-
tive of the time of day. Put simply, wind speeds across Delhi and
itswider airshed dropped close to zero. This meant nothing was
coming in and nothing was going out. Vertical dispersion was
also restricted by a shallow inversion layer, approximately SO0-
700 metres deep. As a result, emissions from fixed point sources
linger where they were released, creatinglocalised pollution hot-
spots instead of spreading, simply because there was almost no
wind. Butit’s the dynamic sources of pollution, widespread across
the city, that are driving the sharp dip in Delhi’s air quality.
Scientifically, the Severe AQI episode reflects the city’s con-
dition. It represents Delhi’s true picture, its own emissions, laid
bare. It reveals how heavily Delhi relies on daily atmospheric di-
lution to maintain AQI below Severe, and how this dependence
createsanillusion about the true culprit: Local source emissions.
Stagnation episodes are projected to become more frequent due
to climate change. When the air stands still, stagnation sets in,
ventilation collapses, and the system isleft with nobuffer to pro-
tect public health. When the weather naps, there is nowhere to
hide. Yet, we blame the weather instead of our emissions.
When the atmosphere temporarily loses its capacity to clean
itself — even for just a couple of days — the true magnitude of
Delhi’s emissions becomes starkly apparent. It isa monumental
and self-inflicted crisis. Our estimates for Delhi NCT show that
nearly half the emissions of PM2.5, the particles that inflict the
greatest harm, come from transport (43 per cent), with waste
burningat 15 per cent, residential and industrial emissions each
at13 per cent, and only 8 per cent from resuspended dust, besides
others. The priority for action is, therefore, clear for policymaketrs.
The mathsissimple. In extreme stagnant conditions, if Delhi
cuts its local emissions by SO per cent, pollution levels drop by
roughly 50 per cent. When the weather changes, the same logic
applies — but emissions must be reduced across the entire
airshed. To do so effectively, focus on coordinated, sustained,
long-term action on source emissions, not short-term opticssuch
as smog towers, cloud seeding, water sprinkling, or air purifiers.

HERE IS nostubble burningin Delhi’s neighbouring
states, no firecrackers accompanying festivals, and
the winter chill has not yet peaked. Yet, Delhi’s AQI

The writer is chair professor, National Institute of Advanced Studies,
lISC-Campus and founder project director, SAFAR
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Record turnoutin Assam

HEAVY POLLING for the 125 assembly and
14 Lok Sabha seats in Assam and moderate
turnout in the seven Lok Sabha and nine as-
sembly by-elections was reported. Reports
from Guwahati said 75 to 80 per cent of the
10 million voters exercised their franchise,
in contrast to the 1983 polls, which not only
had extremely low voter turnout but were
also marked by violence.
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Bhajan Lal holds his ground

Rlian 0 THE CHIEF Minister, Bhajan Lal, said that Ha-
o] ryana would not be bound by any decision

—— under the Punjab accord till the Satluj-Ya-

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

muna Link (SYL) Canal was completed. Ina
major development, indicating the adoption
of atough posture on the stoppage of work
on the canal for three months now, the Ha-
ryana CM told a news conference that the
state government would not agree to any
transfer of territory, including Chandigarh, to
Punjab, till the canal was completed.

Parliament officerow

THE DISPUTE between the opposition parties
and the Congress (1) over the eviction of three
parties from their offices in Parliament House
last week came close to a settlement aftera
third round of talks between the two sides.
Parliamentary Affairs Minister HK L Bhagat

offered Room 125 on the third floor to the op-
position parties. Opposition leaders said they
were prepared to accept the room as accom-
modation for the three displaced parties —
Congress (S), DMK and Lok Dal — and not for
all recognised parties which do not have of-
fice spaceinthe building.

Gavaskar eyeing century

THE FORMER Indian captain, Sunil Gavaskar,
is within sight of his 31st Test century at
stumps on the fourth day of the first Test
against Australia at Adelaide Oval. At stumps,
Gavaskar was at 94 and Roger Binny 34 with
India 391for seveninits firstinnings. India
now has alead of 10 runs with a day to play.




© WHAT THE OTHERS SAY
Netanyahu'’s support for settlements
is sabotaging Trump’s plan for a
stable Middle East.

— Haaretz, Israel
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Behind smokescreen, SIR 2.0 could be
biggest exercise in voter exclusion

I il . & ;e
A= hasa
RAHUL SHASTRI AND
YOGENDRA YADAV

T’S WORSE than Bihar. With the ECI

beginning to release the draft voters’

list for the second phase of the SIR, it

is clear that voter exclusion this time

will be higher and more damaging. If
we combine the official data for five states
with news reports from the rest, as many as
11crore names on the existing voters’ list face
potential erasure in the 12 states and UTs
covered under the present round of the SIR.
The final figure in this round will be much
smaller. Butby the time the SIR is completed
in the entire country, we could belooking at
nearly 10 crore deletions.

Ifthislooming disaster has not yet made
headlines, it is because the information is
scattered, staggered and shrouded. After
the Bihar election, the SIR disappeared
from national headlines and was pushed to
regional media or the local pages. The re-
peated and state-wise extensions of the
deadline by the ECI ensured that the final
figures would arrive in four instalments,
thus masking the big picture.

The ECIhasdoneitsbest to create asmo-
kescreen by startinga new practice of releas-
ing fantastic but meaningless figures about
the percentage of data “digitised”. This ob-
fuscates the two sets of data we need: The
number of those who did not fill the enumer-
ation form and will face exclusion from the
draft list, and the number of those whose
names could not be connected to the older
voters’ list and will face potential deletion.

Therelease of draft electoral rolls for five
statesand UTs (Rajasthan, West Bengal, Goa,
Lakshadweep and Puducherry) has begun
the unveiling of the real picture. And for
other states, we have “source-based” in-
formation in the news media. These reports
seem to be fairly robust, since the official fig-
ures of Rajasthan and West Bengal have con-
firmed similar reports from these states.
Statements by state election officials and
political leaders have confirmed these re-
ports. In UP, the CM has publicly confirmed
the unofficial figures we draw upon.

LETTERS
ToTHE EDITOR

Burden on states

THIS REFERS TO the editorial,
‘NREGA needs reform but
changes fray safety net’ (IE, De-
cember 16). The proposed Bill to
replace MGNREGA may be
timely in context, butitisill-con-
ceived in substance. The
increased burden on already
strained state finances, the shift
from ademand-driventoa
supply-driven framework, and
the move from flexible budgeting
to a capped funding model point
to dubious intent on the part of
the executive.

Dewang Ganesh Thosar, New Delhi

THIS REFERS TO the editorial,
‘NREGA needs reform but
changes fray safety net’ (IE, De-
cember 16). The reforms
introduced through the new Bill
may be viewed by manyasa
covert attempt torename the
scheme atthe whims and fancies
ofthe government. Thisis evident
inthe removal of Mahatma Gan-
dhi’s name and the introduction
ofthe “Viksit Bharat” tagline.
Further, the proposed 60:40 fund-
ing formula would defeat the ob-
jective of ensuring rural employ-
ment, as many states would
struggle to mobilise the
additional funds required for the
scheme’s effective functioning.
Jiji Panicker K, Alappuzha

Maintain decorum

THISREFERS TO the editorial,
‘Rahul, Priyanka name-calling
ECsisanewlow’ (IE, December
16). The recent remarks by Rahul
and Priyanka Gandhi, in which
they openly named and
threatened Election
Commissioners, mark aworrying
decline in political discourse.
While questioning institutionsisa
democratic right, personal attacks
and the rhetoric of retribution
undermine the very framework
that sustains free and fair
elections. The Election Commis-
sion, despite criticism, remains a
constitutional body that warrants
institutional and procedural en-
gagement, not public vilification.
Angel Gupta, Ambala

e POTENTIALMASS EXCLUSIONIN DRAFTROLLS (SIRPHASEII)

PROJECTED
ADULT VOTERS
STATE POPULATION (CRORES)
(CRORES) 2710.25
2710.25
Chhattisgarh | 21 2
Gujarat 53 5]
Kerala | 28 | 28
Madhya Pradesh 6 57
Rajasthan | 56 | 55
Tamil Nadu | 6 | 6.4
| UttarPradesh | 161 | 154
West Bengal 17 17

Total | ®me | s07

EPRATIO
DRAFTSIR VOTERS ON AETOEFLgl(*Q)FT
EXCLUSIONS | DRAFTROLLS | EPRATIOON |pROUiSta)
(CRORES, (CRORES, 2710(%)  |PROVSION
PROVISIONAL) | PROVISIONAL)
ROLLS
1612.2025)
0.28 18 99 86
072 4.4 96 82
0.21 26 | o3
0.33 54 96 o1
043 51 e8| 90
08 56 107 93
2.93 5 | 9% | 78
0.58 71 100 92
6.28

445 | 98 | 86

NOTES: THE DATA FOR THE SECOND AND THIRD COLUMN IS FOR OCTOBER 27, 2025, THE STARTING DATE OF THE SECOND PHASE OF THE SIR. IN THE COLUMNS MARKED
‘PROVISIONAL, DATA FOR STATES OTHER THAN RAJASTHAN AND WEST BENGAL IS SUBJECT TO CORRECTION WHEN THE ECI RELEASES DRAFT ELECTORAL ROLLS

FOR THE REMAINING STATES. SOURCES: ADULT POPULATION ON OCTOBER 271S CALCULATED FROM THE REPORT OF THE TECHNICAL GROUP ON POPULATION PROJEC-
TIONS, GOVERNMENT OF INDIA, JULY 2020. ELECTORS AS ON OCTOBER 27 IS FROM ECI PRESS RELEASE. DATA FOR THE REMAINING COLUMNS FOR RAJASTHAN AND WEST

BENGAL IS BASED ON ECI'S DRAFT ROLLS AND FOR THE REMAINING STATES BASED ON NEWS REPORTS.

The accompanying table brings out the
extent of mass exclusion that we can expect.
Adding data of exclusions from smaller
states, Goa (1lakh), Puducherry (11akh), An-
daman and Nicobar (0.61akh),asmany as 6.3
crore names that figured on the pre-SIR
voters’ list face exclusion from the draft
voters’ list, since their enumeration forms
have not been received. Uttar Pradesh leads
the packwith 2.93 crore persons whose forms
were not returned by the original deadline,
followed by Tamil Nadu at 80 lakh, Gujarat
at72lakh, West Bengal at 58 lakh, Rajasthan
at 43 lakh, Madhya Pradesh at just 30 lakh,
Chhattisgarh at 28 lakh and Kerala
at 21 lakh. The average exclusion
from the draft list will be higher
thanitwasin Bihar.

There is nothing natural about
these exclusions. Except for Tamil
Nadu (and marginally Kerala),
thereis nostate where the pre-exist-
ingvoter list was larger than the eli-
gible population. Two columns in
the table confirm this by compar-
ing the number of persons on the

,"F:*:z; 1 ‘J\H—:ﬂ.\

K G SURESH

WITH ANOTHER antisemitic attack unfold-
ing in Australia’s Bondi beach, I would like
to share some reflections from my recent
visittolIsrael as part of adistinguished Indian
delegation focused on art, culture, and film.
We were invited by Israel’s foreign ministry,
and the primary aim was to strengthen
people-to-peoplerelations, especially inthe
realms of cinema and culture.

I saw immense scope for collaboration.
One of the highlights was participatingin the
Jerusalem Sessions, a platform for cross-cul-
tural dialogue that brought together film-
makers, scholars, journalists, and thought
leaders from across the globe. We discussed
not only the craft of storytelling but also the
responsibilities we carry as communicators
in today’s polarised world.

Walking through Jerusalem’s Old City
was a profoundly spiritual experience. I tra-
versed the narrow stone streetsleadingtothe
Wailing Wall, the holiest site of prayer for the
Jewish people. Standing before
those ancient stones, etched with
centuries of devotion, I felt
humbled. At the Church of the
Holy Sepulchre, I marvelled at the
overlapping layers of religious sig-
nificance. The Old City prompted
deep reflection on India’s millen-
nia-old tradition of coexistence.

One of the most emotionally
charged moments came during

It provides for another avenue
of deletion of names —the
‘unmapped’ electors. These are
persons who have submitted
their forms, but without
providing proof that they or
their ‘relative’ featured on the
voters’ lists 0of 2002 or 2003

pre-SIR voters’ list with the eligible adult
population. The table also shows that each
state is going to experience a decline in its
elector-to-adult population ratio. The overall
decline is as much as 12 percentage points,
higher than the eight-point contraction
caused by Bihar’s draft SIR list. The stagger-
ing18-pointdeclinein UP— froman already
low 96 per cent to a shocking 78 per cent —
may be corrected somewhat in the days to
come. But the 13 to 14-point fall in TN, Guja-
rat and Chhattisgarh is no less shocking.
These figures could come down in the
comingdays, but are unlikely to change dras-
tically, sincethe ECI hasalready re-
corded most of these under the cat-
egory of “uncollectable” formsand
assigned them reasons for exclu-
sion: Absent, Shifted, Dead or Du-
plicate (ASDD, in ECI'’s language).
We don’t have official figures for
these categories for most states. But
the available information shows a
clear pattern. While the proportion
of names identified as “dead” or
“duplicate” is fairly stable across

these states, the proportion of “absent™ or
“shifted” isalarmingly high in Chhattisgarh
(9 per cent), Gujarat (10 per cent) and Uttar
Pradesh (13.7 per cent) and unusually low in
West Bengal (1.6 per cent). The abnormally
high proportion of “absent” and migrantsin
a high out-migration state like UP, as well as
ahigh in-migration state like Gujarat, defies
alllogic. The SIR could be creatinganew cat-
egory of Indians — born in and residents of
India, but voters neither in their place of ori-
gin nor in their place of work.

The ongoing SIR provides for another av-
enue of deletion of names — the “un-
mapped” voters. These are persons who have
submitted their forms, but without provid-
ing proof that they themselves or their
“relative” (aterm still undefined) featured on
the voters’lists of 2002 or 2003. Their names
will beincluded in the draftlist, but only pro-
visionally. They will be served a notice and
asked to submit proof of their citizenship,
failing which their names will be deleted
from the final voters’ list.

How many “unmapped” names do we
have currently? No state has released this
data officially,and we don’t even have unof-
ficial data from Keralaand Chhattisgarh. Yet
the available data shows massive variations
— from shockingly high “unmapped” voters
(compared to received forms) in UP (27.1 per
cent) and Gujarat (16 per cent) to moderate
in Tamil Nadu (10 per cent) and oddlylowin
West Bengal (4 per cent), Rajasthan (3 per
cent) and Madhya Pradesh (2.4 per cent). In
all, we arelooking at 5 .25 crore persons —as
many as 3.39 crore justin UP —who face po-
tential deletion from the final voters’ list.

These two types of potential disenfran-
chisement — 6.3 crore for not submitting
enumeration forms and 5.3 crore for not
proving citizenship —add up toawhopping
11.6 crore, over one-fifth of the existing elec-
tors in these states. We should expect a sig-
nificant reduction in this figure over the next
fewdays, especially in UP, though there may
be an addition to the figure of “unmapped”
votersin West Bengal. True, only asmall pro-
portion of those who receive notice will
eventually be deleted. Yet, assumingthat the
final figure of deletions is half of the provi-
sional numbers presented here, this will still
bethelargest ever disenfranchisementinthe
history of democracy.

Shastriis a researcher associated with Bharat
Jodo Abhiyaan. Yadav is member, Swaraj India,
and national convenor, Bharat Jodo Abhiyaan

After terror, areminder of

the common ground

At the Church of the Holy
Sepulchre, I marvelled at the
overlapping layers of religious
significance. For me, the Old
City prompted deep reflection
on India’s millennia-old
tradition of coexistence

our visit to the Nova festival massacre site.
It was devastating to stand where so many
younglives were cut short. Meeting surviv-
ors and families of the victims was heart-
wrenching; their stories reminded me that
human suffering transcends borders,
politics, and ideologies.

In Haifa, paying respects at the Indian
Soldiers Memorial, which commemorates
the heroic role of Indian troops in the 1918
Battle of Haifa, filled me with pride. We also
visited the Bahd'i Gardens, one of the most
peaceful places I have ever experienced. It
instantly reminded me of the Lotus Temple
in Delhi — a shared symbol of harmony the
world desperately needs today. My visit to
Yad Vashem, the Holocaust Remembrance
Centre, evoked a silence that pierced the
soul. Walking through those rooms —
seeing the photographs, diaries, and the
children’s memorial — shook me to my
core. It reinforced my conviction thatwein
India need amemorial of asimilar
scale toeducate future generations
about the atrocities inflicted on
our forefathers over the centuries.

The experience also under-
scored the vital importance of re-
sponsible media, ethical storytell-
ing, and actively countering hate.
Throughout the trip, I was over-
whelmed by the warmth and affec-
tion Israelis showed towards India.

Ordinary citizens were familiar with our clas-
sic songs and legendary actors like Raj Ka-
poor and Amitabh Bachchan. We met many
Israeliswho had travelled to Goa, Kerala, and
other parts of our country.

Our visit to Sapir College also opened
promising avenues for cooperation in media
and cinema education. We had the honour
of meeting J P Singh, Ambassador of India
to Israel, along with his wonderful team at
the Indian embassy, aswell as senior officials
from Israel’s foreign ministry. Reflecting on
theentirejourney, I cansayitwasmore than
adiplomatic or cultural engagement. It was
avoyage across centuries of faith, moments
of unimaginable human suffering, and in-
spiring stories of courage and coexistence.

Such exchanges open new doors for
deeper India-Israel cooperation. Through
films and cultural performances, we must
showcase to the people of Israel that there is
so much more toIndiabeyond Goa, Manali,
and Kerala. And yes, we have valuable les-
sonstolearn fromIsrael. As fellow victims of
terrorism, we too must sensitise global audi-
ences to our concerns. At the India Habitat
Centre, we are soon going to unveil the best
of art, culture, film and culinary experience
in our galleries, auditoriums, restaurants and
open spaces. Shalom till then.

The writer is director, India Habitat Centre, and
former director general, IIMC

A Bill that takes
us back to the

days before
MGNREGA

s O

AN
s Sy
NIKHIL DEY AND ARUNA ROY

N DECEMBER 15, with no prior consultation, the

Centre scheduled the introduction of a Bill to re-

peal the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Em-

ployment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) and re-

place it with the Viksit Bharat Guarantee for
Rozgar and Ajeevika Mission (Gramin) — VB-G RAM G Bill,
2025. This Bill should have been two different pieces of legis-
lation, because the MGNREGA and VB-G RAM G are funda-
mentally different in scope and objective.

The Bill replaces MGNREGA's basic entitlement to ask for
work — there is no element of the right to work. G RAM G
undermines the fundamental guarantees that MGNREGA pro-
vided: A central government-funded, demand-driven employ-
ment programme, guaranteeing 100 days of work per house-
hold, anywhere in rural India. The Bill repeals the MGNREGA
and its statutory guarantees, and replaces it with a central gov-
ernment scheme that provides no guarantees at all. It takes us
back to the days before MGNREGA.

Four provisions of the proposed law will make clear how
false the statutory guarantee is. With Section 4 (5) of the Bill,
the MGNREGA bottom-up demand-based employment pro-
gramme, guaranteeing 100 days of work per household by legis-
lation, has been replaced by an allocation-based scheme, where
the Centre is at liberty to alter and determine the quantum of
allocation. The norms and reasons are prescribed by itself.

Second, Section 5 (1) demolishes the idea of a universal
entitlement across rural India. The Centre has made it clear
that this scheme will only run in those parts of the country
that it may notify. Even in those areas, it is the state govern-
ment that is made responsible for providing 125 days of work
as per central government norms. The enhancement from
100 to 125 is a hollow promise because MGNREGA has suf-
fered from being squeezed due to allocations that fail to meet
demand for work. As a result, even the MGNREGA was only
able to provide roughly 50-55 days of employment per year
in the last five years.

Third, if the states were to decide to provide their own re-
sources to run an employment scheme that was more universal
and robust, in order to reduce
rural unemployment and dis-
tress, any money spent by the
states would be subject to the
norms decided by the Centre
according to Section 4 (6).
Money provided by the states —
norms decided by the Centre.

Fourth, Section 22 (2) states,
“For the purposes of this Act,
the fund sharing pattern be-
tween the central government
and the state government shall
be... 60:40.” This is apart from
the Northeastern states, hill
states and Union Territories

3 : where the Centre’s share will be
= T 90:10. Under Section 22 of
~ MGNREGA, the Centre pro-
vided 100 per cent of the labour component (thus guaranteeing
a national employment guarantee) and 75 per cent of the ma-
terial component. In other words, the Centre’s share was at least
90 per cent of the total expenditure. Responsibility for unem-
ployment allowance and compensation for delayed payment
of wages in case of a paucity of resources could clearly be placed
on the Centre. It is doubtful that the states would want to pro-
vide the 40 per cent to fund a scheme where all the controls lie
with the Centre. The scheme will likely become a damp squib
with neither employment guarantees attracting people nor suf-
ficient central funds.

This Bill must be comprehensively rejected. There is no-
thinginitin terms of “reform” that makes it more attractive or
effective for the rural poor. Most problems MGNREGA has have
stemmed from poor implementation. It has served rural India
well, and served India well in times of economic distress. Much
could have been strengthened within its own framework to
help India deal with climate distress and better water and re-
source management.

MGNREGA is a people’s law that came in with the popular
slogan “har haath ko kaam do, kaam ka pura daam do”. It was
passed in 2005 with a historic consensus between all parties. It
provided entitlements beyond 100 days of work, helped reform
rural governance, and provided atleast 10 entitlements that em-
powered people to secure their right to work. Barring transpar-
ency inimplementation and social audits, thislaw undermines
most of the entitlements of MGNREGA, including decentralised
planning. The Bill should be withdrawn, and MGNREGA should
be enhanced to 125 days at enhanced minimum wages. Only
then will we move closer to the most reasonable demand of
every Indian getting work, and all work getting a just reward.

The writers are social activists and founder
members of the Mazdoor Kisan Shakti Sangathan

SAMINA MOTLEKAR

RAMESH SIPPY’S Sholay (1975) is back on
the big screen, complete with its original
endingwhere Thakur Baldev Singh crushes
the bandit Gabbar Singh with his spiked
boots. For decades, we have revered this film
as our cinematic Mahabharata, a founda-
tional epic of good versus evil, friendship,
and sacrifice. Toquestion its moral compass
feels like sacrilege. But 50 years on, we must
ask: Whose justice does it truly serve?

The genius of Salim-Javed was to graft
the DNA of the American Western onto the
Indian badlands. Sholay is, famously, a
“Curry Western”. In this transplanted tem-

Sholay’srestored print asks us to see feudal worldview

plate, the moral geography is preordained.
Thelonelawman or settler protects a fragile
community from marauding outsiders.
Sholay casts Sanjeev Kumar’s Thakur in this
mould. The retired police inspector, the
benevolent patriarch of Ramgarh, the man
who hires mercenaries Jai and Veeru to ex-
cise the “disease” named Gabbar Singh.
But the Western, asagenre, hasbeen mo-
rally dismantled. The civilised cowboy ver-
sus the savage Native American is now
widely understood as a colonial myth, de-
signed tojustifyland theft. Sholay replicates
the sameideological structure. Gabbar isnot
shaped by hunger, dispossession, or injus-
tice, the traditional roots of the Indian dacoit
in cinema and folklore. Heis presented asan
abstraction: An emblem of pure evil. Sippy
stripped him of a sympathetic backstory,

evendressinghim in army fatigues, to mark
him asanaberration, somethingalmost un-
Indian. Heis not arebel; heisavirus.

In much of Indian history, and in the
dacoit films that preceded Sholay, dacoits
emerged from the fractures of feudal
India; land alienation, caste violence, the
brutal extraction by landlords who
owned both earth and law. This was later
articulated with devastating clarity in
Paan Singh Tomar (2012): “Beehad mein

By severing dacoity from
land injustice, ‘Sholay’ converts
asocial conflictintoa
moral fairy tale

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

toh baaghi rehte hain, dakait toh Parlia-
ment mein hain.” The ravines house re-
bels; the real bandits sit in power. Sholay
inverts this idea. Ramgarh’s order is feu-
dal, presided over by Thakur, a title that
literally means “lord” or “master”. By se-
vering dacoity from land injustice, Sho-
lay converts a social conflict into a moral
fairy tale. The rebel is demonised so the
landlord can be sanctified.

That this story landed so powerfully in
1975 is no accident. Sholay was released at
the height of the Emergency, when order
was prized over dissent, authority over
democracy. Its fantasy of a strong patriarch
restoring control by outsourcing violence
resonated with a nation being asked to trust
power without question. The state needed
to be seen as the final arbiter of violence.

The feudal hero was acceptable; only the
procedural ending needed correction.

The restored ending, where Thakur kills
Gabbar himself, strips away the illusion.
What remains is not justice but revenge,
raw, and feudal to the core. To recognise
this is not to diminish Sholay’s artistry, or
its cultural impact. It remains one of the
most influential films in Indian cinema.
But reverence for a classic lies in re-exam-
ination. Fifty yearslater, the restored print
asks us to see what was always there. A
masterpiece that also canonised a feudal
worldview. The embers of Sholay still burn.
Perhaps finally, we are ready to ask who
they were meant to consume.

Motlekar is the writer of the
Amazon Prime series Call Me Bae
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‘Inferred intent:
Jimmy Lai’s
conviction sets
new contours for
China security law

Amaal Sheikh
New Delhi, December16

HONG KONG media tycoon Jimmy Lai was found guilty
of collusion with foreign forces and conspiracy to pub-
lish seditious material on Monday, concluding one of the
most consequential prosecutions under the Beijing-im-
posed National Security Law (NSL). The verdict, by a
three-judge bench, marked the first time the NSL 0of 2020
was applied in full force against a prominent media fig-
ure, testing not only its outer limits but its core purpose.

WhoisJimmy Lai?

Lai, 78, moved from mainland China to Hong Kongas a
teenager. In 1995, he founded Apple Daily, anewspaper
that blended sensationalist reporting with political com-
mentary. It became one of the few mainstream outlets con-
sistently critical of Beijing’s growing influence. As the
founder of Apple Daily, Lai wrote columns and gave inter-
views. He openly supported the pro-democracy
movement, particularly in 2019. He also met foreign law-
makers, arguing that international pressure was necessary
tosafeguard Hong Kong’s autonomy. Before 2020, such
conduct was controversial but lawful. After the NSL came
into force, it was recast as a national security threat.

Hong Kong’s National Security Law

Beijingimposed the NSL on Hong Kong in June 2020,
following months of pro-democracy protests, bypassing
the city’slegislature by inserting the law into the Basic
Law. The NSL elevated national security as a paramount
constitutional value, enforced through designated
judges, special procedures and broadly defined offences.
Sinceits enactment, the NSL has been used for hundreds
of arrests, disqualifications of election candidates, and
closures of civil society groups and media outlets.

Laiwas first arrested in August 2020 and charged
under two legal regimes. One was the colonial-era sedi-
tion provision. The other was Article 29 of NSL which
criminalises collusion with foreign forces, including
“hostile activities” against China or Hong Kong.

WIDERSCOPE

® According tothe court, Lai’s
editorial directorship of ‘Apple
Daily’ was enough to establish
guilt. Direct authorship, the

judges said, was unnecessary.

® The judges treated indirect
statements, interviews and
rhetorical questions as legally
equivalent to explicit requests
when assessed cumulatively.

The NSL does not
require proof of violence,
espionage or material
harm. Prosecutors may
rely oninferred intent,
patterns of conduct and
cumulative speech. In
June 2021, authorities
froze Apple Daily’s assets
under the NSL, forcing the
paper toshut down. Lai’s
trial became a test of
whether media ownership
and editorial direction
could constitute criminal
conspiracy.

The court’s findings
Initsjudgment, run-
ning over 800 pages, the
courtdescribed Lai as the
“mastermind” behind the
charged conspiracies.
Onthesedition charge,
the court held that Lai was
“avery hands-on boss”
who exercised deep edi-
torial control, and that the
articles published were
“objectively seditious”,
intended to “bringinto
hatred and contempt” the
Hong Kong government.

Direct authorship, the judges said, was unnecessary, and
editorial direction was sufficient. On collusion, the court
found that Lai’s conduct did not change even after the
NSL came into effect. His campaign, urging foreign gov-
ernments to impose sanctions on China and Hong Kong
authorities, it said, continued in substance.

Thejudges treated indirect statements, interviews
and rhetorical questions as legally equivalent to explicit
requests when assessed cumulatively. Lai’s defence, that
he would have acted differently had he known the legal

consequences, was rejected.

Most significantly, the court concluded that Lai’s ob-
jective went beyond democratic reform. It held that his
“only intent, whether pre or post NSL, was to seek the
downfall of the CCP (Chinese Communist Party)”, and
that his “end game was regime change”. That finding
givesthe verdictits wider significance. It establishes that
under the NSL, political advocacy, editorial influence and
foreign engagement can be aggregated into a national se-
curity offence based on inferred intent — a standard that
extends well beyond Lai himself, and redraws the legal
boundaries forjournalism and dissent in Hong Kong.

e ECONOMY

NREGS may notbe cause
of farm labour shortage

HARISH DAMODARAN

THE NARENDRA Modi government’s Vik-
sit Bharat-Guarantee for Rozgar and
Ajeevika Mission Gramin (VB-G RAM G)
Bill, introduced in Parliament on Tuesday,
has a provision to restrict the undertaking
of rural employment generation works
under the planned new law during the
“peak agricultural seasons of sowing and
harvesting”.

The curbs on commencingor executing
any such work, for a period aggregating 60
daysinafinancial year and tobe notified in
advance by state governments, have been
proposed in order to “facilitate adequate
availability of agricultural labour” during
the peak planting and picking time of crops.

The existing Mahatma Gandhi National
Rural Employment Guarantee Act
(MGNREGA) of 2005 — which the VG-G
RAM G Bill seeks torepeal and replace with
anew statutory wage works programme —
has been criticised by many (including the
Union Agriculture Minister during the pre-
vious UPA administration, Sharad Pawar)
for contributing to labour shortages in
farms. Pawar had, in fact, written tothe then
Prime Minister Manmohan Singh, de-
manding that the MGNREGA scheme be
paused for atleast three months during the
peak agricultural seasons; the VG-G RAM
G Bill provides for only a two-month (60-
day) break.

The wage effect

MGNREGA is believed to have led to a
tightening of the rural labour market and
enhanced the bargaining power of both
farm and non-farm workers. This does not,
however, seem to be reflected in wages.

The accompanying table shows the
growth in rural wages for the ten years
ended 2024-25 (April-March). Itisbased on
daily wage rate data for 25 occupations,
compiled by the Labour Bureau and col-
lected from 600 sample villages spread over
20 states of India.

From the table, it can be seen that the
year-on-year growth in rural wages, taking
a simple all-India average for male la-
bourers across all the occupations, has
ranged between 3.6% and 6.4%.

In four out of the 10 years (2015-16, 2019-
20,2021-22 and 2022-23), the growth in nom-
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VB-G RAM G Bill provides for a
60-day agri season pause. But there
isn’t enough evidence that NREGS
reduced availability of farm labour

*NOTINLOCKSTEP

Rural wage growth has barely kept pace

with inflation (in %, year-on-year)
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inal rural wages has trailed consumer price
inflation. This means that wages have ac-
tually fallen in real terms.

For the other years, real wage growth
(nominal minus inflation) topped 1% only
in 2017-18.

Interestingly though, the growth in ag-
ricultural wages has been higher than that
of overall rural wages for eight out of the 10
years. Only twoyears (2015-16 and 2019-20)
saw rural wages growing at a faster rate than

farm wages.
The Labour Bureau has 12 occupations
categorised under agriculture

(ploughing/tilling, sowing/planting, water-
ing/irrigation, plant protection, harvest-
ing/threshing/winnowing, picking of com-
mercial crops, horticulture labour, animal
husbandry work, crop/produce packaging,
logging/wood cutting, inland fishing and
coastal/deep-sea fishing).

The remaining 13 non-agricultural oc-
cupations are: Plumber, electrician, mason,
weaver, blacksmith, carpenter, tractor/light
motor vehicle driver, beedi maker, bam-
boo/basket maker, handicraft worker,
porter/loader, construction labourer and
sweeper/cleaner.

What is clear from the above is that ag-
ricultural wages have grown more than
overall rural wages. But even in this case,
the growth in nominal wages hasjust about

Women
At Work

Theincreasein
female LFPR has
boosted the
aggregate size of
India’s rural
workforce.

More women
entering the rural
labour force
would have
offset the large
numbers
supposedly
pulled out of
farms by
MGNREGA.
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kept pace with inflation. The data does not
pointtoany significant surge in wages —at
least during the past 10 years under the
Modi government’s term. This was in spite
of MGNREGA.

Why has rural wage growth
been tepid?

One reason could be the rising Labour
Force Participation Rates (LFPR) among
women in rural India. LFPR refers to the
percentage of the population aged 15 years
and above that is either employed or ac-
tively seeking to work for a relatively long
part of any particular year.

Accordingtothe official Periodic Labour
Force Survey (July-June period), the all-
India rural female LFPR was a mere 24.6%
in 2017-18. That rose t0 26.4% in 2018-19, 33%
in2019-20, 36.5% in 2020-21, 36.6% in 2021-
22,41.5%in 2022-23 and 47.6% in 2023-24.

The Finance Ministry’s Economic Sur-
vey for 2023-24 had attributed the sharp
jumpintherural female LFPR mainly tothe
Modi government’s schemes such as
Ujjwala, Har Ghar Jal, Saubhagya and
Swachh Bharat.

These flagship programmes, the survey
claimed, had not just substantially ex-
panded household access to clean cooking
fuel, electricity, piped drinking water and
toilets. They also freed up rural women’s
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time and efforts that went into collecting
firewood and dung or fetching water.

Cooking faster using LPG cylinders or
even electric mixer grinders has enabled
them to deploy their energies towards more
productive outside employment, instead of
only mundane household tasks.

What the above freeing up of women’s
time and increase in female LFPR has, at the
same time, ended up doingisalsoboost the
aggregate size of India’s rural workforce.
The resultant “rightward shift of the labour
supply curve”, as economists would call it
— basically more people willing to work at
the same or lower rates — has then exerted
downward pressure on rural wages.

Simply put, the evidence of MGNREGA
creating an all-round shortage of labour in
farmsis, perhaps, rather weak. If anything,
more women entering the rural labour force
and engaging in agricultural activities
closer to their homes would have offset the
large numbers supposedly pulled out of the
farms by MGNREGA.

Farmers may be right about not getting
enough labour on time, whether for trans-
planting paddy, picking cotton, spraying in-
secticides or removing weeds. But whether
MGNREGA is to blame — and thereby jus-
tifying the proposed curbs on undertaking
works during “peak agricultural seasons™
— requires more ground-level evidence.

Climate change, deforestation worsened impact of SE Asia cyclones

Alind Chauhan
New Delhi, December16

RISING GLOBAL temperatures, rapid ur-
banisation and deforestation exacerbated
the impact of floods triggered by cyclonic
storms in Sri Lanka, Malaysia, Indonesia,
and Thailand last month, leading to the
death of at least 1,600 people in the four
countries, according to a new study. While
Cyclone Ditwah struck Sri Lanka on No-
vember 27, Cyclone Senyar made landfall
first on November 26 in Indonesia and then
in Malaysia on November 27.

The study, ‘Increasing heavy rainfall
and extreme flood heights in a warming cli-
mate threaten densely populated regions
across Sri Lanka and the Malacca Strait’,
was published on December 11. It was car-
ried out by a team of researchers with the
World Weather Attribution (WWA) group.

The analysis highlighted that although
the affected countries experience annual
floods during the monsoon season, this
year, the proportions of the flood reached
unprecedented levels.

Role of global warming

The researchers found that extreme
rainfall events, such as those triggered by
Cyclones Ditwah and Senyar, had become

more intense in the affected regions in re-
cent years.

For instance, in Sri Lanka, heavy five-
day precipitation events are now about 28%
to 160% more intense, according to the re-
port. In the Malacca Strait region, where
Cyclone Senyar formed, extreme rainfall
hasincreased by 9% to 50%.

This has primarily happened due to
rising global temperatures — the world
has become about 1.3 degrees Celsius
warmer since the mid-1800s. Higher tem-
peratures cause evaporation of water not
only from land but also from oceans and
other water bodies, meaninga warmer at-
mosphere holds more moisture. For every
1 degree Celsius rise in average tempera-
ture, the atmosphere can hold about 7%
more moisture. This makes storms more
dangerous asitleadstoanincrease in pre-
cipitation intensity, duration and/or fre-
quency, which ultimately can cause se-
vere flooding.

The new study also said that at the time
when Cyclones Ditwah and Senyar caused
extreme rainfall in the affected regions, the
sea surface temperatures (SSTs) in the
North Indian Ocean, where the storms orig-
inated, were 0.2 degrees Celsius higher than
the 1991-2020 average. This would have
added to the energy available for tropical

Weather

warning

® SriLanka, Malay-
sia, Indonesia and
Thailand witness
flooding every mon-
soon. November’s
floods, however,
were unpreced-
ented, causing wide-
spread damage and
killing 1,600 people.

® Astudy, published
on December 11,
highlighted arisein
the frequency of ex-
treme rainfall, its out-
size effect on areas
that saw loss of tree
cover, and therole of
rapid urbanisation.

storm development and evaporation, lead-
ingtothe heavy rainfall. “Without the trend
related to the 1.3 degrees Celsius rise in glo-
bal temperatures, the SSTs would have
been about one degree colder and below the
1991-2020 normal,” the study said.

Deforestation

The study found that the impact of ex-
treme rainfall was exacerbated in the af-
fected regions due to an increase in defor-
estation. For instance, in Sri Lanka, where
rain and landslides caused by Cyclone Dit-
wah killed more than 600 people, forest
cover declined from 90%in1900t020%in
2002 (‘Land use in Sri Lanka: past, present
and the future’, 2002).

The key drivers of decline were en-
croachments for plantation crops, such as
tea, rubber, and coconut, cinnamon culti-
vation, at the forest fringes, infrastructure
development projects, aswell asillicit tim-
ber felling, according to the WWA study.

Loss of forest cover accelerated runoff,
which occurs when there is more water than
land can absorb, exacerbating flood peaks.

Something similar took place in In-
donesia, which lost 25% of its old forests to
palm oil production between 1991 and 2020
(‘Land in limbo: Nearly one third of Indone-
sia’s cleared old-growth forests left idle’,

PNAS, 2024). This diminished the protec-
tive barrier that Indonesia had against
floods. Deforestation also reduces slope sta-
bility in rugged terrains (like in Indonesia’s
Sumatra region, which was severely af-
fected by Cyclone Senyar), intensifying the
floods and landslides that usually follow
extreme storm events.

Rapid urbanisation

The study revealed that rapid urbanisa-
tion was also a key player in the large-scale
devastation triggered by extreme rainfall
in the affected regions.

It found that Sri Lanka and Indonesia
had seen an increase in the number of
people living in high-intensity flood-risk
zones. Critical infrastructures such as
roads, railways, and cropland have also in-
creased in these areas.

That’swhy when Cyclone Senyar hit In-
donesia, it not only killed hundreds of
people but also led to economic losses
worth $4.13 billion.

Sri Lanka is estimated to have sustained
economic losses of between $6 billion and
$7 billion, nearly 3% to 5% of the national
GDP. More than 137,000 acres of agricul-
tural land are said to be destroyed by the
floods, partly due to destroyed dams and
canals, according to the study.

e AUTHOR’S 250TH BIRTH ANNIVERSARY

Behind Jane Austen’s enduring popularity: Craft, commerce, common sense

Yashee
New Delhi, December16

IF SCREEN adaptations, bestseller lists and
book club favourites are anything to go by,
Jane Austen, dead for 200 years, is having a
career many living authors would die for.
While her novels are seen as love stories,
Austen is an equally compelling “hater”, a
cool, critical and eviscerating social com-
mentator. On her 250th birth anniversary,
her genius continues to be “universally ac-
knowledged” on the strength of her themes.

Love, money and beyond

Austen wrote about love and money,
themes relevant across time and space, but
thatisjust one part of her appeal. She was not
the first author to centre her works around

these themes. She was one of the best.
Austen is scientific about her writing.
She employed to spectacular effect many
techniques: close interiority, precise point
of view, calibrated pacing, and sparkling
dialogue that advances character and plot.
In fact, her own words describe her pro-
cess the best. Of her themes, she said,
“Three or four familiesin a country village
is the very thing to work on.” And of her
style, “Alittle bit of ivory, two inches wide,
on which Iwork with a brush so fine...”
She understood that her stage — Eng-
lish country houses with guests coming
and going — was limited (two inches), but
as valuable as ivory to show what is most
valuable to the heart. And she showed
them with a biting wit and a sizzling sense
of romance. She is behind some of ro-
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Some notable Jane Austen movie and TV adaptations:

PRIDE AND PREJUDICE
(1995 BBC show): Stars
Jennifer Ehle and Colin Firth.
A fan favourite along with
2005 movie of the same
name starring Keira Knightley
and Matthew Macfadyen.

CLUELESS (1995): Based
on ‘Emma’, stars Alicia Silver-
stone. Bollywood'’s version
came 15 years later with the
Sonam Kapoor-starrer ‘Aisha’.

BRIDGET JONES: Book and
movie series based on ‘Pride
and Prejudice’.

SENSE AND SENSIBILITY
(1995): Ang Lee film starring
Emma Thompson, Kate
Winslet, Hugh Grant, and
AlanRickman. The book was
alsoadaptedintoa 2000
Tamil movie, ‘Kandukondain
Kandukondain’, starring
Tabu and Aishwarya Rai.

Austen wrote about love and
money, themes that remain
relevant. wikIMEDIA COMMONS

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

mance’s most enduring tropes: the brood-
ing hero with a heart of gold, the spunky
heroine, misunderstanding then love after
self growth (Pride and Prejudice); friends to
lovers after self growth (Emma); givinglove
asecond chance after self growth (Persua-
sion). Austen sells because her works are
readable — funny, smart and sexy, without
being overbearing.

Itisawoman’s world

Austen’s heroines have traits pop cul-
ture is still struggling to give to women —
agency, wit, conviction. In all her books, she
makes sure to mention her heroine’s wit
more than she talks about their beauty. In
her men, one of the first desirable qualities
she highlights is “good sense”.

But beyond the pairing of bewitching

woman and bewitched man, are strong, fe-
male bonds — sisters in Pride and Preju-
dice and Sense and Sensibility, friendships
in Emma, Persuasion, Northanger Abbey,
and to a degree even in Mansfield Park.

The screen obsession

Jane Austen’s books are very easy to
adapt to the screen. Her plots move for-
ward mainly through sparkling dialogue,
which can belifted for the screen. Her char-
acters’ personalities and morals are mod-
ern by any standards and radical by none.

By now, the adaptation-game is a self-
sustainingloop. Because she is so popular,
more movies and TV shows are made
about her, and because so many movies
and TV shows exist, her popularity is en-
sured generation after generation.
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US strategy: Let us take
its signals in our stride

Americas ‘National Security Strategy’ reflects Trump’s priorities. The Quads relatively low

rank is not really a surprise. India must work to serve its interests on its own terms anyway

resident Donald Trump’s vision of
how the US should engage the rest of
the world, as outlined in America’s
National Security Strategy 2025, is
unapologetically America First. It
views non-first countries as poten-
tial markets, partners and allies in keeping the
world open for the pursuit of US interests. To
echo Adam Smith, it is not from the benevo-
lence of Uncle Sam’s army, technology or ideals
of democracy that the world should expect
peace and prosperity, but from its regard for
its self-interest. The US may part with some of
what it has to offer, but as part of a deal; it wants
free and open access to resources and markets.
The document makes a passing mention of a
rules-based global order, but its main emphasis
ison US sovereignty—cultural and economic,
besides political—rather than what’s good for
the globe. It views multilateral bodies and
forums with suspicion, in line with the US with-
drawal from the Paris climate pact and World
Health Organisation. In short, it reflects a
Trumpian shift. It also leaves a question mark
above the Quad—the Quadrilateral Security
Dialogue among India, Australia, Japan and the
US. A Quad summit of top leaders was supposed
tobe held this year, as earlier reported, but we
now have just a fortnight’s window for it.
America’s strategy outline speaks of the need
to keep the Indo-Pacific “free and open” and
refers to improving “commercial (and other)
relations with India to encourage New Delhi to
contribute to Indo-Pacific security, including
through continued [Quad] cooperation...”
Other mentions of India suggest a role envi-
sioned for us asa US partner to help secure
its allies’ joint position in the Western
Hemisphere—and also in Africa, “with regard to

critical minerals.” Plus, our cooperation would
be sought to keep the South China Sea’s ship-
ping lanes free of a “toll system” imposed by a
“potentially hostile power,” given how we too
may suffer. While China is not always named, it
is cast as arival trader that unfairly runs up huge
surpluses with the US, subsidizes domestic
industry for dominance of critical supply
chains, steals intellectual property and seeks
hegemony. Acknowledgement of India as the
only weighty counter in the region may seem
natural in this context, but given a triangular
link drawn with Pakistan—one that’s denied by
New Delhi—in its triumphal section on peace,
USsilence on that was perhaps foreseeable.
Asa country sworn to autonomy, India need
not respond to another nation’s stated strategy.
But we cannot shrug it off either. It could have
various effects. Its dismal view of immigration,
for example, could reduce India’s role as a talent
source for America Inc, though the latter’s rush
to set up Al data and global capability centres
here may accelerate. As for US power projec-
tion, amodestly named “Trump Corollary’ to
the 1823 Monroe Doctrine—which declared the
rest of the Americas a US backyard—claims the
right to set a policy agenda for more or less half
the globe. Europe is expected to reconcile with
Russia and dispel thoughts of Nato expansion;
Ukraine will have to curb its enthusiasm on that
front. In many ways, the US has opted for geo-
political realism over a high horse. What we
must puzzle out is the extent to which the Quad
agenda might get set adrift. Trump called India
an “important strategic partner” in the Indo-
Pacific, as cited by a US Embassy post on X.
Whether or not the Quad weakens, India must
build strategic muscle and stay in pursuit of all
that’s within its control that suits our interests.
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Oil, gas and gallium can explain
America’s new security strategy

Washington’s world view is being reshaped by material conditions that enlarge the space for peace

is co-author of 'Entropy Economics: The
Living Basis of Value and Production’.

he new National Security Strategy

of the US seeks “strategic stability”

with Russia. It declares that China
is merely a competitor, that the Middle
East is not central to American security,
that Latin America is “our hemisphere”
and that Europe faces “civilizational
erasure.” India barely rates a mention;
one might say, as Neville Chamberlain
did of Czechoslovakia in 1938, that it’s “a
faraway country... of which we know
nothing.” Well, so much the better for
India, which can take care of itself.

The realpolitik of this document is
breathtaking, yet the underlying logic is
not stated. It is a logic of resources. With
oil flowing thick and fast from Texas
and reserves in Canada and Venezuela,
the US can exit the Gulfin West Asia
and even (in principle, not in practice)
leave Israel to its own devices. Russian
gas, more precisely the lack of it, has
sealed the fate of Europe: Germany is
de-industrializing while Britain and
France, their empires long gone, sink
toward irrelevance. Sanctions having
failed, Russia’s eventual victory in
Ukraine is now assured.

With China, the resource issue is rare
earths, especially gallium, a byproduct
of refining bauxite into alumina. China
controlsrare earths through a near-mo-
nopoly on refining, which could erode

advantage in the underlying process of
refining is now estimated at 90 to 1. The
US cannot own-source gallium on any
timescale. As there is no substitute for
gallium in advanced microchips, the US
military cannot now confront China
and prevail. A détenteis therefore neces-
sary for America, as desired by and
acceptable to Beijing.

Asstrategy, the new order is not iron-
clad and should not be taken too seri-
ously until military bases are closed, air-
craft carriers decommissioned and
nuclear weapons mothballed. Itis also
hedged in several unrealistic ways, such
as the notion, quickly quashed by
China, that perhaps Japan (and Korea)
might defend the “first island chain,” a
euphemism for Taiwan.

As economics, it is a mass of contra-
dictions, in particular its quest for US
re-industrialization while simultane-
ously protecting the financial system
and the dollar’s global role. The syn-
drome is of the child who wants every
shiny package under the tree. One may
expect a tantrum once the reality dawns
that one can’t haveitall.

Then there is the undisguised notion
that the nations of Latin America are
not really countries, but dependencies
and satrapies—colonies in all but name
—run by caciques (local leaders). That
there have been (and still are) such
countries in the region cannot be
denied. But Mexico and Brazil, not to
mention Colombia and Venezuela, not
to mention Nicaragua and Cuba, have
otherideas. The brazen, Miami-mob-
ster tone of this document is its most
retrograde feature, scarcely removed
from the years before the American
Civil War, when Cuba and Mexico were
seen as new frontiers for southern slave-
holders.

Still, for all its defects, as an assault on
the previously sacrosanct, unipolar and
Eurocentric world order, the new US
strategy is an ice-breaker. It opens up

and Khrushchev, who each in their own
way tried to forestall a final nuclear
confrontation. The panicky reaction

of European political leaders and US
foreign policy, media and Democratic
Party elites portends a colossal struggle
to keep the old order going. New York
Times columnist Thomas Friedman’s
pastiche of cringe and cope is a telling
example of what to expect.

Previous efforts at peacemaking all
came eventually to nought. Kennedy’s
overtures of 1963, notably the test-ban
treaty and his decision to exit Vietnam,
ended with his assassination. Nixon’s
opening to Chinaled to deep arelation-
ship that only lapsed into hostility as
China emerged as a leading economic
power while the 1990s-era illusion of an
‘end of history’ convergence to ‘liberal
democracy’ fell apart. The end of the
Cold War engineered by Gorbachev
and Reagan gave way, under George H.
W.Bush, to claims of ‘victory’ with an
inevitable repercussion—revanche.

Yet, in each of those episodes, the
material conditions of the US were
stronger and its need to dominate the
world greater than is true today. The US
isnow self-sufficient in energy; it can
get along without Europe or the Gulf,
and it can prosper without antagonizing
Russia or China. At the same time, US
military capacity has eroded; an era of
missiles and drones has superceded that
of aircraft carriers and bases. The mate-
rial conditions, in short, favour peace.

One cannot be optimistic. No doubt,
those committed to unilateral American
hegemony will make every effort, in the
months ahead, toreverse any move
towards balanced peace. But they
would be defending a global order
that no longer exists, whereas the new
conditionsreally do call for regional
consolidation and multi-polarity ina
world where peace and stability are
paramount.

India, nicely balanced among great

with determined efforts over time.

Gallium is different; US aluminium

capacity peaked in 1980 and China’s

policy space not seen in 40, 50 or per-
haps 60 years—not since Reagan and
Gorbachev, Nixon and Mao, or Kennedy
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powers, will benefit if a peaceful system
prevails. And its diplomacy can help, ifit
chooses, to make it happen.

JUST A TROTQAT

The ability of a country to
spread its imports and
exports equally over a large
number of countries affects
in an important way its
‘economic independence.’
This point is especially
important for smaller

countries.

ALBERT HIRSCHMAN

Asymmeltrical trade: Beware its political consequences

NIRANJAN RAJADHYAKSHA

is executive director at Artha
India Research Advisors.

lessons from the past?

In that context, one book written at the
end of World War II deserves to be read
again. The theme of Albert Hirschman’s
National Power and the Structure of Foreign

‘ he year that’s drawing to a close will be
. remembered as the point at which US
President Donald Trump overturned

the global trading system that had been in
place since World War II. India has been a
major target of Trumpian whimsy. It is now
hard tobelieve that the world will go back to
the old multilateral trading system even
after Trump exits office. We are in untested
territory, with all itsinherent uncertainties.
India’sbig question is how best to adapt to
the evolving global arrangements, with the
worrisome prospect of rising protectionism,
militarism and regionalism. The govern-
ment is busy trying to close a trade deal with
the US and has voices within that want the
country to join at least one of the regional
free-trade agreements that we have assidu-
ously stayed out of. Are there any relevant

Trade (1945) is inseparable from his early
political life. Before becoming one of the
20th century’s most original political econo-
mists, Hirschman played an active role in
resistance to Nazism. A German-born Jew
who fled Hitler’'s Germany, he foughtin the
Spanish Civil War, then worked with the
French Resistance against fascism. He
helped smuggle hundreds of anti-Nazi intel-
lectuals and artists out of Vichy France.

He is one of the central characters in a
2023 Netflix series, Transatlantic, on the
underground operation to sneak refugees
out of Europe. His experiences shaped his
understanding of how political power oper-
ates through channels far more subtle than
armies alone. When Hirschman later turned
to international trade, he viewed it not as a
neutral economic relationship between two
countries, but as a potential instrument of
coercion. His message resonates today.

In the abovementioned book, Hirschman
challenges the dominant view that trade is
always mutually beneficial, symmetrical and
peace-promoting. Instead, he argues that
trade relationships can become asymmetric:
one country may depend disproportionately
on another for imports, exports or access to
markets. The two key mechanisms are what
Hirschman calls “supply effects” and “influ-

ence effects.” Ifa country relies heavily on a
single trade partner, it becomes vulnerable to
itsthreats, incentives or sudden withdrawal
oftrade. Even without explicit coercion, the
dependent state may adjust its behaviour to
align with the stronger one’s interests,
goaded by what Hirschman calls “commer-
cial fifth columns.”
Hirschman devotes one
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part of his book to explain leSChman S point that these gains are
how Nazi Germany used a sometimes asymmetric.
foreign trade strategy to argument that Second, using trade as
pevese o leveraze it gracle does not st more tanhe
dute separat fom e - 2lway's promote pering more than
marching armies. The peace is may gain leverage by run-
Nazis constructed a net- . ning trade deficits that
work of bilateral trade relevantin make other countries
agreements, clearing dependent on its domestic
arrangements and com- the Trump era demand.

modity-specific deals that

locked smaller economies

toitseast into relationships of dependency.
Germany achieved a stranglehold over its

smaller neighbours by becoming the pri-

mary purchaser of their agricultural pro-

duce and their main supplier of industrial

goods. These smaller countriesincreasingly

oriented their production, financial systems

and even domestic politics to suit the Ger-
man economy. This process did not require
overt threats; their structural dependency
itself generated political accommodation.
Trade became a weapon of national power.

Two clarifications need to be mentioned.
First,Hirschman does not argue that there
areno gains from trade, but
makes the more nuanced

Hirschman asks what

smaller countries can do to

protect their autonomy in an asymmetric
world. Hisrecommendations are strikingly
relevant to our times. First, nations should
diversify their trading partners to avoid a
crushing reliance on any single dominant
power. Second, they can build domestic
capacity—industry, infrastructure or alter-

native suppliers—to reduce exposure to
coercive shortages. He developed this theme
in greater detail in his subsequent work asa
development economist, especially the
importance of forward and backward linka-
gesin any industrialization strategy.

Regional cooperation among small states
can counterbalance the influence of larger
ones, creating a unified market less suscepti-
ble to domination. And multilateral institu-
tions can help prevent the coercive leverage
that bilateral trading relations may promote.
Itis now fashionable to run down the multi-
lateral trading system, but the symmetry
thatis fundamental to its design—as evident
in the principle of ‘most favoured nation’
which provides equal trade opportunities
for all countries—is a response to the dan-
gerous asymmetries that arose in the era of
imperial powers. International trade should
liberate rather than shackle countries.

Hirschman’s early confrontation with
totalitarianism taught him that economicsis
inseparable from politics. National Power and
the Structure of Foreign Trade reveals how
asymmetries in commerce can evolve into
asymmetries in sovereignty. The book was
written in a particular historical context, but
has useful clues on how countries can negoti-
ate trade turbulence in the Trump era.
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The world made apledge in Paris
10 years ago: We must redeemit

All countries must work to meet the historic commitments made collectively at CoP-21 a decade ago. France is doing its bit

is president of France.

thasbeen10 years since the UN Climate

Change Conference in Paris (CoP-21), where

195 states made a historic commitment to

work together to keep the long-termrise in

global temperatures well below 2° Celsius

above pre-industrial levels and to pursue
efforts to limit the rise to no more than 1.5° Celsius.
France played its part in making this great moment
of universal solidarity a success. A decade later, we
can be proud of how far we have come.

In France, we have reduced our greenhouse-gas
emissions by 30% compared with 1990, including
20% between 2017 and 2024. We went from a
reduction of less than 1% per year before 2017 to
annual reductions of more than 2% on average
from 2017 to 2021—and more than 4% on average
between 2022 and 2024.. Our goal isa 50% reduc-
tion by 2030, which means 270 million fewer
tonnes of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere every
year. [It shows the] success of our unique approach
to ecology, which combines progress and protec-
tion, and enables us to reduce both emissions and
unemployment at the same time. We never impose
arule without providing an accessible alternative
and refuse to sacrifice our competitiveness. Our
aim is to combine sovereignty, employment and
decarbonization. How? Through clear choices.

Ecology is at the heart of all our economic, plan-
ning, energy, agricultural and industrial policies.
The National Low-Carbon Strategyis a case in
point: it sets our course toward carbon neutrality,
shaping all our policies. We rely on six principles:

Respecting and protecting science:-We are guided
by the consensus of the Intergovernmental Panel
on Climate Change, which has begun preparing its
seventh report and held its first meeting with all its
authorsin Paris. This is why we invest so heavily in
climate research and innovation—to find new
decarbonization solutions. Through our Research
Programming Law and France 2030 programme,
we have funded practical research and hundreds of
projectsrelated to climate change in various fields,
from small modular nuclear reactors and low-car-
bon hydrogen to sustainable fuels and water man-
agement. At a time when scientific voices are being
challenged, we will continue to accelerate in this
area and attract the best researchers.

Ending dependence on imported fossil fuels-We
are choosing a decarbonized and sovereign energy
system—essential for both national independence
and climate protection. As early as 2022 in Belfort,
Ioutlined the main pillars of our energy policy:
reducing fossil-fuel consumption, developing
renewable energy and relaunching nuclear power.
This has succeeded: In 2024, our electricity was
more than 95% decarbonized. We have identified
zones where offshore wind farms will be developed
by 2050. The nuclear sector has been revived, with
initial construction and financing already under-
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way on six new EPR2 reactors. Small reactors for
heat production are also being developed. We are
building a sovereign energy industry and I intend
to go even further: by 2027, we will close or con-
vert the last coal-fired power plants.

Helping industry decarbonize: Reindustrializing
France means helping decarbonize the world.
Green investment in France has increased by
nearly 30% in three years. Green industry
accounted for one in three new factories in 2024..
We have already launched decarbonization efforts
for the 50 largest industrial sites—representing
about 10% of France’s total emissions. By 2030,
these sites will have halved their emissions. Our
green industries are creating jobs. We plan to pro-
duce electric vehicles, batteries, heat pumps and
solar panels. [As for the rest of Europel], I hope that
the European Commission’s upcoming announce-
ments will show that momentum is building, so
that Europe truly becomes the site of the world’s
most ambitious decarbonization projects.

Progress for people: Ecology must improve peo-
ple’sdaily lives. Renovating our homes allows
everyone to lower their energy bills, helps France
reduce dependence on fossil fuels and increases
everyone’s quality of life. This requires constant
attention to equality and purchasing power.
Through our social leasing programme, 50,000
low-income households were able to acquire anew
vehicle in 2024 for less than €100 per month and
another 50,000 will benefit this year.

Adapting to climate change: We must prepare for
the consequences of climate change. We have
adopted our third National Adaptation Plan and
defined areference pathway to align all our poli-
cies—from the local to the national level.

REUTERS

Carryingthe fight to Europe and the world: Europe
is the most climate-ambitious continent with a goal
of carbon neutrality by 2050. The EU is also the
world’sleading provider of climate finance. France
embracesiits role as a guarantor of the Paris agree-
ment and of climate action. To thisend, in 2017, 1
launched the One Planet Summit to build cross-
sector coalitions capable of acting simultaneously
on emissions reduction and adaptation projects.
Since then, we have launched 50 initiatives to fight
climate change. Our programmes led to the UN’s
adoption of the Kunming-Montreal Global
Biodiversity Framework and the High Seas Treaty,
aswell as to the mobilization of €4 billion to combat
plastic pollution and over €19 billion for biodiver-
sity protection and food security.

Ten years after CoP-21, France also hosted the UN
Ocean Conference, aimed at protecting unique eco-
systems that are vital to the climate. We support
Just Energy Transition Partnerships and seek inno-
vative financing solutions that align private invest-
ment flows with global decarbonization goals. This
was our message at CoP-30 in Belém.

The decade since CoP-21 has been a period of
success and ambition. But it has also been marked
by international tensions, the questioning of sci-
ence, international division and efforts to erase
the universal ideal of liberty and fraternity among
peoples. As always, France will play its full part in
the struggle for our climate and our planet,
guided by respect for science, industrial ambition,
progress, solidarity and the exemplary leadership
of Europe. Let’s aim for collective success over the
coming decade. This can be achieved—if we
remain faithful to the commitments we made in
Paris 10 years ago. ©2025/PROJECT SYNDICATE

Toyota in China: It's set to ride
out the tremors of geopolitics

The Japanese carmaker adapted swiftly to an electric market shift

is a columnist for Bloomberg Opinion’s Asia
team, covering corporate strategy and
management in the region.

piralling diplomatic ties between

Japan and China are sure to affect

some businesses. But one company is
poised to stand its ground: Toyota. Afterall,
the world’s biggest carmaker has already
survived amuch bigger challenge—a tec-
tonic shift in China’sauto industry that has
decimated most foreign players there.

Even though shipments last year were
14% lower than the 2022 peak, that’s
nowhere nearly as devastating asits global
peers. Sales at Ford were more than 80%
lower than its 2016 all-time high. Revenue
at Volkswagen, whose ubiquitous boxy
Santanas symbolized private car owner-
ship during China’s go-go years, was down
about a third last year from its record.

The turning point for the domestic auto
sector came around 2020, two decades
after a mechanical engineer named Wan
Gang returned to China after years spent
working for Audi in Germany. He prom-
ised Chinese authorities that while foreign
automakers dominated petrol cars, Beijing
had a chance to pull ahead by betting on
electrification. Eager to reduce its depend-
ence on imported oil, officials put him in
charge of a state-led effort to develop a
market for clean-energy vehicles.

Wan’s words would prove prophetic. In
2021, electrified vehicles accounted for just
18% of sales. Just three years later, it
jumped to 50%. By 2030, it’s expected to
rise further to 81%. The shift from internal
combustion to clean-energy engines
caught most foreign players by surprise.

Toyotawasan exception. That'sin large
part due to its decision to start making
hybridsbackin1997, with the launch ofits
first-generation Prius in Japan. Sales of
versions of the Corolla, Levin, Camry and
Highlander have helped the carmaker
weather the EV transition in China, its sec-
ond-largest market by volume.

From 2023, it also began offering heavy
discounts on some models. Julie Boote, an
automotive analyst at research firm Pel-
ham Smithers Associates, told me this
strategy boosted shipments but took a toll
on the bottom line. During the 2021 fiscal
year, she estimates that profits from
Toyota’sjoint ventures as well as sales of its
vehiclesimported from Japan stood at 525
billion yen ($3.4-billion). Three yearslater,
the figure nearly halved to 290 billion yen.

That’s still head and shoulders above
than even its Japanese peers. Their com-
bined share of China’s passenger car mar-
ket dropped from a peak of 26% in 2020 to
14% last year, according to auto analyst Tat-
suo Yoshida of Bloomberg Intelligence.
Honda and Nissan are struggling, while
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China’s shift to EVs caught most other
foreign players offguard. REUTERS

Suzuki and Mitsubishi have essentially
withdrawn.

AsforToyota, another strategic pivot is
emerging. Although it has always worked
with local affiliates FAW Group and
Guangzhou Automobile Group for joint
manufacturing, as legally required, the
dynamic is changing. The Japanese car-
maker was once the senior partner trans-
ferring its technology. Now, it is starting to
localize like never before by integrating
and showcasing Chinese technology.

Theresult? Toyota’s March launch of its
fully electric bZ3x sport utility vehicle was
priced at 109,800 yuan ($15,000). That
puts it in the same league as cut-price,
high-tech cars from BYD. It’s also about
$6,000 cheaper than one of its predeces-
sors, the Izoa, launched around 2020 as
one of Toyota’s first dedicated EVs for
China. At this price, the bZ3x has been
popular, having sold more than 50,000
units since launch to October.

But this strategy has an inherent risk.
Increasing localization may inevitably blur
the lines between brands. If foreign car-
makerslean so heavily into Chinese tech-
nology, why would buyers not just pur-
chase homegrown models in the first
place? Anyone pursuing this path must
consider the longer-term consequences.

Inthe clearest sign yet of Toyota’s ambi-
tionin China, it will be following in Tesla’s
footsteps by opening a fully-owned manu-
facturing facility. Located outside Shang-
hai, it will assemble Lexus vehicles starting
in2027 and is expected to produce roughly
100,000 units at first.

Toyota’s turnaround, without a massive
restructuring or GM-style $5 billion write-
down, seems to be working. Boote believes
that profits from the China operations will
grow 14% compared to last year. And
despite continued rumblings between Bei-
jing and Tokyo over Taiwan, there have
been no calls in China for any boycotts of
Japanese products.

It’s a very different picture from 2012,
when sales of Japanese cars plunged and
didn’t recover for months as a territorial
dispute overislands in the East China Sea
sparked protests across China. Although
the current situation may deteriorate fur-
ther, the response from Beijing appears
much more measured. Toyota should be
able to pull through. ©BLOOMBERG

Al use of original work: A reverse Robin Hood proposal

RAHUL MATTHAN

is a partner at Trilegal and the
author of ‘The Third Way:
India’s Revolutionary Approach
to Data Governance'. His X
handle is @matthan.

ast week, the Department for Promo-

tion of Industry and Internal Trade

(DPIIT) released a working paper on
‘Generative Al and Copyright,’ recommend-
ing a ‘hybrid model’ that it claims will bal-
ance the need to promote Al development
with creatorrights. It suggests that Al com-
panies in India should pay a mandatory
blanket licence fee (a percentage of their
global revenue) for using copyrighted mate-
rials to train their models. It recommends
the establishment of abody called the Copy-
right Royalties Collective for AI Training
(CRCAT) that will collect licence fees from
Al developers for distribution to registered
creators through existing Collective Man-
agement Organisations (CMOs).

‘While at first blush this might seem like an
elegant solution, not only is this approach
deeply flawed, it is likely to do more harm
than good to the small creators it is supposed
to protect.

To better understand this, let’s identify
who the winners and losers are in this pro-

posal. First, let’s consider the Al companies.
They will now have to pay a licence fee,
which, even if it is a small percentage, will
likely be a significant amount since it will be
based on their global revenue. However,
since Al revenues are derived from subscrip-
tion and usage-based fees, thisisa cost that I
expect will be largely passed on to consum-
ers. Which means that, in the long run, this
will probably have a minimal impact on their
profitability. On the other hand, the proposal
shields AI companies from copyright law-
suits, which means that, for a small fee (much
of which they can pass on), Al firms can elim-
inate asignificant legal risk to their business
model. They are clearly net winners.

Then, there are the intermediaries—the
CRCAT as well as all the other CMOs—
whose sole purpose is to collect and distrib-
ute licence revenuesto creators. Collective
licensing schemes such as this are little more
than value transfer mechanisms, with inter-
mediaries taking their cut throughout the
chain. CMOs typically retain 9% to 15% of all
money collected to cover ‘administrative
expenses.’ In addition, collective licensing
schemes result in ‘black box’ revenues—
unmatched funds where artists entitled to
licence fees cannot be identified—which the
CMO could dispose of at its discretion. All of

which seems to suggest that whichever way
you cut it, intermediaries are clear winners.
To make matters worse, given India’s poor
trackrecord with CMOs in the past, the crea-
tion of a new super-CMO does not inspire
confidence.

Which brings us to the creators, where the
issue is more nuanced.
After all, there are many
different types of creators.

The payback

prohibits any opt-out, so copyright holders
cannot withhold their works from being
used for Al training. While thisis beneficial
for the Alindustry, small creators who are, in
any case, only likely to receive a few paise in
compensation, will have no way to remove
their works from the training data. All they
can do is register to get
whatever little payment the
government-appointed

The oneswho first come to : committee decides they are
mind are superstars—A.R. m eCha nism entitled to.

Rehman, Taylor Swift and But there is an even
the like—whg already earn proposed by a more fundamental prob-
their creative works,  SOVEFMIMIENt O areof Altmining
{rerhe Tt working paper - maesiiion i
receive a disproportion- would be unfa"‘ suggested in the working
ately large share of the Al paper, work very differ-
licence money, asthe dis-  TO IMOST Creators ently when compared to

tribution mechanism
requires that additional
weightage be given to the relative value of
eachregistered work. This means thatatiny
handful of major artists (who are already
very wealthy) will receive substantial pay-
outs, while small creators would have to set-
tle for a pittance.

What's worse is that the DPIIT proposal

the music or written-text

industries. While it pro-

vides ‘legal certainty’ to Al companies and

guarantees administrative fees for CMOs, it

simply cannot provide meaningful income
to the average individual creator.

Inmusic streaming, a song is the ‘unit’ of

value. Each play of the song entitles the artist

toremuneration. Thisis easily measurable,

and while administratively complex if man-
aged through layers of intermediaries, it
enables a clear correlation between use of
the work and the artist’s remuneration.

The unit of value in Alis a ‘token’ (a frag-
ment of aword or a small part of an image).
Unlike music or text, where it is possible to
establish a direct correlation between use of
the work and the payment that must be made
forit, attribution breaks down in the case of
AL The training process disperses each
token’s influence across billions of model
parameters and the model’s outputs emerge
from this dense statistical mixture, making it
impossible to trace any output back toasin-
gle token or an individual’s work.

Since attribution is likely to be a signifi-
cant problem, much (if not all) of the licence
revenue will end up in a ‘black box,” from
which no individual artist will be able to
claim ashare. The only ones who can would
be those so well established that their works
are overrepresented in the dataset.

What the DPIIT has proposed is a Reverse
Robin Hood mechanism—a legally sanc-
tioned transfer of wealth from small individ-
ual creators to established artists and the
intermediaries that serve them. Itis hard to
imagine an outcome further removed from
the desired objective.
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Defiant Return

obel Peace Prize winner Maria Corina Machado’s
sudden appearance in Oslo was not simply a
personal triumph after months in hiding; it was a
calculated political act that reopened Venezuela’s
unresolved democratic question. By defying a travel ban,
slipping past military checkpoints, and surfacing on the world
stage under threat of arrest, she turned a tightly
controlled narrative upside down. The message was
unmistakable: repression may silence voices temporarily, but it
cannot erase legitimacy.

Her arrival came too late for the Nobel ceremony itself,
forcing her daughter to accept the prize earlier in the day. That
detail matters. It underscores the abnormality of Venezuela’s
political reality, where even international recognition for
peaceful democratic advocacy must be mediated through exile,
secrecy, and family separation. Yet when Ms Machado finally
reached Oslo hours later, the symbolism only deepened. Her
first public moments were not triumphalist but human -
marked by tears, prayer, and the simple act of greeting
supporters face to face after more than a year of isolation.

What followed was equally deliberate. Sitting alongside
senior representatives of the Nobel Committee, she framed
Venezuela’s crisis not as a conventional dictatorship but as a
system sustained by criminal economies and impunity. That
framing shifts the debate away from ideology and towards
structure. It suggests that elections alone cannot resolve
Venezuela’s paralysis unless the incentives that protect the
current order are dismantled. Her insistence that the
responsibility for a peaceful transition lies with those holding
power was a pointed inversion of the regime’s narrative, which
routinely accuses the opposition of courting violence.

Equally significant was her refusal to position herself in
permanent exile. She stated clearly that she intends to return to
Venezuela, fully aware of the risks. In the same vein, she spoke
of the Nobel Peace Prize not as a personal possession but as
something she accepted on behalf of Venezuelans ~ and which
she intends to take back to the country at an unspecified but
appropriate time. That phrase, carefully chosen, carries
weight. It implies that the prize belongs symbolically to a
future Venezuela where such an act would no longer be
dangerous or subversive.

This blend of restraint and defiance explains why her
re-emergence unsettles the authorities more than years of
louder rhetoric ever did. She is not calling for upheaval in
abstract terms; she is exposing the cost of the status quo
through her own lived experience ~ missed weddings, unseen
graduations, years without physical contact with loved ones.
That personal ledger of loss gives moral force to her political
claims. Yet the risks ahead are stark.

The Venezuelan government has already branded her a
fugitive and a criminal. Her international visibility may offer
some protection, but it also raises the stakes. Whether this
moment becomes a catalyst for negotiation or a trigger for
harsher repression remains uncertain.

What is no longer in doubt is that Ms Machado's appearance
in Oslo has shifted the frame. Venezuela’s crisis can no longer be
reduced to a contested election or a geopolitical standoff. It now
stands as a test of courage and legitimacy.

Digital Borderline

he United States is preparing to widen its security net

once again, this time by asking millions of prospective

visitors to surrender five years of their social-media

history as part of the routine travel authorisation
process. It is framed as a modest adjustment to an existing
system designed to keep the country safe. Yet the scale and
intrusiveness of the proposed requirement point to something
far more consequential: the quiet normalisation of digital
exposure as the price of entry.

The Electronic System for Travel Authorization (ESTA) was
created to make transatlantic and trans-Pacific travel easier for
citizens of friendly nations. For years, it was held up as
a model of how security screening could be made both rigorous
and frictionless.

Now, the shift from limited personal details to an archive of
online identities marks a fundamental redefinition of what
governments believe they are entitled to know. It is not merely
the volume of information that stands out, but the intimacy of
it. Social-media activity captures the unguarded moments of
people’s lives ~ opinions, humour, associations, even political
leanings ~ none of which were ever meant to be inspected by
immigration officers.

The proposal arrives at a time when Washington is already
expanding security vetting for student and skilled-worker visas
and debating fresh travel bans for certain regions. Officials
insist that these steps flow from public expectations that the
government must prioritise safety above all else. But safety
cannot be an unexamined mantra, invoked to justify
ever-growing state access to personal data. A balance between
security and liberty is not merely aspirational; it is the core of
any democratic system.

There is also a practical dimension that risks being
overlooked. ESTA was successful because it was simple,
predictable, and swift. Burdening travellers with the obligation
to collect online handles, phone numbers from the past decade,
and email histories is likely to introduce delays, errors, and
confusion. The threat of visa denial for incomplete or forgotten
information will only amplify anxiety.

For an economy that relies heavily on international tourism ~
and expects millions more arrivals for major events in the next
few years ~ any perception of heightened hassle can have
tangible economic consequences.

Most importantly, the proposed rules raise a larger question
about norms. If a global power insists on access to the digital
footprints of foreign citizens as a precondition for travel, it sets a
precedent that others may feel emboldened to follow. Once
established, such demands rarely recede; instead, they become
part of a broader architecture of surveillance that travellers
everywhere must learn to navigate.

The United States is entitled to safeguard its borders. But it
must also recognise that trust and openness are strategic assets.
Asking visitors to unlock five years of their digital presence
risks undermining both ~ and diminishing the country’s appeal
at a moment when its global standing is already under strain.
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Airline crisis and after

Aftertheliberalisationof1991,
the Governmentreplaced
controllerswithregulatorsin
mostsectors. Theywere
expectedtoguidetheir
respectivesectorstoaccelerated
growthbypromoting
competition~withthe
additionalmandateof
protectingtheinterestsofall
stakeholders. Sadly, noneof
thesegoals has beenrealised,
withvirtualduopolies
emergingin many sectors,
includingcritical oneslike
telecomand aviation

ancellation of around 5000 flights

in a week’s time in peak season,

resulted in widespread chaos, with

irate passengers venting their ire
on hapless airline staff inimpossibly crowded
airport terminals, mountains of luggage
clogging airports, airfares skyrocketing for
flights that were taking off, tariffs of hotels
going through the roof ~ leading to
disruptions in wedding celebrations, concerts,
meetings, conferences, sports events, and
thelike. Strange scenes unfolded, like a bride
and groom attending their own wedding
reception virtually, and glitterati, who would
rather die but not travel by train, begging
for train tickets.

The fact that this nation-wide mayhem
was caused by a minor change in pilot rest
rules, and the cancelled flights were of only
one airline, Indigo, points to adeeper malaise.
To recount: the Directorate General for Civil
Aviation (DGCA), the designated regulator
for civil aviation sector, notified an amendment
inFlight Duty Time Limitation (FDTL) rules
in January 2024, that provided for more
rest period for pilots. The amended rules
were supposed to apply from 1 June 2024.
All airlines opposed DGCA's move, and it
was decided that the new rules would be
rolled out in two stages ~ partly on 1 July
2025, and the rest on 1 November 2025.
Again, an extension till December was given.

It appears that during the last two years,
Indigo had added more routes and aircraft,
butinstead of hiring more pilots toimplement
the new rules, Indigo lobbied to roll back
implementation of the rules, or at least have
them delayed. With no advance preparation,
implementation of the new rules was not
possible for Indigo; faced with a greatly
reduced availability of pilots, Indigo had no
option but to cancel thousands of flights.

The corporate greed of Indigo ~ an attempt
to operate more flights, with fewer pilots ~
can be easily understood, but the present
crisis brought into sharp focus the failure of
institutions, specifically designed to see that
things ran smoothly. At the first stage, the
star-studded Board of Directors of Indigo
airlines, failed to provide proper guidance
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Philippines’ provocations will avail it nothing

n a statement issued on Friday, the
Chinese People's Liberation Army
Southern Theater Command urged
Manila toimmediately stop provoking
incidents in the South China Sea.

Spokesman Tian Junlimade the remark
inanews release after multiple Philippine
light aircraft illegally intruded into the
airspace of China's Huangyan Island.

The Chinese navy and air force conducted
tracking, monitoring, warning and resolute
expulsion of the intruding Philippine
aircraft in accordance with relevant laws
and regulations.

Onthe same day, the China Coast Guard
condemned the Philippines for its provocative
behavior under the pretence of "fishing"
in waters off China's Xianbin Reef after it
was forced to take necessary control
measures in accordance with the law and
relevant rules todrive intruding Philippine
vessels away. Both Huangyan Island and

to its CEO, and other top executives, to
implement regulatory directives. However,
this does not absolve DGCA of not monitoring
the implementation of its own directions,
that were issued in consequence of an order
of the Delhi High Court. Because, long before
the actual crisis, it should have been crystal
clear to the DGCA that with no plans of
hiring extra pilots, Indigo would not be able
tomaintain its schedule once thenew FDTL
rules kicked in.

As the airline crisis grabbed headlines,
many organisations, individuals and
busybodies jumped into the fray. Parliament
debated the issue, with the Aviation
Minister promising strict action against
Indigo; a Parliamentary panel reminded
everyone that it had flagged this issue
much earlier; the Competition Commission
promised an anti-trust inquiry; a pilots’

Directorate

allowing the club to continue its operations.
Significantly, the local MLA had raised the
issue of continued operation of the club,
without mandatory permissions, and with
multiple demolition orders against it, in the
Goa Legislative Assembly in August 2025.
Environmentalists had also petitioned the
Goa Government, on similar lines. However,
contrary to evidence, authorities claimed
that only after the disaster, did they realise
that the high-end nightclub was operating
without licences and lacked mandatory
safety infrastructure.
Post-tragedy, along with
the club’s staff, and the
erstwhile Deputy Director
of Panchayats, the police
moved toarrest the Sarpanch
of the Arpora-Nagoa Village
Panchayat, who was rescued

body moved the Delhi High Court against
DGCA; and someone approached the

with difficulty by incensed
villagers. Meanwhile, owners

DEVENDRA

Supreme Court by way of a PIL. Meanwhile, SAKEERR of the nightclub went
tobuy peace, DGCAinstructed Indigoto  Thewriterisa  incommunicado, having
process refunds for cancelled flights retired boarded an Indigo flight to
expeditiously, and other airlines to cap  Principal Chief = Phuket, which departed on
fares; DGCA also exempted Indigo from  Commissioner  time.Ithasalsobeenreported,

thenew FDTL rulestill 10 February 2026.

In what may provide a better understanding

of the crisis, everyone in the aviation
regulatory sphere, the aviation secretary,
and the DGCA downwards ~ all are from a
generalist, non-aviation background and
the top management of Indigo is almost
totally non-Indian.

A similar lame duck regulatory regime
turned a blind eye to non-observance of fire
safety norms that precipitated the tragedy
at Birch by Romeo Lane nightclub, in Goa,
leading to the death of 25 people. This was
a tragedy waiting to happen; the club’s
structure was largely built of wood with a
thatched roof, which caught fire when
fireworks were set off inside the building.

It emerged that the nightclub had been
served with a demolition order by the local
Arpora-Nagoa Village Panchayat for violation
of multiple rules several months before the
tragedy. The demolition order had been
stayed by the Deputy Director of Panchayats,

Xianbin Reef are China's inherent territory;,
and the country will firmly safeguard
national sovereignty and security no
matter what farces Manila tries to play
and how hard it attempts to portray itself
as the victim.

Since Philippine President Ferdinand
Marcos Jr took office in June 2022, the
Philippine government has
been constantly making waves
over the South China Sea
disputes.

It has further escalated its
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by sending vessels and personnel
to intrude illegally into the
waters of Huangyan Island, Xianbin Reef,
Ren'ai Reef, and other Chinese islets and
reefs, at times even causing collisions
with China Coast Guard vessels.

Such pernicious actions of the Philippines
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Paying spectators

Sir, Kolkataboasts of its sporting culture
and crowd management at high-voltage
matches at the Salt Lake Stadium. But what
happened at the stadium on Saturday over
the footballlegend, Lionel Messi's visit dealt
a heavy blow to this reputation.

The event exposed a basic failure of
planning leading to an utter mess, chaos
and shame for West Bengal government.
Poor management of a hyped-up event,lack
of coordination, and gaps in the security
arrangement converted the stadium into a
battlefield as the spectators showing patience
for hours were denied a glimpse of their
favourite footballer.

In fact, Messi was lost to the crowd after
being ring-fenced by officials,celebrities and

securitymen on the field. Administrative
ineptitude is an important factor in the
episode of shame. But the penchant for
violence on the part of a passionate collective
can not be denied.

The incident teaches us a lesson. Future
events need clear protocols that put paying
spectators first, not as an afterthought once
chaos and confusion erupt.

Yours, etc., Narayan Chandra Ghosh,
Madanpur, 15 December.

Lesson from Kannur

Sir, Lack of organisation and improper
crowd management led to complete chaos
and unruly scenes at Kolkata resulting in a
nightmare for thousands of Lionel Messi
fans. Hardcore foot ball fans who paid big
cash for the once-in-a-life time spectacle

epaper.thestatesman.com

of Income-Tax

that the nightclub had been
shielded from action against
it by a former top officer of
Goa police. Another example of poor regulation
was pointed out by the Chief Economic
Advisor, in the presence of the SEBI chief,
namely that promoters of IPO-bound
companies were making a killing by offloading
their shares to the public at hundreds of
times of their cost (Killing Fields, 25 November
2025). With a slight modification, the aforesaid
con is still on.

After the liberalisation of 1991, the
Government replaced controllers with
regulators in most sectors. They were expected
toguide their respective sectors to accelerated
growth by promoting competition ~ with
the additional mandate of protecting the
interests of all stakeholders. Sadly, none of
these goals has been realised, with virtual
duopolies emerging in many sectors, including
critical ones like telecom and aviation ~ in
which Indigo, controls 64 per cent of the

market. Seemingly, Indigo has become ‘too
big to fail ' i.e., the aviation sector may crash
if Indigo underperforms.

Regulators have repeatedly let down the
common man, the small guy, who is the
biggest stakeholder in all enterprises. DGCA
took steps to ameliorate the crisis only on
the fourth day ~ after lakhs of passengers
had been inconvenienced and many had
paid close to a lakh of rupees for domestic
travel of a thousand odd kilometres. Asked
about a plan to compensate the fleeced
passengers, the Aviation Minister cryptically
replied that he would consider it. Absolutely
no compensation would be forthcoming,
for passengers inconvenienced by flight
delays, and cancellations.

Contrast it with the SOP for cancelled or
delayed flights in the EU; under Regulation
261 0f 2004, a passenger is entitled to claim
compensation, ranging between €250 and
€600, for flight delays, cancellations, and
overbooking on EU territory. Additionally,
food and meals have to be provided for
severe delays, and accommodation and
transportation for overnight delays.

Other sectoral regulators have similarly
failed to protect the interests of consumers;
the RBI started the Banking Ombudsman
(BO) scheme with much fanfare, but it hardly
takes cognisance of customer complaints;
statistics show that in FY 2016-17, BO
offices across the country received over
1,19,758 complaints, but there was an award
in only 24 cases ~ that is only 0.02 per cent
of complaints. The number of complaints
increased to 2,90,567 in FY 2024-25,
but the number of awards increased
only to 36.

Ombudsman posts in many other sectors,
like insurance, suffer from vacancies. Tribunals,
established to provide quick and inexpensive
justice, have withered away, with eight
tribunals abolished at one goin 2021. Despite
frequent directions by the Supreme Court,
most tribunals continue to suffer from
debilitating vacancies.

Recently, in a scathing indictment, the
Supreme Court struck down key provisions
of the Tribunal Reforms Act, 2021 deeming
them unconstitutional for giving the Union
Government excessive control over tribunals,
and thereby undermining judicial independence.

In the coming days, the Indigo crisis will
be discussed threadbare; solutions would
emerge, but alasting solution could be only
one, that puts the interests of citizens first.
Otherwise, similar crises would recur, and
citizens would continue to suffer ~ caught
between corporate greed, bureaucratic apathy
and corruption.

Finally, what Edward Kennedy, US President
John F Kennedy’s younger brother, and a
US Senator from 1962 to 2009, had said
about US regulators, appears to hold true
about Indian regulators: “Regulation has
gone astray. . . Either because they have
become captives of regulated industries or
captains of outmoded administrative agencies,
regulators alltoo often encourage or approve
unreasonably high prices, inadequate service,
and anti-competitive behaviour. The cost
of this regulation is always passed on to the
consumer. And that cost is astronomical.”

A Member

Of The
infringements on China's A N N
maritime rights and interests

are detrimental to China's interests and
China-Philippines relations.

The Philippines began claiming
“sovereignty” over Huangyan Island in
April 1997, shifting from its previous
stance where it acknowledged the island
was outside its territory. Philippine Official
Map No 25 clearly shows Huangyan Island
is outside the territorial boundaries
of the Philippines.

As for Xianbin Reef, which is a
partof China's NanshaIslands, China
maintains indisputable sovereignty
over the Nansha Islands and their
adjacent waters, including Ren'ai
Reef and Xianbin Reef. Manila's
antics surrounding Xianbin Reef
since last year prove nothing but part of
its geopolitical scheme that centers on
the Philippines acting as a pawn of some
external forces to provoke China.

In September last year, Philippine Coast

LhE.

Guard vessel Teresa Magbanua finally
withdrew from Xianbin Reef and returned
to a Philippine port, after nearly five
months of illegally anchoring in the lagoon
of the Chinese reef. The monthslong
ordeal fully exposed Manila's role as the
troublemaker in the South China Sea.

In his meeting with China's newly
appointed ambassador to the Philippines,
Jing Quan, on Thursday, Marcos said he
was ready to work with China to manage
differences and enhance cooperation.
Considering that his remarks were made
almost the same time the Philippines
staged its latest Huangyan Island and
Xianbin Reef provocations, Manila was
again saying one thing and doing another.

The widespread domestic protests
against the Marcos government accusing
it of corruption and power abuses might
partly explain the timing of Manila's latest
provocations.

had to leave the venue disappointed and
frustrated due to utter chaos and confusion.

It is here I reminisce about the visit made
by Diego Maradona, the God of football to
the small, coastal city of Kannur (Kerala)
thirteen years ago. Even now the people of
this city cherish the day when Maradona
came, saw and conquered the hearts of
soccer-crazy fans.

It was a private visit sponsored by an

international jewellery company. The whole
city was in a frenzy but fully under control.
Even though thousands thronged outside
the hotel for hours to have a glimpse of star,
the situation was excellently controlled by
the police and volunteers.

Later at the Jawahar stadium, which is
much smaller than the stadium where Messi
came, the organisers conducted a special
function. Maradona mesmerised the biggest
crowd the city ever saw with his football
stunts, dance and songs.

Maradona left Kannur with golden memories
the people will cherish forever. Room number
309 at ‘Hotel Blue Nile’, in which the Soccer
God stayed has been turned into a ‘shrine’
where all the things he used during his stay
have been kept intact.

Yours, etc., M Pradyu,
Kannur, 15 December.
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If1don’ttight, who will?

PRAVIN KAUSHAL

tis with great pleasure Iwould

like to announce that I am

now a father. Both mother and

child are fine. Thank you to
anyone who sends their blessings
and keeps us in their prayers.

But as I hold my newborn in the
sterile safety of the hospital room,
looking out at the grey haze of
Delhi, my joy is tempered by a
terrifying reality. For the past few
days, my world has shrunk to these
corridors, and while awaiting this
miracle, I have been haunted by
what I seein the wards around me.

I'watch doctors rush to attend to
newborns who are too small, too
fragile, and struggling too hard for
every breath. I see parents, their
eyes hollow with exhaustion, peering
into incubators where their babies
are fighting a battle they did not
choose. It is a stark realization: in
Delhi, our children are not just born
into a polluted world; they are being
shaped by it in the womb.

The Silent Emergency in the
Womb: We often talk about air
pollution as a "winter menace" or a
"respiratory irritant." But standing
here with my baby, I see it for what
it truly is: an obstetric emergency.
Recent reports and medical experts
confirm what is unfolding before
my eyes—air pollutants are crossing
the placental barrier, impacting
foetal development in real-time.

The statistics are no longer just
numbers on a page; they are the
tiny faces I see in the nursery.
Studies indicate a 70 per cent
increase in the chance of premature
birth when pregnant women are
exposed to high levels of air pollution,
with North India faring the worst.
These are babies born before their
lungs are fully developed, forcing
them into longer, agonizing stays
in the nursery just to survive. We
are seeing a generation entering
the world with a deficit, their
biological start compromised by
the very air their mothers breathed.

A Legacy of Vulnerability: The
damage does not stop at birth. The
medical consensus is chilling:
exposure to fine particulate matter
(PM2.5) during pregnancy is linked
to low birth weight and restricted
growth. These are not temporary
setbacks. Low birth weight is a
harbinger for a lifetime of health
challenges, from reduced lung
function to an increased risk of
chronic diseases later in life.

As anew father, this terrifies me.
We did everything right - we followed
the diet charts, we attended the
check-ups, we took the vitamins.
But how do we protect our children
from the air? We cannot ask our
wives to stop breathing. The “gas
chamber” of Delhi is not just an
outdoor hazard; it is infiltrating
our biology. We are witnessing a
slow-motion health catastrophe

where the most vulnerable - the
unborn and the newborn - are
paying the highest price.

A Demand for Accountability:
This is not a plea for sympathyj; it
is a demand for a radical shift in
how we handle this crisis. We can
no longer treat air pollution as a
seasonal inconvenience to be
managed with "odd-even" schemes
or temporary construction bans.
We need a Health Action Plan that
treats this as the medical emergency
itis.

First, we must demand accountability
from our healthcare systems. Just
as blood pressure and sugar levels
are recorded, air quality exposure
data should be integrated into prenatal
and patient medical records. Doctors
need to treat respiratory distress in
newborns not just as a clinical
symptom, but as a direct result of
environmental toxicity.

Second, we need immediate,
strictly enforced Low Emission
Zones (LEZs) around hospitals and
schools. It is unconscionable that
the very places where life begins
and thrives are engulfed in idling
exhaust and road dust. Our hospitals
should be sanctuaries of clean air,
not islands in a sea of smog,.

A Father’s Promise: They say a
parent’s instinct is to protect. Right
now, holding my child, I feel a fierce
resolve rising above the helplessness.

We, the parents of India, are done
waiting for "better AQI days" that

never come. We are done listening
to politicians make vague promises
while our children struggle to
breathe. We demand city-specific
clean air action plans that are
executed, not just announced. We
demand a future where "survival"
does not depend on how many air
purifiers you can afford.

To the policymakers, I say this:
Do not come to us for votes if you
cannot promise our children the

basic right to breathe. To my fellow
parents, I say: Wake up. This fight
is for their survival.

Ilook at my newborn, and I make
a promise: I will not be silent. I will
fight for your blue skies. Because if
I don't fight for your breath, who
will?

(The writer is Director - Strategic Partnerships,
Mrikal (Data/Al Center) and a Young Alumni
Member, Govt. Liaison Task Force, IIT-
Kharagpur.)

Weaponisation of trade policy must end

MOTOSHIGE ITOH

phenomenon known as
the “weaponisation” of
trade policy is spreading
around the world.

The administration of U.S. President
Donald Trump has been using the
threat of higher import tariffs to
force concessions from foreign
countries in negotiations, an effective
tactic because those countries would
suffer if they lost their profits from
the massive U.S. market.

Japan’s ultimate goal in the tough
negotiations with the United States
over Trump’s tariffs was to avoid
losing the key export market for
Japanese cars due to Trump’s plans
toimpose sharply increased tariffs
on them. The United States achieved
a major success in the bilateral
negotiations by making Japan
increase its U.S.-bound investments.
In other words, Trump successfully
earned profits by utilizing trade
policy as a weapon.

The United States is not the only
country to do this. China has used
restrictions on exports of rare earths,
known as the strategically important
“vitamins of industry,” thereby
ensuring that trade negotiations
with the United States would go in
its favour. If China’s rare earth
shipments were to stop, the immediate
consequence would be that the
manufacturing of many products
in the US would come to a halt.

China has a high share of the
global output of rare earths, so it
has resorted to using this choke
point as a weapon. When the issue
of the Senkaku Islands came to the
fore in 2010, China wielded the
threat of restricting rare earth
exports to pressure Japan.

The advancement of globalization
has heightened many countries’
dependence on exporting their
goods abroad and importing raw
materials. This, in turn, has made
them vulnerable to significant

economic harm from restrictions
on exports and imports.

The weaponization of trade policy
is rampant, therefore, as nations
take advantage of this situation.
Major powers like the United States
and China are especially prone to
using trade policy this way.

The fundamental idea behind
the World Trade Organization is to
prevent countries from unilaterally
imposing trade restrictions. When
this rule functioned effectively,
global trade kept growing, with
each country benefiting from it.

Itisironic that as countries have
become increasingly dependent on
foreign trade amid globalization,
major powers have found the leeway
to weaponize their trade policies.

The progress in economic
globalization has become a
double-edged sword, simultaneously
leading to increased cross-border
trade on the positive side and to
the greater risk of weaponizing
trade policy. It is not easy to stop
the major powers from engaging
in such weaponization.

The concept of “optimal tariffs,”
which has been employed by the
Trump administration in tariff
negotiations, is noteworthy in terms
of the strategic use of trade policy
by a major power.

Optimal tariffs are an economic
theory that describes a situation
in which a major power can influence
trade prices in its favour if it can
restrict imports through tariffs.
Let’s look at Japan-U.S. trade in
automobiles as an example.

The United States initially
announced plans to impose a 27.5
per cent tariff on Japanese cars. In
theory, Japanese automakers had
a variety of options, ranging from
maintaining their cars’ export prices
while adding the tariff rate to those
cars’ U.S. prices, to lowering their
export prices by the amount of the
tariff to keep their U.S. sticker prices
unchanged. So, how did Japanese

companies respond in their pricing
strategies?

Many chose to reduce export
prices and leave their U.S. prices
unchanged, in an apparent bid to
not put themselves at a competitive
disadvantage in the U.S. market.
Additionally, Japanese automakers
opted not to change U.S. sticker
prices too often because while
Japan-U.S. tariffs negotiations were
underway, it was believed that the
27.5 per cent rate was only provisional.

For the United States, the Japanese
companies’ decision to forego price
increases in the U.S. market meant
the burden on the U.S. consumer
would not increase and higher tariff
revenue would go to U.S. government
coffers. In other words, the United
States was able to make a profit
from increased tariffs. Of course, if
this situation continues for a long
time, Japanese manufacturers may
finally raise their U.S. prices.

The tariff rate on Japanese cars
was eventually cut to 15 per cent
following further rounds of negotiations.
Even so, it is unlikely that the U.S.
prices of Japanese cars will be
raised by afull 15 per cent. According
to the theory of optimal tariffs,
only part of the tariff rate will be
passed on to prices in the US because
Japanese makers will lower export
prices by trimming their profits.
Therefore, the increase in the burden
on U.S. consumers will be limited,
and the tariff revenue will benefit
the United States.

Trump then drew the public’s
attention by floating the idea of
paying $2,000 to every American
from the tariffs collected. Regardless
of whether the money will be actually
paid, the revenue from Trump’s
tariffs is that large.

The point of the theory of optimal
tariffs is that for major powers, free
trade with zero tariffs cannot be
said to be the best choice. Major
powers feel tempted to impose
tariffs for various reasons.

If a foreign country levies retaliatory
tariffs in response to a major power’s
move to raise its tariffs, both countries
will end up suffering harm. In the
case of small countries, it is not
realistic to charge retaliatory tariffs
on U.S. goods.

Thinking in terms of the theory
of optimal tariffs, the best situation
for small countries is one in which
every country keeps tariff rates
low. If this is what is conceived as
free trade, it can be said to be the
most desirable situation for both
small countries and the world
economy as well.

However, China is not a small
country. If Washington weaponizes
trade policy, it is possible for Beijing
to retaliate against the United States.
Using such choke points as rare
earth shipments, China can maintain
negotiating power with the United
States.

The problem with free trade is
that major powers can benefit by
breaking its rules. This is called the
beggar-thy-neighbor policy, as a
country seeks to gain profits by
forcing sacrifices on other countries.
The Trump tariffs fall into this
category, and there are similar aspects
to China’s policy of disrupting global
competitive conditions through
excessive subsidies to domestic firms.

If major powers take the beggaring
approach, prompting the entire
world to lean toward protectionism,
many small countries as well as
major ones will face adverse effects.

This is exactly why international
organizations such as the WTO
were established, setting rules to
prevent the implementation of the
beggar-thy-neighbor policy by any
country and playing an important
role in protecting free trade. Thanks
to these rules, world trade continued
to expand. The US was for many
years instrumental in running the
WTO.

However, the expansion of free
trade has given rise to the
weaponization of trade policy,
leading to the adoption of the
beggaring policy. The Trump
administration is implementing
policies that undermine the WTO
system.

The weaponization of trade policy
and the beggar-thy-neighbor policy
bring short-term benefits to major
powers, but they cannot generate
long-term prosperity. It will not be
an easy thing to do, but we must
strive to rebuild a free and fair trade
system, including restoring the
function of the WTO.

The Japan News-Yomiuri Shimbun/ANN.
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OCCASIONAL NOTE

THE struggle between the French Cabinet and
the Finance Committee continues. Again the
Committee has rejected the proposals put before
it, and one more Finance Minister has gone, M.
Loucheur having resigned. The two problems of
internal politics that face every French Premier
are to form a Government that can last and to
frame financial proposals that will be acceptable.
The latter seems impossible and apparently
attention is for a time to be concentrated on
keeping in office —in the hope presumably that
something will turn up. The belief is growing
that a cure can be effected only by taking financial
control out of the hands of politicians and leaving
it to experts. Finance, however, is both a science
and an art. A body of experts might be able to
handle the difficulty with more mathematics
and less passion than excited politicians, but
what guarantee is there that the public will be
more ready to pay taxes proposed by bankers
than by politicians? In this welter the Government,
says a cable of yesterday, has decided to remain
in office and make the best of a bad job. But
what will happen to the franc if all attempts to
help it are abandoned?

News Items

DISARMAMENT

PROGRAMME OF
LEAGUE COMMITTEE

GENEVA, DEC.

A PRIVATE sitting of the Council of the League
of Nations has approved the programme of the
Preparatory Committee for a disarmament
con-ference.

One of the outstanding items on the agenda of
the conference has been disposed of amid universal
satisfaction. All details of the constitution of the
Disarmament Commission, together with the
procedure and programme have been completed,
and will undoubtedly be approved at to-morrow’s
sitting of the Council. The Commission will probably
meet in Geneva in February. The States represented
on the Council are all agreed to serve on the
Commission. Invitations will now be sent to other
Powers, including Germany, Russia and the United
States,—Reuter.

END OF POST-WAR
DEPRESSION ?

BRIGHTER
INDUSTRIAL
PROSPECTS

(“TIMES ”SPECIAL SERVICE.)
LONDON, DEC. 16.

“I FEEL that we are nearing the end of the
post-war trade depression” de-clared Sir Arthur
Dorman, speaking at the annual meeting of Messrs.
Dorman, Long and Co., Ltd.

He regretted that the application for, aid in
safeguarding the steel trade was likely to be
rejected and that they would have to continue
the battle unaided. “We will do it,” he added “and
I believe we shall win through, but trade may
suffer severely before the struggle is over.” He
urged an understanding with Continental makers
which, he declared, “would be to their advantage
as well as to ours.”

TRIBUTE TO LORD READING

INDIA'S ECONOMIC
PROGRESS

LONDON, DEC.

HEADED “India’s Recovery,” the Daily Chronicle,
in aleading article, says that Lord Reading was
entitled to point with pride to the economic
side of his great Viceroyalty as reviewed in his
address to the Associated Chambers of Commerce.
The Daily Chronicle believes that India’s national
growth must increasingly seem to depend upon
her economic up-building, and there Lord
Reading’s fame is secure as a master of architects.—
Reuter.
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Close the gap

As the tax-GDP ratio tends to fall again, the taxman
should set eyes on areas where profits accrue

ITH THE CENTRE'S gross tax revenues (GTR) in the first

seven months of FY26 growing byjust 4%,analysts fearfull-

year collections could fall short of Budget Estimates (BE) by

as much as X1.5 lakh crore,orabout 3.5%.Thiswould mark
asignificant setbackto the government’s effort tonarrow thewidening “tax
gap”byraising the tax-to-GDPratio.Inrecentyears,the Centre had managed
a modest improvement in this ratio—from 11.3% in FY23 t0 11.7% in
FY25—but it nowappears poised to slip again,well short of the 12.1% peak
achieved in FYO8,which the Budget had hoped to approach.If the medium-
to-long-term objective is to lift combined tax revenues of the Centre and
states from roughly 18% of GDPto a more desirable 25%,both tiers of gov-
ernment will need to sustain tax growth well above the pace of GDP expan-
sion before stabilisation can occur.

The current deceleration in tax collectionsis sharperthanwhat the slow-
downin nominal GDPgrowth alonewould suggest.The Budget had assumed
ataxbuoyancyof1.2 forFY26,upfrom 1in FY25.Inreality,buoyancyappears
tobebarelyhalf thatlevel. Thisis partlybydesign.The government has delib-
erately pulled policy levers to boost disposable incomes. Tax relief, earlier
concentrated in the corporate sector, has been extended to households in
the hope of reviving consumption. While the liberal personal income tax
(PIT) concessions were built into the Budget arithmetic, the subsequent,
wide-ranging goods and services tax (GST) rate cutswere not.The impact on
GST collections has been swift. Rate cuts on a broad range of daily-use and
durable goods led to a 4% year-on-year contraction in gross GST receipts in
November—the first full monthreflecting therevised rates.Although trans-
action volumes rose an additional 7-8% in September-October, this was
insufficient to offset the rate effect. As a result, November collections were
10.7% lower than in October.

PITrevenues,which had been growingatascorching paceinrecentyears
—makingtaxesonindividualincomes the single largest source of revenue—
havealso slowed sharply.After surgingbyan unprecedented 25.4%in FY24
and ahealthy 20%in FY25,PIT growth plunged tojust 4.7% in the first half
of FY26.Tobe sure,India’s tax policy framework has gained considerable pre-
dictability in recent years,anchored in the belief that moderate rates and a
broaderbaseyield better outcomes. Yet the distribution of income between
the corporateand household sectors remains deeply skewed. Corporatebal-
ancesheets showrecord-high returns on capital employed,while household
incomes—especially in the informal sector—have stagnated in real terms.

This imbalance helps explain why the government’s recent “tax effort”
appears to have reached a plateau.A keydriver of the earlier surge in PIT col-
lections was the extraordinary flow of household savings into equity mar-
kets. Capital gains tax now raises about 1.5 lakh crore annually and is the
fastest-growing component of tax revenue. There may be scope for further
increasesin capital gains taxation—lastraisedin FY25—givenitsrolein exac-
erbating inequality. Looking ahead, the FY27 Budget may also need to con-
siderrarelyused instruments suchasaninheritance orestatedutytolift the
tax-to-GDP ratio. A carefully designed levy on farm income above a high
threshold,long avoided for political reasons,alsowarrants serious debate.

Asia's Gen Z is losing out
to China's $1-trn surplus

CHINA'S NEW ECONOMIC modelis putting the future of Asia’s Gen Z at risk.

The continentishometosome of theworld’s most trade-oriented economiesand
rode globalisation tolift thelivesandlivelihoods of hundreds of millions.Butit’snow
being hit by a double whammy: an export base that has come under growing pres-
surefromaflood of cheap goods from China,unquestionablythe dominant powerin
theregion,and US President Donald Trump’s trade war.

It’s frustrating a generation already struggling because of stagnant wages and
soaring living costs. They’re having to face the reality that the manufacturing jobs
that powered prosperity for their parents are becoming harder to find, even as the
white-collarladder is increasingly crowded for university graduates, too.

China has doubled down on manufacturing to sustain growth as domestic de-
mand stalls and the property sector continues to drag. The annual trade surplus is
nowmore than $1 trillion,despite adeepening plunge in shipments to the US.Exports
areswamping neighbouring economiesand stirring resentmentabroad. French Pres-
ident Emmanuel Macron haswarned that the European Union maytake strong mea-
sures if Beijing fails to address the imbalance.

SoutheastAsiaand other countriesin the Global South are absorbinga dispropor-
tionate share.The members of the Association of Southeast Asian Nationsare particu-
larlyvulnerable as their own low-cost markets are struggling to compete with the sc-
ale of China’s output. Import curbs and other steps have done little to stop the flow.

The pain is concentrated in labour-intensive industries that hits younger work-
ers.Around 60 textile factories have closed in Indonesia since 2022, leading to the
loss of an estimated quarter-million jobs,according toarecent report from the Lowy
Institute,a Sydney-based think tank.The Indonesia Fiberand Filament Yarn Producer
Association hasestimated anotherhalf-millionareatriskin 2025, effectivelywiping
out one of four jobs in the sectorin a matter of years.

Thailand recorded roughly 2,000 factory shutdowns last year; officials cited cheap
Chinese imports asamajor factor.These are the entry-level manufacturing jobs that
traditionally absorbed young people, narrowing their
most reliable path into the middle class.

It doesn’t stop at low-end production. The US—China
Economic and Security Review Commission warns that
China’s overcapacityisnowreshaping markets farbeyond
textilesand toys.It’sleapingahead inadvanced industries
—from electricvehiclesand batteries to pharmaceuticals
and robotics—backed by state financing and an aggres-
sive industrial policy. Economists David Autor and Gor-
don Hansonargue that the phenomenon knownas China
Shock 2.0 could be even more disruptive than the first.
Thateratook placebetween 1999 and 2007 and upended
America’s economy,leading in part to theloss of nearlya
quarterof all US manufacturingjobs.The political conse-
quences of the new China shock are already emerging. In parts of Asia, younger vot-
ersareangrierand more sceptical of theirleadersand economicelites.China’s export
surge is not the sole cause, but risks intensifying pressures on governments.

Beijing is aware of these problems,and may not want to upset the economic sta-
bility of its neighbours. The region is already reeling from Trump’s tariffs—and this
presentsanideal opportunity for China to furtheritsinfluence.Recent official meet-
ingshave madeaveiled reference to the uncertainty overseas,calling for“better coor-
dination between domesticeconomicworkandan international economicand trade
battle” Partyleaders have vowed to“act without delay”to develop new growth engines.

Therearebright spots. Exports from Southeast Asia tothe USroseabout 2 3%year-
on-year in September, with Vietnam and Thailand leading, Lowy notes. Much of this
is companies diversifying production from China because of geopolitical tensions.
But that growth still isn’t necessarily translating into secure jobs for young workers.

Simplyblocking Chinese importsis unlikely towork,because of how crucial they’ve
become in the region’s supply chains. More credible responses would focus on help-
ing domestic firms find new markets and become more efficient, coordinating
regional trade defences rather than acting alone, and expanding retraining and
income support for displaced workers.Without policies that ensure that Gen-Z shares
in thebenefits of trade,economic frustration risks hardening into political volatility.

China’s new economic model may be stabilising growth at home. But it’s export-
ing uncertainty across Asia’s labour markets. Cheap goods will not make up for that.
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REPEAL OF MGNREGA
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@ RURAL LIVELIHOOD

Congress leader Rahul Gandhi

MGNREGA is a living embodiment of Mahatma
Gandhi's dream of village self-rule. It is a lifeline for
millions of rural lives, which also proved to be their
economic safety shield during the Covid era

BARRING TRANSPARENCY IN IMPLEMENTATION & SOCIALAUDITS, NEW LAW UNDERMINES MGNREGA ENTITLEMENTS

A disservice to dignity of labour

N MONDAY, WITH no
prior consultation, the
central government
scheduled the introduc-
tionofaBilltorepeal the
Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Emp-
loyment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) and
replace it with the Viksit Bharat Guaran-
tee for Rozgar and Ajeevika Mission
(Gramin)(VB-GRAMG)Bill,2025.Infact,
this Bill should have been two different
pieces of legislation, because the MGN-
REGA and VB-G RAM G are fundamen-
tally different in scope and objective.

The Billreplaces MGNREGA’s basic en-
titlement to ask for work. In fact, there is
noelement of the right towork—although
the objectand reasonsof the Billare stated
as“abill to establish a rural development
frameworkaligned with the national visi-
onof Viksit Bharat @204 7 by providinga
statutory guarantee of 125 days’ wage
employment in every financial year to
everyrural household whose adult mem-
bers volunteer to undertake unskilled
manual work”.

GRAM Gunderminesthe fundamen-
tal guarantees that MGNREGA provided:
A central government-funded, demand-
driven employment programme,guaran-
teeing 100 days of work per household,
anywhere in rural India. It repeals the
MGNREGA and its statutory guarantees,
replacing it with a central government
schemethat providesnoguaranteesatall.
Itactuallytakes us back to the daysbefore
MGNREGA, when programmes like the
Jawahar Rozgar Yojana (JRY) and the
EmploymentAssurance Scheme provided
no more than a name of rural employ-
ment “assurance” and gave less than 10
days of work in most parts of India.

Just four provisions of the proposed
lawwill make it clear howfalse the statut-
oryguaranteeis.Itisworth examiningthe
keylegal sections and sub-sections of the
Billand understanding theirimplications.

First,Section 4 (5) of the Bill states,“The
central government shall determine the
state-wise normative allocation for each
financialyear,based on objective parame-

NIKHIL DEY
ARUNA ROY

The writers are social activists and founder
members of the Mazdoor Kisan Shakti Sangathan

ters as may be prescribed by the central
government.”The MGNREGAbottom-up
demand-based employment programme,
guaranteeing 100 days of work perhouse-
hold by legislation, has been replaced by
an allocation-based scheme, where the
Centreanditsbureaucraticmachineryare
atlibertytoalterand determine the quan-
tum of allocation.The normsand reasons
are,in fact, prescribed by itself.
Second,Section 5 (1) of the Bill demol-
ishes the idea of a universal
entitlement across rural In-

ovide their own resources to run an emp-
loyment scheme that was more universal
androbust,in ordertoreduce rural unem-
ployment and distress, any money spent
would be subject to the norms decided by
the Centre.Section 4(6) states,“Any expen-
diture incurred by a state in excess of its
normativeallocation shallbebornebythe
state government in such mannerand by
such procedure as may be prescribed by
the central government” Money provided

by the states—norms deci-

—— A — dedbythe Centre.

dia.It states: “Save asother-  MGNREGA has had A fourth provision that
wise provided, the state gov- is likely to render even the
ernment shall in such rural many problems, scheme under the newleg-

areas in the state as may be
notified by the Central Gov-
ernment, provide to every
household whose adult
members volunteer to do
unskilled manual work, not

but most have
stemmed from poor foundinSection 22 (2),wh-
implementation. It
has served rural
India well

islation anon-startercanbe

ich states,“Forthe purposes
of thisAct,thefund sharing
pattern between the cent-
ral government and the

lessthan 125 days of guar-  ————————=  state governmentshallbe...

anteed employment in a fi-
nancial year in accordance with the sch-
eme made under this Act.” The central
government has thus made it clear that
this schemewill onlyrun in those parts of
the country that it may notify. Even in
thoseareas,itisthe state government that
is made responsible for providing 125
days of work as per central government
norms. The enhancement from 100 to
125 is clearly a hollow promise because
MGNREGA has suffered from being
squeezed due to allocations that fail to
meet demand for work. As a result, even
MGNREGA was only able to provide
roughly 50-55 days of employment per
yearin thelast five years.

Third,if the stateswere todecide topr-

60:40.” This is apart from
the northeastern states, hill states,and
Union Territories where the central gov-
ernment share will be 90:10. Under Sec-
tion 22 of MGNREGA, the Centre provi-
ded 100% of thelabour component (thus
guaranteeinganational employment gu-
arantee)and 75% of the material compo-
nent. In other words, the central govern-
ment’s sharewas atleast 90% of the total
expenditureand responsibilityforunem-
ployment allowance and compensations
for delayed payment of wages in case of a
paucity of resources could clearlybe plac-
ed on it. Under the G RAM G scheme, it is
very doubtful that the states would want
to provide the 40% to fund a scheme wh-
ere all the controls lie with the Centre.In

all likelihood, the scheme would become
a damp squib with neither employment
guarantees attracting people nor suffici-
ent central fundsdriving“empowerment,
growth, convergence and saturation fora
prosperous and resilient rural Bharat”, as
stated in the objectand reasons of the Bill.

This Bill must be comprehensively
rejected. There is nothing in it in terms of
“reform”that makes it more attractive or
effective forthe rural poor. MGNREGA has
had many problems, but most have
stemmed from poor implementation. It
has served rural India well, and served
Indiaextremelywell in times of economic
distress. Much could have been strength-
ened within its own framework to help
India dealwith climatedistressand better
water and resource management.

MGNREGAisapeople’slawthat came
in with the popular slogan “Har haath ko
kaam do, kaam ka pura daam do”. It pro-
vided entitlements beyond 100 days of
work, helped reform rural governance,
and provided atleast 10 entitlementsthat
empowered people tofightforand secure
their right to work. Barring transparency
inimplementation and social audits, this
lawundermines most of the entitlements
of MGNREGA4, including decentralised
planning.The objects outlined in the short
titleand the objectsand reasons can never
be achieved through G RAM G. In fact, to
be true to the objects, the Bill should be
withdrawn, and MGNREGA should be
enhanced to 125 days at enhanced mini-
mum wages. Only then will we move clo-
ser to the most reasonable demand of
every Indian, “every hand getting work,
and all work getting a just reward”. The
political establishment must understand
that no Bill can quell that aspiration.

It is appropriate to remind the ruling
party that the MGNREGA was passed in
2005 amidst chants of “rozgar guarantee
zindabad” with a historic consensus bet-
weenall parties.The Bharatiya Janata Par-
ty’s attempt to stealthily repeal the law is
not just a disservice to the dignity of lab-
our,but also undermines the basic tenets
of democratic consensus-building.

Opening nuclear power to private capital

KAVYA WADHWA

Nuclear energy advocate and policy analyst

India’s nuclear opening coincides with a global
renaissance in atomic energy driven by
decarbonisation imperatives

THEINTRODUCTION OF the AtomicEn-
ergy Bill, 2025, in the Lok Sabha repres-
entsa fundamental restructuring of Ind-
ia’s nuclear sector, creating investment
opportunities worth an estimated $400
billion as the country targets 100 gigaw-
attsof nuclearcapacityby 2047.The Sust-
ainable Harnessing of Advancement of
Nuclear Energy for Transforming India
(SHANTTI) law ends six decades of state
monopoly in nuclear power generation,
opening one of the largest untapped
energy markets to private investment.
India’s electricity demand is projected
to treble by mid-century. Nuclear power
contributes 3% to the national grid desp-
ite proven technical capabilities.The con-
straint has been capital. The state-owned
Nuclear Power Corporation of India Li-
mited cannot mobilise the $150-200 bil-
lion required for capacity targets. Private
capitalnowhasapathwayinto thissector.
For global energy majors,reactorman-
ufacturers, and infrastructure investors,
the SHANTI Bill transforms India from a
restricted market intoaviableinvestment
destination. Private entities can now own
and operate nuclearplants,engagein fuel
processing,and import equipment and
technology. More significantly, the legis-
lation addresses the two critical barriers
that have deterred private investment—
liability risk and regulatory uncertainty.
TheBill’sliability provisions represent
itsmost commerciallysignificantinnova-
tion. Section 16 introduces a contractual
right of recourse mechanism that funda-
mentally alters risk allocation in nuclear
projects. Operators can now negotiate
bespoke liability-sharing arrangements
with suppliers and equipment manufac-
turers, explicitly incorporating recourse
provisions into commercial contracts.

The Civil Liability for Nuclear Damage
Act, 2010, created a unique liability reg-
imethateffectively deterred international
reactor vendors. Major manufacturers
from France, the US,and Japan refused to
participate underaframeworkwhere sup-
plier liability could be invoked even for
accidents unrelated toequipment failure.
The SHANTI Bill resolves this by making
recourse explicitly contractual ratherthan
statutory, allowing parties to negotiate
riskallocation.

The insurance architecture provides
thefinancial certaintyinsti-

safety protocolswhile limitingliability for
unforeseen events.

For international technology provid-
ers,these provisionsrepresentafundam-
ental shift.Reactorvendors now have con-
tractual mechanisms to manage India
exposure. Equipment manufacturers can
negotiate liability caps proportionate to
componentvalue.This claritywill catalyse
the technology partnerships essential for
India’s nuclear expansion.

Infrastructure investors rank regulat-
ory predictability as critical as returns.

Nuclear projects, with 7-10

tutional investors require. T  yecar construction timelines

The 300 million special dra-
wing rights threshold (rou-
ghly 33,000 crore)createsa
commerciallyinsurablerisk
layer. This cap aligns with
international norms under
the Convention on Supple-
mentary Compensation for
Nuclear Damage. Private
operators can secure insur-
ance from commercial
markets, making project debt serviceable
and equityreturns calculable.The govern-
ment backstop beyond this threshold
addresses tail risks without burdening
operators with uninsurable liabilities.
This bifurcated approach is critical for
project finance.Nuclear plantsrequire 70-
80% debt financing given their capital
intensity.The SHANTIBill’sinsurance str-
ucture enables commercial banksand ins-
titutional lenders to underwrite nuclear
projects using conventional project fin-
ance frameworks. The wilful misconduct
provision further refines risk allocation.
By distinguishing accidents from techni-
calfailuresand negligence orsabotage, the
Bill ensures operators maintain robust

THE EDITOR

Fragile growth

Apropos of "Top 15 to 25% of consu-
mers driving growth energy” (FE,
December 16), India's recent growth
trajectory is propelled by the top 15-
20% of consumers, a pattern that con-

ceals underlying economic fragilities.
Expansion anchored in affluent con-
sumption has sustained headline gro-
wth indicators, yet it underscores the
stagnation of mass purchasing power.
Robust demand for premium goods,
luxury real estate, and discretionary

For global energy
majors, reactor
makers & investors,
the SHANTI Bill
transforms India
into a viable invest-
ment destination
|

and 60-yearoperatinglives,
require stable, transparent
regulatoryframeworks.The
SHANTI Bill delivers this
through a four-tier dispute
resolution mechanism ens-
uring swift,expertadjudica-
tion.The Atomic Energy Re-
gulatory Board (AERB)
continues as the indepen-
dent safety regulator, mak-
ing initial determinations on licensing
and compliance.The second tier, the Ato-
mic Energy Redressal Advisory Council
(AERAC), headed by a chairperson app-
ointed by the Centre, provides expert re-
view of AERB decisions.Aggrieved parties
mustapplytoAERACwithin 60 days ofthe
AERB’s order.The third tier,the Appellate
Tribunal for Electricity established under
the Electricity Act, 2003, includes techni-
cal members with specialised knowledge
in nuclear energy and mandates 60-day
resolution windows from AERAC’s order.
The Supreme Court serves as the final tier
for constitutional questions.

This structure addresses the regulat-
ory paralysis that has plagued Indian inf-

services contrasts sharply with
subdued mass consumption, signall-
ing an incomplete and uneven recov-
ery. Reliance on a narrow segment
amplifies exposure to cyclical
downturns and external shocks.
Durable economic resilience demands

rastructure. For private investors comm-
itting $3-5 billion per reactor project, this
time-bound resolution isasimportant as
returns. By requiring expert review at
AERAC and the tribunal before Supreme
Court access, the architecture prevents
routine technical disputes from becom-
ing protracted legal battles.

The Bill maintains government mon-
opoly over proliferation-sensitive activi-
ties—enrichment or isotopic separation
beyond notified limits,spent fuel reproce-
ssing,heavywater production,and strate-
gic by-products. This addresses non-pro-
liferation concerns while opening
commerciallyviable segments,reassuring
international partnersaboutIndia’s com-
mitment toresponsible nuclear steward-
ship.Licensingauthoritiesretain powerto
deny orwithdrawlicencesif firmsare ow-
ned, controlled, or influenced by entities
inimical tonational security.This provides
strategic protection without impeding
legitimate commercial participation.

The SHANTI Bill creates immediate
opportunities in reactor construction, eq-
uipment manufacturing,and nuclear ser-
vices. Small modular reactors, typically
100-300-megawatt units suitable for in-
dustrial clustersand remoteregions, repre-
sent attractive entry points given lower
capital requirements and faster deploy-
ment timelines. India’s nuclear opening
coincides with a global renaissance in
atomic energy driven by decarbonisation
imperatives. With enabling legislation,
robust liability frameworks, and time-
bound dispute resolution, India transitio-
ns from a restricted market to a compell-
ing investment destination. For energy
investors seeking exposure to Asia’s faste-
st-growing majoreconomy,nuclear power
has moved from impossible to inevitable.

policies that democratise consump-
tion by strengthening livelihoods,
enhancing labour participation, and
restoring overall demand.

—N Sadhasiva Reddy, Bengaluru
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R&D boost to
nuclear energy

The new nuclear energy Bill is a step forward
for India’s nuclear goals, but managing public
perception about safety will be key

he new nuclear energy Bill, presented in
Parliament on Monday, comes at a time
when India needs to deploy low-emission
alternatives to coal-based thermal power.
Growing power needs must be balanced against
long-term climate goals. While renewable energy is
very much a part of the arsenal, it faces specific
hurdles at present in meeting the demand —
riverine hydel projects in the upper reaches are
exacting punishing ecological costs and solar
generation still wrestles issues such as grind
integration, land availability, scale, and lack of
adequate storage options. Thus, nuclear energy
generation, if managed with utmost care, can be a
supplementary source of cleaner electricity.

Against this backdrop, the Safe Harnessing of
Advancement of Nuclear Energy for Transforming
India (SHANTT) Bill opens up the sector for private
participation; it also does away with the supplier’s
liability provisions of Civil Liability for Nuclear
Damage Act 2010 and provides for a graded liability
structure commensurate to generation capacity.
The suppliers’ liability clause in the 2010 Act,
industry players have long argued, dissuaded
companies from participating in the Indian nuclear
energy space. More importantly, the new Bill
creates a framework to encourage indigenous
research in nuclear energy, by amending the
Patents Act 1970, that barred any invention in the
nuclear energy space from patent recognition.
Inventions may be granted patents if the Union
government doesn’t deem these to be related to
activities that are of a sensitive nature or have
implications for national security. Given India aims
to install 100 GW of nuclear capacity by 2047 —a
ten-fold-plus growth from the current capacity of
close to 9GW — growing local competence in the
space is an imperative. Recognising intellectual
property created and giving it legislative cover will
go a long way in this pursuit.

The real challenge for India’s nuclear
endeavours, however, will be shaping favourable
public perception. Given the country’s experience
with industrial accidents, and the scale of the
Chernobyl and Fukushima disasters, concerns
about nuclear generation and its management can
only be answered by convincing the public about
the robustness of the safety regime the law
proposes.

Sustaining export cheer
needs FTA support

ndia’s merchandise exports in November 2025
Iwere the highest in at least a decade. A healthy

annualised growth rate of 19.38% for the month
indicates resilience despite punishing tariffs
imposed by the Donald Trump administration,
given the US remains India’s top export destination.
Beyond the role a softer rupee could have played,
some experts believe that rising US-bound
shipment of products that were spared the high
Trump tariffs have also contributed to the export
performance.

The fact that China has displaced the Netherlands
as India’s third-largest export destination suggests
nimble diversification by Indian exporters, who
may have tapped alternative markets or trans-
shipment hubs for the tariff-hit segments. This
pivot has been reported for segments such as
marine products. And any capacity to absorb the
tariffs in shipments to the US would also suggest
underlying strength in the segments affected,
irrespective of how long the levies stay.

That said, safety nets are still needed. Trade has
been weaponised by the US, and that sets a
precedent for other nations to push their interests.
With global trade governance now rendered
toothless, India will need to actively protect its
trade interests. Apart from domestic export
promotion schemes, India’s efforts to secure its
trade interests with various economies, including
the US, through free trade agreements (FTAs) will
be central to maintaining healthy export growth.
Concerted efforts at further diversification of
markets is also an imperative, given Trump’s US
could remain a source of uncertainty.

Resilience needs both protection and
reinforcement.

The path before India as
Bangladesh transitions

New Delhi’s approach
must balance immediate
pressures with longer-
term vision and tactical
adjustments with
strategic consistency

outh Asia today presents a

study in contrast. While India’s

polity and economy have

maintained resilience, our

immediate neighbourhood

faces profound transitions that
will shape the regional architecture for
decades to come. Bangladesh, our larg-
est land neighbour, stands at such a
crossroads. After a student-led uprising
ousted the Sheikh Hasina government
last year, it is scheduled to hold its first
general elections on February 12, 2026.
How we navigate this moment will
define not merely bilateral relations, but
the broader question of what kind of
regional and global power India aspires
tobe.

Over the past 15 years, Bangladesh
emerged as one of India’s most success-
ful partnerships in South Asia, a tem-
plate for what neighbourhood coopera-
tion could achieve. This led to improved
border infrastructure and connectivity,
and resulted ina 600% increase in bilat-
eral trade from 2009 to 2024. Dhaka’s
decisive action against insurgent safe
havens in its territory directly contrib-
uted to improved security conditions in
India’s northeastern states.

What has transpired in Bangladesh
since mid-2024 merits careful analysis.
The economic indicators are stark. GDP
growth, at6.1% in 2023, has declined to
an estimated 3.3-4% in FY25. Inflation,
around 5.6% under the previous admin-

istration, surged t010.87% by September
2025. Between July and December 2024,
Bangladesh lost an estimated 2.1 million
jobs. With approximately 32 million
young people either unemployed or out-
side the education system in a popula-
tion of 170 million, the World Bank pro-
jects that an additional three
million Bangladeshis could be
pushed into poverty in 2025.
Economic distress of this mag-
nitude creates conditions for
political volatility and, histori-

communities across the country. An
independent investigation by Prothom
Aloidentified 1,068 attacks in 49 districts
during the same period. While subse-
quent months saw some decline in
“reported” incidents, the pattern contin-
uing, albeit in lower numbers, raises
concerns about the security of
Bangladesh’s constitutional
commitment to minority pro-
tection. While current cir-
cumstances differ signifi-
cantly from the refugee crisis

qally, ideological radicalisa- Harsh ?rt;1197L th? potﬁr(litiial lf:r evena
tion. ction of such displacement,

In August 2024, the interim Va I’FJ han given Bangladesh’s popula-
government revoked the ban Shringla tion, would have serious
onJamaat-e-Islamianditsstt  ———— implications for India’s east-

dent wing, Islami Chhatra

Shibir. These organisations —restricted
from political activity since 2013 on
grounds that their charters conflicted
with Bangladesh’s secular constitution
— now operate without constraints.
Such developments, combined with the
rising interest of Pakistan and its secu-
rity agencies in Bangladesh, can have
serious consequences on peace and sta-
bility in Bengal and our North East.

Concurrently, the Awami League,
supported by an estimated 30% of the
electorate, has been systematically
removed from political participation.
One need notendorse every policy of the
previous administration to recognise
that the effective elimination of Bangla-
desh’s largest secular-democratic party
from the political arena represents a
profound reconfiguration of the coun-
try’sinstitutional balance.

The treatment of religious minorities
carries particular resonance for India.
Between August4-20, 2024, the Bangla-
desh Hindu Buddhist Christian (Aikio
Parishad) Unity Council documented
2,010 incidents of attacks on minority

ern states.

No analysis would be complete with-
outacknowledging the broader geopoli-
tical context. During the Beijing visit of
Muhammad Yunus, the chiefadvisor to
the interim government, in March this
year, China committed $2.1 billion in
loans, investments, and grants to Bang-
ladesh, building upon its longstanding
engagement. Over the past decade, Bei-
jing has emerged as Bangladesh’s largest
trading partner and has pledged infra-
structure financing that various esti-
mates place between $24-50 billion.

India has consistently maintained
that Bangladesh'’s external partnerships
are matters of its sovereign choice. How-
ever, the concentration of strategic
assets such as ports, telecom infrastruc-
ture, energy facilities under external
financing arrangements should engage
India’s interest, which lies in maintain-
ing a balanced regional security archi-
tecture, particularly in the Bay of Bengal.

Itis within this comprehensive con-
text that the question of extradition of
Sheikh Hasina, should Bangladesh’s
currentauthorities formally request her

in Dhaka but in capitals across South Asia. AFP

return, must be considered. India would
naturally examine any such request
through appropriate legal and diplo-
matic channels. The India-Bangladesh
Extradition Treaty provides the relevant
framework. This is nota matter for uni-
lateral decision-making or political
expediency; it is a question of legal proc-
ess, treaty obligations, and sovereign dis-
cretion. That said, extradition treaties
universally recognise that States retain
discretion, particularly in cases involv-
ing political persecution or capital pun-
ishment, given the questions of legal
standards, humanitarian concerns, dip-
lomatic implications, and crucially,
regional stability.

Nations develop reputations not
merely through what they do in
moments of alignment, but through
how they respond when partners face
adversity. The manner in which India
handles this situation will be observed
notonly in Dhaka butin capitals across
South Asia.

India’s response in this moment,
therefore, carries significance beyond
the bilateral relationship with Bangla-
desh. It concerns the kind of predictabil-
ity and reliability that India projectsasa
regional partner and the degree to
which our partnerships are understood
to have durability even when political
fortunes shift.

AsIndia considersits approach in the
months ahead, several elements might
inform a balanced strategy. Its approach

must, therefore, reston a calibrated and
principled engagement that is both
legally sound and strategically far-
sighted.

At the same time, New Delhi should
continue to encourage conditions that
allow Bangladesh to have a credible and
inclusive electoral process, recognising
that the exclusion of its largest secular
party poses serious questions about the
legitimacy and the sustainability of post-
election stability.

Economic considerations must also
remain central, knowing that rising
unemployment, inflation, and social
pressures create fertile ground for radi-
calisation and instability that would
inevitably spill across borders.

Aboveall, India’s conduct should aim
to signal continuity and principle: Balan-
cing legal obligations with humanitar-
ian concerns, treaty commitments with
strategic foresight, and bilateral sensitiv-
ities with the broader need to preserve
stability across South Asia.

India’s approach toa neighbourhood
in transition must balance immediate
pressures with longer-term vision, tacti-
cal adjustments with strategic consist-
ency, and the recognition that how we
treat partners during moments of adver-
sity shapes the partnerships available to
us in moments of stability.

Harsh Vardhan Shringla is a Rajya Sabha
MP and former foreign secretary.
Theviews expressed are personal

Tagore’s role in adoption
of India’s National Song <

PARVATHANENI HARISH

he 150th anniversary of Vande Mataram

— India’s National Song penned by

Bankim Chandra Chatterjee —is being

celebrated with much fanfare. While
the song is being extolled for its patriotic and
cultural virtues, the narrative being forwarded
about its truncation in 1937 — which is silent
about Rabindranath Tagore’s role in this —is
flawed.

Itwas indeed Tagore who set the first stanza
of Vande Mataram to tune while Chatterjee was
still alive. Tagore mentioned in a letter in Octo-
ber1937 to Jawaharlal Nehru about singing it in
the presence of the latter. He added that he was
also the “first person” to sing Vande Mataram
“before a gathering of the Calcutta Congress,”
most likely in 1896. While this has found men-
tion in the many pieces that have been pub-
lished in the past few weeks, Tagore’s critical
role in truncating the song has either
been ignored or glossed over.

Tagore’s intervention occurred
against the backdrop of the growing
antipathy of the Muslim League
towards Vande Mataramin the1930s.
In 1938, at the Calcutta session of the
Muslim League, Muhammad Ali Jin-
nah, declared in his presidential
speech that the Congress, then in gov-
ernment in several provinces, was try-
ingto “impose the Vande Mataram song in the
legislatures” causing “bitterness and opposi-
tion.” The same year, at Karachi, Jinnah
asserted that Vande Mataram was “not only
idolatrous but also its origin and conception a
hymn of hatred to Muslims.”

The Congress was aware of these sentiments
with Rajendra Prasad writing to Vallabhbhai
Patel in September 1937, noting that many Mus-
lims object to Vande Mataram on the ground
thatitwas an “invocation to a Hindu Goddess ”
and akin to “idol worship.”

The public controversy over Vande Mataram
made Nehru and Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose —
both members of the Congress Working Com-
mittee (CWC) —turn in 1937 to the only person
who they felt had the authority to decide the
controversy, namely Tagore. Bose had also got
in touch with Ramananda Chatterjee, the editor
of Modern Review. Ramananda Chatterjee pub-
lished a strong editorial in the journal in sup-
portof Vande Mataram in light of what he called
itsimpending “trial” by the Congress.

Tagore was well aware of not only the Mus-
lim sentiments against Vande Mataram but also
the anti-Muslim rhetoric of Anandamath,
Bankim Chandra Chatterjee’s novel, of which
the song was a part.

Tagore came up with a nuanced solution
when he wrote to Nehru distinguishing the first
section of the song from the rest, saying the
“spirit of tenderness and devotion expressed in
itsfirst portion, the emphasis it gave to beautiful
and beneficent aspects of our motherland,”
could be disassociated “from the rest of the

THE CONTROVERSY OVER
VANDE MATARAM MADE
NEHRU AND SUBHAS
CHANDRA BOSE — BOTH
MEMBERS OF THE CWC —
TURN IN 1937 TO THE ONLY
PERSON THEY FELT HAD
THE AUTHORITY TO
DECIDE ONIT: TAGORE

Ronojoy
Sen communalism and communal ele-

poem and from those portions of the book of
whichitisa part.” Tagore added that the second
part of the poem and the novel also contradicted
his and his family’s “monotheistic ideals.” In
effect, he disassociated the first portion of Vande
Mataram from both its remainder, but also
from the novel by conceding that the entire
poem “read together with its context, is liable to
be interpreted in ways that might wound Mos-
lem susceptibilities.”

He concluded by offering a compromise
where he suggested a truncated version where
a “national song though derived from it, which
has spontaneously come to consist only of the
first two stanzas of the original poem, need not
remind us every time of the whole of it, much
less the story with which it was accidentally
associated.” This, he felt, had “nothing to offend
any sect or community.”

Tagore’s letter, which was pub-
lished in Calcutta’s popular dailies,
triggered outrage among some people
in Bengal. The Ananda Bazar Patrika,
inan editorial published the same day
Tagore’s letter was published, noted
that the Congress had “succumbed to

ments.” The next day it ran another

editorial asking why the truncated ver-

sion of the song was not accepted by
the Congress as the National Song. Some of
those disgruntled by the Congress’s decision
took to the streets, singing Vande Mataram even
as the Congress’s senior leaders like Nehru, Bose
and Mahatma Gandhi were still in the city.

The November issue of a popular Bengali
journal carried a strong editorial against the
Congress and was critical of Tagore too. It
quoted Tagore’s letter to Nehru and said that
Bengalis as well as other Indians who loved
Vande Mataram were dissatisfied with the poet’s
views. It contended that Muslims too had sung
Vande Mataram with enthusiasm and noted
that the mere mention of gods and goddesses in
a poem or song did not amount to idolatry. It
also argued that all members of the CWC, with
the exception of Bose, were ‘non-Bengalis’ and
unlikely to have any sympathy for Vande Mata-
ram. It ended with a ringing endorsement of
Vande Mataram, exhorting Bengalis to sing the
song at all functions. The editorial ended with
the words “Vande Mataram”.

Tagore’s solution was, however, readily
accepted by the CWC, which met in Calcuttain
end-October, and passed a resolution declaring
that the “first two stanzas” of the song are “a liv-
ing and inseparable part of our national move-
ment,” adding that the other stanzas “contain
certain allusions and a religious ideology which
may not be in keeping with the ideology of other
religious groups in India.” Nehru himself noted
that Vande Mataram had become “a slogan of
power,” but felt it was “never sung as a chal-
lenge to any group or community.” A little less
than a century after Tagore’s intervention, it’s
his compromise solution that is at the centre of
a controversy with the ruling dispensation like-
ning it to a division of the country. However, the
truncation of the song is being blamed solely on
the Congress under whose watch this had hap-
pened. The complex history behind the shorten-
ing of the song and Tagore’s reasoning behind it
are entirely missing from this narrative.

Ronojoy Sen is with the National University
of Singapore. He is currently working on an
intellectual history of Hindu nationalism.
The views expressed are personal

The current UNSC configuration is
largely frozen in time. Reforming it

to make it fit-for-purpose to tackle

contemporary challenges is an
urgent global imperative
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Set targets for clean air
in the national Capital

mid rapidly deteriorating air quality,

the Delhi government recently

announced a series of emergency

measures, including the formation of
a high-level committee tasked with finalising
an air-pollution control plan for 2026. A seri-
ous health hazard, toxic air is also choking
India’s economic potential —reducing labour
productivity, impacting busi-
nesses and driving up health care
expenditure.

Air pollution does not respect
administrative boundaries. The
formation of the Commission for
Air Quality Management (CAQM),
which looks at Delhi-NCR and
adjoining areas, was a step in the
right direction. This approach
needs to be augmented with coor-
dinated action across different
departments — transport, urban
development, agriculture, indus-
try and municipal bodies — bol-
stered by clear roles, generous
incentives and firm penalties.

A 30% reduction in PM2.5
across Delhi-NCR over the next
three years must be set as a
regional goal to push the system to
go beyond incremental improvements. An
integrated cross-sectoral monitoring frame-
work that measures actions across depart-
ments can strengthen horizontal coordination
among agencies and vertical alignment of poli-
cies and actions. Achieving these goals calls
for well-defined, annual measurable responsi-
bilities mapped to relevant departments and
backed by a strong political consensus across
NCR.

While disaggregated monitoring can ensure
stronger accountability, the institutionalisa-
tion of targeted, local-level enforcement is also
needed. With hyperlocal air quality data,
authorities can identify pollution hotspots in
real time and take rapid corrective action.

To reduce emissions from the transport sec-
tor, governments must expand mass transit
systems such as electric buses, walking and
cycling, along with making clean transport
alternatives more affordable and accessible. A
segment-wise mandate for zero-emission
vehicles recognises that different types of vehi-
cles face different technological and economic
challenges. Setting specific targets for different
categories of vehicles will send clear market

Pawan
Mulukutla

signals and hasten a shift to clean mobility.

NCR needs a unified data system that moni-
tors and audits pollution sources. A single por-
tal to aggregate data from sensors across con-
struction sites can also ensure the information
is simultaneously relayed to the relevant
departments for on-ground action. Standard-
ised audit processes, across NCR, will also
ensure uniform accountability and
quicker responses across the
region.

There is also a need to address
dust-intensive activities through
technological innovations. Pro-
moting “prefab” and making clean
construction methods more
affordable and widespread can cut
particulate matter pollution.

Open burning of municipal
solid waste is another contributor
to air pollution. The lack of ade-
quate waste processing infrastruc-
ture is a critical gap and cities
must invest in creating a network
of decentralised waste manage-
ment and compost systems.

For tackling air pollution,
behavioural change is key —
whether it is discouraging burning
of waste, limiting the use of personal vehicles,
or adopting best practices in industrial set-
tings. This is aligned with the government’s
Mission LiFE (Lifestyle for Environment).

Governments must set realistic behaviour-
focused goals and pursue them through a
sequence of targeted actions: public appeals,
sustained engagement, clear targets, enabling
infrastructure, continuous monitoring, and
recognition for positive outcomes. Companies
should proactively identify emission sources
within operations and supply chains, assess-
ing the business benefits of reducing pollution
and implementing mitigation measures. Reg-
ular monitoring and transparent reporting are
critical to building credibility and driving
improvements.

With a clear three-year plan, measurable
targets, strong enforcement and citizen partic-
ipation, India can rewrite its pollution story.

=
Sree Kumar
Kumaraswamy

Pawan Mulukutla is executive programme director
(Integrated Transport, Clean Air and Hydrogen),
and Sree Kumar Kumaraswamy

is programme director (Clean Air Action),

WRI India. The views expressed are personal
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Stepping stone

India’s nuclear governance needs

regulatory independence
N uclear power contributed only around 3%

of the electricity generated in India in
2024-25. The government has set a target
to install 100 GW of nuclear capacity by 2047, in-
cluding from at least five indigenous small modu-
lar reactors by 2033. In this picture, the SHANTI
Bill proposes to change who can legally build and
operate civil nuclear facilities. By allowing the
Centre to permit nuclear energy activities
through licences to government entities, joint
ventures and “any other company” (subject to
conditions), SHANTI indicates that the intended
new class of operators is domestic private capital
rather than foreign plant owners. India being
able to meet its 100 GW target will indeed require
large capital mobilisation, and allowing licensed
non-government entities expands the roster of
entities that can share the construction risk.
SHANTI also seeks to keep the most sensitive fuel
cycles in state control while holding room for
private participation in plant delivery and parts
of the supply chain, reducing scope of commer-
cial entry to those segments most relevant to
scale power generation and keeping functions
sensitive to nuclear proliferation with the state.
The Bill could also mitigate the legal ambiguity
new entrants face by putting safety, enforcement
and dispute resolution and the terms of partici-
pation in the same statute. This could also reduce
transaction costs for developers and shrink site
approval and commissioning timelines.
However, the Bill’s liability and governance
provisions warrant caution. The maximum oper-
ator liability for a nuclear incident is 3,000
crore. The Centre is liable for nuclear damage
beyond the operator’s cap and can also assume
full liability for a non-government installation if
in the public interest. These choices make invest-
ment risk easier to price but also ask whether the
capped operator amount is adequate for victims
and for environmental remediation. Second,
SHANTI requires operators to maintain insu-
rance or other financial security, but exempts the
Centre’s nuclear installations, rendering clear pu-
blic accounting very important. It also allows op-
erator recourse only when expressly provided in
a written contract or when an incident is due to
an act or an omission with the intent to cause nu-
clear damage. This makes supplier accountability
depend largely on what the operator secures by
contract, which means how much recourse the
operator has against suppliers can vary across
projects. Finally, India’s nuclear governance
needs to address its regulator’s independence.
While SHANTI creates a statutory framework, it
also vests significant influence in appointments
with the Centre and the Atomic Energy Commis-
sion. This is still not conducive to increasing pu-
blic trust and may also deter investor confidence.

Blatant foul

U.S’s militarised approach to Venezuela
is a violation of international law

l n line with a series of hostile moves, the U.S.

seized a Venezuelan oil tanker, Skipper, on
December 10. Venezuela called it the latest
example of Washington’s “piracy, kidnapping,
theft of private property, extrajudicial executions
in international waters”. The tanker was part of
Venezuela’s ongoing efforts to support Cuba
through subsidised oil shipments, with proceeds
from resale to China providing Havana crucial re-
venue. For decades, Venezuela has sent oil to Cu-
ba at highly subsidised prices, with Cuba sending
doctors and security professionals to Venezuela.
The seizure represents a troubling escalation in
U.S. policy toward Venezuela under President Ni-
colas Maduro. It is also clear that the U.S. Secre-
tary of State, Marco Rubio, a major hawk on U.S.
foreign policy towards Cuba, has sought to dis-
rupt one of the island nation’s economic lifelines.
The overt moves to engineer regime change in
Venezuela and other brazen acts mark a new low
in U.S. foreign policy, recalling the interventionist
era of its Monroe Doctrine in Latin America.
Before the seizure of Skipper, the U.S. had also
conducted strikes in Caribbean waters on boats
that Washington alleged were used by drug traf-
fickers. These attacks appear to constitute acts of
war carried out without clear legislative authori-
sation. The Trump administration insists that the
operations are part of its “war on drugs”, but has
not presented credible evidence to link Mr. Ma-
duro to cartels or to drug trafficking networks. To
be clear, Mr. Maduro is credibly accused of ma-
nipulating the results in the 2024 presidential
elections and his government also bears substan-
tial responsibility for Venezuela’s crippling eco-
nomic collapse. But, acknowledging its failures
does nothing to justify the Trump administra-
tion’s hostile approach. Be it the disproportion-
ate economic sanctions that hurt Venezuela’s
ability to sell its crude oil, covert actions to take
down the Maduro presidency, the ill-conceived
recognition of an opposition politician, Juan
Guaido, as President, or the extrajudicial killings
in the Caribbean and the seizure of the oil tanker,
these actions are tantamount to flouting the rules
of the international order that the U.S. purports
to uphold. The parallel with U.S. policy towards
Cuba since the Cuban Revolution in the 1950s is
instructive. The U.S. has maintained an embargo
on trade to force regime change in the island na-
tion. The world must condemn these moves,
even while maintaining the critique of the Vene-
zuelan regime. A principled defence of interna-
tional law that applies equally to all actors, in-
cluding the rich and the powerful, is an
imperative so that the world does not descend
further into anarchy.
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The Trump NSS, Europe’s existential crisis

ope is not a strategy. For most of this

year, European leaders have hoped

that the Trump Administration has

not actually meant its President’s
oscillating support for the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO), its Vice-President’s berating
his European hosts in Munich over their liberal
values and immigration policies, President
Donald Trump’s tirade against migration at the
United Nations, and of course his mercurial
support for Ukraine. The hope was that, all things
considered, America would ultimately stand with
Europe.

The Trump Administration’s National Security
Strategy — a 33 page document that spends much
time congratulating the President for saving
America from apparently terminal decline as it
charts an unapologetically MAGA-esque
America-first mercantilist position — appears not
to notice Africa, Australia and New Zealand. It
sweeps by Asia as it focuses strongly on perceived
trade imbalances with China and lands squarely
on a defence of the ‘Western Hemisphere’
according to American interests while lamenting
the decline of Europe. Europe is a problem, not
an ally.

The stand on Europe

In ‘Promoting European Greatness’, the NSS
warns of Europe’s ‘civilizational erasure’,
precipitated by the European Union (EU)’s
policies on migration and freedom of speech, ‘the
suppression of political opposition’, and the ‘loss
of national identities and self-confidence’. In case
there was any doubt about which migrants were
unwelcome, the NSS declares that if Europe
continues on its present trajectory, ‘within a few
decades ... certain NATO members will become
majority non-European.’ The U.S. will help
Europe regain its ‘former greatness’ by choosing
‘patriotic European parties’ to promote what this
administration views as ‘genuine democracy’ and
‘unapologetic celebrations of European nations’
individual character and history’. To most
Europeans, at best this reads as a meddling in the
internal politics of sovereign nations, and at worst
as regime change.

Europe, the NSS states, needs to stand on its
own feet, assume ‘primary responsibility for its
own defense’ and re-establish ‘strategic stability
with Russia’. NATO ‘cannot be a perpetually
expanding alliance’, a warning of course to
Ukraine, but also an interesting glossing over of
Sweden and Finland’s accession to the alliance
after Russia invaded Ukraine in 2022. In this
document, the threat is not Russia and its
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Trump
Administration’s
National
Security
Strategy making
it clear that
American
support to
Europe is now
faint, it remains
to be seen how
Europe
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invasion of a sovereign nation, but Europe’s
cultural decay. The tramp of the jackboots of
1930s Europe echos with every mention of
civilisational decline.

Of course, an administration’s national
security strategy is not policy, but a guide to its
thinking. They can and have been over-ridden by
events, most notably George H.W. Bush’s 1990
NSS, which was overtaken by the fall of the Berlin
Wall, German reunification and the first Gulf War.
Observers could chart the evolution of the
administration’s thinking in the two subsequent
iterations of 1991 and 1993.

As a high-level document, the NSS often
provides the lens through which to interpret an
administration’s foreign policy goals and is
assumed to set the tone for the administration’s
national defence strategy, its Quadrennial
Defense Review and national military strategy.
Mr. Trump’s famously mercurial nature might
caution against viewing it as declared policy.
However, given that this is a Congress-mandated
document, it is more than just a
rhetorical exercise: while it should not
be taken literally, it should be taken
seriously.

What Europe’s response could be
As the dust settles, Europe now faces
three options in responding: it can
ignore the NSS and hope that it will go
away; its leaders can dial up their
flattery of Mr. Trump in the hope that
he will change his mind on Europe; or
Europe can face up to the prospect that Mr.
Trump’s America is not a reliable ally and that
they will need to fend for themselves.

Europe tried a mixture of the first two
strategies after J.D. Vance’s outburst at the
Munich Security Conference. After some tepid
talk of needing to pull together to see off Russian
President Vladimir Putin’s ‘imperialist’ ambitions
in trying to ‘rewrite history’ or the need for
Europe to wean itself off U.S. dependence,
Europe doubled down on doing whatever it
would take to keep America in NATO and Europe.
Britain flattered Mr. Trump with an invitation for
an unprecedented second state visit. Germany’s
Friedrich Merz forgot about his observations of
February this year as Chancellor-in-waiting that
his ‘absolute priority will be to strengthen Europe
... so that ... we can really achieve independence
from the USA’.

Germany has since abandoned half-explored
plans of developing European capabilities and
ordered more American military kit, which is
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dependent on American intelligence to work.
NATO’s Hague Summit of June this year will be
remembered as much for European states
agreeing to raise their military spending to 5% of
GDP as for Secretary-General Mark Rutte’s calling
Mr. Trump ‘Daddy.

The third option will not be easy. Europe has
never defended itself as an entity and there is no
concept of integrated European defence. Even
limited projects of joint development of military
kit tend not to get very far, as the stalled
Franco-German project on sixth generation
fighter jets demonstrates. If the U.S. pulls
American troops out of Europe — as this
administration has periodically hinted it might do
— then Europe will have a serious manpower
problem that experiments in ‘voluntary’
conscription will not even begin to address. Then
there is the question of nuclear deterrence and
Britain’s uneasy post-Brexit relationship with the
EU and Europe.

The state of the world order

How Europe responds will have
implications beyond the continent.
Mr. Trump’s NSS, with its attack on
transnational institutions (that he
insists ‘undermine political liberty
and sovereignty’), its dismantling of
the post-war trading order in favour
of a mercantilist America-first
policy; and the signalling of a U.S.
retreat into its own ‘Hemisphere’
(however that might be defined, and
with the implication that China and Russia are
free to carve up the rest of the world as long as
they do not impinge on America’s trading
footprint) have profound implications for the
rest of the world. The post-war world order that
America helped shape and uphold is imperfect
and crumbling. The power imbalances at the
United Nations and the Bretton Woods
Institutions that help anchor expectations of
peace, security, development and trade reflect
an outdated world order. But, however
imperfect this rules-based system might be, it is
still a bulwark against a descent into a Hobbesian
free-for-all, where might makes right.

The debate about this National Security
Strategy is, therefore, not about a document that
might shed light on an administration’s thinking.
It is about whether Europe chooses to defend a
rules-based liberal order or defers to a President
whose transactional and racist view of the world
will have consequences that stretch far beyond
his borders.

The three revolutions reshaping American power

hen United States Secretary of State
w Marco Rubio proposed restructuring

the G-20 into an elite “inner caucus”
of powerful states, it should have dominated the
week’s geopolitical news. It signalled a major
reordering of global economic governance,
shifting rule-making to a narrower group and
weakening emerging economies. Yet, the
proposal barely registered. It was immediately
eclipsed by the release of the 2025 U.S. National
Security Strategy (NSS), that embodied the same
underlying ideological shift. Days later, the
Heritage Foundation, the intellectual core of U.S.
President Donald Trump’s MAGA project, issued
its own blueprint, Restoring America’s Promise:
2025-26.

The alignment between the G-20
restructuring, the NSS, and Heritage 2026 reveals
three simultaneous revolutions in American
statecraft: a transformation of political morality, a
recasting of foreign policy, and a restructuring of
global economic governance. The common
thread is the institutionalisation of exclusion and
the acceptance of unequal burdens as policy
design rather than error. In this sense, cruelty
functions as an analytical term, capturing a
system in which harm is anticipated, normalised,
and strategically deployed.

Shrinking of civic space

The first revolution is internal. Mr. Trump’s
political project dismantled the traditional moral
architecture of American public life. Norms of
restraint, institutional deference and civic
responsibility gave way to an ethos where
transgression signalled authenticity and the
erosion of shame became a political asset. The
NSS integrates this shift into formal doctrine by
treating internal cultural cohesion, ideological
alignment and demographic stability as national
security requirements.

The Heritage document demands bureaucratic
remaking, ideological vetting, and mass
personnel turnover. The NSS echoes this through
sovereign autonomy, institutional suspicion and
domestic culture as security treating independent
institutions not as correctives but as obstacles to
political will.

Cruelty here takes the form of permissive
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indifference: hardship from administrative
purges, narrowing civic space, or punitive
regulatory change is not acknowledged as
collateral damage but folded seamlessly into the
architecture of governance.

Foreign policy around conditionality

The second revolution is external. The U.S.
traditionally relied on predictable commitments
and institutional stability. Even Mr. Trump’s
first-term disruptions occurred within
recognisable boundaries. The 2025 NSS departs
sharply from this tradition.

Alliances are reframed as conditional
transactional contracts with obligations justified
continuously. The Western Hemisphere displaces
Europe and the Indo-Pacific as the primary
theatre, reviving the Monroe Doctrine. Migration,
a domestic concern, is elevated into the central
security threat, while institutions once amplifying
American power are described as
constraints on sovereignty.

The Heritage document provides
the ideological framework. It frames
multilateral bodies as infringements
of sovereignty, border control as
geopolitics, and allied compliance as
contingent on ideological alignment,
not shared interest.

The result is neither isolationism
nor traditional realism. It is selective
dominance: assertion where leverage
is high, retreat where obligations are costly, and
judging partnerships by conformity not
capability. The structural effect is fragile
alliances, revisionist adversaries and a
fragmentation of global order.

The third revolution is economic. Mr. Rubio’s
G-20 proposal is not an administrative adjustment
but the formalisation of a tiered global economy,
an architecture of privileged rule-makers and
peripheral rule-takers. Decision-making on debt
relief, trade standards and climate finance will
consolidate within a narrower circle of states with
the capacity to shape outcomes.

The NSS fits precisely within this trajectory. Its
emphasis on reshoring, tariff leverage and
industrial sovereignty promoted toward a
hemispheric economic model centred on North
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America. Heritage 2026 expands on the logic:
globalisation is treated as a strategic vulnerability
and multilateral economic systems as threats to
national autonomy.

The consequences will be felt
disproportionately by countries with limited
negotiation power. Debt restructuring will
become more conditional, supply chain
diversification more politically selective, and
access to global capital more closely tied to
geopolitical alignment. The predictable hardship
that follows, from inflationary pressures to
disrupted export markets, will fall on global and
domestic workers.

Cruelty here is systemic: unequal distribution
of economic pain is treated as a mechanism for
stabilising a more hierarchical global order

A return of imperial logic

Across these three revolutions runs a common
thread: the restoration of a
colonial-imperial mindset. Not
territorial colonialism but a
structural world-view built on
hierarchy, entitlement, and the
presumption that the strong may
impose costs while the weak absorb
them.

The NSS provides bureaucratic
vocabulary; the Heritage supplies the
ideological foundations.

The analytical utility of cruelty lies
in naming this organising logic. It captures a
system where the suffering generated by policy is
neither incidental nor unfortunate but integrated
into the functioning of the political and economic
order.

The G-20 restructuring and the 2025 NSS are
manifestations of the same deeper shift. The
world is entering an era where the U.S. seeks to
protect its sovereignty through contraction,
assert influence through hierarchy, and reshape
global governance through exclusion.

The final irony is that the victims of this
reordering are not confined to distant shores.
They live in Maputo and Dhaka, yes, but also in
Harlan, Kentucky. The architecture of cruelty is
global, but its consequences are intimate. It
reaches the world, but it also circles back home.
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MGNREGA replaced
Twenty years since the
initiation of MGNREGA, a
welfare policy that assured
100 days of guaranteed
employment has seen an
erosion and the addition of
political colour. Welfare
schemes, irrespective of
political differences, should
be left untouched and
all-out efforts must be
made to continue and

improve the schemes,
which should be the
foremost priority for
effective governance. The
name change is
inappropriate; equally so
the increased financial
burden on States.
Balasubramaniam Pavani,
Secunderabad

The proposed restructuring
of NREGA, shifting nearly

40% of the funding onus to
States, is a major alteration
of a consequential social
safety net. The Bill warrants
scrutiny by a Parliamentary
Standing Committee, given
its implications for rural
livelihoods, fiscal federalism
and constitutional balance.
States differ vastly in fiscal
capacity. So, transferring
expenditure responsibility
without assured revenue

devolution risks hollowing
out the programme where it
is needed most. The
Finance Commission ought
to append clear
recommendations on
compensatory devolution,
either through enhanced tax
shares or a dedicated fund
pool for employment
guarantees.

R. Narayanan,
Navi Mumbai

Renaming/replacing the
MGNREGA Act with the
‘Viksit Bharat Guarantee for
Rozgar and Ajeevika Mission
(Gramin)’ Bill marks a shift
from a proven, rights-based
employment guarantee to
political rebranding. While
increasing workdays is
welcome, it could have
been done through
amendments. By altering
funding responsibilities and

weakening central
commitment, the move
risks undermining rural
livelihoods, cooperative
federalism, and the
credibility of a
long-standing social safety
net.

N. Sadhasiva Reddy,
Bengaluru

Letters emailed to
letters@thehindu.co.in
must carry the postal address.
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India and the U.S.: 2005 versus 2025

n 2005, when I served on
the Prime Minister’s Task
Force on Global Strategic
Developments chaired by K.
Subrahmanyam, India and the
U.S. stood at the threshold of a
historic transformation.
Washington had declared that it
wished to “help India become a
major world power in the 21st
century.” It was an extraordinary
statement, not merely because of
what it promised but because of
the confidence it reflected. The
U.S. then still believed that
strengthening responsible rising
powers would strengthen the
world. That belief seemed to form,
for many, the bedrock of the civil
nuclear breakthrough and of a
strategic partnership built on a
shared sense of possibility.

The U.S.’s retreat
Reading the 2025 U.S. National
Security Strategy (NSS) is therefore
an unsettling experience. The
document is saturated with
self-praise. It claims to have
“brought our nation — and the
world — back from the brink of
catastrophe and disaster” and
asserts that “no administration in
history has achieved so dramatic a
turnaround in so short a time.”
But this assertiveness feels
defensive. It projects a nation
unsure of its place in a world it no
longer fully comprehends, yet
unwilling to concede that
uncertainty even to itself. The
result is a strategy that is less a
map for global action and more an
exercise in national reassurance.

The contrast with the
intellectual spirit of 2005 could
not be sharper. Then, Washington
spoke the language of partnership.
Today, it speaks the language of
burdens. “The days of the United
States propping up the entire
world order like Atlas are over,”
the strategy declares. Global
leadership, once embraced with
ease, is now treated as a cost to be
minimised. The overriding
imperative is not to elevate the
international system but to lighten
America’s load.

Nowhere is this shift more stark
than in the treatment of India.
Cooperation is acknowledged but
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2005. For India,
the implications
are clear.

is instrumental. India is framed
less as a civilisational actor and
more as a component in America’s
China calculus. The NSS states that
the U.S. must “continue to improve
commercial (and other) relations
with India to encourage New Delhi
to contribute to Indo-Pacific
security, including through
continued quadrilateral
cooperation with... ‘the Quad’.” In
this framing, India is not an end in
itself but a means to a
balance-of-power arrangement the
U.S. seeks to preserve.

In 2005, India’s rise was an
objective; now, it is a function. This
narrowing is part of a broader
retreat from internationalist
confidence. The so-called Trump
Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine,
declaring an intent to “assert and
enforce” hemispheric exclusivity,
speaks to a nation turning inward.
The irony is difficult to miss. In
2005, when India spoke of strate-
gic autonomy, many in Washington
bristled. In 2025, when America
claims an expansive and unilateral
autonomy, it calls it realism.

The document’s tone reinforces
this inwardness. It
catalogues a series of
claimed diplomatic
triumphs, resolving
multiple global conflicts
“from Cambodia and
Thailand” to “Pakistan
and India”. These read
less like diplomatic
achievements and more
like political assertions crafted for
domestic effect. Strategy becomes
performance, and performance
becomes a substitute for engage-
ment with the world’s real fissures.

For India, the implications are
clear. The U.S. that sought to
create strategic space for India in
2005 is not the U.S. reflected in
the NSS — it is preoccupied with
its own vulnerabilities, identity,
and hierarchy of burdens. It
demands more from partners yet
offers less in return. It speaks of
shared interests while retreating
from shared responsibilities. It
calls for burden-sharing but often
means burden-shifting.

This does not diminish the
importance of India-U.S.
cooperation. It simply changes its
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foundations. India cannot rely on
the assumption that Washington
will invest in India’s rise as a
matter of strategic design. India’s
rise will depend on India.
Partnership will endure where
interests converge and remain
measured where they do not. As
the NSS itself insists, partners
must increasingly “assume
primary responsibility for their
regions,” a polite but unmistakable
signal that U.S. support will be
conditional and limited.

The path forward

The lesson of 2005 remains
valuable because it reminds us of
the conditions under which
strategic transformations occur:
confidence on both sides and a
belief that the other’s ascent
strengthens one’s own. The 2025
strategy lacks that confidence. It is
shaped by grievance at past
overreach, suspicion of
institutions, and a preoccupation
with restoring an earlier notion of
American primacy.

India therefore must resist the
temptation to interpret this
document through the
lens of earlier hopes. The
era that produced the
civil nuclear
breakthrough was an era
of widening horizons for
both India and the U.S.
The era that produced
this strategy is one of
contracting horizons for
the U.S. and expanding
responsibilities for India. If India is
to be a major world power in the
21st century, it will not be because
any external actor wills it. It will
be because India possesses the
strategic confidence and material
capacity to act independently
within a fragmented global order.

Paradoxically, the 2025 strategy
makes that reality clearer than its
authors intend. By reducing the
scope of American commitments,
it widens the space for others. For
India, the challenge is not to fill a
vacuum but to craft a role suited
to its scale, interests, and
civilisational temperament. The
assumptions of 2005 cannot
return, but the aspiration that
animated them is ours to pursue.

In a state of political flux

Leadership issues plague the two major parties in Karnataka

STATE OF PLAY

Sharath S. Srivatsa
sharath.srivatsa@thehindu.co.in

arnataka politics
l( seems to be undergo-
ing a churn with lea-

dership tussles in two national
parties emerging prominently
in public discourse. If the tuss-
le in the ruling Congress over
the last few months has taken
the focus away from gover-
nance issues to the so-called
“secret understanding” over
the sharing of power, the frac-
tured State unit of the Bharati-
ya Janata Party (BJP) is losing
out on opportunities to corner
the Congress both on gover-
nance and political issues.

In the Congress, a recent
breakfast meeting in Bengalu-
ru between Chief Minister Sid-
daramaiah and Deputy Chief
Minister D.K. Shivakumar,
who is also the president of
the Karnataka Pradesh Con-
gress Committee, was be-
lieved to have brought tem-
porary truce between them
and their factions ahead of the
ongoing winter session of the
Assembly at Belagavi. The con-
versation on the yet-to-be-pu-
blicly-acknowledged power-
sharing agreement between
the two leaders, and public
statements by their followers,
had threatened to embarrass
the party and provide fodder
to the BJP attack the govern-
ment during the session.

However, the fragile under-
standing arrived at during the
breakfast meeting, after a
nudge from the party’s high
command, gave way at the ve-
ry start of the session. MLC
Yathindra  Siddharamaiah,
who is the son of the Chief Mi-
nister, rekindled the issue by
stating his “personal view”
that his father would head the
government for the full term,
spawning a series of reactions.

While both Mr. Siddhara-
maiah and Mr. Shivakumar

Karnataka

have deferred the leadership
decision to the high com-
mand, several party leaders
are keen on an early resolu-
tion, so the party can move
forward. Ambitious second-
rung leaders are also quietly
making their moves to further
their political careers. Some
have even said that they are
anxious that the government’s
image is taking a beating be-
cause of the unresolved lea-
dership issue and may impact
the next Assembly elections —
still two and a half years away.
The constant chatter about
whether or not there will be a
Cabinet reshuffle or expan-
sion — with the Chief Minister
and Deputy Chief Minister
camps divided on the issue —
is only adding to the atmosph-
ere of confusion.

Amid the unending debate
on leadership, the govern-
ment is accused of falling
short in carrying out develop-
mental work. It is also facing
the burden of spending about
¥60,000 crore annually to im-
plement the Congress’s five
flagship guarantee schemes.
Despite these issues, the BJP’s
ability to put the government
on the mat is dented due to
the friction in the party over
B.Y. Vijayendra’s leadership in
the State unit. A section of BJP
legislators and leaders have
been opposed to the elevation
of Mr. Vijayendra, son of Lin-
gayat strongman and former
Chief Minister B.S. Yediyurap-
pa, as the State BJP president.
Senior lawmaker Basannagou-
da Patil Yatnal has been ex-

pelled from the BJP for repeat-
edly expressing in public his
views against the party chief,
but Mr. Vijayendra has more
detractors within the party.
With a new BJP president, Ni-
tin Nabin, set to take office at
the national level, the party is
hoping for an early end to
dissidence.

In the legislature in the on-
going Belagavi session, the BJP
also appears to lack the teeth
to attack the Congress. The
Congress top leadership has
been in the Assembly for over
three decades and the party
also has a large number of se-
cond-rung leaders. On the oth-
er hand, the saffron party’s se-
nior leadership has limited
presence in the legislature.
For example, two former
Chief Ministers from the party
— Jagadish Shettar and Basava-
raj Bommai — are now in Par-
liament. Only a few leaders
are capable of holding fort in
the Assembly.

Meanwhile, the BJP’s Na-
tional Democratic Alliance al-
ly, Janata Dal (Secular) [JD(S)],
the regional party that cele-
brated its silver jubilee this
year, is looking to elevate Nik-
hil Kumaraswamy, the grand-
son of former Prime Minister
H.D. Deve Gowda, in the par-
ty’s hierarchy. As the JD(S)
fights to hold on to its turf, Mr.
Nikhil Kumaraswamy’s father
is for the most part tied up in
New Delhi as a Central
Minister.

The party has recently re-
cast its committees, but is
holding back on announcing
the State president. There are
reasons for this: G.T. Deve
Gowda, a senior Vokkaliga
leader who has a sizeable fol-
lowing in the Old Mysore dis-
trict, is now ignored and a few
other legislators too are be-
lieved to be unhappy in the
party. The JD(S) appears to
providing the family’s scion,
who has faced three electoral
defeats, a chance to cut his
teeth in politics.

Women more willing to donate organs posthumously in India

DATA POINT

Sambavi Parthasarathy
Vignesh Radhakrishnan

of nations where living organ

donations vastly outnumber
deceased organ donations. Ironi-
cally, this is not due to a lack of in-
tent; data indicate that posthu-
mous organ donation intent
among Indians is relatively high.

Crucially, women showed a
greater willingness to donate or-
gans after death. This sentiment
aligns with the reality that women
continue to shoulder the burden of
donations. However, men signifi-
cantly outnumber women among
organ recipients — a trend that da-
ta suggest is driven not only by so-
cial factors, but potentially by a
higher need among men.

These insights stem from an
analysis of Indian driving license
applications submitted in 2024,
which explicitly asked applicants if
they were willing to donate their
organs or tissue in the event of
death. Chart 1 illustrates the State-
wise percentage of men and wo-
men who answered ‘yes’.

This trend holds true even in
populous States such as Uttar Pra-
desh and Maharashtra, where wil-
lingness among women ranged
from 17% to 21%, while men lagged
behind in the 12% to 19% range.
The highest level of willingness
among women was seen in Delhi
(approximately 27%). This far out-
stripped the male share of 16%.
Meanwhile, Odisha led the charts
for men with a national high of
20%; yet even in that State, women
were more willing, at 22%.

However, there are caveats.
First, stated intent differs from ac-
tion. Second, the data are skewed
towards a younger demographic
typical of new license applicants,
though they do include renewals.
Yet, the potential is undeniable: if
even a fraction of these pledges
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In 17 out of 21 major States, more women were willing to donate organs posthumously than men

translated into reality, it would
transform India’s donation land-
scape, where transplants from de-
ceased donors have only been few-
er than 24,000 in the last decade.

Chart 2, which plots the 2024
data across 77 countries, lays bare
this disparity. While India ranks a
respectable 20th globally for living
donors (10.8 living donors per mil-
lion), it plummets to 67th for de-
ceased donors (0.8 deceased do-
nors per million).

When read together, Charts 1
and 2 raise a pertinent question.
We know that public willingness is
high, and the robust figures for liv-
ing transplants prove that the
medical infrastructure is capable.
This suggests that the failure lies
somewhere in the middle, in the
systemic disconnect between a ci-
tizen’s intent and the hospital’s
ability to execute it.

The gender skew in Chart 1 is
noticeable. Of the 21 major States
for which data were considered,
more women were willing to do-
nate organs in 17. So, higher wil-
lingness could also explain why
women donate more organs than
men. In 2023, over 60% of donors
were women (Chart 3).

In sharp contrast, when we look
at organ recipients, in 2023, nearly
65% were men. This is a lopsided
ratio that reflects a long-standing
and persistent skew in India’s tran-
splant ecosystem. Chart 3 details
the organ-wise breakdown of reci-
pients in 2023. The share of male
recipients was distinctly higher
than that of women across every
category. In the case of liver tran-
splants, men accounted for a stag-
gering 70% of recipients in 2023.

Does this reflect a higher medi-
cal need? An earlier analysis by us
revealed that in 2022, 4.5 times
more men than women died of liv-
er disease — a gap that has wi-
dened over the last decade (Chart
4). Crucially, these deaths were
concentrated among middle-aged
men, pointing to alcohol-related
complications as a primary driver.

Skewed donor gap
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FROM THE ARCHIVES

FIFTY YEARS AGO DECEMBER 17, 1975
British-time silver bars
seized in Madras

Madras, Dec. 16: Four pre-Independence silver
bars bearing the stamp “H.M. Mint, Bombay
1945” each weighing 40 kgs and valued at Rs.
1.75 lakhs were recovered recently from the
house of an unregistered pawnbroker in Madras
by a special squad of the Central Excise
Department. Also found were primary gold and
gold ornaments valued at over Rs. 15 lakhs.

Disclosing this at a press conference to-day,
Mr. 1.]. Rao, Collector of Central Excise, said
“this idle hoard of wealth” might have been in
the family for a long time but the Gold Control
Rules of the Union Government required that
any person having in his possession more than
4,000 grammes of gold ornaments should
declare it to the Government.

Mr. Rao pointed out that the investigation
personnel raided the house in the city and
located the hoarded wealth buried under the
floor of an unused kitchen. The pawnbroker
later confessed his guilt.

The Collector has further intensified the drive
to detect undeclared wealth and smuggled
goods. He deployed senior detective personnel
in three districts of Salem, North and South
Arcot. The strategy paid dividends and these
officials caught a person at Attoor in Salem
district and seized 1.430 grammes of gold
ornaments valued at over Rs. 1.45 lakhs.

At Namakkal, the party raided another house
and recovered gold ornaments valued at over
Rs. 37,000, concealed in rice bags.

Mr. Rao said another squad detected about
Rs. 34,000 worth of jewellery hidden inside the
hollow bottom of a table, at Namakkal.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO DECEMBER 17, 1925
English emigrants to Canada

Leafield (Oxford), Mid. Dec. 16-17: Very cheap
passages for emigrants to Canada were
announced in Parliament by Major
Ormsby-Gore, Under-Secretary for Dominions.
He said that under the agreement reached
between His Majesty’s Government and the
trans-Atlantic shipping companies, persons
proceeding to Canada next year under
assistance under the Marine Settlement Act
would be able to travel to eastern ports of
Canada for £3 instead of £15-5s and to Winnipeg
for £5-10s instead of £20-10s.
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NEWS IN NUMBERS
Number of arrests on

China’s anti-dumping

THE 34

Global economic

the India-Bangladesh

tariffs on pork imports

losses from natural

Deaths caused by a fog

Voter names deleted

border in 2025

In a written
reply, the
, Minister of State

for Home Affairs Nityanand Rai gave the
data on infiltration attempts and arrests of
infiltrators across the Indian borders with
Bangladesh, China, Pakistan, Nepal,
Bhutan and Myanmar. e

from the EU

disasters in 2025

accident on the

In per cent. Beijing also

lS 9 levied anti-dumping

® duties on European
brandy, most notably cognac produced in
France, though major brandy producers
received exemptions. Imports of dairy
products from the EU were also subject to
anti-dumping probes. e

In billion dollars.
Natural disasters

$220 billion in global economic losses in
2025, according to reinsurer Swiss Re. This
marks a 33% decline compared to the
previous year, mainly due to a much milder
North Atlantic hurricane season. arp

Mathura expressway

from draft electoral

caused an estimated

13

fog on the Yamuna Expressway in Mathura.
The pile-up involved several buses and
smaller vehicles, some of which caught
fire, leaving passengers trapped. Police
said low visibility caused the crash. pmi

rolls in Rajasthan

At least 13 people were killed
and 43 injured after multiple
vehicles collided due to dense

In lakh. According
° to the state Chief

Electoral Officer

Naveen Mahajan, around 11 lakh voters
will be issued notices seeking their
documents. He said the highest number of
voter deletions were in Jaipur. pmi
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The future of governance in post-Maoist India

India’s Fifth Schedule areas became the hotbed of Maoist insurgencies due to administrative neglect, exacerbating discontent and a lack of representation of

tribal groups in local bodies. Effective governance is crucial to address these issues and mitigate the ongoing challenges in these regions

FULL CONTEXT

Niranjan Sahoo

key element missing in the

dominant discourse around the

evolution and growth of the

Maoist movement is
governance. An overwhelming volume of
empirical literature accounts the rapid
growth of the Maoist movement in the
1990s and early 2000s to
underdevelopment, and structural
socio-economic issues. This is evident
from the scores of official, non-official and
scholarly articles which have attempted to
study the “root causes” for insurgency in
central and eastern India (popularly
called the Red Corridor). These articles
have argued for an accelerated
development push to address the acute
material needs of an impoverished
population which includes many
vulnerable tribes. As a result of these
articulations, the Indian state has been
relying on a “two-pronged” approach
(combining security and development) to
counter the Maoist threat.

This does not mean other factors such
as governance, justice redressal and other
issues have been completely neglected in
the official discourse. On several
occasions, policy makers and official
reports have sought to bring attention to
creating good governance frameworks
and quicker justice redressal mechanisms
to address the long-standing grievances of
the affected population. But there has
been little effort to understand the
governance challenges that intensified the
Maoist insurgency in different cycles.

Unpacking challenges of governance
While the Maoist insurgency has evolved
in different phases since the Naxalbari
uprising (1967), the movement in its
current avatar has largely been
concentrated around the Fifth Schedule
areas of central and eastern India — States
with substantial tribal populations.

The Fifth Schedule was conceptualised
and offered as a new social contract to the
adivasis in these regions, by the framers
of the Constitution, taking into account
the special needs of the population. The
Schedule provided a legal framework and
instrumentality for governance of these
tribal homelands. It offered special
provisions such as the Tribal Advisory
Council with three-fourth of members
from the adivasi population and a special
financial provision via the tribal sub-plan.
Further, the Governor of each State was
given discretionary powers to oversee the
enforcement of these provisions,
particularly with respect to checking land
alienation.

However, extensive provisions
notwithstanding, the local populations
were subjected to the severest forms of
discrimination and exploitation in
everyday life. As recorded in the Planning
Commission’s Expert Committee Report
(2008), a vast region with abundant
natural resources was reduced to penury
due to state neglect and poor governance.
That these special provisions were of little
use is evident from tribal populations’
persistently low social and economic
status compared to other social groups.
The Oxford University Multidimensional
Poverty Index in 2010 ranked the region
worse than Sub-Saharan Africa. Yet, for
tribal populations, the far bigger
challenge was how to exercise their rights
over the land and forests. Despite legal
safeguards and constitutional protection
against arbitrary land acquisition, millions
of them were dispossessed to penury. In
his seminal study, writer Walter Fernades
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found that “more tribals have lost their
land since the commencement of
economic liberalisation than any time in
the post-independent history”.

Thus, while the Constitution makers
imagined a new lease of life for the
adivasis under the Fifth Schedule,
successive governments failed to bring up
appropriate governance structures to
transform this lofty vision into reality. The
same colonial structures and
administrative forms, rules of business,
and justice system were retained for
Scheduled Areas, which made tribal
groups, with very low literacy, barely able
to understand these rules and the
modern justice system.

A lack of representation

What deepened the alienation was the
complete absence of locals in the
administrative units implementing
provisions enumerated in the Fifth
Schedule. B.D. Sharma, the then
commissioner of the Scheduled
Castes/Scheduled Tribes Commission,
succinctly put that “the personnel who
are overwhelmingly outsiders carried
their attitudes, bias and lived experiences
while performing day to day tasks”.
Importantly, apex bodies such as a
separate Ministry of Tribal Welfare, and
the National Commission for Scheduled
Tribes created to oversee the execution of
special provisions for the tribal
population, as vividly observed by the
Mungekar Committee (2009), did very
little to stop the exploitation.

Moreover, while the Governors are
constitutionally assigned to protect the
interests of adivasis in Schedule areas, not
a single Governor has acted since
Independence in these regions. These
institutions have been further

Returning home: Maoists with copies of the Constitution of India, after they surrendered at the police
lines in Jagdalpur in Chhattisgarh’s Bastar district, on October 17. PTi

handicapped by weak and ineffective
service delivery institutions such as
health, education, revenue, police, and
the judiciary.

The lone exception was the Panchayat
Extension to Schedule Areas Act (PESA),
1996. PESA was enacted to address adivasi
underrepresentation and alienation in the
form of “self-governance”. These
democratic forums were envisioned to
create space for adivasis to take their own
decisions on welfare issues, land, natural
resources, livelihood and preservation of
culture and their way of life. While PESA
made some substantial changes by
improving political representation at the
lower level of governance, key provisions
were routinely violated. The Expert
Committee Report (2008) found flagrant
violations of PESA by the appointed
officials. One of the most abused
provisions has been with regards to land
acquisition.

To sum up, governance maladies and
relatively low political priority accorded
to the Fifth Schedule in many ways
created a fertile ground for the Maoist
leadership to mobilise the aggrieved
adivasi population against the Indian
state. The growing governance deficits
which directly impacted development,
welfare functions and mitigation of local
grievances created an opportunity for the
Maoists to spread their ideologies of a
people’s government (Janatan Sarkar).
There is a rich body of evidence that
indisputably credits tribal frustrations,
anger and low trust in governance
institutions as the reasons that drove
many adivasis to support Maoist ideology
and revolutionary missions. Many relied
on the Maoist movement as some sort of
instrument to get justice from state
agencies such as the police, forest and

revenue departments (which they often
viewed as corrupt and oppressive). For
instance, the entire Dandakaranya region
largely characterised by extreme
underdevelopment and poor governance
was easily captured by the underground
Maoists in the 1990s with the promise of
providing ownership to adivasis over
lands, and the forest (under the broad
slogan of Jal, Jungle and Zameen).
Persistent governance and development
deficits created a space for Maoists to run
parallel governments (offering critical
services such as paramedics, schools,
food rations and speedy justice through
kangaroo courts) in many of their
strongholds.

Need for a new imagination

Going forward, India must pay close
attention to governance paradoxes that
continue to plague most regions under
the Fifth Schedule. In recent years, there
has been visible improvement in key
service functions, particularly with
respect to welfare schemes and critical
infrastructure (roads, electricity, telecom)
in Maoist affected regions. Both the
Centre and affected States have found
ways to improve service delivery
functions via digital technology and cash
transfer. However, critical service delivery
institutions such as justice, health,
education, policing, and revenue
functions remain thin and unsatisfactory.
Persistent structural bottlenecks
(under-representation of locals) in the
existing governance system have a
significant bearing in their effectiveness.

On the other side, crucial rights-based
legislations like the Forest Rights Act
(FRA) and PESA need greater political
push from the Centre as well affected
States. The FRA which remains a key legal
tool to protect the rights of adivasis and
forest dwellers to access forest resources
for their sustenance is batting for its
survival today. While many core
provisions have been violated by state
institutions, there have also been
amendments and judicial interventions in
recent years which have diluted its
original mandate and effectiveness. In
addition, the enactment and expansion of
the Compensatory Afforestation Fund
(CAF) Act, 2016 has grossly diluted legal
safeguards, apart from affecting the
livelihoods of forest dwellers in India.
Similarly, PESA despite initial promises
faces growing resistance from the States
concerned. Under pressure to unlock
huge mineral deposits, most State
governments in Fifth Schedule Areas have
undermined the powers granted to Gram
Sabhas under PESA, particularly on the
issues of granting consent for mining/land
acquisition. Incidentally, the most
widespread violations of PESA has been
in the most Maoist-affected State of
Chhattisgarh.

Thus, going forward priorities must
include the reversal of political and
administrative under-representation of
adivasis. While there are mandatory
quotas at the local levels, considering
these self-governing bodies lack real
autonomy and financial power,
representation remains largely
performatory. The permanent
bureaucracy (overwhelmingly non-tribal)
still calls the shots. Given the persistent
alienation and trust deficits among the
local population, the post-Maoist Fifth
Schedule Areas governance vision can
benefit by borrowing some feathers from
the Sixth Schedule Areas which are
governed by Autonomous Districts/Zonal
Councils. In short, post-Maoist India
needs a new governance charter.

Niranjan Sahoo is Senior Fellow,
Observer Research Foundation, Delhi.
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While the Maoist insurgency
has evolved in different phases
since the Naxalbari uprising
(1967), the movement in its
current avatar has largely been
concentrated around the Fifth
Schedule areas of central and
eastern India — States with
substantial tribal populations.
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As recorded in the Planning
Commission’s Expert
Committee Report (2008), a
vast region with abundant
natural resources was reduced
to penury due to state neglect
and poor governance.
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Going forward, India must pay
close attention to governance
paradoxes that continue to
plague most regions under the
Fifth Schedule.
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Inside a teacher’s exhausting
day as a booth level officer

Kusum, a Mathematics teacher, has traded her classroom for a grueling role as a BLO since November 4. She

now spends her days in an office scrutinising hundreds of voter forms, often working late into the night

Mantasha Ahmed

usum (name changed on

request of anonymity), a

Mathematics teacher at

Government HSS Dudhia,
Indore, lives in the Saket area with her
husband and mother-in-law. Ms. Kusum’s
husband has taken early retirement from
a government job, she has no children
and has lived for several years with
chronic vertigo. Every morning, she rides
her scooter for half an hour to reach her
school in Dudhia, where she teaches
Mathematics to Classes 10 and 12. But for
the past month, her daily routine has
completely changed, due to her role as a
Booth Level Officer (BLO) at Booth No. 95,
Saket.

Since November 4, when the Special
Intensive Revision (SIR) work began
across Madhya Pradesh, Ms. Kusum has
not stepped into her school. Every
morning, around 9-9.30 am, she used to
leave for school and come back at 4:30
pm. Now, though she leaves at the same
time every day, she stays in the booth till
10 or 11 at night, sometimes more.

I spent a day with her to see the
conditions BLOs go through in a day.

The daily routine

As recorded on November 30, 2025, Ms.
Kusum’s day began at 6 am. She had chai
with her mother-in-law, and cooked
breakfast and lunch. She left home
around 9:00 am and reached the Saket
BLO office, set up inside an old Public
Works Department (PWD) building, by
9:30 am, the latest allowed arrival time.

9:30-11 a.m: I joined her at 9:17 am at
the building gate. When we entered the
office together, most BLOs had arrived.
This is not the first time I had visited the
office; everyone is familiar with my
presence. This time, however, they were
sceptical and scared that the article in the
media might take away their jobs.

Ms. Kusum and everyone’s job is to
scrutinise nearly 700 forms and check for
incomplete details, missing photographs,
unreachable phone numbers, and
incorrect entries. She processes about 50
forms a day. She tells me Saket, being a
posh area, is “the toughest zone” because
residents ignore calls, don’t open doors,
block numbers, and often refuse to
cooperate. She is busy with digitising the
forms and getting the faulty ones right.

Mr. Chiranjeev told me that 80% of the
work is done, and they are just “winding
up” these last days. He said it is not as
much pressure as it used to be when the
BLOs had to go to colonies and distribute
the forms. But the WhatsApp reporting
cycle is relentless — from 8 am to the next
day’s 8 am, even during nights. He often
stays up working till 1 am.

12-2 pm: By noon, BLOs stand in the
sun in the corridor to escape the cold
indoor rooms; it is a long corridor, and
the rooms are old and chilly. Everyone
has made a fixed place for themselves,
with their papers and belongings
scattered. Ms. Kusum’s phone data pack
had just reached its limit; the building has
no WiFi. All the BLOs use their own
internet data to digitise the forms. She
asked a younger colleague to recharge her
regular 3299, which is a 1.5 GB daily plan.

2-4 pm: I noticed no one has had lunch
yet, and thus I asked if there is a
designated time slot given as a lunch
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Intense process: Ongoing verification of voter SIR Forms in Chennai on December 8. RAGU.R

break. There were five people in the
room, excluding me; they all said there is
no assigned time for lunch, and they eat
lunch whenever it is convenient. I saw
that Ms. Kusum had a tote bag with two
water bottles, a three-box warm lunch,
and a small sev packet.

The floor’s five to six rooms were all
busy, tables stacked with forms, phones,
laptops, tablets. Around 3 pm, some BLOs
stood in the sun chatting, while others
were on calls or helping visitors with
queries.

Ms. Kusum finally said she can take
time to have lunch and talk to me. She
took out a china cup, poured warm water,
added her medicines, and joined the
room’s laughter. She added she needs to
take these medicines all her life; if she
skips them or sits too long in one place,
her vertigo flares up, triggering nausea
and spinning.

Meanwhile, a confused resident with
his scanned papers in hand was speaking
to a BLO in the outer corridor. I
immediately went to see him, and he told
me he is searching for his form; his wife’s
form was completed, but his own has not
reached his house, as he had shifted from
Durg, Chhattisgarh, to Indore in 2002.
The case boiled down to sending the man
back because his form “might have come
to the old Durg office”. Despite trying
multiple databases, the BLOs could not
find his EPIC number. He was eventually
told to contact the Durg office. He left

anxious, after 20 minutes of uncertainty.

The impact on day-to-day tasks

4-6 pm: We had lunch with fellow BLOs at
another table. When asked about her
schoolwork, Ms. Kusum said “phase hue
hein (we are stuck).” She teaches
Mathematics to Classes 10 and 12, and
pre-boards are around the corner for
Class 10. For one month, she has not gone
to school or taught online. She thought
she would make videos of herself
explaining the lectures, like during COVID
times, but she does not really get time for
that. Her school principal had sent three
applications from September to
November to exempt Ms. Kusum from
BLO duty, citing Class 10 board exams and
her role as exam in-charge. The Election
Commission acknowledged receipt but
never responded. Finally, she was forced
to join BLO duty on November 2.

She said her students still call her
seeking help with syllabus doubts; she
helps them over the phone, but she
regrets missing regular classroom
teaching. In her school, six teachers have
been pulled into SIR work as BLOs or
Supervisors.

This is Ms. Kusum’s first time as a BLO.
She doesn’t know what compensation, if
any, they will receive; she simply has no
choice but to do the duty.

6-8 pm: Around 6 pm, a well-dressed
man wearing a kurta-pyjama and a Nehru
jacket walked in. He turned out to be

Nitish Jain, Indore BJP’s mandal adhyaksh
(board president) for the area. He
interacted with the BLOs, asking about
their issues, such as people not answering
calls, and half-filled, pending forms to be
collected from houses.

When introduced to me, he urged me
to write about “Bangladeshi infiltrators.”
We spoke for about 40 minutes about the
“infiltrator” and “migration” issues in the
country. He avoided the core issues of
overwork, tech and health strain, saying,
“It’s a matter of country interest... It’s just
a matter of a month.” Mr. Jain, after one
hour of being in the office, asked my
name and learning that I have a Muslim
name, abruptly ended the conversation
and left, saying his father was
hospitalised.

The sixth round of chai started around
7 pm. Some BLOs were again out, in fog
this time; some were busy with papers;
some were with people who had come
regarding their forms; some were chatting
or busy with the digitisation; others had
gone to the Collector’s office to submit the
forms. By 8 pm, the sixth round of
WhatsApp reports was also done. Mr.
Chiranjeev avoided detailing the
WhatsApp reporting chain but confirmed
there’s a mandatory report at 11 pm,
which forces everyone to stay till late.

8-11 pm: Ms. Kusum had her second
batch of medicines, one tablet and warm
water with a few drops. She looked
exhausted but kept working silently. I had
spoken to almost everyone in the office by
8 pm, and they are all tired of the process
that goes on all day.

I asked Ms. Kusum if she was planning
to go home or have dinner. On the family
front, she said her mother-in-law is
unhappy with her long work hours since
dinner gets delayed. Her husband,
however, is supportive — he helps digitise
forms at home, occasionally drives her to
school, and now picks her up from the
booth office. “If he didn’t come on time, I
would be here all night. The work just
doesn’t stop,” she said. I saw most of the
people having dinner at around 9-10 pm,
wearing more woollens than before. Most
had their boxes packed from home; a few
did not eat. I am assuming a few even
went out to a restaurant or their homes to
have dinner, mostly male BLOs.

Everyone was sorting papers into
bundles of filled, faulty, unfilled,
problematic, and completed forms, tying
them with a rubber band and handing
them to Mr. Chiranjeev. “I even
remember the names of everyone
assigned to the BLOs,” he said as he took
the stacks.

By 10:30, nearly two hours had passed
without Ms. Kusum and me speaking. I
didn’t want to interrupt her, and I sensed
others were a bit cautious talking around
me. When I finally asked if she would
have dinner, she immediately stood and
asked me to join her at another table
where several women were seated. She
reopened her lunch box. She saves some
for dinner, so she doesn’t have to carry
extra. We ate till 11 pm, and Ms. Kusum
then wound up her papers. Others were
winding up too. Mr. Chiranjeev was tired
and wanted to speak to me separately.

Around 11:30 pm, Mr. Chiranjeev, Ms.
Kusum, and another male BLO stood
outside the office, chatting as they
wrapped up the day. Mr. Chiranjeev
shared an honest thought, almost like
feedback, that instead of assigning
election-related duties to everyone, the
government could deploy newly
appointed staff on probation for tasks like
electoral roll revision, to relieve people of
the burden. We spoke for about 20-30
minutes. By 12 am, Mr. Chiranjeev had to
send another update on the WhatsApp
group. Ms. Kusum left in her vehicle, and I
left soon after.

Mantasha Ahmed is an independent
Jjournalist based in Indore with five years of
experience.
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The final season (Volume 1) of ‘Stranger Things premiered on November 26.

Volume 2 is slated for December 25. Here is a quiz on the show

Sindhu Nagaraj

A
QUESTION 1

Here’s an easy one. Who are the show’s creators?

A
QUESTION 2

What is the name of the creature that abducts Will Byers

in the first season?

A

QUESTION 3

What was the series originally called?
A

QUESTION 4

What is the name of the artist and her song that comes in

season 4, featuring Max?
A
QUESTION 5

Hashtags grew in popularity after the series’ release, such
as “#ImWithBarb” and “#JusticeforBarb”. Who was Barb?

A
QUESTION 6
What is the food product that Eleven liked?

CM
K

Visual question:

Identify this monster from season 4. COURTESY OF NETFLIX

Questions and Answers to the previous
day’s daily quiz: 1. This British law was
the immediate cause of the Boston Tea
Party. Ans: The Tea Act of 1773

2. The Tea Act was seen as a threat
because of this. Ans: It implicitly
affirmed the British Parliament’s right
to tax the colonies without their
consent

3. This organisation carried out the Boston
Tea Party. Ans: The Sons of Liberty

4. The estimated monetary value of the
destroyed tea in 1773. Ans: £9,659
sterling

5. These were the ships from which the tea
was dumped during the Boston Tea Party.
Ans: The Dartmouth, the Eleanor, and
the Beaver

Visual: Identify this pioneering American
filmmaker. Ans: Edwin S. Porter

Early Birds: K.N. Viswanathan| Erfanally
Oosmany| Tito Shiladitya| Mohan Lal Patel|
Ambarin Aslam

FROM THE ARCHIVES

Know your
English

S. Upendran

What is the difference between
‘invent’ and ‘discover’? (M. Murugan)
When you invent something, you use
your mind to create something new;
something which had never existed
before. For example, Alexander Graham
Bell invented the telephone. The Wright
Brothers invented the aeroplane. If, on
the other hand, you discover something,
you find something that had already
existed. You are not creating anything
new, you are merely finding it. For
example, Columbus discovered America.
He did not invent it. The land existed
even before Columbus was born and all
that Columbus did was to find it. He
discovered it. Similarly, Madame Curie
discovered radium. In her case, she
deliberately set out to discover radium.
Sometimes, we discover things by
accident as well. For example, while
digging in the garden we may discover
hidden treasure.

What is the difference between
‘murder’ and “kill’? (Dr. N. S.
Ramasubrahmanyam, Jannapura)
Both ‘murder’ and ‘kill’ result in the death
of someone. When you ‘murder’
someone, it is done intentionally and is
usually well thought out. A great deal of
planning takes place. For example,
Shobha was planning to murder her
husband so that she could get his money.
The politician is suspected to have
murdered his rival. When you ‘kill’
someone, it can be accidental or
deliberate. For example, you may run
over a total stranger quite accidentally.
You had no plans of running over the
man, but it happened. In this case, you
killed the man, you did not murder him.
But you could plan to kill someone and
carry out that plan. For example, the
convict planned to kill the warden at 7.00
the next morning. So a ‘kill’, like
‘murder’, can be well thought
out/planned. Unlike the word ‘murder’,
the word ‘kill’ can be used with both
animals and people. You can kill a cat or a
man. You can murder a man, but not a
lion. The word ‘murder’ cannot be used
with animals. Animals can only kill, but
people can kill, as well as, murder.

What is the meaning of ‘to throw in
the towel’? What is the origin of this
expression? (Vidhya Raman, Chennai)
When you throw in the towel, you give up
doing something because you realise that
you cannot succeed. In other words, you
accept defeat. For example, when
Sekhar’s experiment failed the tenth time,
he realised it was time to throw in the
towel. The dejected bowler said that he
was going to quit playing the game. The
coach, however, convinced him that it
was too early to throw in the towel. This
informal expression comes from the
world of boxing. In boxing, two people
are allowed to stop a fight — the referee
and the fighter’s manager. During a fight,
if the manager finds that his man has no
chance of winning and he is getting
unnecessarily punished, the manager can
end the fight by throwing the boxer’s
towel into the ring. This action of
throwing the towel indicates that the
manager is willing to accept defeat.

Published in The Hindu on January 5,
1999.

Word of the day

Comport:

behave well or properly; behave in a certain
manner; show a certain behaviour

Syno NYMS: acquit, act, bear, behave, carry,
conduct, deport, do

Usa g€ He comported himself with dignity.

Pronunciation: newsth.live/comportpro

International Phonetic
Alphabet: kempa:(t/

Yy

For feedback and suggestions for
Text & Context, please write to
letters@thehindu.co.in
with the subject ‘Text & Context’
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Selling season

Deft management of rupee can spur FPI flows

he year 2025 has been marked by relentless

selling by foreign portfolio investors. They

have net sold ¥1.61 lakh crore of Indian
equity this year. The selling began in the last quarter
of 2024, as pricey valuation of Indian equity made
foreign funds gravitate towards other emerging
markets such as China, Taiwan and South Korea.
While there was a hiatus in the second quarter of
2025, the selling resumed in July as the US slapped
heavy tariffs on Indian exports. FPIs have been net
sellers in 141 out of 234 trading sessions in 2025; the
second highest in two decades.

That said, there are several reasons why
the FPI selling is unlikely to impact Indian
equity markets too much. One, domestic
institutional flows have been at a record
¥7.2lakh crore so far in 2025. Consistent
SIP inflows into mutual funds and money
from insurance and pension funds
continued into the equity market.
Domestic individual investors remain
active, helping prevent a sharp slide in
prices. These domestic flows have helped
take the Nifty50 9 per cent higher since the
beginning of this year. Two, the
out-performance of stocks in other
emerging markets such as South Korea,
Brazil, Mexico, China and Taiwan in 2025
has helped reduce the gap in valuation
between India and these markets. Asa
result, Indian stocks appear more
competitive now. Three, the FPI sell-off
appears largely led by a perception
regarding the negative impact of US tariffs
on earnings of Indian companies. With
companies reporting strong growth in
earnings in the third quarter of FY25 and
the exports numbers for November
displaying buoyancy, the sentiment
towards India could undergo a change.

While the equity market is well placed to
weather this fund outflow (largely on
account of sentiment), the impact is seen
on the currency. The rupee is already down
6 per cent against the dollar this year, and
down by a far higher 20 per cent against the
Euro and 14 per cent against the pound,
largely due to FPI fund outflows. A vicious
cycle may well be at work, where the
currency weakness triggers FPI outflows,
leading to more of the same. Of concern is
the fact that foreign portfolio investors
have begun pulling money out of debt
markets too. While 70,686 crore had
come into Indian debt market through the
global bond indices, these flows turned
adverse in December. Net outflows of
8,587 crore were recorded through the
fully accessible route in December. The
stress on Centre’s finances due to lower
taxrevenue as well as currency
depreciation could be weighing on these
flows.

Subtle management of the rupee could
stem some of this outflow. The Reserve
Bank of India (RBI) has been intervening
judiciously in the foreign exchange market
so far, and should continue in the same
vein. However, RBI should not actively
defend the currency, or be seen to be doing
so.
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26 Howtaxhavensreally
help in raising debt

A PAUL WILLIAMS
NUPUR TEMANI K

n the complex world of global

finance, the line between

strategic financial planning and

aggressive tax avoidance is often

drawn in the sand of a distant
shore. A significant body of research has
illuminated a pervasive trend — the
strategic use of tax havens not just to
hide profits, but to issue debt.

While the public imagination often
pictures tax havens as repositories for
illicit cash, for modern multinational
corporations, they function more like
high-efficiency conduits for capital.

This phenomenon is particularly
visible in emerging markets like India,
where major conglomerates in sectors
such as telecommunications and
renewable energy (to name a few) have
historically utilised subsidiaries in tax
haven jurisdictions (like Singapore and
the Netherlands) to optimise their tax
liabilities and access global capital
markets.

OFFSHORE DEBT ISSUANCE

The primary motivation for issuing debt
through a tax haven is often a potent mix
of tax arbitrage and capital accessibility.
‘When a company borrows money, the
interest it pays is typically
tax-deductible, reducing its overall
taxable income. This tax shield isa
standard feature of corporate finance.

However, multinational firms can
supercharge this benefit by routing the
debt through alow-tax jurisdiction. In
this model, a subsidiary is established in
atax haven toactas the primary
borrower. This subsidiary issues bonds
to international investors or takes loans
from global banks. It then on-lends this
capital to the parent company in the
high-tax home country. The parent
company pays interest to the subsidiary,
claiming a tax deduction in its high-tax
home jurisdiction, while the subsidiary
receives that interest income ina
jurisdiction where it is taxed lightly or
notatall.

This structure creates a distinct
financial advantage that goes beyond
simple interest rate differentials. If the
parent company were to borrow directly
from foreign investors, it might face
significant withholding taxes on the
interest payments sent abroad.
However, by inserting a subsidiaryina
jurisdiction that has a favourable tax
treaty with the home country, the
company can significantly reduce or
eliminate these withholding taxes.

This creates a smoother, less costly
flow of capital. For companies in
capital-intensive industries, like
building telecom towers or wind farms,
saving even a fraction of a percentage

TAX MOVES. Large companies in capital intensive sectors such as telecom and renewables
benefit from tax arbitrage and access to a pool of global liquidity at lower rates

point on debt costs can translate to
millions of dollars in savings over the
lifespan of aloan.

MECHANICS OF ‘DEBT SHIFT’
The operational mechanics of these
transactions are sophisticated. A typical
structure might involve, for example, an
Indian parent company creating a
subsidiary in Singapore. This
Singaporean entity issues
dollar-denominated bonds to
international investors. Because the
subsidiary is located in a high-rating
financial hub, it might secure capital at
competitive rates. The proceeds from
this bond issue are then lent to the
Indian parent company. The Indian
parent pays interest on this
intra-company loan. In India, this
interest payment is treated as an
expense, lowering the company’s
taxable profit.

Meanwhile, the interest income
received by the Singapore subsidiaryis

Companies’ subsidiaries in
tax havens raise debt at
low interest rates and
lend to parent companies,
which pay interest to
their subsidiaries and save
substantially by claiming
tax deduction in their
home country

taxed at a low rate (or effectively
shielded through various exemptions
and incentives available to global trading
companies).

This mechanism allows the corporate
group to effectively shift profits out of
the high-tax jurisdiction (India) and into
the low-tax jurisdiction (For instance,
Singapore or Netherlands). The
academic literature highlights thisasa
form of base erosion, where the tax base
of the developing country is eroded by
deductible payments sent offshore.

For the companies involved, however,
this is presented as a legitimate tool for
balance sheet efficiency. It allows them
to hedge against currency risks and tap
into a pool of global liquidity that might
not be available domestically. In sectors
like infrastructure or
telecommunications, where upfront
capital expenditure is massive and
revenue generation is spread over
decades, this access to efficient global
debt is often cited as a critical survival
mechanism.

THE INDIAN LANDSCAPE

Regulators have not been blind to these
practices. Over the last decade, the
Indian government and global bodies
like the OECD have tightened the screws
on such structures. The introduction of
the General Anti-Avoidance Rule
(GAAR) in India and the global Base
Erosion and Profit Shifting (BEPS)
framework aims to curb treaty shopping
i.e., the practice of routing funds solely

GETTY IMAGES

to take advantage of tax treaties.

Under new norms, companies must
demonstrate “substance” in the
subsidiary wherein it cannot just be a
mailbox in Amsterdam or a file folder in
Singapore. It must have actual
employees, office space, and genuine
economic activity. This has forced many
Indian companies to restructure their
offshore operations, moving away from
purely tax-driven vehicles to more
substantive international holding
structures.

The use of tax havens for debt
issuance is a testament to the fluidity of
global capital. It highlights a
fundamental tension in the global
economyi.e., the friction between
national tax laws and the borderless
nature of modern finance. For the
companies involved, routing debt
through tax havens to some extent
remains a rational economic decision
driven by the imperative to minimise
costs and maximise shareholder value.

However, as scrutiny intensifies and
regulatory nets tighten, the free pass of
the offshore conduit is disappearing.
The future of corporate finance will
likely demand more transparency,
forcing companies to justify their
offshore presence not just with tax
returns, but with genuine economic
purpose.

Williams is the Head of India at Sernova Financial;
Nupur isa PhD scholar at Kiel Institute for the World
Economy

Why not tap into ‘demographic dividend’ of elders?

The elderly looking to rewire their lives should be able to get jobs. This effort will not cut into jobs for the young

|
Subodh Mathur

he focus on the young has
I obscured another demographic

dividend: the emergence of a
subset of experienced, fit, and capable
retirees who want to remain productive,
often in something different than their
careers. Call this subset as “rewirees” —
people who are looking to “rewire” their
lives by doing something different and
meaningful.

Unlike the young, rewirees have
valuable experience and maturity. Even
start-ups may benefit from links with
rewirees. Some of them may accept
below-market wages or work for free.
Their major downside is that they are
unlikely to accept rigid, punishing work
schedules.

It’s time for motivated Indian groups
to create a system for making rewirees
accessible to and used by private firms
and non-profit groups. The rewirees will
not reduce jobs for the young because
the skills and aptitudes of the two
groups are quite different.

RETIRED ARMYMEN

There is one significant group of
rewirees who are more ready than
others to be used quickly: retired

Defense senior and junior staff. Several
retired Lt-Generals, Maj-Generals,
Brigadiers, and a Rear-Admiral have told
me they are ready, even eager, to work on
civilian-originated social impact
schemes, and they are open to working
with civilians to develop new schemes.

And they are confident that they can
bring in retired JCOs and NCOs with
them. The retirement ages of these
lower-rank personnel have not
increased proportionally with increases
inlife expectancy. Today, the
junior-most NCOs retire at around 45
years of age, while the senior-most JCOs
retire at around 54 years of age.

That’s too young to give up working.
Theyare distributed across India,
including small towns and villages. In
short, the rewiree JCOs and NCOs are a
resource that can contribute
significantly to India’s progress.

India’s Defence forces do provide
some pre-retirement training. And there
are job fairs where thousands of Defence
retirees meet with private firms. For
example, the Army organised job fairs in
Pune and Patna in March. Over 2,000
ex-Servicemen participated in each fair.
It was expected that many of them
would find jobs as supervisors,
managers, planners, and project
directors.

RETIREES. Valuable human resource

EMMANUAL YOGINI

These efforts do not reach the retired
JCOs and NCOs in small towns and
villages, where corporate jobs are hard
to come by. An alternative approach is
needed to utilise them productively.

One such approach is for social
impact groups to make these the
rewirees as agents of social, economic,
and technical change in the area where
they live. This effort would include their
family members, particularly the
families’ women — wives, daughters,
and daughters-in-law.

These people would need hands-on
training for the work they would do. The
nature of their work would depend upon
the social impact groups’ aims for the

local area and the aptitudes of the local
rewirees.

Such an effort would benefit from an
explicit approval and involvement of
senior Defence rewirees. This
arrangement would assure local
rewirees that the civilian work is
legitimate and worth doing. Further, it
would be helpful to have a senior officer,
such as a Brigadier, rewiree to guide the
local people.

These days, it is easy to provide such
guidance and approval remotely from a
large city, such as the State capital.
However, it would be good for the senior
people to visit the relevant small towns
and villages occasionally.

It will not be straightforward for a
social impact group to absorb these
rewirees. The scheme would have to
start small, which is not difficult, as this
is not a costly effort. It would then
expand, with adjustments as needed.

In the end, with Defence personnel,
India would have found a way to take
advantage of a part of the rewiree
dividend and make better economic and
social progress. The next step would be
to find approaches to take advantage of
the civilian rewiree dividend.

The writer is an economist with extensive practical
public policy experience
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Job scheme tweak

The Centre’s decision to replace the
MGNREGA with the proposed Viksit
Bharat - Guarantee for Rozgar and
Grameen (VB-GRAMG) Bill has
drawn sharp criticism from the
Opposition.

Although the Bill proposes to
provide 125 days of guaranteed
wage employment annually and
incorporates technological
measures such as biometric
authentication, GPS tracking,
mobile-based monitoring, and
Al-enabled fraud detection, its 60:40
Centre-State funding pattern places
an excessive burden on States.
Further, the shift to a centrally
determined normative allocation
undermines the principles of

cooperative federalism and may
weaken the scheme’s responsiveness
to local needs.

M Jeyaram
Sholavandan (TN)

The proposed repeal of the
MGNREGA, to be replaced by the
Viksit Bharat Guarantee for Rozgar
and Ajeevika Mission (Gramin) Bill,
represents a substantive ideological
and structural departure rather than
acosmetic reform.

The conspicuous removal of
Mahatma Gandhi’s name, despite
official acknowledgment of
MGNREGA'’s proven efficacy over
two decades, signals political
rebranding overriding policy
continuity. Although increasing

guaranteed workdays from 100 to
125 is commendable, it could have
been secured through a limited
statutory amendment.

The more troubling shift is the
transfer of greater fiscal
responsibility to states, diluting
central commitment, straining
cooperative federalism, and
imperilling rural livelihood security.
N Sadhasiva Reddy

Bengaluru

Higher Education Reset
This refers to ‘UGC, AICTE to come
under new regulator’ (December
16)The new Bill aims to reduce
overlaps and delays in higher
education. Through this reform,
issues like faculty shortages, low

salaries, and slow approvals must be
addressed.

Job security and fair pay for teachers
should be a key ethical focus.
Monitoring must look not only at
infrastructure and teaching strength,
but also at students’academic
development. With this approach, a
single regulator can support equity
and steady growth in education.

S Balasubramaniyan
Villupuram (TN)

Robust export growth

This refers to the news report
“Strong 19.4% export growth in Nov
‘evens out’ dip in Oct” (December
16). The sharp rebound in exports is
areassuring signal at a time of global
trade uncertainty. Gains across

engineering goods, pharmaceuticals,
petroleum products and chemicals
suggest that India’s export base is
diversifying.

The narrowing trade deficit also
offers short-term relief on the
external front.

Still, one strong month should not
invite complacency. Volatility in
shipments, tariff pressures in key
markets, and logistics costs remain
real constraints. Sustaining
momentum will depend on deeper
market diversification, faster trade
facilitation, and steady support to
MSME exporters.

Policy focus must now shift from
headline numbers to consistency.
SM Jeeva
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Al versus the artist

India’s proposed copyright fix falls short

—
Rohit Kumar
Mahwash Fatima

herise of generative Al has
I pushed copyright law into

the centre of global policy
debate. AT models are built on vast
datasets drawn from books,
articles, images, music, and
countless other creative works —
much of it protected by copyright.
This pits a data-hungry
technology against the economic
rights of millions of creators.
Around the world, governments
are grappling with the same
questions: How should creators
be compensated? And how do we
balance the urgency of innovation
with the rights of those whose
work powers these systems?
India, too, is grappling with this
dilemma and the government
convened a Committee to charta
way forward.

BLANKET LICENCES

The Committee proposes a
‘hybrid model’ with a mandatory
blanket licence that grants AI
developers a right to access
lawfully obtained copyrighted
works for model training. In
exchange, creators are granted a
statutory right to remuneration,
paid for by developersasa
percentage of their gross global
revenue generated from
commercialisation. This payment
is collected into a central pool
managed by a
government-designated body and
distributed to rights holders. The
‘hybrid model’ is believed to
eliminate the need for individual
negotiations or permissions,
preventing holdouts and ensuring
broad availability of data.

On paper, this mechanism aims
to balance access and fairness. In
practice, however, it is far from
straightforward. How should
‘revenue’ be defined for global
companies where only a fraction
of the training data is sourced
from Indian content? And how
should revenue be computed for
companies where Alisnota
standalone product, but
integrated into their other
offerings such as search, cloud
and operating systems? Not only
does this proposal create
jurisdictional overreach by
attempting to impose an Indian
statutory levy on economic
activities occurring outside the
country’s borders, it also risks
producing arbitrary outcomes by
tying royalties to a company’s
overall commercial success rather

A CHALLENGE. Rewarding
human creativity

content thatis not legally
accessible (such as paywalled
material or pirated copies). While
well-intentioned, this means that
even with statutory royalties in
place, large publishers or
aggregators can continue to lock
their content behind paywalls,
effectively forcing developers to
negotiate separate access deals. In
practice, royalty payments
become mandatory, but access to
the underlying data does not,
leaving substantial bargaining
power with data-rich entities.

Complications also arise for
fine-tuned models that are built
for specific tasks. The Committee
suggests payments for such
models through verifiable
self-declarations from AI
developers on the categories of
content used for training. While
this appears light-touch, it creates
real risks: weak enforceability and
ahigh likelihood of missed/
misallocated royalties.

To distribute royalties, the
Committee proposes a new,
not-for-profit collective —
CRCAT. The Committee offers
two pathways: a simple pro-rata
model, where royalties are split
based on the number of registered
works, and a more complex
value-based model, where works
are graded using indicators such
as website traffic, licensing
history, citations, awards and
even social engagement.

But this seemingly neat
architecture conceals serious
operational tensions. Rights
holders in music, news, books,
visual arts, film and academic
publishing do not merely operate
in different markets, they inhabit
different universes. And within
each class of work as well, a
weighting formula will inevitably
privilege some kinds of visibility
over others. In practice,
therefore, the promise of
“neutrality” in distribution will be
continually contested.

India now faces the urgent task
of shaping a framework that is not
only principled but practical, one

THE WIDER y
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PARAN BALAKRISHNAN

he 1952 Great Smog of

London lasted barely five

days, yet it shocked

policymakers into action.

Visibility dropped to five
feet, making crossing the road perilous;
soot filled the air, people collapsed in the
streets struggling to breathe, and
hospitals were overwhelmed. At least
4,000 lives were lost. Crucially, the
deadly pollution was a turning point that
forced Parliament to pass the Clean Air
Acts, changing how cities were heated by
restricting coal-burning and switching
to natural gas, electricity, and smokeless
fuel.

Delhiisn’t as grim yet, but the
warning signs cannot be ignored. The air
quality index (AQI) has stayed above 450
for days, with grey-brown skies showing
no sign of clearing. International
indexes suggest the AQI may be closer to
700. Anything over 300 is hazardous,
making conditions extremely serious by
any measure.

Air pollution has become a fact of life
across vast swathes of north India. In
winter, Delhi’s poisonous air comes
from various sources. A third comes
from smoke and gases mixing in the air
from vehicles and factories, a fifth from
crop stubble and wood burning, and
vehicles themselves add another 17 per
cent. Coal, household fuels, and dust
make up the rest.

What’s alarming, however, is the
absence of a credible clean-up plan. The
problem is chronic and seasonal,
returning each year with seeming
greater intensity. Worst affected are
Delhi and the National Capital Region,
the urban agglomeration at the heart of
north India. Delhi alone has 22 million
residents; adding Gurgaon (Gurugram),
Noida, Greater Noida, Ghaziabad, and
Faridabad brings the total to 35 million.
There are also 10 million vehicles in the
capital.

The immediate consequences of the
smog are most visible on Delhi’s roads,
already among the world’s most
treacherous. This week alone, several
fatal vehicle pile-ups occurred as drivers
struggled to see through the haze.
Meanwhile, doctors warn Delhi’s toxic
air damages lungs, triggers asthma and
COPD, raises the risk of heart attacks
and strokes, weakens immunity, and

STATISTALK.

Delhi’s deadly air crisis

Can authorities find the political will to clean the air, or
will the city continue to lurch from one pollution season to another?

harms brain development in children.
Even those who feel “fine” are affected,
as fine particles enter the bloodstream
and can shorten life expectancy.

When pollution worsens in Delhi,
government action follows a predictable
pattern: minimise exposure rather than
fix the problem. Schools have returned
to online classes reminiscent of the
Covid years, while government offices
have limited staff attendance to 50 per
cent. Even the Supreme Court has
resorted to virtual hearings.

Other parts of north India, and
Pakistan, where the bad air stretches as
far as Rawalpindji, are in no better shape.
The AQI in Kanpur has been stuck above
400, while Delhi and Lahore routinely
compete for the unenviable title of the

Doctors warn Delhi’s
toxic air damages lungs,
triggers asthma and
COPD, raises the risk

of heart attacks and
strokes, weakens immunity,
and harms brain
development in children

world’s most polluted city. This shared
environmental crisis has led many
experts to argue that air pollution is one
area where India and Pakistan should
cooperate.

The pollution seen over the last few
months may be the worst stretch the
region has experienced. Dangerous air
has hung over Delhi since October 15,
even before Diwali, when the Supreme
Court dismayed public health experts
and environmentalists by lifting a ban on
firecrackers.

Inadesperate act, the State
government vainly attempted
cloud-seeding at a cost of X3 crore.
Cloud-seeding requires moisture-laden
clouds and specific atmospheric
conditions, and even under ideal
circumstances it rarely works. In this
case, it was attempted under
unfavourable conditions.

CHINA’S PATH

China’s experience shows that dramatic
improvements are possible. Beijing,
once notorious for thick smog, has seen
sustained improvements in recent years.
China shut or relocated heavily polluting
factories, imposed strict emissions
standards, limited coal use, converted to

Compiled by Dhuraivel Gunasekaran | Graphic KS Gunasekar

From coal to clean: India’s November power sector snapshot

India’s power capacity stands at 505 GW, with a cleaner mix emerging, setting the stage for accelerated renewable buildout and greater
system flexibility, Elara Capital reports. However, power generation in November slipped 0.9% y-o0-y to 134.2 BU, as output from coal and
nuclear plants weakened, even as hydro and renewables surged. Peak power demand rose 4.1% y-o0-y to 215.5 GW in November,
underscoring demand resilience despite lower overall generation. Valuations returning to long-term 5-year averages for companies, with

cleaner heating, expanded electric
public transport, and enforced
construction dust controls. Vehicle
ownership was curbed through licence
plate restrictions backed by heavy
penalties. The measures were unpopular
at times but consistently enforced.

Delhi could, in theory, follow a similar
path, but that would require politically
difficult decisions. The most obvious
problem remains the four-wheelers and
two-wheelers that multiply daily. At the
same time, a building boom means
construction dust blankets the streets.
Builders could be forced to cover sites,
use dust suppressants, and follow strict
work-hour rules, but enforcement has
been patchy. Other challenges remain
unresolved, including the contentious
matter of crop-stubble burning.

Until recently, many politicians
believed environmental issues weren’t
vote-winners. However, public anger has
been mounting, which may finally force
action. The question is not whether
actionis needed — everyone knows it is.
The question is whether governments
are capable of taking the tough,
sustained steps required, or whether
Delhi will continue lurching from one
smog season to the next.

On businessline.in

Bihar’s credit-deposit

ratio: A reality check
Athruston
government-led
investment in
infrastructure
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The Government has shot down a proposal of ONGC Videsh Ltd (OVL) to pick
up stake in a Nigerian oil and gas field, while at the same time permitting
downstream public sector oil companies to partner Oil India Ltd (OIL) in
scouting for oil and gas assets abroad. The CCEA decided against giving
permission to OVL to buy South Atlantic Petroleum’s 45 per cent stake in the

term industrial goals,
argue Nida Rahman

Peak electricity demand rises even as generation dips | Valuations normalising towards long-term averages .
and Krishan Sharma

Signaling gradual normalisation in electricity needs 35
15 One year forward PE

Akpo oil and gas field in Nigeria on the grounds of “risk element”. B 5-year average of PE 30
HLL plans more unified functioning M_eSSI tour: A tragic
HLL is to have a CEO supported by an extended management committee and a trlumph of VIP culture

(%)

more unified functioning of the separate businesses. Effective March 1, 2006,
Mr Douglas Baillie, will be CEO of HLL and Group Vice-President overseeing
the Unilever business in South Asia. This is the first time in several years that
HLL is getting an expatriate CEO.

When VIP privilege
overrides passion, public
events become private
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Chidambaram, that full Central compensation of central sales tax (CST) losses ;

N L. . X . . https://tinyurl.com/zdu6vcxa
was an essential pre-condition for phasing-out this tax from April 1 next year. Source: Elara Capital
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ASY NOT SO EASY

ACROSS

1. Asession (7)

5. Easy walk (5)

8. Sound happy, amused (7)

DOWN

1. Firmly fixed (6)

2. Prepared for cooking (bird) (7)
3. Be wearisome (3)

ACROSS
1. An easy target, being a model like this (7)

DOWN

1. It is fast, but one may get hold of it (6)

2. Prepared, like bird, to have faith in what one is told (7)
3. Distress one by removing top of highland dagger (3)

5. Take risks and lose head - stroll on! (5)
8. Get rid of the French and sound amused to do so (7)
9. Picture the girl who will hurry back when at

9. Cover-girl picture (3-2) 4. Colour between blue and yellow (5)
5. Fruit-bearing plant (5-4)
6. Settle (5)

7. Highly skilled person (6)

4. Ground for putting on the inexperienced (5)
10. Place one lives (9)

12. That woman (3)

13. Bird such as sandpiper,

university (3-2)
10. Dwelling with rice, needs to make a pudding of it (9)

5. Use peat and repel one in an orchard (5-4)

6. Assembly of magistrates, as marked by surveyors (5)

12. Ambassador has the right to belong toawoman (3) 7. Boffin found previous partner to be cheeky (6)

snipe (5) 11. Refuse to work (4,5) 13. High boot for a bird that gets feet wet (5) 11. To strike now, lots do it differently (4,5)
17. Provide guns (3) 14. One out to get provisions (7) 17. Branch of service one will give means of 14. One getting provisions pops out with a woman (7)
19. Trio (9) 15. Malt liquor grain (6) fighting to (3) 15. Get real by misapplication of bearded growth (6)

21. Housey-housey (5)
22. Come to grips with (7)
24. Long beams on masts (5)

16. Feel contrition (6)

18. Engine (5)

20. One of Lear’s daughters (5)
23. Discharge of electricity

19. Trio has its number, and gets a part (9)
21. There’s much to finish off, it being like bingo (5)
22. Instrument for holding Greek crab (7)

16. Be sorry for the traveller who got X’ brand wrong (6)
18. Limousine to tie up around end of crescent (5)
20. She appeared in Lear in amateur theatre

25. Bright orange-red
(fabric) (7)

24. Enclosed spaces were spread with square sails (5) gang-show (5)

across gap (3) 25. Orange-coloured tin given back to a deserter (7) 23. Round part in music rarely given up (3)

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2846

ACROSS 1. Homes 4. Abandon 8. Demur 9. Backlog 10. Oil 11. Cormorant 12. Loss 13. Lava 18. Celebrate 20. Sic 21. Rangers 22. Gloom 23. Cheated 24. Sedan
DOWN 1. Hydro-electric 2. Mumbles 3. Strict 4. Auburn 5. Anchor 6. Delta 7. Night-watchman 14. Abscond 15. Abject 16. Passed 17. Merges 19. Lance
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Rural employment revamp

The new law will bring significant changes

The Union government on Tuesday introduced the Viksit Bharat- Guarantee for
Rozgar and Ajeevika Mission (Gramin) Bill (or VB-G RAM G Bill) in Parliament to
revise the rural employment-guarantee programme, currently run under the
Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA). It has
been argued that the rural economy has changed significantly since the MGNREGA
came about two decades ago and that the new law takes into account the changed
realities and needs of rural India. It indeed proposes to make significant changesin
the way employment is provided, some of which are being contested, including by
various state governments.

The Bill proposes to increase the number of guaranteed days of employment to
125 per household. This should benefit those seeking work in rural India. However, it
isworth notingthat, on average, only about 50 days of employment has been provided
under the MGNREGA over the past two decades, against the mandate of 100 days.
Thus, increasingthe number of days will help only ifenough employment opportun-
itiesare created and provided. It has been reported that workers seeking work under
the MGNREGA did not always get employment. In this context, it is worth highlight-
ing that the new scheme, unlike the MGNREGA, will not be demand-driven. There
willbe normative funding asin most central schemes. This will allow better planning
and ensure predictability. It will be a centrally sponsored scheme, and the financial
burden, asin the case of other central schemes, will be shared by the states.

Underthe MGNREGA, states provided 25 per cent of the material and 50 per cent
of the administration costs. Thus, sharing 40 per cent of the overall costs by most
states will likely increase their financial outgo. It can be argued that this will improve
monitoring and implementation of the scheme because the states will now have a
bigger stake. However, it’s possible that some states may not be in a position or willing
to increase expenditure. In fact, it raises bigger questions about the centrally spon-
sored schemes in general. As the Reserve Bank of India’s last state finance report
(2024) rightly noted, too many central government schemes affect the flexibility of
state governments in spending. There is a case for rationalising central schemes. In
the spirit of federalism, states should have more freedom to spend. It would be inter-
esting to see how the Sixteenth Finance Commission has approached the issue.

The other important aspect of VB-G RAM G is that it takes into account the
requirements of labour in the farm sector. States may notify periods of up to 60 days
inaggregate during sowing or harvesting when work under the scheme will be sus-
pended toensure the availability of labour for agricultural work at reasonable wages.
Further, the new law aims to provide rural employment and create durable infra-
structure by focusing on areas such as water security, work to mitigate extreme
weather events, and core rural infrastructure. It envisions a localised planning for
work integrated with national spatial systems. More broadly, while the proposed
law contains both improvements and contestable provisions, it should not be
viewed as an answer to the employment challenges India faces. The MGNREGA
proved to be an excellent support system during the pandemic, and demand for
work under it is reported to be falling, which is a positive sign. Irrespective of the
name of the employment-guarantee scheme, the policy focus should be on creating
better-paying jobs so that dependence on such schemes reduces progressively.
Finally, it'sworth debatingwhether dropping “Mahatma Gandhi” was necessary in
framing a new law providing guaranteed rural employment.

Harnessing nuclear energy

Bill seeks to address key investor concerns

The Sustainable Harnessing and Advancement of Nuclear Energy for Transform-
ingIndia (SHANTI) Bill, 2025, which was introduced in the Lok Sabha on Monday,
opens the pathway for the entry of the private sector into producing nuclear power
by responding to major concerns that have hindered investment in the area for 15
years. The umbrella Bill replaces the Atomic Energy Act, 1962, which prohibited
private participation in nuclear energy, and more crucially the Civil Liability for
Nuclear Damage Act (CLNDA), 2010, which had legislated for operators’ right of
recourse on suppliers of nuclear equipment in the case of accidents. A govern-
ment statement says the Bill, which allows up to 49 per cent foreign direct invest-
ment in certain nuclear activities, intends to provide a “pragmatic” civil-liability
framework for nuclear damage. Pragmatism principally lies in the removal of a
contentious clause on suppliers’ liability and the delineating of operators’ liabil-
ities. Removing suppliers’ liability from the legislation does not, however, imply
ablanket exoneration if nuclear accidents occur. In the normal course, however,
such liabilities are explicitly incorporated in commercial contracts, usually under
aliquidated damage clause, which specifies a mutually agreed percentage of the
contract value that the operator can recover from the supplier or contractorin the
case of damage or defects. By explaining that such a right is expressly provided
for in a contract in writing, the Bill reverts to a global standard.

Changes in the provision on operator liabilities can be expected to encourage
investment. The SHANTI Bill retains from the CLNDA the maximum amount of
“no fault” financial liability of a nuclear operator in the case of a nuclear accident
as the rupee equivalent of 300 million Special Drawing Rights (SDRs). The “oper-
ator liability” in this case refers to the immediate assistance that the operator must
pay victims without waiting for the investigation that fixes responsibility for the
accident. The Bill also specifies that an operator must obtain an insurance policy
or other such financial security (or a combination of both) covering the liability.
One question that will need clarification is whether premium costs can be loaded
on to the tariffs nuclear plants charge buyers. The significant addition under the
SHANTIBillis a clause stating that any compensation amount exceeding the spec-
ified limit of 300 million SDRs would be met by the government. This would include
access to funds under the International Convention on Supplementary Compen-
sation for Nuclear Damage, a global framework to increase compensation for vic-
tims by establishing an international fund to supplement national limits. India
signed the convention in 2010 and ratified it in 2016. This clarification, too,
addresses a significant hurdle for foreign investment in the nuclear sector.

These key amendments are likely to attract an interest from the private sector
in atleastsmall modular reactors, which are being seen as a quicker way toreach
the target of 100,000 Mw of nuclear power by 2047 from 8,900 Mw now. One
potential pain point, however, lies in the sensitive parts of the nuclear-fuel cycle
such as mining and enrichment (beyond a certain threshold). These functions,
plus spent-fuel management and producing heavy water, will remain the exclus-
ive preserve of the government, principally to meet international obligations.
Whether this limitation will deter investors eyeing vast opportunities in this
nascent sector is an open question.
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Trump 2.0: Redrawing

US strategy

The updated National Security Strategy signals a retreat from
global leadership, and continuity in India’s role in the Indo-Pacific

It was reported several weeks ago that the Trump
administration was working on a National Security
Strategy (NSS) document that would reflect its foreign
and security policy intent for the rest of the presidential
tenure. Its release was delayed as the document’s prop-
ositions were contested by different constituencies,
including the Maga (Make America Great Again) base,
the traditional Republican Party elite, and the foreign
policy and security establishment — which continues
to wield influence, though this has diminished under
the administration.

The ideological imprint of the Maga
constituency is clear, for example, in the
brazen attacks on European allies, tar-
geting current governments as ideologi-
cal adversaries. This is virtually a repeat
of the vituperative criticism of govern-
ments of European mainstream political
parties by United States Vice-President J
D Vance at the Munich Security Confer-
ence in February this year. He accused
them of undermining democratic prin-

SHYAM SARAN

While the NSS cannot be taken as a guide to US for-
eign and security policy exceptin very broad terms, it
does reflect a certain altered mindset in engaging
Europe. The notion of a coherent West has ceased to
exist, confronting Europe with an existential crisis.

The NSS confirms the shift of strategic focus to
the western hemisphere. Uncontested hegemony
over the western hemisphere, from the Arctic to Ant-
arctica, branded as the “Trump corollary” of the
Monroe doctrine, is presented as key to the US
remaining a front-ranking power. This
doctrine was established by President
James Monroe in 1823 to exclude any
European or external power from exer-
cising influence in the Americas. Mr
Trump is claiming to resurrect that
policy. The ongoing show of massive
military force against Venezuela is a
demonstration of that intent.

Alongside this hemispheric shift is
an explicit rejection of the objective of
retaining a position of global domi-

ciples by suppressing right-wing politi-

cal partiessuch asthe AfD in Germany. Europe is said
tobeindanger of “civilisational erasure”, particularly
for not following the anti-immigration policies of the
Trump administration and thus being in danger of
losing its European identity.

The European allies of the US are also accused of
hampering the pursuit of peace in Ukraine, even
though the people of Europe are said to support an end
to the war. The NSS states as a key objective the need
for “re-establishing strategic stability” between
Europe and Russia. No wonder that Russia has wel-
comed the NSS as being aligned with its interests.

nance for itself; instead there is an
embrace of a balance of power in other geopolitical
theatres and this would include the Indo-Pacific.

“Asthe United States rejects theill-fated concept of
global domination for itself, we must prevent the
global, and in some cases even regional dominations
of others (note: making an implicit exception for itself
in the western hemisphere).”

Then follows an extraordinary statement, reflect-
inghopes of co-opting other major powers, in manag-
ing world affairs:

“Theoutsize influence of larger, richer and stronger
nations is a timeless truth of international relations.

This reality sometimes entails working with partners
to thwart ambitions that threaten our joint interests.”

This is the backdrop to the repeated calls by
Mr Trump for reinstating Russia into the G-7and invit-
ing China into the grouping.

The NSS has no separate section on the Indo-
Pacific, unlike the NSS adopted in the first Trump
administration in2017, which articulated an elaborate
Indo-Pacific strategy, in which the revival of the
“Quadrilateral (US, Australia, Japan and India)”
played a critical role. Instead we have a section entitled
“Asia: Win the Economic Future, Prevent Military
Confrontation.” There is a recognition that the Indo-
Pacific is “already and will continue to be among the
next century’s key economic and geopolitical battle-
grounds”. The US has to compete successfully in the
Indo-Pacific and for this purpose, President Trump is
credited with “building alliances and strengthening
partnerships in the Indo-Pacific that will be the bed-
rock of security and prosperity long into the future.”

It would be reassuring to India and its Quad
partners that the NSS commits the US to “improve
commercial (and other) relations with India toencour-
age New Delhi to contribute to Indo-Pacific security,
including through continued quadrilateral cooper-
ation with Australia, Japan and the United States (“the
Quad”). Moreover, we will alsowork to align the actions
of our allies and partners with our joint interest in pre-
venting domination by any single competitor nation.”

While China is not mentioned in this context, it is
clearly the target. However, this must be tempered by
theessentially economicand technological dimension
of the projected competition with China, success in
which would permit more effective deterrence. There
isareferenceto “preserving military overmatch” being
apriority. This “overmatch” is spelt out in the capacity
of the US and its allies to “deny any attempt to seize
Taiwan or achieve a balance of forces so unfavourable
tous as to make defending the island impossible.”

This comes close to a commitment to defend
Taiwan against attack by China. The issue of North
Koreaisignored as a security concern.

In general, global challenges such as terrorism,
proliferation of nuclear weapons and pandemics do
not find any mention. Multilateral institutions and
approachesare regarded as detractions from the exer-
cise of national sovereignty.

What are key takeaways from the NSS?

One, thereis an explicit retreat from the US’s global
rolebutan assertion of uncontested dominance of the
western hemisphere, comprising the Americas and
theirimmediate peripheries.

Two, there is a reframing of the concept of the
West, not only by imagining but actively working for a
Europe that is ideologically and strategically aligned
with the US; it concedes a Russian role in any Euro-
pean security architecture.

Three, there isan expectation of great powers, who
may have adversarial relations, to be partners in
managing global affairs. This justifies the outreach to
China and Russia as great powers.

Four, there is greater continuity in the approach to
the Indo-Pacificand India’s role in the preservation of
security in this geopolitical space is reaffirmed.

India needs Indian banks

Thearcofthe Reserve Bank of India’s (RBI’s) policy on
bank ownership has changed over time. Just over two
decadesago, the regulator attached primacy to skinin
the game. The thinking thereafter evolved, and the
central bank saw merit in diversified ownership with
the “promoter shareholders” having limited or no abil-
ity to influence the board. The recent approvals to
Tokyo-headquartered SMBC to acquire a 24 per cent
stake in Yes Bank and to Dubai-based NDB to acquire
around 60 per cent in RBL Bank suggest that the RBI
now favours ownership by regulated institutions as
its preferred mode.

The early evolution of this policy is seen through
Kotak Mahindra Bank Limited (KMBL).
KMBL received its banking licence in
2001, through the conversion of a non-
banking financial company (NBFC),
where promoters held 61 per cent of the

moter holding be reduced to 49 per cent
of the paid-up capital. Tellingly, the
licence did not prescribe reducing share

The policy shifted meaningfully in
2013 when the RBI revised its owner-
ship guidelines. These required banks
to be set up only through a wholly-
owned non-operative financial holding
company (“NOFHC”). The RBI still saw
some meritin the argument that a “pro-
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through the merger of Kotak Bank with ING Bank.
Thereafter, the bank sold shares to qualified institu-
tional investors and other investors in the open market
toreduce the promoter stake t029.79 per cent to be fully
compliant with the regulations.

The RBI by now seemed committed to diverse
ownership. This was reinforced in its Master Direc-
tion on Ownership in Private Sector Banks of May 12,
2016. The proposed shareholding — even in existing
banks should be at 15 per cent, consistent with the
2013 guidelines on licensing of universal banks. Fol-
lowing this, in 2017, Kotak Bank was asked to bring
down its promoter stake to 20 per cent by December
2018 and to 15 per cent by March 2020.

The bank’s promoters were upset at
further reduction — given the timelines
and sums involved. Their solution: Issue
non-convertible perpetual non-cumu-
lative preference shares worth I500
crore. As preference shares generally do
not carry any voting rights but are a part
of paid-up capital, the Bank argued that
Uday Kotak’s ownership had been
brought down to 19.7 per cent. The RBI
had a different read of the regulations; it
interpreted paid-up capital as voting
equity capital, and the promoters con-
tinued to hold 30.03 per cent of the share-
holder vote, giving them “control” in the

bank’s affairs.

b

moter” with a higher stake will run the

banks better but began balancing this with the argu-
ment in favour of disbursed ownership — an idea it
began socialising from 2005. The guidelines man-
dated that promoter’s initial 40 per cent stake be
locked in for a period of five years. And that share-
holding in the NOFHC be brought down to 15 per
cent of the capital within 12 years from the date of
commencement of business.

Following this, the RBI asked Kotak Bank to bring
down its promoter shareholding to 40 per cent by Sep-
tember 2014 and to 30 per cent by December 2016. The
promoter holding was brought down to 34 per cent

The matter ended in court and there-
after the two sides arrived at a negotiated settlement.
Uday Kotakwas allowed to hold up to 26 per cent of the
bank's share capital, with his voting rights in the Bank
capped at 15 per cent. The voting cap has subsequently
beenraised to26 per cent following a two-step revision
inthe RBI'sguidelines.

Even after the Central bank changed its stance
from skin in the game to more wide-spread share-
holding, it has permitted concentrated ownership in
special situations — in seemingly weak banks. Fair-
fax Financials’ ownership in CSB Bank, and DBS
Bank’s ownership in Lakshmi Vilas Bank can both be

seen against this backdrop. We must see how the RBI
reacts to Prem Watsa’s announcement that his son will
succeed him, something he can ensure given his
unequal voting rights in Fairfax.

This brings us to the present. The RBI has recently
signed off on SMBC taking a24.99 per cent stake in Yes
Bank and NDB owning 60 per cent of RBL Bank. A
common thread is that both investors are large, regu-
lated financial institutions with strong capital
reserves. Bruised by the sharp practices of a few to
whom the RBI had given bank licences, Kotak Bank
notwithstanding, the regulatory tilt appears to favour
well-capitalised, tightly regulated institutions.

While this could well be the RBI’s preferred path
forward as it provides the banking system with a
degree of stability and access to deep pools of capital,
we have far too few banks for an economy of our scale
and aspirations to depend on foreign capital. We have
a scarcity of entrepreneurs with patient, long-term
capital and although a few professional teams backed
by private equity may step forward, they cannot bridge
the scale gap. At this juncture, the RBI should recon-
sider its frameworks on bank ownership, voting rights,
and the restrictions on industrial houses entering
banking. The regulator should encourage large NBFCs
with demonstrable records to convert themselves into
banks. These companies already use technology, digi-
tal onboarding, data-driven credit assessment and
monitoring, and a robust risk framework — character-
istics of prudent banks.

India cannot jettison domestic money for foreign
capital, which cannot meet our credit needs. Just as
with equity markets, it’s domestic banks that will help
our economy grow.

The author is with Institutional Investors Advisory
Services India Ltd. Kotak Mahindra Bank owns an
equity stake in the company. X:@AmitTandon_in.
The views are personal.

(Disclosure: Entities controlled by the Kotak
family have a significant holding in Business
Standard Pvt Ltd)

In defence of Pax Americana

evolving dynamicin interna-
tional relations by underlining
that “political powerisa

century diplomat and his-
torian Alexis de Tocqueville
grasped its essence to high-

very ideals it claims to cherish. Mr
Hamid’s defence of immigration, rooted
in the belief that it induces economic
resilience and strengthens democracy, is

BOOK
REVIEW

DAMMU RAVI

For some, patriotism often evokes criti-
cism, frustration and feelings of betrayal
about the state of affairs in their country.
These expressions are an honest way of
seeking course corrections. The
acclaimed author Shadi Hamid makes a
provocative case for why America,
despite its many flaws, remains the best
hope for the world. This self-critical
book raises the most fundamental ques-
tion facing the United States today: How
itshould think about the power it has
and regain its moral purpose in a world
beset by tragedy.

Mr Hamid’s years of experience at

the Washington Post have lent him a
unique perspective on America’s for-
eign policy, as both an Americanand a
Muslim coming of age in the shadow of
the 9/11 attacks. His book confronts
head-on America’s failures, contradic-
tions and resilience.

American cynics view the 9/11 attacks
as a culmination in the disastrous deci-
sion to invade Iraq. Like many critics, Mr
Hamid, too, disagrees with several of
America’s foreign policy decisions,
including the Vietnam War, the misad-
venture in Afghanistan and missteps in
West Asia. These misjudgments have,
however, been framed as the fulfilment
of patriotic duty rather than its negation,
disregarding the erosion of America’s
moral fortitude. Notwithstanding these
blunders, Mr Hamid argues that Pax
Americana has been — on balance —
good for the world after World War II
because it avoided a total war. The jus-
tification for the use of force by America
for the greater good and peace seems to

shared power”. light the importance of people
resonate with the Machiavellian tenet The author is a die-hard believing in democracy for it
that “the endsjustify the means”andthe = democrat and goes on to tobe successful.
Hobbesian acclamation of individuals contrast its merits with the The long history of Ameri-
willing to surrender their rights to an demerits of autocracy. The can hypocrisy, according to
absolute authority — the Leviathan —in sense of accountability to their Noam ChomsKy, is the gap
exchange for security and order. electorates in democratic between words and deeds.

However, the construct of a unipolar
world led by America in the 21st century
hasserious limitations, which the author
seems to have overlooked. Growing multi-
polarity driven largely by emerging econ-
omies is a major balancing force in world
politics today; the negotiating approach is
mostly based on trust, tactics and consent
rather than dictum; and the rapid rise of
China’s economic might and technologi-
cal prowess is, demonstrably, circum-
scribing America’s global leadership role.
Countries of the Global South are courting
alternatives forums such as Brics and the
Shanghai Cooperation Organisation to
amplify their voices and seek solutions for
their problems. American political scien-
tist Joseph Samuel Nye Jr, who famously
defined “soft power”, aptly captured this

countries is said to be the
reason that wars do not esca-
late beyond a point, he rea-
sons. The political theorist
David Runciman argues that
democracy is better aligned
with human nature, while
autocracy is misaligned with
their own people, even under
enlightened despotism. The US Ambas-
sador to Russia Michael McFaul, an
expert on Russia, aptly captured this
dynamic: “The longer a democratic
regime survives, the less likely it will col-
lapse while the longer an autocracy sur-
vives, the more likely it will collapse.” Mr
Hamid harnesses this logic to reiterate
that the sort of full democracy that exists
in America makes it resilient. The 19th

Power

The Case for American

by Shadi Hamid

Published by
Simon & Schuster

241 pages $28

The self-contempt, known as
Oikophobia, cast long
shadows on American pol-
icies. In West Asia, America
projects the rhetoric of free-
dom and democracy but
behind its efforts for peace in
the region it only seeks to
remove potentially existential threats to
Israel. Ukraine is said to be simply a
pawn in America’s imperial designs that
deliberately encouraged the eastward
expansion of Nato, even as the current
president condemns Russian invasion as
acriminal war of aggression.

The author recognises these hypoc-
risies and argues that they should serve
asa constant reminder of America’s
unfulfilled commitments towards the

refreshing, given the rising aversion to
immigrants in America.

Progress depends on human agency,
where individual choices, accumulating
over time, shape outcomes. In a corrupt-
ing power, the collective will of people
acts as checks and balances and this
intrinsic trait in the American polity, Mr
Hamid believes, will help to reshape and
redirect America when circumstances
demand. The alternative to America
could be brutal authoritarianism that
can stifle peoples’ potential and aspir-
ations, he warns. Predictably, therefore,
open societies are better able to manage
their challenges.

Mr Hamid wants the readers to
understand America’s past as inter-
twined in a certain cyclical logic of suc-
cess and failures. In this intensely
personal book, Mr Hamid wills himself
to optimism, realism, and calls for an
America worthy of its ideals.

The reviewer is a retired IFS officer
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Govt needs to drop new
rural jobs scheme plan

he decision of the Union government to rename and rework the Mahatma

Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme (MGNREGS) and

introduce a truncated version cuts at the very roots of a scheme that helped

crores of Indians become part of the nation-building process and come out
of poverty. It is not that the government cannot present another scheme with its
focus areas as under the proposed Viksit Bharat Guarantee for Rozgar and
Ajeevika Mission (Gramin) (VB-G RAM G) Bill; it’s just that it appears to be bent
on eliminating the legacy of a scheme named after the Father of the Nation.

Indeed, every salient feature of the MGNREGA scheme is done to death in the
new proposed scheme. The most important element of the scheme was that it guar-
antees 100 days of work for the rural poor and the government was bound to com-
pensate the registered persons monetarily if it could not employ them for the stip-
ulated number of days. This demand-driven scheme will now give way to a supply-
driven scheme under the new bill wherein the registered persons will get the job
only if the government can supply it to them,; it is under no obligation to guarantee
it, however. Liberalised economies have long stopped offering guarantees but such
an approach by the government towards people from the lowest strata of society
will hit them hard, more so when it undoes a guarantee so far in place.

. . Next, the MGNREGS was designed as a scheme

Holidays dm_'mg the fully sponsored and funded by the Union govern-

peak agriculture ment. It’s now being transformed to yet another

season will no scheme where the Union government and states will

share expenses at a ratio of 60:40. Earlier, it was a

dou.bt cancel means for the Union government to help out cash-

aPOther important  g;.e4 state governments roll out projects that can

aim of the original benefit the rural economy and ensure guaranteed

scheme that income for the labourers. The money in the hands of

: the poor entered the economic cycle and started mov-

labo Ilbera:ed fath ing it instantly. The benefits were many and could be

urers from te  ¢.j; ;cros the segments of society.

clutches of the 1t may be remembered that the United Progressive

landlords Alliance (UPA) government introduced the scheme

in 2005 when the Union government did not enjoy the

kind of control over tax revenue and purse strings as it now does thanks to the

Goods and Services Tax regime. Still, the present government now wants to turn

the scheme on its head and burden the already overburdened states. To add to

states’ woes, the excess work undertaken by them would have to be paid for by
those governments themselves.

And, too, under the new scheme, it will be the Union government that will decide
the programmes to be undertaken. It has in fact listed out four focus areas. This is
against the grain of the original scheme which handed over the planning and exe-
cution of projects to the grassroots. It is, therefore, the duty of the government to
explain why it wants to thus centralise a scheme designed to help address local,
rural and remote issues. One-size-fits-all schemes are against the principles of
decentralisation.

It may be argued that the increase in the number of days offered under the
scheme — to 125 from the existing 100 — is a welcome feature of the bill. However,
holidays during the peak agriculture season will no doubt cancel another impor-
tant aim of the original scheme that liberated agricultural labourers from the
clutches of the landlords.

MGNEGA is named after the Father of the Nation who proposed the idea of anty-
odaya, or care for the last man. But the new pared down scheme aligns more with
the authoritarian principles of the Sangh Parivar. The Union government must
drop this destructive bill immediately as it does have a real potential to drive
crores of beneficiaries of the old scheme back into penury.

Make an example of Luthras

he Luthra brothers Gaurav and Saurabh have been brought to face the

I majesty of the law. This is one of the rare cases in which swift action on the

part of the Indian law enforcement agencies, in coordination with Interpol

and Thailand authorities, had led to the accused being deported by the terms of an
extradition treaty from a foreign country and put up before the court in India.

Hardly had the night club they co-owned and operated in Arpora in North Goa
started going up in flames just before midnight on December 5 — owing to a lack-
adaisical flirting with safety in a public place — than the brothers had scooted to
Phuket and may have been planning to stay as long as possible away from the long
arm of the Indian law. That they did not travel beyond Thailand to a third country
from which extradition may not have been worked so efficiently may have sealed
their flight from justice, restricting it to a 10-day sojourn of the guilty.

Charged with culpable homicide, which is all that the statute books can permit
under the circumstances, they had an opportunity to stand up as men and be count-
ed like the five managers and other staff of the nightclub besides other partners or
investors who may have had no direct executive association with operating the
club, and who were taken in by the authorities.

The Luthra Bros, seen to be overly arrogant, which is a characteristic their staff
shared according to accounts of visitors to their salt pan-based club that violated
more rules than it may be possible to imagine, deserved their comeuppance. It is
the system of bribes and quid pro quos prevalent in the holiday paradise of Goa that
got exposed by such a tragedy as that of fireworks being set off indoors amid com-
bustible material which triggered the fire that killed 25 staff and customers.

Had there been a sense of remorse, the rich businessmen may have at least
announced substantial compensation for the kin of the deceased. Not a peep came
out of those who were fleeing the land at the first sign of trouble. Exemplary pun-
ishment for forsaking safety in the guise of offering entertainment for patrons of a
resto-bar must be meted out to make an example of the brothers who reek of
exploitation for profits.
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How rising inequality leads
to distorting Indian socie

“The nature of the institu-
tions determines out-
comes, not the means of
production or processes”

n 2013 the French

economist Thomas

Piketty released Ca-

pital in the Twenty-

First Century, amag-
num opus on income
inequality. It was an
epochal book very much
like Stephen Hawking’s A
Brief History of Time.
Hawking’s book sold as
many as 10 million copies,
by comparison Piketty’s
tome had 2.4 million buy-
ers so far. Such event
books are more often than
not read by only a fraction
of the buyers. Speaking for
myself, I still have some-
where a slightly read copy
of James Joyce’s Ulysses,
still considered by the
cognoscenti as the fore-
most work of modern liter-
ature. It is said that an
analysis of the Kindle rea-
ders of the Piketty book
revealed that a typical
reader got through 26 of its
700 pages. But have no
fear, those first 26 pages
have all that you need to
know. They encapsulate
the rationale and results
of Piketty’s monumental
work.

I once asked a well-
known economist who
had reviewed Piketty’s
Capital about what the
main proposition of the
book was. He encapsulat-
ed it quite brilliantly. He
just said that Piketty had
set out to prove that “R”
was greater than “G”,
where “R” is the return on
capital and “G” is the
growth of the economy.
There is much empirical
evidence to back this up.
In the eight years between
2006 and 2014, the US
benchmark index S&P 500
gained 45 per cent, an
average simple growth
rate of 5.6 pc, four times
higher than the average
GDP growth rate of
around 1.5 pc. The conse-
quence of this, of course, is
the explosion in income

inequality, which is the
hallmark of the post-Se-
cond World War era, and
particularly after the
advent of globalisation.
Oxfam has informed us
that in the past two dec-
ades 73 per cent of the
growth has been cornered
by just one per cent of the
population. Oxfam has a
known tendency to exag-
gerate a bit to prove its po-
int, but this proposition,
that few people benefited
the most during this peri-
od of huge economic ex-
pansion, is undisputable.

Paul Krugman wrote:
“What excited them was
Piketty’s novel hypothesis
about the growing impor-
tance of disparities in
wealth, especially inherit-
ed wealth, as opposed to
earnings. We are, Piketty
suggested, returning to
the kind of dynastic, ‘pat-
rimonial’ capitalism that
prevailed in the late 19th
century.” We only need to
look around us to see that
most of the wealthy today
are inheritors, and with-
out doubt many of them
are building on those
inheritances to further
accentuate the income
inequality. What is really
troubling about this grow-
ing concentration of
wealth is the concentra-
tion of political power in
the hands of very few who
are able to influence poli-
tics and policies.

According to Marx, an
individual’s position with-
in a class hierarchy is
determined by their role
in the production process,
and he argues that politi-
cal and ideological con-
sciousness is determined
by class position. He saw a
class as those who share
common economic inter-
ests and are conscious of
those interests. Classes,
according to Marx, were
inherently antagonistic
and in a state of constant
struggle.

In his new book Capital
and Ideology, Thomas Pik-
etty argues, with far grea-
ter validity, that inequali-

Thomas Piketty’s
study relates to
how both capital
and knowledge
came to be
inequitably
allocated because
of the institutional
arrangements
within

societies

ty is driven by human
institutions, which in turn
reflect the dominant ideol-
ogy. Piketty defines his
thesis very succinctly
thus: “Inequality is nei-
ther economic nor techno-
logical: it is ideological
and political. In other
words, the market and
competition, capital and
debt, skilled and unskilled
workers, natives and
aliens, tax havens and
competitiveness — none
of these things exist as
such. All are social and
historical constructs,
which depend entirely on
the legal, fiscal, education-
al, and political systems
that people choose to ad-
opt and the conceptual def-
initions they choose to
work with. These choices
are shaped by society’s
conception of social jus-
tice and economic fairness
and by the relative politi-
cal and ideological power
of contending groups and
discourses.”

Does this mean Marx
was wrong? The times in
which Marx and Piketty
lived are very different.
Marx saw the distortions
and inequity in society
and wondered why. He
came up with explanat-
ions. His prescriptions
were limited by the knowl-
edge and evidence avail-
able to him then. The
world has moved on and
moved very far since then.
When Karl Marx began
writing his first three vol-
umes of Das Kapital (1867-
1883), it was the early days
of electricity. Marx could-
n’t contemplate the mas-
sive leaps of productivity
made possible in the 1900s,
when the world witnessed
a monumental expansion
of knowledge and, with it,
capital. Piketty’s study rel-
ates to how both capital
and knowledge came to be
inequitably allocated bec-
ause of the institutional

arrangements within soci-
eties. To understand how
institutional arrange-
ments determine out-
comes, just think of
India’s educational sys-
tem. We now have two or
possibly three parallel
educational streams. The
two urban upper classes
largely benefit from a
higher standard and quali-
ty of education imparted
in English in schools with
high quality teaching and
facilities. This is the
stream that produces
India’s managerial classes
(both government and
industrial). The working-
class stream flows out of
our government schools,
with its emphasis on ver-
nacular education and in-
different standards. There
is a third stream of rural
education from which
escape even into the next
higher class becomes even
more difficult, if not
impossible. The flow into
the upper reaches of
Indian society from these
three streams is vastly
unequal. What Piketty is
saying is just this. The
nature of the institutions
determines outcomes, not
the means of production
or processes.

Capital and Ideology is
rich in references to India
and draws inferences
about the institution of
castes (varnas) and the ris-
ing role of Brahmins, after
the advent of Muslim rule,
leading to the diminution
of the role of Kshatriyas.
The role of the Brahmins
expanded to an even more
dominant status under the
British. Piketty lauds the
determined “affirmative
action” policies after
Independence that vastly
increased the upward
mobility of the lower
castes, like most of us do.
He also notes that the ben-
efits could not be fully
realised due to the low
standards of education
and its unevenness in
towns and the hinterland
and between regions. So,
what’s new?

Most Indians with even
an elementary under-
standing of post-
Independence India know
this. The question is: What
is to be done now?

Mohan Guruswamy is a
scholar and author. The
views expressed here are
his own.
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MISOGYNIST LEFT?

Md Asad
Mumbai

WILL VBG WORK?

IN AN ATTEMPT to modify the existing
employment oriented scheme that was
launched in the year 2005, MGNREGA
(Mahatma  Gandhi  National = Rural
Employment Guarantee Act) to benefit poor,
women and marginalised with a basic 100-day
of guaranteed employment is being replaced
with the Viksit Bharat Guarantee for Rozgar
and Ajeevika (Gramin) Mission. It will
increase the number of days of employment
from 100 to 125 days. The government has
taken this decision in the service of the
Atmanirbhar Bharat or Self-reliant India
cause. The overall labour force participation
rate (LFPR) of persons aged 15 years and above
increased to 55.8 per cent in November 2025,
the highest level recorded since April 2025.
The increase in LFPR was primarily driven by
rural areas. If the new scheme works, it could
help society grow financially.
Dimple Wadhawan
Kanpur

WORK SMARTER

LOK SABHA MEMBER Supriya Sule has
introduced The Right to Disconnect Bill in
the Loksabha. It brings a ray of hope for the
millions of workers in the country. It pro-
poses that no employee will be obligated to
respond to calls or emails after their office
hours and it imposes financial penalties on
companies for non-compliance. We are liv-
ing in a constantly digitally connected
world where boundaries between work and
family are blurring with each passing day.
If enacted this law could mark a significant
shift in India's work culture.
Bal Govind
Noida

Despite dramatic
win in its capital,

a long way to go
for BJP in Kerala

everything works according to plan, then a
BJP mayor will welcome Prime Minister
Narendra Modi on the tarmac when he next
visits Kerala’s capital Thiruvanantha-
puram. That will be a paradox in that the same
city, of richest god Sri Padmanabha, had wit-
nessed the anointment of the first elected
Communist head of government anywhere in
the world 68 years ago. The current chief minis-
ter belongs to the red camp, while the mayor
happens to be from the saffron one.

The BJP cadres’ jubilation over the party’s per-
formance in the local body elections, particular-
ly in the state’s capital, reached 7, Lok Kalyan
Marg, in India’s capital and Mr Modi shared the
excitement of his partymen in the southern
state. The master craftsman of the BJP’s elec-
toral gains across the country, Mr Modi called
the party’s mandate in the Thiruvan-
anthapuram Corporation “a watershed moment
in Kerala’s politics”. He also called his former
colleague in the Union council of ministers and
now state BJP president Rajeev Chandrasekhar
to recall how the win in Ahmedabad’s municipal
elections was a similar breakthrough for the
fledgling BJP back in 1987. Mr Modi said the 50
seats it won in the 101-member corporation must
be the starting point in the party’s campaign to
fell Kerala’s “red fort”.

The BJP had been eyeing the corporation in
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the last several elections. The NDA it leads won
35 seats in the 2015 and 2020 elections and was the
main Opposition in the corporation council
while the CPI(M)-led LDF was at the wheel,
pushing the Congress-led UDF to the third posi-
tion. The party will be able to get its candidate
elected as mayor since the LDF, with its 29 can-
didates, and the UDF, with 19, is unlikely to mo-
unt an opposition with the help of two Indep-
endent candidates. (The election to one division
was postponed due to the death of a candidate).

Mr Modi's congratulations and blessings will
be a shot in the arm for the BJP for its campaign
for the Assembly elections due in April-May
2026, but it is doubtful if that is sufficient for the
saffron party to confidently aim big, if the per-
formance in the local body elections across the
state is a pointer. The BJP’s vote share in the
state elections hovers around 16 per cent, which
is in fact lesser than the party’s record in the Lok
Sabha elections held hardly two years ago.

An analysis of the voting pattern reveals that
the party has been consistent in retaining its
hold in the state capital but not elsewhere. It is a
fact that the party was never able to match the
performance of P. Kerala Varma, a Sangh
Parivar candidate in the 1984 Lok Sabha elec-
tions. The party, despite its win in more seats,
lags behind the LDF by about 10,000 votes even in
Thiruvananthapuram; it has lost both the

municipalities it had won last time. Among them
is Pandalam, a place traditionally and ritualisti-
cally linked to Lord Ayyappa of Sabarimala,
which was won by the LDF. The party managed
to emerge as the largest bloc in Palakkad munic-
ipality, which it ruled last time with a comfort-
able majority. The party cadre was on cloud nine
when actor-turned politician Suresh Gopi broke
the jinx and he won the Thrissur Lok Sabha seat
in 2024; the party believed the Thrissur victory
will help it consolidate the base and win more
seats. The party launched its campaign with an
eye on the Thrissur corporation, but it ended up
a poor third after the UDF and the LDF.

The data on seats in other local bodies is also
not very positive for the party and its sympa-
thisers inside and outside Kerala. It now runs 26
of the 941 gram panchayats, two of the 86 munic-
ipalities and one of six corporations. It has
drawn a blank in both block panchayats and dis-
trict panchayats. In fact, it has won only one of
the 344 district panchayat seats, which are larg-
er units comparable with Assembly segments. It
has doubled the number of gram panchayats
under it but the disturbing trend is that it was
unable to hold on to those which it had won last
time.

The party had banked on its new-found bon-
homie with the Christian community, who com-
prise about 18 per cent of the state’s population.

o0 © —+

Mr Gopi’s win in Thrissur was largely attributed
to the support of the prominent minority com-
munity. The party also showed signs of an
accommodation of the people from the commu-
nity in the state leadership; several even in the
state core committee are from the community. It
went out of its way to comfort the community
when two Catholic nuns were recently arrested
in Raipur, in BJP-ruled Chhattisgarh. But the
latest election results indicate that it was indeed
a short honeymoon, and the sheep have gone
back to the comforts of its traditional sheds in
the UDF. The community looks less adventurous
now, making the BJP gameplan less formidable.

The party has managed to wean away a section
of the powerful Ezhava community, which forms
the vote base of the Communist parties in the
state. However, the election results indicate that
the Communists have been able to stall any fur-
ther erosion of its base.

The BJP is now at a crossroads in Kerala. It has
realised that hardcore Hindutva issues cannot
take the party much ahead in a state which is
known for its communal harmony. Its demogra-
phy — the two minority communities make up
about 45 per cent of the total population — virtu-
ally limits the possibility of such a policy. The
party now flashes the development card with the
hope that Kerala, with its open mindedness, will
give it a chance.
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STRUCTURAL
OVERHAUL

he introduction of the Viksit

Bharat Shiksha Adhish-

than Bill in the Lok Sabha

is a significant restructuring

of India’s higher-education
governance in decades. By proposing
a single overarching commission with
three specialised councils for regulation,
accreditation and academic standards,
the Bill seeks to end the long-criticised
fragmentation of India’s higher-educa-
tion oversight. At present, the Univer-
sity Grants Commission, the All India
Council for Technical Education and the
National Council for Teacher Education
operate in silos, often duplicating func-
tions, issuing overlapping regulations
and creating compliance burdens for uni-
versities. In theory, replacing these bod-
ies with a unified architecture aligns with
the National Education Policy 2020’
promise of “light but tight” regulation.
The ambition is clear: reduce bureau-
cratic clutter, harmonise standards across
disciplines and allow institutions greater
academic flexibility while maintaining
accountability. Yet the magnitude of this
reform demands close scrutiny, not only
of what the Bill dismantles, but of what it
concentrates in its place.

A defining feature of the proposed
Adhishthan is its sweeping jurisdic-
tion. It will cover central universi-
ties and colleges, as well as institutes of
national importance such as IITs, IIMs,
NITs, IISc, IISERs and IIITs—institu-
tions that have historically enjoyed sig-
nificant autonomy. The Bill envisages
three councils under the commission:
the Viksit Bharat Shiksha Viniyaman
Parishad as the common regulator, the
Viksit Bharat Shiksha Gunvatta Pari-
shad for accreditation, and the Viksit
Bharat Shiksha Manak Parishad for set-
ting academic standards. Conceptually,
separating these functions makes sense.
Regulation, accreditation and standard-
setting require different competencies
and mindsets, and their conflation has
often produced rigid controls rather
than quality enhancement. However, the
success of this separation will depend on
how independent these councils truly
are in practice, and whether they func-
tion as professional bodies guided by
academic judgment rather than as exten-
sions of the executive.

That concern becomes sharper when
one examines the composition and
appointment structure outlined in the
Bill. The commission will be headed by a
chairperson appointed by the President of
India, along with 12 members appointed
in the same manner. Each council will be
led by a president, also appointed by the
President, with council members selected
on the recommendation of a search-
cum-selection committee of the central
government. The President retains the
power to remove the chairperson, council
presidents and members for dereliction
of duty. While constitutional propriety is
maintained through presidential appoint-
ments, the heavy imprint of the executive
raises questions about autonomy. Higher
education thrives on academic freedom,
peer evaluation and institutional indepen-
dence. Concentrating appointment and
removal powers risks creating a system
where regulatory discretion is vulnerable
to political priorities, however well-inten-
tioned. If universities begin to perceive
the commission as an instrument of con-
trol rather than facilitation, the reform
could undermine precisely the innovation
and excellence it seeks to promote.

One of the Bill's more thoughtful ele-
ments is the explicit separation of fund-
ing from regulation. By keeping the
disbursal of grants to centrally funded
institutions outside the purview of the
Adhishthan and vesting it with mecha-
nisms devised by the Ministry of Edu-
cation, the Bill follows the NEP 2020’s
principle that financial control should
not distort academic oversight. This
could, if implemented well, reduce con-
flicts of interest and allow regulators to
focus on quality rather than compliance
tied to grants. However, this separation
also introduces coordination challenges.
Without transparent, predictable fund-
ing mechanisms insulated from political
discretion, institutions may find them-
selves navigating new uncertainties even
as old regulators disappear. Ultimately,
the Bill's promise will be judged not by
its architecture alone but by its execu-
tion—by whether it genuinely simpli-
fies regulation, protects institutional
autonomy and raises academic stan-
dards, or merely replaces three regula-
tors with a more powerful centralised
authority. India’s aspiration to become a
global knowledge hub demands reform,
but it also demands restraint. The suc-
cess of the Viksit Bharat Shiksha Adhish-
than will rest on whether it empowers
universities to think freely, teach boldly
and compete globally, rather than merely
regulating them more efficiently.
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OF INDIRECT TAXES
& CUSTOMS

India’s long
experiment with
ad-valorem and
specific duties
offers clear
lessons on what
curbs evasion,
protects revenue
and avoids
market distortion

Towards Balanced Cigarette Taxation

As the compensation cess nears its end, India’s debate on cigarette taxation must balance revenue, health
goals and enforcement realities—drawing on decades of domestic experience and global best practices

he 56" GST Coun-
cil meeting marked a
significant moment
in India’s indirect tax
administration, bringing, inter
alia, the structure of cigarette tax-
ation back into the policy focus,
especially with the compensation
cess nearing its end. Given that
cigarettes are a highly regulated
and socially sensitive product, the
choice of tax structures must rest
on the reality of past experience,
striking a right balance among
fiscal, administrative, and pub-
lic health considerations. India’s
own fiscal journey with tobacco
and past reforms offer sound les-
sons on what is effective and what
should perhaps be avoided.

Before 1983, cigarettes were
taxed under an ad-valorem
excise regime. This system led
to frequent disputes between the
government and assessees, par-
ticularly regarding the inclusion
of Post-Manufacturing Expenses
(PME) in the assessable value,
resulting in protracted litigation
and blocking of revenue for long
periods. The ad-valorem sys-
tem soon proved ineffective. In
theory, ad-valorem taxes linked
collections to product pricing.
However, in practice, they created
scope for disagreement, valuation
disputes, and administrative com-
plexity. After the resolution of the
PME disputes, the government
introduced an MRP-based levy
on cigarettes, which led to wide-
spread undervaluation and duty
evasion. However, this system
also turned out to be counter-
productive on two counts. First, it
created a spiralling effect on taxa-
tion, where even a small increase
in tax rates resulted in a dispro-
portionately higher increase in
retail prices. Second, in order
to avoid paying tax based on a
higher MRP, some unscrupulous
operators would show a lower
MRP, while the amount charged
to the consumer was transacted
in cash. The regime, therefore,
became distortionary, difficult
to enforce, and incentivised eva-
sion of taxes.

Subsequently, a decisive
shift came in the Union Budget
of 1987, when the government
moved from an ad-valorem sys-
tem to a specific levy based on the
physical length of the cigarette.
Eminent economists such as Dr
Raja Chelliah and Dr Vijay Kelkar
also endorsed the specific levy

Ilicit cigarettes now account for over one-fourth of India’s market, draining revenuve

model as being transparent, pre-
dictable, and resistant to manipu-
lation. The structure was simple,
easy to administer and resulted
in higher tax collection. Excise
duty collections from cigarettes
grew more than twenty-fold over
the next three decades, enabling
both the government and the
cigarette industry to operate in
a more predictable fiscal envi-
ronment. During this period,
the Indian cigarette industry also
evolved from a purely commod-
itised market into one offering
differentiated, consumer-centric
products catering to varied con-
sumer needs.

However, with the introduc-
tion of VAT in 2007 and GST in
2017, the share of ad valorem tax-
ation has become much larger
again. The VAT regime coin-
cided with a phase of strong anti-
tobacco activism that resulted in
several policy changes, leading
to measures such as the enact-
ment of the Cigarettes and Other
Tobacco Products Act (COTPA),
restrictions on public smoking,
and steep increases in overall tax
incidence. In fact, India took the
lead in this regulatory approach
through COTPA, even before for-
mally signing the WHO Frame-
work Convention on Tobacco
Control (FCTC), which was
adopted later. While these mea-
sures advanced the much-needed
health objectives, they also pro-
duced some unintended retard-
ing effects. Regulatory overreach,
such as large pictorial warnings
and high taxes, led to a significant
surge in the availability of illicit

cigarettes in the country, fuelling
the growth of both smuggled and
domestically manufactured unac-
counted and tax-evaded prod-
ucts, including look-alike packs
sold at deep discounts by fly-by-
night operators. These products
entered the market at price points
barely covering the cost of the cig-
arette, further undermining the
legal industry. The widening gap
between legal and illicit products,
a rise in ultra-low-priced alter-
natives, and greater enforcement
challenges became visible trends.

Further, the rise of illicit cig-
arettes resulted in huge losses
of tax revenue and posed much
more serious health hazards than
the legal ones. This is because the
cigarettes available in the grey
market are made in unhygienic
conditions without any concern
for the quality of tobacco and
other ingredients.

Today, the rapid proliferation
of multiple illicit brands across
varied price points has posed
serious challenges for the legal
cigarette industry. A range of
differentiated products offered
by international players now
commands a notable share of
the market. For instance, prod-
ucts such as ESSE, positioned in
slim and lower-priced formats,
have gained popularity among
younger consumers by creat-
ing an impression of contain-
ing less nicotine and therefore,
being less harmful. It is pertinent
to note the history and growth of
illicit trade in the country. With
the enactment of COTPA and
ratification of the FCTC treaty,

anti-tobacco activism in India,
led by NGO, gained significant
momentum. The NGO’s were at
the forefront, influencing taxation
and regulations. With overactive
anti-tobacco activism leading to
a substantial change in taxation
policy, raising the burden of tax
beyond the affordability of the
common citizen, coupled with
gory imagery on Indian cigarette
packaging, this has given a huge
boost to the cheaper, tax-not-paid
cigarettes, which do not carry
the excessive warnings required
under the law of the land. Accord-
ing to Euromonitor International,
until 2004, the illicit trade of cig-
arettes stood at 11.1 billion cig-
arettes, forming approximately
10.3 per cent of the Indian mar-
ket. With the massive increases in
taxation, starting from 2005-06
t0 2017-18, the illicit trade of cig-
arettes has grown over threefold
to more than 36 billion cigarettes.
Ilicit trade now stands at 26.1 per
cent of the total cigarette trade,
i.e. over one-fourth of the mar-
ket size. This has led to the market
today resting in the hands of trade
mafias. It is established in several
international studies that anti-
social elements use this money
to fund ulterior motives, includ-
ing destabilising countries and
engaging in terrorist activities.
It is also estimated that revenue
loss to the exchequer on account
of illicit cigarettes is to the tune of
about Rs 21,000 crore per annum.

Against this backdrop, the
recent decision of the GST
Council to tax tobacco at the
retail sales price appears to

revisit the pre-1987 model. It
may be relevant to mention here
that globally, taking a leaf out of
India’s over three-decade-long
cigarette taxation policy, several
countries have now adopted spe-
cific-duty structures with a view
to avoiding manipulation, reduc-
ing valuation disputes, and sim-
plifying tax administration. In
fact, as of 2024, 137 out of 178
countries have adopted a blend
of ad-valorem and specific struc-
tures —historically, a model that
India itself had adopted in its
early stages. In 2008, this number
was 101, reflecting a clear global
shift towards this framework.

Today, India stands at an
important juncture in its eco-
nomic journey, with the goal
of becoming a Viksit Bharat
by 2047. A stable tax frame-
work is indispensable to fulfil
this ambition since it encour-
ages investment, reduces com-
pliance frictions and supports
long-term economic planning.
As India debates the next steps
in tax design under the GST
for tobacco, the choice is not
between change and continuity
but between time-tested stabil-
ity and avoidable uncertainty.
It is hoped that on cessation of
compensation cess, the final fis-
cal policy will take cognisance of
the historical facts, perspectives
and international experiences
to adopt a balanced approach
- learning from India’s own his-
tory of tobacco taxation while
aiming to disincentivise illicit
trade without making major
structural changes in the tax sys-
tem and keep the tax incidence
stable. Such a framework will
result in a robust policy for the
law-abiding industry. A policy
measure of this kind, as in the
process of development, views
balance not as a compromise,
but as the foundation for sus-
tainable long-term growth.

Such an approach is worth
consideration since, at the same
time, it would serve the reve-
nue and health concerns. Also,
being easier, it would be con-
ducive to tax compliance and
would address enforcement chal-
lenges. Not giving due weight-
age to these important points
would not be advisable, as the
same would work contrary to the
interests of both the public and
the government.
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If accountability
fails in Israel and
vigilance falters
elsewhere, the
price will not be
paid by leaders
or generals—but
by Jewish families
whose only
“crime” is existing
amid a war they
do not control

Contflict’s Dangerous Spillover

As Israel’s war in Gaza continues, antisemitism is rising across Western democracies, with attacks
like Bondi Beach showing how anger at Israel increasingly targets Fewish communities worldwide

homas Friedman in

his The New York

Times column “This

Israeli Government Is
a Danger to Jews Everywhere,”
had warned that the way Israel
is fighting the war in Gaza
under Prime Minister Benja-
min Netanyahu could endan-
ger Jews globally — not because
Jews themselves are to blame,
but because Israel’s government
actions might fuel backlash and
rising antisemitism abroad, and
could ultimately transform
Israel from a source of pride
into a “pariah state”

The deadly shooting dur-
ing a Hanukkah celebration at
Australia’s Bondi Beach, which
killed more than 15 people,
stands as a grim reminder of
Friedman’s warning. Officials
said the attack was “designed to
target” the Jewish community
while it was celebrating the first
day of Hanukkah. The violence
underscored how rapidly anti-
semitism is spreading across
societies once considered safe
havens for Jews. Australia, long
viewed as a secure refuge, now
finds itself confronting a reality
few imagined possible just a few
years ago.

Even in his column, Fried-
man had noted that Netanyahu
had pushed Israel toward pariah
status. He predicted that “sane
Israelis will line up to immi-
grate to Australia and America
rather than beckon their fellow
Jews to come to Israel’s way”
That dystopian future, Fried-
man cautioned, was not yet
fully realised—but its outlines
were unmistakably forming.
His warning was not rhetori-
cal excess; rather, he was cau-

Wars end on battlefields, but hatred lingers on streets far away

tioning Jews worldwide about
the new challenges they may
soon face.

Disturbingly,  Australia
and Italy recorded the largest
increases in antisemitic inci-
dents globally in 2024. The
Executive Council of Austra-
lian Jewry documented more
than 3,700 anti-Jewish incidents
in the two years following the
Hamas attack—five times the
annual rate seen in the previ-
ous decade. These incidents
ranged from anti-Israel graf-
fiti and harassment to arson
attacks and the destruction of
a Melbourne synagogue. Such
acts reveal how political rage
abroad is increasingly being
redirected at Jewish commu-
nities with no connection to

Israeli policymaking.
Australia’s experience is
not isolated. Across Western
democracies, antisemitism has
surged alongside a broader
resurgence of ideological
extremism. Jewish communi-
ties, as history repeatedly shows,
are often the first targets. In
October 2023, hundreds of pro-
Palestinian protesters stormed
Makhachkala airport in Russia’s
Dagestan republic after a flight
from Tel Aviv landed. Chant-
ing antisemitic slogans, the mob
breached security, rushed the
tarmac, and attempted to iden-
tify Jewish or Israeli passengers.
The incident demonstrated how
anger over Gaza has spilt into
direct hostility toward Jews
and Israelis worldwide, even in

transit spaces like international
airports.

Friedman warned that Jew-
ish communities must prepare
for alevel of backlash many have
never experienced. Events in
Australia tragically validate that
concern. The underlying reason
is simple and dangerous: many
people fail—or refuse—to dis-
tinguish between Israel’s govern-
ment and Jewish communities
abroad. Public fury over Israel’s
military conduct has too often
mutated into collective blame.

At the core of this crisis lies
Netanyahus megalomania-
cal drive to cling to power—
through relentless militarism,
democratic erosion, judicial
manipulation, and political
repression—largely aimed at

delaying or escaping account-
ability for corruption charges.
The damage to Israel’s moral
standing and to Jewish safety
worldwide is immense.

Repairing that dam-
age requires decisive action.
Netanyahu must exit political
life and face the legal process—
no immunity, no pardon with-
out accountability. Israel must
restore judicial independence,
reaffirm civilian oversight of
the military, and conduct cred-
ible investigations into wartime
conduct. Above all, a genuine
political horizon for Palestin-
ians—ending indefinite occu-
pation, rebuilding Gaza under
international supervision, and
reviving diplomacy—must
replace perpetual war as policy.

Australia, too, must act.
Condemning antisemitism is
not enough. Law enforcement
agencies must treat antisemitic
violence as a national secu-
rity threat, not a fringe issue.
Social media platforms must be
held accountable for amplify-
ing hate. Political leaders must
draw clear lines between legit-
imate criticism of Israel and
antisemitism, refusing to toler-
ate either silence or equivoca-
tion. Education systems must
reinforce historical literacy and
civic responsibility, ensuring
younger generations under-
stand where dehumanisation
leads.

Without accountability in
Israel and vigilance abroad, the
cycle will continue. And the
cost will not be borne by politi-
cians—but by ordinary Jewish
families simply trying to live,
worship, and belong in peace.

Views expressed are personal
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For GCCs, Time
To Make Merry

Hiring spree unlocks wider opportunities

India’sITservicesfirmsarebecomingaspeckintherear-
viewmirror of hiringby GCCs. Dedicated high-value off-
shore units of MNCs are soaking up office space in tech
hotspotslike Bengaluru, Hyderabad and Chennai, hiring
aggressively for roles from coding to training chatbots.
GCCheadcount is growing18-27% y-o-y,far outpacing the
4-6% growth at IT services firms, according to TeamLea-
se Digital. They also provide regular outsourced services
like customer management and documentation, thereby
squeezing the role of third-party IT services firms. TCS,
Infosys and Wipro, which used to scoop up huge numbers
from campuses, have made way for Microsoft and Ama-
zon. GCCs are alsoleading the push into smaller towns.
The churn isfor the good. GCCs offer Indian workers a
much broader range of employment opportunities than
bread-and-butter outsourcing could. These units are
strategically aligned with their pa-
rent companies to deliver more value
in core business functions. The Indi-
s | an tech worker now has exposure to
7 'ﬁ high-end functions like research and

N % product development as well as best-
. in-class processes to ensure producti-
vity. GCCs pay more than regular out-
sourcing and offer accelerated career growth. That they
are now spreading beyond established technology clus-
ters is a definite benefit for tech- and capital-scarce parts
of the country that house alarge talent pool.
Accommodative policies have made India a global
draw for GCCs. States are tweaking their strategies to
sweeten the welcome. GCCs offer MNCs wide latitude in
negotiating immigration policies in advanced economi-
es.Indiaishostto GCCsfrom several European countries
alongsidethe Silicon Valley bunch. The trend is catching.
The argument of a dedicated pool of inexpensive talent
carrying out business-critical functions offshore is per-
suasive in C-suites. The funnel can only widen, and India
issittingbangin the middle of it. Globalisation, GCC sty-
le, facesless political opposition in a protectionist world.
Success stories from India can sway the fence-sitters.

Get a Fix on Rural
Employment Scheme

On Tuesday, Gol introduced Viksit Bharat Guarantee for Roz-
gar and Ajeevika Mission (Gramin) Bill 2025 in Lok Sabha, see-
kingtoreplacethe 20-yr-old MGNREGA. While therural econo-
my has, indeed, evolved since 2005, the nature of the proposed
overhaul suggests the issue’s more than just about updating an
ageing law. Although the Bill proposes to raise maximum gua-
ranteed workdays from 100 to 125, this increase will be conting-
enton central allocationsand approvals—unlike MGNREGA’s
demand-driven entitlement. Village-level plans will be drafted
by gram panchayats. But these will also require central nod. In
effect, the Bill restructures the programme as a centrally-spon-
sored scheme (CSS) with 60:40 Centre-state cost-sharing arran-
gement, but without MGNREGAs de-
¥ ;** mand-driven character.

r sl i~ #~ MGNREGA has long been dismissed by
B criticsasa ‘ditch-digging’ programme, fai-
: lingtocreatedurableassets,andflagged as
afiscal burden due to its 100% central fun-
ding. For FY26, Gol released 68,394 cr to
states and UTs, against a budgeted 86,000
cr. Pendingliabilities exceed 710,127 cr till November. Under the
new framework, part of the financial burden shifts to states,

making implementation dependent on their fiscal capacity.
Persistence of arural employment programme points to the
shortfall in job creation. Despite being dogged by corruption
—failures of systems, ratherthanbeneficiaries—thescheme
has created assets, and measures such as geotagging of works
have improved transparency. Like many CSSs, its flaws are
evident. Fixing them is Gol and states’ responsibility, not jus-
tification for pushing costs of a leaky system onto the econo-
mically weakestamid fragile employment and fragmented po-

litics that can have a bearing on allocation.

’ No matter how HNI you are, peace
Y of mind dictates shaadi sojourns

Resolution No. 2:
2-Hr Wedding Trips

Aspartof our2025Honest ET List of Resolutions (HETLoR),
here’sNo.2:never marry anyone, or attend any wedding, that
requires more than 2 hrsof travel. Love may conquer all. But
no matter whom you’re flying down from all over the world
for the special occasion, your heartfelt wishes can’t conquer
India’s flight-cancelling smog and BMW-Audi-crawling traf-
fic. A cousin’s wedding in Jaipur may have Google Maps tell
you, ‘6 hours by road’. Reality says something else: ‘“This will
be along journey. Bring your therapist or guruji along with
you.” No matter how HNI your highness may be, by the time
you arrive, the bride has already completed her seventh phe-
ra, the groom is already groggy even in his dashing Sharma-
ni— Armani’s custom-made sherwani. That’s if you’re still
not stuck behind a truck that, irony all-ablaze, has a sign say-
ing, ‘OK TATA while you check your TCS stocks.

Air travel? You book a flight to, say, Jamnagar, only to dis-
cover your private jet won’t take off due to Delhi haze. By
the time you reach the mandap, fellow invitee Jeff Bezos
hasalready buzzed off. So, make 2 hrs your limit. If ittakes
longer, may the blessed couple live happily ever after wit-
hout your non-digital presence. This NY resolution is not
about selfishness but about keeping the peace. Which is
what a wedding is about. Or is supposed to, anyway.

From global policeman to transactional bully, America’s breeding chaos — affecting India, too

USA, ITSDOWNDOWN

Trumpling on
Good Times

American Pie

Slice Tl]il]l]illg ,

Swaminathan S Anklesaria Aiyar

he Trump regi-

me’s National

Security Strategy (NSS)has

been subject to much exa-

mination. Trumphasbeen
known toreverse policiesinasecond.
Some analysts say his only strategy
ishis gut feel.

Yet, the NSShastwo clearmessages:
® The USrespectsnoneof itstraditi-
onalfriendsandallies, and will skew-
er anybody for narrow economic ad-
vantage.
® It refuses to take on cost and res-
ponsibility of global policeman any
more, and prefers to be a transacti-
onal bully. It retains a focus on Latin
America. But tells the rest of the
world that it needs to make its own
security arrangements. This isn’t
exactly a new strategy. It’s logical
confirmation of what wasstartedin
Trump1.0.

Many Indian analysts and politi-
cians have long argued for a multi-
polar world. They now have it, form-
ally spelt out in American English.
Yet, it’s no cause for celebration at
all. China, which claims Arunachal
Pradeshasitsown, continuestoexp-
and its economic and technical foot-
print in the world. In security, India
is on its own, and can’t expect more
than token help from outsiders in
caseof hostilitieswith ChinaoraSi-
no-Pakistan front. The Ukraine war
means Russia isfirmly aligned with
China. India is alone as never befo-
re, facing a foe more powerful than
ever before.

History showsthatregionsflouri-
sh with a strong policeman that lays
downrulesand enforcesthem. Noth-
ing is worse for commerce and inv-
estment than absence of rules. Glo-
bal hegemons are detested for being
overlords. Yet, without them, absen-
ceof rulesmeanschaos, whichisfar
worse than hegemony.

Pax Romana, roughly the 200-yr-
long period between 27 BCE and 180
AD, made the Roman Empire the
most prosperous place on Earth. BJP
often cites economic historian An-
gus Maddison as estimating that In-
diaaccounted for 32% of world GDP
in1AD. But Maddison also calculat-
ed that India’s GDP per capita then
was $450, slightly below the world
average. Italy was by far the richest
at $809 per capita.

Italy declined sharply after the
Roman Empire ended. Europe stag-
nated. Economist Colin Crook esti-
mated that only in 1850, decades into
theIndustrial Revolution, did Britain
equal theliving standard of 3c. AD
Romans. France and Germany got
there in1870, and Japan only in1955.
Prosperity we take for granted today
isquiterecent.

Deepak Lal, in his 2004 book, In
Praise of Empires,showshowempi-
reshad been good for governanceand
economic prosperity in many parts
of the world. This was mistakenly
attacked by some critics as sanctify-
ingcolonialism. But Lalmadeit clear
his emphasis was on the importan-
ceof rulesand travails of chaos.

The USwastraditionally isolation-
ist. But after WWZ2, it saw the Soviet
Union as an existentialist threat,
and so became hegemon of the non-

SWAMISPEAK <~

communist world—one
in pursuit of anew wor-
1d order with international collabo-
ration. UN and its various arms,
World Bank, IMF, ICAO, WHO and
WTO, and other global institutions
were created and devised rules for
all countries.

This led to the greatest globalisa-
tion and explosion of prosperity the
world had ever seen. Maddison esti-
mates that between 1950 and 2003, per-
capitaincomesexploded from $619to
$2,160in India, from $4,578t0 $19,912in
Western Europe, and from $9,561 to
$29,037 in the US. US hegemony;, for
all its discomforts, created unparal-
leled prosperity across the world.

India was among many countries
that resented US hegemony. Yet, the
US did not act in narrow self-inter-
est as previous hegemons had done,
and instituted what economists call
public goods—rules app-
licable to all, including
themighty. Rules were so-
metimes bent to suit the
mighty. Yet, the world got
global institutions that
had never existed before.
That created unprece-
dented prosperity.

Previous hegemons ty-
pically tried to increase

Seema Sirohi

ntheannalsof India-US
relations, 2025 will fall close
toannushorribilis. The
year began with hype
and happiness around
Trump2.0,butends withresig-

nation and artificial niceties. I.ETTER FROM
WASHINGTON

New Delhi is compelled to
question itsown assumptions,
apainful process, but useful nonethe-
less. This forced enlightenment shou-
1d result in more clarity; capabilities
and self-cures, especially after a care-
fulreadingof Trump’sradical Nation-
al Security Strategy (NSS). The geo-
political framing hints at spheres of
influence with Washington, Moscow
and Beijing as dominant powers.

As a former Indian ambassador
told me, India has been ‘assigned fix-
ed seating on a low-fare ticket and it’s
not window or aisle’. To which I mig-
htadd: stuck inthe middle seat betwe-
en Sam and Boris, India
hastofindaway with, aro-
und and beyond Li.

Against this backgrou-
nd, the current state of In-
dia-US affairs is especial-
ly worrisome. The politi-
cal relationship is sapped
of goodwill, the economic
relationship is reeling un-
der 50% tariffs, and peo-

Hegemom: ‘Extra Value (After Venus)’, 2016, Genevieve Gaignar:

their share of the global economic
pie. Butafter WW2, the US did some-
thing different. It concentrated on
increasing the size of the pie, even
while suffering a steady erosion of
its own share. This ‘altruistic hege-
mony’ raised all boats. The US could
afford to do this for several decades
becauseof itspost-WW2dominance.
But downsides of globalisation and
rise of China have ended thatera.

Joe Biden viewed China’s rise as
containable. Trump has abandoned
that for plain Cold War. Unlike Cold
War 1.0, this one is characterised by
US withdrawal from alliances, pur-
suit of values like democracy and
human rights, and international in-
stitutions ranging from WHO and
WTO to Unesco and Paris climate
agreement. Altruistichegemony’ is
gone. Chaosisincreasing.

Indiahasfared remarkably well in
the first year of Trump 2.0. But the
US-builtecosystem thathasenabled
India’s rise is eroding. The future is
not necessarily dark. But it is very
uncertain.

ple-to-people bonds are strained by a
growing and virulent anti-India mo-
vement. The only part of the grand-
sounding ‘Comprehensive Global St-
rategic Partnership’ to escape break-
age is the defence relationship. Small
mercies.

Interestingly, while Trump berat-
ed or ignored India, Big Tech did not.
They continue to bet on India despite
active opposition from the MAGA cro-
wd. Investment figures speak for them-
selves: Microsoft ($17.5 bn), Amazon
($35bn), Google ($15bn) and Apple ($7
bn). Perhapsinevitable, given the one-
rous fees on new H-1B visas. If Moh-
ammad can’tcometothemountain, the
mountain will go where the talent is.

Diplomats insist the India-US rela-
tionship is moving along fine at the
working level, with numerous meet-
ingsand visits. Bilateral projects con-
tinued. Launch of the Nasa-Isro Syn-
thetic Aperture Radar (NISAR) satel-
lite in July proceeded as planned. The
10-year defence framework agreeme-
nt was renewed. Military exercises
wentonasusual. USarmssalesof Ja-

velin missiles and Excalibur artil-

I\~ lery projectiles worth $93 mn were

approved....

ERUER But there’s an equally long
— list of things that didn’t hap-
pen despite signed and sealed
promises. Thefirstthree Apa-
cheattack helicoptersarrived
in July after supply chain de-
laysfor a deal signed in 2020. The next
three reached Britain aboard a cargo
aircraft, but returned tothe US on Oc-
tober 30 because of ‘logistical issues’.

The GE delivery of 404enginesona
2021 order for 99 engines for Tejas
Mark-1A isacomplicated saga of miss-
eddeadlines, constantly changingsch-
edules and heartache. Only four engi-
nesweredelivered this year. India still
wentaheadand signed aseparate $1bn
deal for another 113 engines in Nov-
ember. But deliveries on that won't
begin until 2027.

Think when the entire order for 212
engines mightbe completed. True, GE
restarted the 404 production line just
for India after a gap of five years. But
delays have resulted in HAL missing
deadlines and incurring IAF’s wrath.
Technical negotiations for the joint
production of GE 414 engines are stu-
ckintheforestof competingdemands
and control.

Trumpand Modidid talk afew tim-
es during the year despite sharp dif-
ferences on the India-Pakistan cease-
fire and trade, if only to prevent total
disaster. The pretend bon homie and
pledges of friendship hide harsher
truths. A trade deal remains elusive
despite multiple rounds of grinding
negotiations.

Eventhough USnegotiatorsare ‘sa-
tisfied’ with India’s ‘best-ever’ trade
offer, Trump clearly isnot. Is it becau-
sehisMAGA eyesdon’t seeatradede-
al with India as a political win? With
allthe anger against India and Indian
Americans gurgling within his base,
ano-deal stance is safer.

A Quadsummitfelltoadifferentlo-
gic. Already low on Trump’s priority
list, it went lower, as the need tofind a
tariff fixon Chinaandensureagrand
visit went higher. A Quad meeting
would have irritated the Chinese.

That the drift with India is accom-
panied by Trump’s energetic court-
ing of Pakistan and its de facto ruler
Asim Munir is salt in the wounds.
Munir can contort his country into a
pretzel for US speculators to chomp
on, beit crypto or imagined treasures
waiting to be unearthed. Indian lead-
erscan’t.

And how can New Delhi forget the
demeaning rhetoric from Trump’s
cabinet members that served to Kill
whatever enthusiasm that remained.
As the year closes, the main message
from Delhi to DC: India has its own
red lines and domestic compulsions.
Indian MAGA — no shrinking violet
—isalerttoall insults.

Still, Gol hasmaintained a dignified
stanceinthefaceof constantpain. For
Trumptoforcealarge, democraticand
US-riendly country to anti-America-
nism would be folly, whatever the sha-
peof hisenvisioned new order.
PS.Indian hoperideson Trump’sam-
bassador Sergio Gor. But can he magi-
cally disappear half the tariffs? Not
sosure.

Unmask & Punish Feku-Makers

roff,
K S Roshan Menon &
Himali Sylvester
|

Earlier this year, MeitY issued a
draft of Information Technology
(Intermediary Guidelines and
Digital Media Ethics Code) Amend-
ment Rules 2025 under the IT Act.
The proposed law targets harms
from deepfakes. Specifically; it tar-
getsnon-consensual intimate or
obscene imagery, fabricated politi-
cal or news content, fraud or imper-
sonation for financial gain, and
erosion of trust in information
ecosystems.

To address these problems, the pro-

posed law mandates social media
platforms to label or embed metada-
ta identifiers on all ‘synthetically
generated information’ (SGI). This
prescription isrich in technological
detail. Itrequires atleast10% of any
audio, image or video to display the
label. Moreover, larger platforms
arerequired to obtain user declara-
tions for SGI and verify the accura-
cy of such user declarations.

There is value in a deepfake regu-
latory regime that has three stake-
holders: the state, user, and inter-
mediary. However, an approach that
‘prioritises’ the intermediary over
the wrongdoer suffers from 3 flaws:
O Misconstrues intermediary’s
key function An intermediary

doesn’t create nor disseminate SGIs.

Instead, it acts asa conduit for user

content. For example, consider a
social media platform. When a user
uploads areel, it delivers that reel to
the audience selected by the upload-
er. Instagram does not create or
modify thereel’s content or target a
specificrecipient. Indian courts
have also held this position, grant-
ingthese platforms ‘safe harbour”’,
and confining their liability to
taking down unlawful content only
when directed by a court or an
authorised government order.

In contrast, the proposed law bro-
adens intermediary liability. It com-
pels intermediaries tofirst pre-veri-
fy user declarations and subsequ-
ently apply blanket labels. This ef-
fectively recasts intermediaries as
gatekeepers of Al-generated con-
tent, pushing them beyond their
technical capabilities and outside
theirlegal mandate.

Crucially, if intermediariesfailto
apply SGIlabels, they risk forfeiting
safe harbour and being punished in
amanner resembling a wrongdoer.
Thisnovel pathway to holding plat-
formsliable is not only contrary to
intermediary governance but also
risks overburdening them.

This was a consideration that
previously led Indian courts to
adoptanuanced, contrast-
ingview. In ‘Shreya
Singhalv.Unionof ’
India’, 2015, for r\\ f
instance, the Supre- .
me Court categorical-
ly affirmed that plat-
forms handle mil-
lionsof items
daily; and cannot
be compelled to
review and

Allyours, |
intermediaries! |

verify all content ex ante (as label-
ling would require).

@ Failstoaddress underlying
harm For instance, in case of Al-
generated non-consensual intimate
imagery (NCII), platforms would
label content as ‘synthetic’ and con-
tinue distributing it. Ideally; after a
user reports such content, it would
be taken down. However, deterrence
isstill absent, as the original upload-
er goes unpunished.

® Inconsistent with court-settled
practice Courts adjudicating iden-
tity-related IP disputes follow a
harm-based approach, by asking the
original uploader to take down the
offending material. This is how
proliferation of ‘identity theft’, or
‘harm to attributes of identity’, is
prevented from causing further
injury to the innocent.

For intermediaries, if they remove
such ‘offending material’ from their
platforms, further damage is deni-
ed, and continuing wrong is prevent-
ed. The ‘safe harbour’ principle is
observed, and intermediary liabili-
ty isonly atta-
ched in cases

of ‘fail-
ureto
remo-
ve’the
identifi-
ed offending
material
within48hrs
),  of receiv-
i N inga

F

judicial order or a government-
authorised order.

How this process changed to penal-
ise intermediaries for not labelling
an SGl is anyone’s guess. Unfortu-
nately, with the proposed amend-
ments, Gol haslet the actual offen-
ding creator go scot-free, asit’s
much more difficult to punish the
actual wrongdoer.

A theoretical approach to curbing
deepfakes primarily focuses on pu-
nishing the wrongdoer and remo-
ving offending content. Regulation
must accordingly be tailored to
facilitate swift identification of the
offender and expeditious takedown
of the offending image.

Importantly, in this theory, platfor-
ms arenot value-neutral bystand-
ers. Instead, they serve as enablers
and information providers. Labels
may remain. Butit’s the actual con-
tent that must be used to verify the
wrongdoer. And platforms should
only beleveraged to share such veri-
fication information with law enfor-
cement agencies, subject to propor-
tional procedural safeguards.

On identifying offenders, extant
statutes address identified harms
and prescribe penalties. IT Actand
Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita 2023 cri-
minalise NCII and impersonation-
based financial fraud. Likewise, the
Representation of the People Act
1951 enumerates mechanismsto
curb electoral misinformation.
Prioritising robust enforcement
and targeted regulation will curb
deepfake harms more effectively

‘l”’u:qc\han deepfake-specificlaws.
‘ Shroff isexecutive chairman,

Menon is principal associate,
and Sylvester is associate,
Shardul Amarchand
Mangaldas

THE SPEAKING TREE

From Stress
To Wellness

SANT RAJINDER SINGH

Difficulties arise when the soul is
disconnected from Divine power,
creating inner turmoil that mani-
fests outwardly. Conversely; con-
nection with the Divine nurtures
lasting bliss and harmony, which
radiate outward, restoring the heal-
th of body and mind and bringing
about wellness in an external sen-
se. While the body interacts with
world through five senses, it is the
soul, apartof God, that animates
life. Meditation, a process of go-

ing within, allows us to experien-
cethesoul, connecting it with the
divine Light and Sound within.

Meditation cultivates peace, love,
calm, compassion and forgiveness.
Over time, this connection with
the inner Light transforms us, re-
movingfear and anxiety; and shi-
elding us from the world’s turbu-
lence. Slowly; through meditation,
we can fulfil the purpose for whi-
ch we have been sent to this world.

God is One, and we can only at-
tain the Creator by achieving one-
ness as we move toward a life of
stillness and peace. We realise that
we are souls, parts of God, filled
with the love and Light of God.
We learn to overlook our outer
differences and see the Light of
God in every being. This under-
standingleads to a life of love and
harmony; helping us move from
stress to stillness. True outer well-
nessarises from inner spiritual
fulfilment.

TheKkey lies in embarking on the
inner spiritual journey and part-
akingof thedivine treasures with-
in. Asour soul connects with God’s
love, it experiences love, stability
and tranquillity, leadingus to et-
ernal joy. At this stage, we experi-
ence complete peace, and strife
washes away. Meditation helps
experience this inner stillness.

J PEASINA
J PODCAST

Stitch the
Silk Route

Kargil, with its more violent
association, hidesa gem in the
Ladakh town’s Munshi Aziz
Bhat Museum that showcas-
es Silk Route trade artefacts.
Flanked by Sururiver and dot-
ted with dilapidated caravan
serais, visitors get a tangible
sense of the journey weary
traders once undertook.
Thisrich history of theroute
comes alive in the episode of
BBC’s The Forum, Silk Rou-
tes: Two Thousand Years of
Trading, where host Bridget
; Kendallen-
gagesatrio
of experts:
Valerie Han-
senof Yale,
Susan Whit-
field of Bri-
tish Library;
e and Tamara
Chin of Brown University.
Over 40 mins, the podcast un-
packs the Silk Route not mere-
ly astrade corridors but also
as vibrant networks that trans-
ported ideas across deserts, mo-
untainsand seas. From silk and
paper to horses, these routes
fostered cross-cultural exchan-
ges that shaped civilisations.
Theroute was never a single
path. They were multiple rou-
tes, including maritime links,
weaving together distantregi-
ons, stitching the world in ways
stillresonant today. In an era
of growing protectionism, the
podcast is a timely reminder
of theenduring value of open-
ness and connectivity.

_ Chat Room |

Desi Mess Over
Phoren Messiah

Apropos ‘India’s Sad Selfie-Goal’
by Saurav Chatterjee (Dec15),
what was the big idea in bringing
Messito Indiaand making him
go around grounds with netas
and celebrities fawning over him?
Whose ‘brilliant’ idea was this?
Will Indian football suddenly rise
from 146%™ place to qualifying for
the next Fifa World Cup sincea
legend has walked on our groun-
ds? And see the number of sense-
less people who paid %5,000-25,000
to see him from 50 m. And celeb-
rities payingmillionstotakea
photo. The Kolkata episode ended
like the RCB event in Bengaluru.
The country’s VVIPs queued
up to meet him. What for? How
much has this tamasha cost the
country? And what was the un-
derlying purpose, if any? Has
any country head met an Indian
sportsperson? Last was in 1936
when Hitler met Dhyan Chand
facetofaceatthe Olympics.

T R Ramaswami

Mumbai
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Well, as you know, there are 24 hrs in every day. And
if that’s not enough, you've always got the nights!
- RONALD GRAHAM

% Markets 24x7

Nasdaq, NYSE, LSE, all want to run round the clock. They
may have much to gain, but what about retail investors?

official that it wants to remain open 23 hours a day, five

days a week. New York and London exchanges are on
the same page. US has already granted approval to 24X, a startup
exchange that will operate 23/5. The consensus is that opening
and closing bells in markets are about to be consigned to history.
Isit arevolution? Technologically, no. We’ve been booking tickets
and ordering goods 24x7 for years. Culturally, yes. Around the
world - Tokyo, Shanghai, Mumbai, London, New York — markets
open for six or seven hours only. Operating practically round
the clock will require more staff, infra upgrades and attitudinal
change. But will it be worthwhile?

The exchanges think so, for obvious reasons. There’s insatiable
hunger for US stocks like Nvidia, Apple and Amazon worldwide.
That’s why US accounts for over 60% of global market cap. And foreign
investorsheld some $17tn worth of USequities
last year. Keeping open longer breaks the
day/nightbarrierfor foreign retail investors.
It also makes trading easier for working
Americans - they needn’t rush it during
coffee breaks at work. And every trade is
worth something to an exchange. Besides,
brokerages already offer 24-hour trading,
so exchangesneed to catch up.

So much for stocks and exchanges,
but what’s in it for investors? Advocates
say continuous trading will lead to better

- price discovery, there will be less volatility;,
investors will be able to respond to breaking news — such as
earnings reports — in real time, rather than catching up in the
next session. But critics warn these ‘strengths’ are illusory.
Little actual trading (11%) happens outside the traditional
8am-4pm window. A single bigtrade in theselean hours can distort
price. And because banks are closed in these hours, liquidity
is tight. So, it’s not the best time for retail investors to try their
luck against algorithms. Plus, keeping exchanges running round
the clock willimpose extra costs, and make maintenance of systems
harder. Above all, 24/7, or even 23/5, trading will increase stress
on people. But when has that ensured status quo?

Give Enough Time, EC

Commission should have empathy for those incorrectly
excluded from voter rolls in Bengal & other states

Q Imost 8% of Bengal’s voter roll of Jan 2025 has been excluded

Nasdaq, America’s tech-heavy stock exchange, has made it

in the new draft rolls post-SIR. Lists uploaded include

those dead, duplicate, permanently shifted, absent and/or
‘uncollectable’. Tworeasons for theremoval of over 58L.suchnames
are politically charged - first, dead voters’ names are allegedly
used for proxy voting, and second, party claims/counterclaims that
non-citizens have found their way into voter rolls.

Desi catchphrase ‘baap ka naam’ — invoked either in jest or from
privilege — has become too real an issue to be laughed off. Election
staff on ground have struggled to square various spellings and
different names for the same voter - if in one voterlist it’s dad’s ‘dak
naam’ (a Bengali fixation with nicknames),
in another it is his actual name. Is it being
criminal, or just being desi? Similar issues
ailed Bihar’s SIR. Uneven and inaccurate
documentation-in verylargenumbersacquired
through third party/vendors, oncecalled touts
- and the common knowledge that Aadhaar,
although flawed, is all that matters, made the
task of ‘progeny mapping’ stressful. BJP has batted for Matuas in
Bengal, who do not have relevant parent-origin documents to meet
EC’scriteria. Matuasaren’t the only group with variant documentation
—amatter EC has always been sensitive to and inclusive about. Must
variouspolitical partiesthenbatfor various marginalised groupsfor
EC torecognise that perfect documentation is a chimera? That there’s
too short a time for restoration of names incorrectly removed?
Seasonal migrants, especially those who work in hospitality, are
away and cannot afford to let go of workdays —most travel in groups
from neighbouringregions. That isafact of migration.

There is anxiety whether those incorrectly excluded will be
returned their franchise in time to make it to the new voter roll.
Mistakes happen. Take for instance Birbhum’s Sunali Khatun -
pushed into Bangladesh and returned, because she is an Indian
Bengali Muslim. What’1l1she need to ensure she’s on the new voterroll,
regardlessin Bengal or Delhi, from where she wasdetained? Asking
hertofill up Form 6 as anew voter isnot what SIR needs to be.

Truth cocktall

Explaining Goa to Ahmedabad

Kannan.Somasundaram@timesofindia.com

When I returned from Goa on a transfer, my Ahmedabad
colleagues looked like hungover partygoers denied water
and aspirin. “Why would anyone leave Goa?” said one, eyes
stuck in a dry state of disbelief. “Now you can’t do what
Goansdodaily,” said another.

Well, most Goans commute to work, then work, then
returnhome-they dowhatallhumansdodaily. After statingthisobviousfact, I
added a dash of pronunciation authenticity. Tourists order Xacuti by asking
for Ex-Cutie. Their former partners may be agreeable tolook at. But the correct
pronunciation is ‘Sha-Koo-Ti’.

Sympathy erupted in the workplace: “He’s showing withdrawal symptoms.”
“Incoherentrubbish!” said another colleague.

Listen! Goa is indeed heaven, unlike West Virginia, which John Denver
admitted was ‘almost heaven’. You have heard of the beaches, and Goa has

unsullied foreststoo, where King Cobrasrise in theirroyal hooded-ness.
m But Gujarat also possesses fine natural treasures.
[\ y

More abuse ensued. “Don’t go de-sloshing yourself here tomake
us jealous,” a colleague said. I pounced on this stereotype with the
aplomb of a Gir Lion. Good people! 90% of Goans in my circle live a
teetotal life, like you do. Your notion is as ridiculous as the presumption of a
Goan or aDilliwala that Gujaratis can talk only about bulls and bears and bees
and production cycles.

Many Gujaratis have educated me about Raga Malkauns, Gandhism, and
post-colonial literature. And many Goans have given me greater insights into
the legend of Lord Parashuram, the genius of FN Souza, and the tiatr’s edifying
entertainment. You cannot compress Goa into an ‘I Love Goa’ T-shirt. Although,
truth is the heart symbol on the T-shirt would be disturbed by my paunch,
which would fashion it into a terrifying ECG squiggle.

Anyway, like you and people anywhere in the world, Goans don’t think it’s an
existential necessity to determine whether Hotel California will pair well with a
single or a married malt. As I said all this, my audience looked like its head was
growing heavy and its sight dim. “Oh a silly pun, he’s normal,” a colleague said.
“He could be right about Goa.” Pleased, I pressed on about Paris being more than
that woman whose picture was taken when she was at the ‘ch’ of ‘cheese’. Getit? The
response was Al in cross-cultural punning: “You aren’t feni, get back to work.”

We Don’t Think, So We Can’t Breathe

Core causes of India’s air pollution crisis have been clear for 25 years: burning of biomass and coal.
Still, the bickering continues. And the Delhi problem spreads to Mumbai, Bengaluru, Hyderabad...

Chandra Bhushan

Every winter, Delhi’s air pollution
debate follows a familiar script. We
look for villains, argue over blame,
ignore science and solutions. This
year has been no different — except
thatithasbordered on the absurd.

Pollution season opened with the Supreme Court
allowing “green crackers”, followed by Delhi govt’s
failed cloud-seeding experiment. Soon after came official
data claiming a 90% reduction in stubble burning in
Punjab and Haryana. Overnight, stubble burning
was declared “not a problem”. Even though scientific
evidence told a very different story.

A paper from ISRO and an independent
analysis by my colleagues showed that stubble
burning continued widely across Punjab,
Haryana, UP,and MP, significantly contributing
to pollution in Delhi-NCR. Real issue was not
the absence of fires, but the failure of monitoring.
Govt agencies rely largely on polar-orbiting
satellites that pass over India in the early after-
noon. As farmers simply shift the burning to
late afternoon and evening, a large proportion
of farmfiresisnolonger being detected.

Instead of fixing the monitoring system,
we wasted weeks in tu-tu main-main over
whether stubble burning or Delhi’s local
sources were to blame. Lost in this noise was a
far more important question: how prepared
were institutions such as MCD, Delhi Pollution
Control Committee, and Commission for Air
Quality Management for the pollution season?
As usual, we forgot to demand real solutions
or hold institutions accountable.

All this is particularly frustrating because the core
causes of India’s air pollution crisis have been known
for at least 25 years. In 1999, more than 200 scientists
from across the world participated in the Indian
Ocean Experiment, led by the renowned atmospheric
scientist VRamanathan. Thisstudy identified amassive
brown haze — which they called the “Asian Brown
Cloud” - stretching over the Indian subcontinent and
the Indian Ocean from Oct to Feb.

Their findings were unequivocal. This haze was
largely caused by the burning of biomass in homes
and fields, and fossil fuels (especially coal) in industry
and power plants. Pollution travelled thousands
of kms, altered rainfall patterns, reduced agri
productivity, and caused widespread respiratory
and cardiovascular disease.

When UNEP published the findings in 2002, some
prominentIndian scientists questioned the terminology
and intent. The phenomenon was renamed the
“Atmospheric Brown Cloud with afocus on Asia”, while
the warnings were largely ignored by govts.

A quarter century later, air pollution has become a
pan-India crisis. Cities such as Mumbai, Bengaluru,
and Hyderabad, which once had relatively clean air, now
routinely fail to meet national air quality standards.
This deterioration is not accidental. It is the direct
result of our persistent failure to address the primary
sources of pollution identified decades ago.

What pollutes India? | Over the last five years, Indian
scientific institutions have produced a growingbody of

research that policymakers have largely ignored. A 2024
study involving researchers from prominent institutions,
including earth sciences ministry, found that about 50%
of PM10 and PM2.5 in Delhi during the peak pollution
season comes from biomass-burning sources. Another
study from IIT-Kanpur, published in 2023, showed
that biomass burning (especially residential heating)
is the main driver of intense and frequent night-time
haze in Delhiduring Jan and Feb.

Similar findings have emerged from other parts of
the country. Together, they point to a clear conclusion:
open burning of biomass (whether for cooking and
heating in homes, in small industrial and commercial
establishments, or in agricultural fields) is the single
largest source of air pollution in India. Without
sharply reducing biomass burning, we simply cannot
cleanthe country’sair.

The second major source of pollution is coal use
in industries and power plants. A 2023 study by my
colleagues estimated that around 37% of India’s
PM2.5 emissions come from industry and power
generation. Vehicular pollution is the third largest
source, especially in cities.

Basically, what we burn the most, pollutes the most.
India burns around 220cr tonnes of fuel and waste every
year. About 85 % of thisiscoalandbiomass; petrol, diesel
and gas together account for only 15%. Unsurprisingly,
most of our pollution comes from coal and biomass.
Add dust from roads, construction sites and barren
land, and the picture becomes even clearer.

No short-cuts | Solving India’s air pollution crisis
requires a clean energy transition and an
“all-of-the-above” approach.

® Biggest gains will come from the
residential sector. Transitioning households
to LPG, biogas or electricity for cooking and
heating would eliminate a large share of
PM2.5 emissions and prevent nearly 800,000
premature deaths each year from indoor
air pollution. This is difficult, but achievable
through targeted policies such as a strengthened
PM Ujjwala programme that provides adequate
incentives for low-income households to
abandon biomass completely.

® Industry must be the next priority.
Encouraging MSMEs to adopt cleaner fuels and
technologies, such as electric boilers and furnaces,
combined with strict monitoring, can substantially
< reduce emissions. Forlarge industries and power
:é’ plants, enforcement of strictemission standards
= must be non-negotiable.

® Eliminating stubble burning remains essential
to reducing severe pollution episodes in Oct and Nov.
Injust45days, stubble burning emits as much PM2.5as
all vehicles in India do in an entire year. The solutions —
technology, market access, incentives, penalties — are
well-known and proven.

@ Scaling up electric vehicles and public transport
will steadily reduce urban pollution, but this requires
ambitious targets and serious investment, not slogans.
Finally, local sources (dust, construction, garbage
burning, congestion) must be tackled by empowered
and accountable urban local bodies.

Real progress on the above action plan will only begin
when we stop bickering over science. So, acknowledging
the true impact and sources of our pollution crisis is
thefirst step towards meaningful action.

The writer is an environmentalist

‘My cricket got affected by my love life...like everything
else, perception matters in Indian cricket’

There have been very few happy-go-lucky
charactersinIndiancricket like Shikhar
Dhawan. His uncomplicated outlook has
stood him in good stead, on and off the
field. He has also been extremely candid
about his lifein his recent autobiography
The One. TOI’s Arani Basu spoke to
Dhawan on his learnings from cricket,
the baggage of a youngster, life beyond
career and perception:

® You have been open about how your
off-field life distracted you early in your
career. How difficult is it for a youngster
who makes it to the glitz of IPL?

Proper counsellingis very important.
You have to understand the background
of the youngster and if he has been
exposed to this kind of world. The
seniors have taught us in their own
way. In the first year of IPL with Delhi

Daredevils,Ihadtogofor
I practice twice a day. I
&A asked them to give me a
room in the hotel and
—  also got into a heated
argument. Then Viru bhai (Virender
Sehwag)calledmeandsaid, “Play if you
want to play. Don’t fight. There are a
lot of players around like you.” Later,
I understood what he meant and
apologised. For a youngster, there
should be focus on learning soft skills
so that he can handle these situations
with love. I made mistakes off the
field and in my love life when I was
very young at the age of 20-21. I'll
be glad if people can learn from the
consequencesIfaced.

@ You had a fallout with VVS Laxman at
Sunrisers Hyderabad over your price tag.
How difficult is it to not judge yourself
with your pricetaginIPL?

The fallout happened because of
me. Every player thinks he is worth a
certain amount. Getting a big amount
of above Zl5cr will make anyone
proudand confident.Ididn’tunderstand
auction dynamics. There are a lot of
factors, like when your name comes up
for bidding. In my last auction
when I went to Punjab Kings,
I again went for a lower value.
That is life teaching you. Don’t
keep your expectations high.
The battle is inside your mind.
You have to shape your thought
process in such a way so
that you can live a
good and blissful
life. That’s why I

feel
there
is a role
for parents
and coaches to
keep the young boys balanced
even after they play IPL or
international cricket.

® You openly embraced
Shubman Gill replacing you.
You didn’t stretch your IPL
career either...

It’s about the mahaul.

Calvin & Hobbes

OFF TO WORK,

T SURE 'S A NICE DAY.
TUE KIND OF DAY JUST MADE
FOR SWTTING UNDER A TREE
AND READING A GXOD
NOVEL COVER :
To COVER, DONT

© 1994 Watterson/Distributed by Universal Uclick

TOO BAD THATS A LUXURY AT
YOUR AGE. WELL, MAYRE YOU
CAN DO IT WHEN YOU'RE G5.
T'M SURE You'llL. BE TWAT OLD
BEFORE YOU KNOW \T. ENJOY
YOUR DAY AT WORK.

Shubman was playing two formats and
was doing well. I played one format. I
was doing well too but wasn’t able
to make centuries. Shubman was
playing more visibly. The environment
changed. I was playing on and off. I
went as captain on a tour in 2022 and
spoke to VVS Laxman, who went as
coach. There was so much hype around
Shubman. Shubman taking my place
was natural progression. I had also
replaced Sehwag in Test cricket. It’s
the circle of life. You can’t be
bitter about it. You can’t be
rigid about how long you want
toplay. Thenfrustrationcreeps
in if you arereplaced early.

@ Do you think perception matters
in Indian cricket?

Not just Indian cricket.

Everything in life is

perception.

There are very
few people who will
know the real side of
your character. I don’t
want to be a victim.
Even after making my
debut so late at 27, I
played top cricket till
35. That means six or
seven out of 10 decisions

DAD SURE 1S
SURWY N THE
MORNWGS.

have gone my way. I won’t be bitter about
the three thatdidn’t gomy way.

@ How important is it to prepare for life
beyond cricket?

It’'s a very important issue. A
sportsman gives up sport by 40. There
is so much energy left in me. Unlike
other professions, I have to learn
and do other things for most of my
remaining life. I realise why a lot of
sports people go through depression.
If you don’t handle yourself emotionally,
then the habit of one life remains.
Now my life has gone in a different
direction.I'vestarted
I/ a business, and I

want to help out
young sportspersons
through my foundation.
Of course, I've got a lot
of people working for me.
Business is a new career for
me. I have to learn again. I have
to do it again. Of course, I'1l get the
advantages of my previous career.

® You have managed to be open about
your turbulent personallife...

I wasn’t open about my personal
life. When I got divorced, the news
came out from the court. I have always
respected everyone’s privacy. If I didn’t
put such stories out, it wouldn’t have
resonated with my soul. It’s a fine
line. It’s good to express yourself. It’s
important to be open. It’s not like my
whole personallife isout. Livingopenly
hasadifferent vibe.

Sacredspace

Timeis a created thing To say,
‘Idon’thave time,’is like saying,
‘Idon’t want to.”

Attributed to Lao Tzu

Patanjali Yog Sutras And Theory Of Space-Time

Anil K Rajvanshi

new theory in Physics, as enunciated
Aby Gunther Kletetschka, tries

tounite quantum physics and
gravity and has been creating waves in
the scientific world. If proved correct, it
will change the world as we understand
it. Infact, this may be the elusive theory
of everythingthat hopes to capture
workings of the entire universe in a single
equation. This was a dream of Albert
Einstein and Stephen Hawking.

The central thesis of thistheory
isthat time is three-dimensional and
the basis for creation of matter and
energy. Accordingto this theory,
the curvature of time produces
space, matter, and energy. This is
very different from Einstein’s theory;,
which states thattime isa separate
entity that interacts with space to form
aspace-time matrix, which is curved
by heavy mass. This is why light bends
near large celestial bodies.

The new theory posits the primacy

of time and explains how the universe
came into being through the interplay
of three dimensions of time. According
to this theory, space is the by-product

of three-dimensional time. It says that
thefabric of the universe is made of
three-dimensional time, and the space
islike a painting on thisfabric.

This concept aligns well with
ancientIndic philosophical thought,
which enumerates the primacy
of time. For example, the
Atharv Ved clearly states
that the world came into
existence because of time.
“Timeisplacedinafull
pot(cosmos). Viewing it

the interplay of prakritiand purush
produced the world. Prakriti, according
to some Sankhya philosophers, denotes
time. Furthermore, this philosophy
holds that prakriti consists of sattvic,
rajas, and tamas forces and that these
were in equilibrium before the birth
of the universe. When this equilibrium
was disturbed, the world came into
existence. It can be conjectured that
these three forces correspond to
the three dimensions of time
inmodern physics.

In Gita, the primacy of
time is established when
Kishn shows Arjun his Virat
form and utters the famous

from various perspectives, THE SPEAKING TREE words “I'have become the

ithas produced all these
different worlds”. This description
of time in the Atharv Ved islike what
the modern theory states.

The description of universe
formation in Sankhya Philosophy
follows similar lines, stating that in
the beginning there wasnothing, and

mighty time, creator and
destroyer of worlds”. Interestingly, this
shlok was misinterpreted by Robert
Oppenheimer after the atomic bomb
blast in 1945, when he quoted Gita, stating
“I'have become death” instead of ‘I have
becomethe mighty time’.

In Patanjali Yoga Sutras, Ishwar, the

supreme being or ultimate reality, is
defined as an entity unconditioned
by time. From it originated the world,
space and beings.

Some interesting sutras concern
space and time. For example, they
state that by practising sanyam (a
combination of concentration, meditation,
and samadhi) on moments and sequences
of moments, a yogiinstantaneously
attains universal knowledge and is
unrestrained by space and time.

This matches exactly with Einstein’s
gravitational theory, which states,
‘events and the interval between events
build space-time’. The geometric nature
of space-time givesrise to gravity and
isthe basis of the universe and the
movement of heavenly bodies.

Finally, the primacy of time is
implicitin thefinal sutra of Patanjali’s
Yoga Sutras, which states that ultimate
kaivalyaisachieved when mutations
of the gunas cease, causingtime—
the uninterrupted movement of
moments—to stop.




06

Che Cribune

ESTABLISHED IN 1881

Missingin Parliament

PM should prioritise domestic duty

RIMEMinister Narendra Modi's frequent for-

eign visits, especially those coinciding with

Parliament sessions, have ftriggered an

intense political debate. While the govern-

ment frames these trips as vital fo advancng
India’s global interests, the critidsm surrounding them
cannot be brushed agide as mere political point-scoring.
The issue raises questions about democratic accounta-
bibity and institutional respect. Parhiament is the corner-
stome of our demoecracy. Itis the primary forum where
laws are debated, policies scrutinised and the govern-
ment held accountable. The PM's presence during cru-
cial sessions signals respect for democratic norms and
reinforces the idea that executive power remaing
answerable tothe legislature. Repeated absences, partic-
ularly during high-stakes sessions and the ones whose
duration is already truncated, as the present one, weak-
en this symbolism and invite legitimate concern.

such absences also hand the Opposition powerful
ammunition. They enable the argument that debate,
scrutiny and consensus-building are being sidelined in
favour of headline-grabbing diplomacy. When key leg-
islative reforms, social issues or political erises domi-
nate the national conversation, the optics of foreign
travel, regardless of its strategic intent, appear dismis-
give of domestic priorities. In a vibrant democracy, per-
ception matters almost as much as intent,

This 15 not to deny the importance of international
engagement. In an era of geopolitical flux, India cannot
afford diplomatic inertia. However, foreign policy gains
loge moral force when domestic democratic processes
appear secondary. The PM's roleis unique: heis alsothe
leader of the House, accountable to elected representa-
tivesand. by extension, the people. The challenge, there-
fore, lies in balance. Strategic diplomacy must coexist
with parliamentary responsibility. Better scheduling,
clearer communication of cutcomes of the foreign visits
when Parliament is in session and a visible commmitment
to legislative debate would help defuse criticism.

Higher education Bill

Evolve viable roadmap through consultations

HE Viksit Bharat Shiksha Adhishthan Bill,
which seeksto establish an overarching higher
education commission, has been sent toa joint
parliamentary committee. The panel will hold
dizcussions an the legislation and submit its
report in February The Bill proposes separate councils for
regulation, accreditation and academic standards in a bid
todoawaywith the “multiplicity of regulators having non-
harmonised regulatory approval protocols”. As of now, the
University Grants Commission (UGC) regulates non-tech-
nical higher education nstittions, while the All India
Council for Technical Education (AICTE) and the National
Council for Teacher Education(NCTE)are overseeing their
respective domains. The Ads under which these three
agencies were get up are proposed to be repealed. The gov-
ernment aims tooverhaul theregulatory system inorderto
“reenergise” the higher education sector. However, will the
replacement of the UGC, AICTE and NCTE—which have
functioned for decades —with new councils serve the pur-
pose? These councils will come under an umbrella institu-
tion, the higher education commission; thus, it would be
challenging for them to work as autonomous bodies.
Underfunding has plagued higher education nstitu-
tions in India. However, the Bill gives no funding powers
to the new commission. It makes the Ministry of Educa-
fion responsible for disbursing grants. Some education-
15ts fear that this provision will make the process of grant
allocation more bureaucratic and politically motivated,
(lobal experience shows that world-class universi-
ties thrive on academic freedom, sustained public fund-
mng and institutional self-governance —not merely reg-
ulatory efficiency. Well-thought-out reforms are the way
forward for India in higher education. Various stake-
holders must be involved in detailed deliberations on
the new Bill so that a viable roadmap can be evolved.

ON THIS DAY...100 YEARS AGO

Che Tribune.
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Congress session
WITHIN less than 10 days, the Indian National Congress will
meet in Kanpur, the industnial and commeraal capital of the Unit-
ed Provinces. In more than one respect, this vear's session of the
Congress will afford a stnking contrast to the last three sessions.
At Gaya, Cocanada as well as Belgaum, the Congress was alarge-
Iy non-political body. Non-cooperation had ceased to be a working
national programme in the sense in which it had been a national
progranme in 1920 and 1921, butofficially it was still thedominat-
ingcreed in the Conpress. It is true that in the Conpress, as in the
country, the influence of the non-cooperation programme was on
the wane, but at Gaya, orthodox non-cooperators were still in a
majonty; at Cocanada, the numbers were probably evenly bal-
anced; at Belgaum, there was no occasion for the measuring of
swords, the two parties having in the meantime arnved at a com-
promise, which the Congress was only called upon toand did rat-
ify. For the first time since the Ahmedabad Congress, the ensuing
session will be a preponderating political affair Swarajism, which
had been gathering strength for three years, won a dectsive vieto-
ry at the last meeting of the All-India Congress Committee at Pat-
na, and succeeded in having the political character of the Con-
press restored. The Mahatma, who does not believe in
camouflage, stated this clearly in his speech at Patna and has
since repeated the statement several times In Young India. Inhis
own words, which were also ours, the result of the Patna settle-
ment was that the relative position of the two parties was reversed.

"OPINION
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IndiGo fiasco must spur course correction

Aviation sector’s rapid expansion has not been matched by strengthening of regulatory oversight

SUSHMA RAMACHANDRAN
SENIOR FINANCIAL JOURMALIST

HE Indian aviation
industry has experi
enced turbulence
this vear The Air
India crash i
Ahmedabad on Jume 12
shocked the nation; its cause
continuesto be under investiga-
tion. Early this month, mass
flight cancellation by the coun-
trv's leading carrier, IndiGo
Airlines, paralysed air travel,
Both incidents caused deep
concern about the health of an
industry that now accounts for
13 per cent of the country's
gross domestic product (GDP).

At the time of the Ahmedabad
crash, questions were asked
about the revival of Air India after
being acquired by the Tatas from
the government. Admittedly, it
had become a loss-making
leviathan over the past few
decades, but the Tatas and their
partner, Smgapore Aidines, had
exuded confidence that the air-
line would make a full recovery.
The crash, however raised
doubts over the viahility and safe-
ty of its apeing fleet. Yot 1t was
notable that the top bmass of the
Tatas were not only visibly pres-
ent thmughout the disaster’s
aftermath but also a compensa-
tion fund was announced imme-
diatedy. Though complaints from
families and legal teams persist,
Air India has been wiewed as
broadly compassionate and help-
ful in this dire situation.

This is in marked contrast to
the latest crisis for which Indi-
(30 1s bemng reviled and severe-
Iy trolled. Apart from harass-
ment to passengers over the
cancellations that continued for
several davs, there was initially
a deafening silence from the
top management. It was the
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CHADS: It's high time aidines accorded high priority to safety and maintenance issues. an

fronthne staff which bore the
brunt of the air passengers’ ire
over having to wait cluelessly
for hours onend, and then to be
told that flights were cancelled,
leaving them in the hirch.

This inchuded those travelling
for medical emergences, jobs,
exams, weddings or funerals.
The apology by the IndiGo CEQ
came too late in the day to pro-
vide any solace to those who
faced major disnuptions.

At this point, one must pause
and recall that there is a reason
IndiGo became the country's
maost popular aidine and gar-
nered such a huge market share,
Despite being a no-frills budget
carner, itinitially combined punc-
tuality, efficiency and predictabil -
ity in a way that brought comfiort
to air passengers. [t waseven pre-
ferred over full-service camers
simply because its systems ran
hike clockwork., The problem
began when market dominance
turned into disregand for stake-
holders such as consumers and
regulatory agencies,

As for the aviation sector hay-
ing become a duopoly, it is actu-
ally more of a monopoly with
IndiGo commanding two-thirds
share of the market. Its expan-

Thereisaneed totake
a cue fromairlines of
other countries
notably the US, where
harried consumers

got compensation
running into hundreds
ofmillions ofdollars.

sion to this level has been aided
by developments such as the
sudden dosure of Jet Airways as
well as technical and financial
problems faced by smaller carr-
ers like Spicedet.

Civil Aviation Mmister Ram
Mohan Naidu has said that more
entities are bemng encouraged to
enter the aviation space in a bid
to ensure competition. But new
entrants like Akasa A will take
a while to stabilise and the dom-
inance of a single carrier is set to

continue for the time being, The
Competition Commission of
India is reported to be watching
the developments closely, but
may remain on the sidelines for
now. It has powers to break up
large corporate entities that are
Liable to misuse their monopaoly
positions. But in this case, dras-
tic action against IndiGo could
cause severe discomfort to con-
sumetrs, piven the lack of viable
options for air travel.

It is precisely this pre-eminent
mle of the carrier that led to the
flight cancellation chaos. The
spark was the decision of the
regulator, the Direct orate Gener-
al of Civil Aviation (DGCA), to
morease rest time for pilots
between flights. Under the
Flight Duty Time Limitation
(FDTL) rules, it was raised from
a6 to 48 hours. In other words,
airlines would have to hire more
pilots to meet the demands of
expanded rest hours.

sSince the decision was taken in
January 2024, there was ample
time for airlines to enhance staff
accordingly. IndiGo reportedly
failed to do s0. S0, when the new
norms were Implemented in
November this vear, the result
was mass cancellations and

mayvhem, affecting nearly two-
thirds of the travelling public
around the country.

The big question now 1s about
the mle of the regulator in ensur-
ingthat aidines follow guidelines
that have a critical impact on
safety, It 15 evident that the
DGCA was taken unawares by
these developments, The reason
for this is that the aviation sec-
tor's rapid expansion has not
been matched by a strengthen-
ng of regulatory oversight.

On the contrary, the DGCA 15
hamstrung by staff shortage. As
much as 49 per cent of sane-
tioned posts are currently
vacant. Similarly, the Bureau of
Civil Aviation Safety has 203
vacancies out of 598 sanctioned
posts, according to replies to par-
hamentary questions. Ths
shortfall in te chnical expertise is
alamming ata time when the av-
ation industry is growing at a
fast pace. India has become the
world's fifth bigrest aviation
market, growing at the rateof 11
per cent annually, with demand
for air travel rising exponential-
by, It1s at this juncture that there
15 the greatest need to accomrd
hipgh priority to safety and main-
tenance 1s5ues.

It is also high time airlines paid
for their misdeeds. IndiGo may
have been an efficient and con-
sumer-fnendly aidine in the past,
but sadly, it has now transformed
into a corporate with a laser-sharp
focus on profits rather than con-
sumer interests. It has sought to
leverage its predominant market
share in a manner that has
caused mmense hardship to the
travelling public.

There is a4 need to take a cue
from airlines of other countnes,
notably the US, where harried
consumers got compensation
running into hundreds of mil-
lions of dollars. The Civil Avia-
tion Mimstry and the DGCA are
now bound to ensure that com-
parable penalties are paid by any
carrier that assumes it is too big
to be hurt by the authorities. The
action must be taken sooner
rather than later so that such a
crisis does not recur.

THOUGHT FORTHE DAY

The quickest way tobecome a millionairein the airline business is to start out as a billionaire. — Richard Branson

Fonts come to
the torefront

ROOPINDER SINGH

' 1 look at it all the time, vet you seldom see it. No, thisis
not a vanation of the familiar spousal gripe about hearing
but not listenin g, but a commenton fonts —the faces of the

letters we read. The Calibri kerfuffle has stirred the typographi-
cal pot, engapging the passionate, vet leaving others bermmused.

President Trump'sadministration has waded in“whereno man
has pone before” in search of “woke" targets. One of them 1s Cal-
ibri, the font the US State Department adopted in 2023, replacing
Times New Roman, towhich the department has now reverted.

Calibri, a Microsoft font introduced in 2007 and designed
by Dutch typographer Lucas de Groot, dominated Microsoft
Office for 17 years before being replaced by Aptos. Both are
sans-serif fonts — they lack the flourishes at the edpes that
make traditional serif fonts, like the one you are reading.
Yes, the font used in The Tribune, like most newspapers, is
a variation of Times New Roman.

With a father who owned a printing press and the
Parkash newspaper, my exposure to typefaces was a giv-
en. We used movable lead type, and compositors were
given milk as an antidote to toxicity, I saw this tradition
continue at The Tribune long after Compugraphic sys-
tems replaced Linotype hot metal machines.

Initially meant for print, fonts were adapted for computer
sereens. In 1984, I saw how much it mattered. A standout fea-
ture of my Mac, other than it being porgeous, wasthe Chicago
font, a bold sans serif designed for the low-resolution screens
of the time. It stood out both on screen and in print, even on
ImageWriter dot-matrpe printers that ran at just 72 dpi. A Mae
printout stood out in a sea of faint dots, something that still
held when I joined The Tribune in the 19905 and would bring
my copy as a printout. My Mac and their Windows-based
rnachines were incompatible,

In 2007, Calibri exposed the Sharif family in Pakistan.
After the Panama Papers scandal, the defence documents
submitted were dismissed because they used Calibri, which
was not available on the claimed dates.

Coming back to Times New Roman, the font was commis-
sioned in 1931 by The Tvmes of London and designed by Stan-
ley Morison. Aurobind Patel redesigned it in 1991 and created
Times Millennium. We in The Trbune were to benefit from his
expertise. As a consultant, he redesigned the paper and, as
expected, tweaked the font too.

Most readers did not notice the change because fonts do their
best work by disappearing. We read without seeing the curves,
the spacing, the weight of black on white. And that is as it
should be. Fonts eagst to serve language, not overshadow it
Whether in a newspaper column, a govemment order or a
school examination paper, it 15 the words that endure — and
the work behind them that ultimately matters.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Merge regional fora into UN
Apropos of ‘Myanmar poll set to be far from
free, fair’; similar lack of legitimacy ominous-
by stares at the February poll in Bangladesh
where Sheikh Hasina's Awami League has
been barred from participating in the elections
akin to Aung San Suu Eyi's National Leapue
for Democracy not being in the poll fray. In a
cherished demooracy, human rights and digni-
ty should not be camouflaged as ‘internal
affair’, It 15 high time emerging regional fora
for global cooperation and synergy are merged
into the United Nations. Having sad that, the
mternational body needs to be taken seriously
and F1ven maore powers.

LALIT BHARADWAJ, PANCHEULA

Better ways to improve MGNREGA
Apropos of ‘VB-GRAM G toreplace MGNRE-
GA, Oppn says why remove Mahatma'; while
renaming of MWREGA appears to be superflu-
ous and unnecessary, it is the scheme's worlk-
g that needs changes to align with cumrent
needs. The programme can be used creatively
— for erop diversification and prowing high
value crops hlke fruits, exotic flowers, aromatic
plants, medicinal herbs and other horticultur-
al products on both government and private
lands. Jharkhand has used it successfully for
mango cultvation, whereby initial investment
15 done under the aegis of MINREGA and the
mature orchamd is handed over to the farmer.
Such projects could be integrated with Central
schemes like the National Ayush Mission for
cultivation of medicinal plants or with state ini-
tiatives like HP govemment's SHIVA project.

CHAMNDER SHEKHAR DOGRA, JALANDHAR

State funding may be a problem
Refer to *Job scheme rejig’; the problem with
the new scheme is the poor fiscal design that
can bumden the states. In MGNREGA. the
Centre was meeting the entire cost of the
wages. The new scheme proposes a 60:40 Cen-
tre-State fund sharnng. But due to tight fiscal
gituation in most states, these states will find
it difficult to foot their 40 per cent share, This
can ¢reate a problem smmilar to another
scheme like the Pradhan Mantr Fasal Bima
Yojana. The fallure of many states to make
timely payments led to its poor performance,
PL SINGH, BY MAIL

How to deal with Al in education
Both the Op-Ed write-ups on Artificial Intel-
ligence are complementary to each other,
one cautioning and the other puiding the
modern parent and teacher on how to go
about taming Al. Perhaps the situation can
be compared tothe one about fifty vears ago
when the electronie calculator came into
use, which took away our multiplication
tables. No one lost their brain. I think prac-
tical skills like origami {the art of paper fold-
ing), calligraphy or painting which provide
numerous cognitive skills cannot be
ignored. When a child learns a skill, he/she
acquires knowledge. Al 15 expected only to
assist, not replace other skills. Human qual-
ities like joy, gratitude, appreciation are
alien to a machine., Education is suffering
an unprecedented overhaul which demands
Al pedagopgy and Al parenting.

MOHAN SINGH, AMR ITSAR

Ignite the conscience
Refer to *Courage defies terror'; Ahmed al-
Ahmed, a Syrian Muslim who risked his life
to stop the Sydney attacker, shattered com-
munal stereotypes. His courage is reminis-
cent of the sacrifice of Tukaram Omble, a
policeman who died fighting temrorists dur-
ing the 2611 DMumbai attacks. These
moments remind us that courapge and con-
selence are individualvirtues, not communal
attributes. Terror thrives on binares of faith
and identity. Democracies must resist them
by condemning both non-state terror and
state excess with equal firmness,

HARSH PAWARIA, ROHTAK

BJP's decision-making prowess
Due to internal bickerings, the Grand Old
Party is in deep turmaol Barbs by Navjot
Kaur Sidhu add another chapter to the histo-
ry of indiscipline in the party. Be it the top
leadership in Hajasthan or in Karnataka,
leaders wash their dirty linen in publie. The
Bihar poll results show that the party has lost
1ts ink with the masses. [ssues like vote chort
wene ignored by the public. The Congress has
three pillars of power — Rahul, Sonia &
Prnyanka. How does the BJP take deasions
that are accepted by all its leaders?

KARNAIL SINGH, KHARAR

Letters to the Editor, typed in double space, should not exceed the 2004vord limit.
These should be cogently wiitten and can be sent by e-mall to: Letters@tibunemall.com
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How Iobbylng undermines publlc health

SAMIR MALHOTRA
HEAD. PHARMACOLOGY DEPT,
PGI, CHANDIGARH

sored studies portraying it as
safe, And when lawsuits
mount, some US states even
pass laws shielding compa-
nies from hability:

What if this really hap-
pened ? Without naming the
chemical and the company
— not to shield them — but
because the point being
made here 15 larger The
point is how regulation can

age person does not stand a
chance without oollective
action. Even when they win
in court, appeals often strip
them of ther victones, Ths
imbalance erodes trust. Reg-
ulators are expected to be
neutral puardians of public
health. But when agencies
appear too close to industry,
atizens lose faith not only in
corporations but also in sck

ence camry urgent lessons for
India. Our regulatory system
must evolve bevond product-
qualty checks to include
longtemm health and envi-
ronmental safety. A compre-
hensive, REACH-hke frame-
work — long discussed but
never fully realised — could
help address these gaps.
Equally vital is mdepend-
ent research. Publie funding

FEW years ago, bowtopower, science is erod- ence and government itself. for toeacology studies, trans-

asmywifeand I ed and why India must pay parency in evaluations and

leaned towards doseattention. Why India can't look away  open access to safety data

the idea of a qui- India is not a bystander in - would reduce reliance on
er village life, Global lessons in litigation this story. Agnicultural prod- imported sdence.

we found ourselves speaking
with farmers in Punjab. An
elderly man. his face weath-
ered by decades in the sun,
gaid something that has
staved with me: "We trust

Across the world, disputes
over agncultural chemicals
have become battles not only
about science but also about
accountability and justice. In
the US, thousands of people

LONE BATTLE: The a.erage person does not stand achance without collective action. saoes 1051

uets under serutiny are wide-
Iv used in India. Farmers,
often with little tmining in
safe handling, are the most
exposed. Consumers face
riskston, thmugh residues in

India should also encour-
age nnovation in safer
alternatives to controversial
chemicals while algning
with international stan-
dards to protect both public

what comes in the bottle, If  have elaimed that long-term food and water, health and agricultural sus-
the govemment allows it,  exposure to a chemical con-  dedare that EPA approval over- tiondid the truth emerpe. By India often follows the lead  tainability:

how can it be unsafe? His tributed to their cancer ndes statedevel “falure-to- then, the damage had ofdeveloped nationsin shap- Ultimately, the controversy
wonds reflected more than  Juries agreed and awarded wam®™ clams. If the oourt already been done - the ing its policies Sometimes, 18 not about one company or
just farming practices. They  stagpering sums; vet, many  agrees, it will set a chilling paper had shaped repgulatory  this serves us well. Global one product. It is about

revealed the deep reliance of these victories were short-  precedent, regulatory approval decsions across the world. evidence on DDT's harms  whether science and repula-
people place on regulatory lived. On appeal, awards would become a legal shield Once private interests infil-  eventually pushed India tionwill rise to serve the pub-
systemns and saentificauthor-  were reduced or overturned.,  evenwhen harmis undeniable. trate public knowledge and towards bans. But over lie interest India cannot

ity. But what happens when
those very institutions are
gswaved by lobbyving, power or
manipulation of science?
Imagine this scenario —
the WHO classifies a widely
used agricultural chemical as
“probably caranogenic to
humans” Studies show it
causes cancer in animals and
15 linked to cancer iIn
humans. U5 junes award bil-

with courts citing a lack of

definitive pmof or contradic-
tions between jury verdicts
and regulatory assessments.

Meanwhile, new legisla-
tive proposals surfaced at
both the state and federal
levels. In some US states,
lawmakers passed laws
granting  manufacturers
mmunity from lawsuits so
long as their product label

When science is not neutral
An unsetthng element of
these controversies is manip-
ulation of science. Peer
reviewed journals are meant
to represent the pold stan-
damd of credibility, vet investi
gations have mevealed that
some influential studies were
ghostwritten by company
emplovees and published

Once flawed
science enters the
record, it can shape

flawed research enters the
scientific record, it spreads
acmss borders and informs
decisions in countnes with
fewer resources to conduct
independent investigations.
The consequences are not
abstract. A fraudulent study
can puide regulatory assess-
ments, influence court argu-
ments and shape internation-
al trade policies for decades.

rehance is risky. Policy deci-
sions based on tainted sci-
ence are problematic. In
practice, chowes made In
Washington may end up die-
tating health outcomes in vil-
lages across Punjab, Maha-
rashtra or Andhra Pradesh.
The economic stakes are
equally senous. If global mar-
kets reject Indian pmduce
due to chemical residues,

afford to wait for global erises
to spill onto s soil By
strengthening  regulation,
demanding  transparency
and investing in alternatives,
India can protect its people
and assert leadership in sus-
tainable apriculture, ensur-
mg public health 1s not com-
promised for profit.

As that farmer reminded
me years ago, people trust

lions of dollars to cancer had been approved by the  under the namesof saentists. c _ ; At its core, this debate 18 farmers bear the cost. what comes in the bottle, It
patients who had been US Enwvironmental Protec- One such paper, widely cit- }]UIIC}’ ‘f-l“L“HT}; ![]'!' about power. Corporations 15 up to scientists, repula-
exposed. Internal documents  tion Agency (EPA). ed for decades, reassured reg- decades, with vast resources can hire  Moving ahead tors and policymakers to
reveal that the manufacturer The manufacturer has also  ulators about the safety of the lawyers, fund studies and The issues of weak repula- ensure that such trust is
knew of its risks but spon-  asked theUSSupreme Courtto  chemical. Only during hitiga- lobby regulators. The aver- tion and questionable sci-  never misplaced.

B s

Iti;!r'h

‘1"*‘. ‘
XY,

Beyond the battle : A soldiers memory 01971

But what good came of it at
leest?

Quoth [ittle Pedon,

‘Why, that I connot tell”
saud he,

"But twas a fomouws mictory.”

miantry  were
-E'Jd'ttLLlEl-Ed to stand stll
before it (bridge) was blown
by us as a part of our defen-
give plan® by 101 Engineer
Field Company at 2345 hours

ditty, Sacb 31"

For the first time, on
December 14 morning, there
wias a perceptible drop in
demands on fire support.
Around midday, every eye

Looking back, this Lttle on December 6, 1971, turned towards sentries

RrmmmmR=E. patoh of the Indian suboonti- Even under intense com-  escorting at the point of bayo-
LT GEN BALJIT SINGH (RETD) nent had been a stratepic bat, there are moments of net two turbaned Sikh peas-
FGEE:JE'EFEJF;;ASTNEFF ubﬂgssiﬂn of the P'dkjs_.t.'a.n oomic elief. On Dﬂemh-er T. gnts n {:u]uu rful. loose-{low-
military planners asa spring- our lookout sentries appre- ing Punjabi "kurtas’ and

board for dominance of the hend a suspect trespasserin - billowing  “tehmats® of

T the stroke of southern Pir Panjal region our gun area. But fancy Bhangra performing artistes

2000 hours on anda potential threat to Jam- meeting the lanky, 6-ft Major  to where I stood. In a flicker,
December 17. mudunng all the three Indo- in armoured corps overalls, they hfted me up in a tight

1971, during the Pak wars, albeit without sue- after our lastterm topetherat  bear hug uttering: “Oh!

ndo-Pak war in cess. Mindful of these the IMA. Dehradun, in 1956! Balle-balle-balle!” and the

the western theatre, the sud-
den and profound near-total
quiet which had descended
all acmoss the Chhamb battle

tendencies, the 10 Infantry
Division of WW II fame was
resurrected, both to bolster

the defence posture in the

-

> o :'?'

...- ‘_’.-
N

FIGHT : ThEﬂ'lhaml:l-.launanEeutnrwasastratmrcﬂttﬂﬁﬁmnﬂfthmﬁtan military planners. REPRESENTAIVE FIC

Recognition dawned upon
both of us simultaneously;
friend Grover had been

asleep in a trench when his

entire pun position burst in
merry guffaw.

A somewhat bewilldered
and embarrassed havildar

zone after 15 days of almost  Chhamb-Jaurian sector and tank troop acted on ordersto clerk, Nimmal singh,
continuous  lethal combat  torecapture the terntory lost  munutes earber was compl ete- dmwalundercovering fire by "move at once”, leaving their  emerged from the Re gimen-
engagements, was to me to Pakistan in the Chhamb Iy obliterated by the mush- 12 Field Regiment. And, by  troop commander to recoup  tal Command Post dugout to
reminiscent of the all-perva-  sector n the 19650 war. But moming clouds of smoke and 1945 hours, noticing the now  his sleep! formall v introduce his mater
give surreal silence m the kudos to our Pakistami foes  debris, tuming beauty into totally isolated 12 Field, our And lastly, two legacymem-  nal uncles!

Universe before God created  who outwitted us with an  something beasthy. foe seed the opportunityto ories. Just when it seemed After a lenpthy narration of
lite on planet Earth. But did  audacious pre-emptive, exe- By nightfall on December 5, create a horseshoe restingon that we had wrested the ini- how they hitched rides from

we dance in euphoria, having
brought the war to a dosure?
Speaking for myself, T was
simply bewildered to make
any sense of 1t all, like the two

cuted spirtedly without let,
beginning at sundown on
December 3, 1971,

Their intent left little doubt
when some 180 artillery puns

Pakistan had well-nigh neu-
tralised most constituents of
the 191 Infantry Bnpgade
group holding defences west
of the Thawa nwvulet (TR).

TR. trapping us Funners in
its constricted centre! For all
mtents. we were inthe bag —
but luek had not deserted us,
as our archetvpal breeching

tiatrve, enemy sprang anoth-
er surprise with multiple
shallow intrusions across the
east bank, sending alarm
bells nnging loud and we

Gurdaspur onwards, and
gave the slip to every Military
Police check post en route,
they stated “Asaan socheya
aent ghamasoen jung lag hai,

teenaged grandchildren who  of various calibres finng mn except 12 Field Regiment of the siege wasbestsummed  received orders to withdraw  te asson apne bhaanje nu

in all innocence had asked unisonbtupthehonzoninan  (Artillery), and the GOC sig- up by Lt Gen KEP Candeth, vet further back. zarur mi aciye” We enter

poet laureate Robert Southey  omnge-pinkwash, followed by nalled his commanders to the GOC-in-C Western Com- Subedar Major Sant Ram  tained them to a right roval

about the "Battle of thedistantthunderof massed withdmw on December 6. It mand thus: "Guns ofthis Bat- Sahib bickered with tear lunch, downed with stiff rum

Blenheim™ guns firmg in rapd succes-  appeared that our Command tery (5ic. 12 Field Regiment, filled eves:"Saab, aenaapich-  punch before escorting them
‘Now tell us all about the sion, gradually buildingintoa Radio frequency had been  Battery} were the last he hut-hut ke, ghar wapasja  back to Akhnoor.

THET,

never-ending mll of drum-

compromised because come

For all intents, we

organized body of tmoops to

ke apna moonh kKime

Subedar major Sant Ram

And what they fought each  beats. But in the neod blinkof 0200 hours that night endless withdraw arross the dakhawan pel I was strug- Sahlib and havildar Nirmal
other for?..... an eve, even that mighty  wavesofartilery fire assaults were in T_hl'.:' hil!—% e Munawar Tawa bridge with  glingfor an answer when for  Singh and their kind are the
And the poem ends with  sound pot downpgraded by the  heaped up the exasting car- o great élan andin acopy book  tunately thatorder wascoun-  epitome of those who are
the verse, greater, deafening lethal shell  nage of blood and pore. hUL IL'ECI’\ hﬂ-d not sequence, each 25 Pounder termanded, eliciting a  attracted tothe Indian armed
“And everybody praised the  bursts all around us. Around 1700 hours on [}EHEF[E'[i LIS, gun leapfrogged in a retro-  prompthappy response from  forees. As Philip Mason sur-
Duke Andthe serenityofthe beau-  December 6, 191 PBrigade prade action, firing at point Sant Ram Sahib, "Aah taan mised: "Because it isa matter
Who thes great fight did win.  tifully starlt horizon of five commenced phased with- blank range till the pursuing Rab ne faw) de izzat bucha  of honour!” No less, no more.

YESTERDAY'S SOLUTION

O7

ACROSS | Down T, [« | e e
| Existing state of affars (6.3) | 2 Socially unacceptable (5) 3 9 | CTY MAX  MIN
8 Lucky accident (5) 3 Abnght golden aubum (6} ! 4l19|l2]|7|e|3|8|5]|1 :
9 Decline to vote (7) 4 Malevolent (B) 3 1 2 1(s5|7[slz2{a]a]als Chandigarh 24 08
10 Unusually talented (6) 5 Tenure of post in NewDelhi 24 10
11 Dutiful reverence (6) government (6) 3|4|6|1|5|8]|2)7([9 Amritsar pta | 09
12 An external 6 Keepup(7) 9 3 1 5(8|1|19|7|2|6|(4)3 Bathinda 26 08
renovation (4-4) 7 Advantage over the 2 (7|olalalel1 a5 Jalandhar | M 09
15 Powerfully illuminated (8) competition (4.5) 2 5 6 Lsiilana 73 19
18 Surrounded by (6) 11 Incompletely B|(2|3|6|9|7]|5|1]|4 Blorar 23 ar
HNiReach destination (6) planned (4-5) 7161513 !: 4|1]l9|2!|8 i o7
21 Narrow-minded 1 3 A mention in dispatches (8) 5 7 4 2 al1la i 3 7 i
intolerance (7) 14 Gradually destroy (7) 21818 2 Sirsa 24 06
22 Large northern sea-duck (5) | 16 Turn aside (6) 7 3 4 ~ CALENDAR Dharamsala 23 06
23 Body of research 1 7Equip (3.3) - Ma nali 18 02
experts (5.4) 19Temptress (5) ” ;:iEEMEEH 1, szWEDHESDAYg” Shimla (229 |09
amvat 1 :
Yeste l’dﬂ}rrﬂ Solution 1 4 5 B Marghshirsh Shaka oE Srinagar L e
Across: | Pass out. 4 Comma, 7 Lark, 8 Loophole, 10 Take B Posh Panishie 3 Jamr.nu =l s
in hand, 12 Dinghy, 13 Pacify, 15 For openers, 18 Unto- 6 1 7 W Hijari 1447 Kargil 04 -6
ward, 19 Mien, 20 Surly, 21 Wrinkle. W Krishna Paksha Tithi 13, up o 2:33 am Leh |04 06
Down: | Pilot, 2 Striking, 3 Trophy, 4 Copenhagen, 5 3 8 W Sukarma Yoga up to 2:17 pm Detwadun |24 1O
Mood, 6 Amenity. 9 Right of way, 11 Limerick. 12 Dis- W Vishakha Nakshatra up to 5:12 pm Mussoorie 18 09
cuss, 14 Sorrow, 16 Since, 17 Str. V. HARD B Moon eniers Scorpio sign 10:26 pm T
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Employment guarantee scheme must be free from political interferences

R:wamph'lg welfare schemes paperwork” More than that it cases of failure to provide work on Northeastern and Himalayan states,  ers; it will be interesting to see how
is a good idea, so changes in makes the government a target for demand and delays in payment of this ratio will be 90:10. The new leg-  the BJP will face the criticism of ALF . « s
the Mahatma Gandhi National its detractors, which isincreasingly =~ wages for work undertaken,” an islation proposes that work under being anti-poor. Besides, states, Use or mﬂl“tﬂl“l“g peace

Rural Employment Guarantee
Scheme, per se, are not objection-
able. However, the way it is being
done smacks of a desire to score
political points. It begins with

the name. The Mahatma Gan-

dhi National Rural Employment
Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) is
proposed to be replaced with the
Viksit Bharat Guarantee for Rozgar
and Ajeevika Mission (Grameen),
or VB G RAM Priyanka Gandhi
Vadra reacted with “Why are they
removing Mahatma Gandhi’s
name? He is considered the biggest
Indian leader. Whenever such a
name changes, a lot of expendi-
ture happens in stationery and

coming under the influence of
Gandhi haters. This does no good
to the government under the Sangh
Parivar, many of whose members
have expressed admiration for
Nathuram Godse. Enacted by the
Congress-led United Progressive
Alliance (UPA) government in
2005, the MGNREGA guarantees
100 days of work in villages. The
Act has a provision for an unem-
ployment allowance. “MGNREGA
is bottom-up, people-centred,
demand-driven, self-selecting

and rights-based programme. It
provides a legal guarantee for wage
employment by providing allow-
ances and compensation both in

official document says. The new
Bill proposes several changes. It
raises the 100-day guarantee to 125.
Also, the scheme will no longer be
demand-driven. Further, states will
bear the finandal burden partially.
At present, the Mahatma Gan-

dhi National Rural Employment
Guarantee Scheme is entirely a
Centrally-sponsored scheme—that
is, the Centre provides 100 per cent
of wages, while states take care

of a small part of the expenses in
hiring skilled labour and arrang-
ing materials. Under G Ram G, the
Centres contribution will be limited
to 60 per cent, whereas most states
will have to spend 40 per cent. For

the revamped scheme will not be
available during the peak agricul-
tural season. The government will
rely on biometrics and geo-tagging
for transparency. Non-availability of
work during the peak agricultural
season will be vehemently protested
by the Left and civil society organi-
sations. Communist leaders are no
longer as powerful or influential

as they were when the MNREGA
came into being but Left-leaning
NGOs and public intellectuals are
still a force to reckon with.

The government will have a
tough time tackling their resistance.
At any rate, this provision privileges
the interests of farmers over labour-

especially those under non-BJP
parties, will be loath to share the
burden of the rural employment
guarantee scheme.

There are also states like Kerala,
West Bengal, Andhra Pradesh, and
Punjab, which face tremendous
fiscal challenges, and it will be ex-
tremely difficult for them to finance
the revamped scheme. Therefore,
all stakeholders must try to sort out
the matter in a spirit of cooperative
federalism. The Centre should be
willing to accept reasonable amend-
ments to the proposed legislation,
and states should rise above party
and parochial interests to make the
scheme better.

HIS has reference to your editorial ‘Al and militancy
make a potent combination’ (Dec 16). It has aptly de-
scribed about Al having become what it is today, which is
comparable to the prevailing gun culture in the US and
bullets fired by terrorists. People remain clueless about
impending strikes at them. This free for all ready to use
technology is fast becoming a peril to the peace-loving so-
ciety due to phishing and cyberattacks. AI must be used
in places where human involvement and vigil against the

enemy are needed 24x7 throughout the year.
S Lakshmi, Hyderabad

Manekshaw was one of akind

he opinion piece on Field Marshal Sam Manekshaw

‘Surrender or get wiped out, Manekshaw’s ultimatum
to Pak is a standout battle cry’ (THI Dec 16) rightly evokes
a military mind where wit reinforced, rather than diluted,

Can CBI contain cybercrime effectively?

RAVULAPATI
SEETARAMARAQ

TI—IE Supreme Court’s de-
cision comes as a whiff
of fresh air to the count-
less victims of cyber frauds. It
is heartening that courts, when
necessary, take responsible
and appropriate decisions on
key public issues — decisions
that governments and police
should be making — and even
provide guidelines for their im-
plementation. This is a wake-
up call for those who uphold
democracy and the separation
of powers of their duty.

With “digital arrest scams”
proliferating across the coun-
try, the Supreme Court’s direc-
tions to the Central Bureau of
Investigation (CBI) for carry-
ing out a comprehensive probe
into such crimes and criminals
— including seeking Inter-
pol's cooperation and tracing
the origins — should be seen
as a positive development in
criminal justice prudence. The

Courtalso issued notices to the
Reserve Bank of India (RBI),
directing it to use artificial in-
telligence (AlI) and machine
learning to investigate deep-
rooted patterns of funds being
moved through various banks
in these crimes, so that proper
inquiries can be conducted and
perpetrators cannot escape.
Referring to the Information
Technology  (Intermediary
Guidelines and Digital Media
Ethics Code) Rules, 2021, the
Supreme Court ordered online
intermediaries to cooperate
with the CBI and asked them
to collect and hand over data
and information related to
digital arrests to investigative
agencies.

The court suggested that
states and Union Territories
not only set up coordination
centers to thoroughly investi-
gate cybercrime but also adopt
plans to proactively prevent
such offenses. The apex court
also directed that the cyber-
crime coordination centres be
linked with law enforcement
agencies so that cybercrimes
can be taken up for investiga-
tion.

A few days ago, under the
leadership of Chief Justice
Suryakant, the Supreme Court
gave the CBI detailed guide-
lines on cybercrime—particu-
larly digital arrests—sending
a strong signal that tackling

Investigating cybercrimes is
very difficult. Even though the

Supreme Court has directed the
CBI to take a direct role in probing

these offences, the agency is

bogged down with many different
investigations, especially politically
sensitive cases. Though it has a
grand name, the CBlisstruggling
because itdoesnothave adequate

staff. The central and state

" SC entrusts (Bl with
pan-India probe into
digital arrest cases, asks
States to accord assent |

governments keep assigning high-profile casesto the CBI, but
it's regrettable that when officers within the agency are identified
as being problematic, proper action is not taken.

these crimes is being treated
as a high priority. The court
identified three types of cyber
scams. One involves online
“digital arrests” where perpe-
trators, often targeting retired
officers, pose as investigative
agencies and extort their hard
earned money and cause se-
vere psychological distress.
Although media reports show
these offences are occurring
across the country, they have
not stopped and gullible peo-
ple continue to fall prey. The
Supreme Court specifically
entrusted the CBI with the
responsibility of apprehending
those who run such scams and
carrying out investigations.
Scammers are running
another kind of cybercrime:
luring victims with attractive-
sounding investments, getting

them to deposit large sums,
and defrauding them under
the guise of “advance tax” or
other pretexts. Another wide-
spread cyber-scam involves
flooding WhatsApp with ads
for supposed part-time jobs,
using YouTube to offer “free
tasks” for small payments to
gain trust, then convincing
victims to pay large amounts
for “premium” tasks. Many
people have encountered these
scams. Victims often suffer in
silence, not reporting to the
police, and some become so
distressed that they end their
lives. The central government
informed the Supreme Court
in a note that cybercriminals
have already swindled nearly
Rs 30 billion. These fraudsters,
posing as digital authorities,
are extorting hard-earned

money, especially from the
elderly. While we celebrate
technological progress, fraud
enabled by that same progress
is increasing day by day. Many
victims are left humiliated and
ashamed, unable even to con-
fide in family or close ones,
and some have been driven to
suicide. Investigating cyber-
crimes is very difficult. Even
though the Supreme Court
has directed the CBI to take
a direct role in probing these
offences, the agency is bogged
down with many different in-
vestigations, especially politi-
cally sensitive cases. Though it
has a grand name, the CBI is
struggling because it does not
have adequate staff. The central
and state governments keep
assigning high-profile cases
to the CBIL, but it’s regrettable
that when officers within the
agency are identified as being
problematic, proper action is
not taken. Although the CBI is
supposed to be an independent
agency, it has no control over
the recruitment of its person-
nel, and the central govern-
ment does not seem concerned
about that. The CBI takes of-
ficers on deputation from state
police departments at various
ranks. It appears the agency
is even recruiting at the sub-
inspector level for its work. But
for higher-ranking positions, it

inevitably relies on officers from

state and other police depart-
ments. Whatever importance
an offence may have, handing
over cases to the CBI has be-
come routine for both state and
central governments. The days
when a CBI inquiry was re-
garded with respect are gone. In
the past, CBI cases more often
led to convictions; even if inves-
tigations were slow, they were
conducted methodically.
[ronically, in the US, even
the government fears the FBI.
Here, however, the widespread
charge is that the CBI has be-
come a puppet of the ruling
party at the Centre. Previously,
despite delays, CBI results were
something to be proud of. Now
delays have increased, and the
perception is that convictions
are rare or merely symbolic.
Only if the CBI is truly in-
dependent and restructured
across fronts can we expect it to
solve modern crimes effectively.
It is only when training and
skills are provided to the agency
that the Supreme Court orders
can be implemented meaning-
fully, In this modern age we
need systems that plan meas-
ures to produce decisive, visible
results—not token actions. The

CBI must be at the forefront of

that effort.
(The writer is a retired IPS
officer, who has served as an
Additional DGP
of Andhra Pradesh)

VNVK Sastry, a selfless supporter of adivasis
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DR MADABHUSHI SRIDHAR

ITTLE boys and girls of

a primary school in Nal-
gonda district once cried in-
consolably when their beloved
teacher, VN V K Sastry, was
transferred. Refusing to accept
the loss quietly, they walked
nearly ten kilometres to the
national highway and staged a
protest until their voices were
heard. Blessed indeed is the
teacher who wins such young
hearts.

That instinctive affection
followed Dr Sastry wherever
he went. A retired senior of-
ficer, social anthropologist,
and lifelong fieldworker, he
habitually won hearts through
devotion to duty and an un-
shakeable concern for the peo-
ple he served. Recalling their
nearly five-decade-long as-
sociation around 2020, senior
journalist and former editor of
The Hindu (Hyderabad), Dasu
Keshav Rao, summed him up
in simple terms: a man who
never worked for files alone,

but for people.

A full moon night in Sri-
sailam:

One incident narrated by
Keshav Rao captures the es-
sence of Dr Sastry’s life. On a
full-moon night in December
1988, when he was heading the
Chenchu Project, they were in
the core area of the Srisailam
Tiger Sanctuary, where they
were treated to welcome fes-
tivities that were organised by
the Chenchu community. Ear-

lier that day, they had visited

Saluting

an ashram school where condi-
tions were appalling. The war-
den was absent, as usual; chil-
dren were being served rotten
rice and tamarind water in the
name of sambar. The fine rice
meant for the children never
reached the school.

Dr Sastry suspended the
absentee warden on the spot
and immediately arranged a
proper meal—rice, curries,
sambar and milk—something
the children rarely got to toast.
The following morning, as they
were driving away, a group
of men suddenly intercepted
their vehicle, running and
panting from a distant hamlet
located beyond a hill.

Alarmed, they asked if
something was wrong.

“Pani emi ledu saar. Meeru
maa penta vachaaru. Memu
adiviki  poyaamu.  Choo-
dadaaniki vachaamu. Anthe
saar.”

Nothing was wrong, they
explained. They had only come
to see and thank the officer
who had visited their village.

A life dedicated to adivasi
communities:

The humble friend of adiva-
sis he passed away in the early
hours of December 8, at the age
of 78. His demise marks the
end of a remarkable five-dec-
ade journey that was dedicated
to understanding, document-
ing, and empowering adivasi
communities in Telangana and
Andhra Pradesh.

A Ph.D. in Social Anthro-
pology from Andhra Univer-
sity (1980), he spent 52 years
in research, fieldwork, institu-
tional building, and training.
He emerged as one of South
India’s most respected scholars
of tribal societies. He authored
ten major books and over a
hundred research papers and
articles in English and Telugu,
covering tribal women, forest
rights, cultural change, devel-
opment models, and the every-
day lives of remote communi-

Friends and former
colleagues remember
him as a gentle
intellectual, a disciplined
researcher, and an
unwavering advocate
of Adivasi dignity. He
combined rigorous
empirical fieldwork with
rare human warmth,
ensuring that tribal
voices found space in
policy, scholarship, and
public discourse.

ties. Reflecting on the physical
price of such commitment, he
once remarked with character-
istic humour:

“I earned malaria as a recur-
ring deposit and amoebiasis as
a fixed deposit—no regrets.”

Asked what “VNVK” stood
for, he smiled and said, "I don't
know—perhaps Very Nice,
Very Kind”

20 years of service post-
refirement:

Joining government service
in the early 1970s, Dr Sastry
served for 34 years in the
Tribal Welfare Department of
the Government of Andhra
Pradesh, retiring in 2005 as
Director of Tribal Cultural
Research and Training Insti-
tute (TCR&TT), Hyderabad.

His postings took him deep
into the tribal belts of Waran-
gal, Adilabad, Kurnool, and
the erstwhile Khammam dis-
trict, where he implemented
complex welfare, education,
forest rights, and rehabilita-
Llion programumes.

He held key positions

across [TDAs, TCR&TI,
TWREIS, and EPTRI Hy-
derabad.

Colleagues remember him
as a deeply field-oriented of-
ficer whose work consistently
placed tribal communities—
not bureaucratic conveni-
ence—at the centre of admin-
istration,
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A Adilabad specialist:

Reverentially hailed as an
Adilabad specialist, the dis-
tricts history, culture, and
struggles were etched deeply
into his scholarship and mem-
ory. It is now 44 years since
the police firing at Indervelli,
where several Gond tribals
were martyred. His work
stands as a tribute not only to
the Gonds, but also to the peo-
ple of the district and their rich
cultural diversity.

The mighty Godavari, Pran-
ahitha, Penganga, Kaddem,
and numerous rivulets flow
through dense forests that ac-
count for nearly half of the dis-
trict’s geographical area.

Adilabad also houses a
significant tribal population.
Here, diversity is strikingly
evident: Gonds, Kolams, Nai-
kpods, Lambadas, Pardhans,
and Thotis live in a complex
and symbiotic relationship
with nature.

Images from those years
flicker vividly: the Indervelli
firing on the Gonds; police-
Naxal encounters in the Aal-
ampally forests; the Tamil
Nadu Express accident near
Sirpur; the Dakshin Express
derailment at Mancherial; and
the tireless efforts of commit-
ted officers such as VPC. Sas-
try, CVSK Sarma, KR Kishore,
Subrahmanyam, Manohar
Prasad, GN Phani Kumar, and
VNVK Sastry to improve the

lives of tribal communities.
Equally vivid are memories
of Prof Christoph von Fiirer-
Haimendorf’s visit to Marlawai
to perform the last rites of his
wife, Betty, and the vibrant Ke-
slapur Jatra.

Indervelli killings:

Three officers from Hy-
derabad were among the first
to reach Indervelli, where
police had opened fire on
protesting Gonds the previ-
ous evening, killing many and
injuring several others. The
administration was dazed and
uncertain about the actual
casualty figures. The three of-
ficers trekked through forests
and hill-top habitations, brav-
ing scorching summer heat
and humidity, to meet the in-
jured and the families of the
deceased.

Later, when the Collector,
AK Goel, informed forest of-
ficials at Mancherial that the
Indervelli toll was far higher
than the officially stated fig-
ure—he did mention the ac-
tual number to Keshav Rao—
it became clear how deeply the
truth had been suppressed.

A pioneering anthropolo-
gist

Dr Sastry’s scholarliness tra-
versed anthropology, ecology,
tribal history, and literature.
His works, published in aca-
demic journals and govern-
ment reports, and available on
public platforms, remain foun-
dational texts for students,
administrators, and young re-
searchers.

His notable publications
are: Andhra Pradesh Tribal
Women and Children - An
Overview, Changing Patterns
in Tribal Societies, Komaram
Bheem (Telugu), Sanchara
Sravanthi (Telugu), Reports
for the Ministry of Tribal Af-
fairs, and Training manuals
and textbooks, including con-
tributions to undergraduate
curricula

Mentor, adviser and
advocate:

Even after retirement, Dr
Sastry remained intellectually
active and socially committed.
For nearly two decades, he
served as a freelance consult-
ant and guest faculty, Institute
of Tribal Development Stud-
ies, Hyderabad; contributed to
NALSA Tribal Rights training
modules for legal services au-
thorities; expert investigator,
Centre for Good Governance
(World Bank land governance
project); Course editor, PG
Diploma in Tribal Develop-
ment Management, NIRD;
Member, National Expert
Committees on Bauxite Min-
ing (A.P) and Kolleru Lake
Sanctuary; senior consult-
ant, APARD and adviser for
Andhra Pradesh Community
Forest Management Project
(World Bank).

His deep understanding of

forest rights, land governance,
and community institutions
made him a sought-after ex-
pert across government agen-
cies and academic institutions.

Friends and former col-
leagues remember him as a
gentle intellectual, a disci-
plined researcher, and an un-
wavering advocate of Adivasi
dignity. He combined rigorous
empirical fieldwork with rare
human warmth, ensuring that
tribal voices found space in
policy, scholarship, and public
discourse.

His passing away leaves a
profound void in anthropol-
ogy, tribal welfare administra-
tion, and development stud-
ies. Yet his writings, training
programmes, institutions,
students, and the countless
tribal families, whose lives he
touched, stand as his enduring

legacy.

(The writer is a ormer Cen-
tral Information Commis-
sioner, and presently Profes-
sor, School of Law, Mahindra

University, Hyderabad)

authority. Manekshaws genius lay in combining strate-
gic patience with an unshakeable moral confidence. His
famous “I'm always ready, sweetie” was not banter but a
declaration rooted in preparedness. Equally prescient was
his warning that premature political orders, if issued, “may
never be received,” a rare assertion of professional integrity
in civil and military relations. His humour, often quoted,
was forged in far harsher circumstances. The surrender of
93,000 Pakistani soldiers was not merely a battlefield tri-
umph but an unprecedented strategic leverage. That such
leverage failed to deliver a final settlement on Kashmir re-
mains one of India’s costliest diplomatic omissions. Against
this legacy, Pakistan’s present attempts to elevate General
Munir to Manekshaw's stature appear aspirational at best.

After all, history, not rank or rhetoric, confers stature.
Harsh Pawaria, Rohtak

Name change or a game changer?

HE decision of the Union Government to increase the
guaranteed work to 125 days per rural household and
focus on four areas like increasing rural connectivity, cli-
mate resilience, rural livelihood infrastructure and water
security under the newly named rural employment guar-
anteed Act is a welcome move. But changing the name of
the scheme introduced in 2005 by the UPA regime should
have been avoided. The NDA government has been gradu-
ally reducing its budgetary allocation stating that the
scheme had some loopholes. Although an increase to 125
days per household is good, it still falls short of the demand
for 200 days work a year. The government should increase
the wages and make the ratio of Union and States’ contri-
bution to 9:1 instead of 6:4 as the financial status of most of

the States are not good.
A G Rajmohan, Anantapur-515004

‘G RAM G’ brings no cheer

he proposed revised form of MGNREGA, which will

be renamed as VB G RAM G Bill, has come up with
unlimited promise, but limited guarantee. The nature of
supply driven job provision instead of the erstwhile de-
mand will result in cutting the size of resources to the
needy people. The proposed ban on the works under the
scheme during peak agricultural season would put job
seekers at a disadvantageous position regarding their ne-
gotiations of daily wages. The minimising of central share
from ninety percent to sixty percent for the scheme would
burden cash strapped states further. Instead of strengthen-
ing the scheme, the Centre has come up with a weakened

version when it is aiming for Viksit Bharath.
Dr D V G Sankara Rao, Srikakulam

Name spree continues with G RAM G

HE Narendra Modi-led Union Government has decid-
ed to replace the world’s largest rural jobs programme
MGNAREGA with Viksit Bharat Gurantee Rojgar Ajeevi-
ka Machine Gramin (VB- G RAM G) after earlier renam-
ing Raj Bhavan and the PMO, among others. Though the
renamed rural jobs programme is aimed at increasing the
number days to 125 from 100, it has a paused provision for
60 days in a year. Further it changed the Centre and state
ratio of financial commit from 90:10 to 60:40 and capped
budget support. This implies that some States must shell
from their coffers if they spend more than what is allotted
to them. However, app-based attendance, Aadhar linked
payments and geotagging worksites are welcome as these
become part of the law and can enhance transparency and
accountability:.
Pratapa Reddy Yaramala, Tiruvuru (AP)

thehansreader@gmail.com

Congress will return to power
in 2028 as well: CM

BELAGAVI: Chief Minister Siddaramaiah on Monday
asserted that the Congress will return to power in Kar-
nataka in 2028 with the peoples mandate, just as it did
in 2023, and said the BJP would continue to remain in
the Opposition.

Speaking in the Legislative Assembly at Suvarna
Soudha while responding to questions raised by the
Opposition, the Chief Minister Siddaramaiah said the
Congress government enjoys the support of 140 MLAs
and that there was no need for the Opposition to create
unnecessary speculation.

Referring to a popular proverb, Siddaramaiah re-
marked that the role of the Opposition seemed to be
adding salt to a burning wound. He said that despite re-
peated provocations, none of the ruling party legislators
would be swayed. “The people have blessed me to serve
as Chief Minister for five years. We have the strength
of 140 MLAs, and the Opposition need not indulge in
sour commentary, he said. The Chief Minister said the
Congress government clearly understands the pulse of
the people. “Just as the people blessed us in 2023, they
will do so again in 2028. The people of Karnataka will
never bring the BJP to power,” he asserted.

Siddaramaiah alleged that although the BJP has ruled
the state twice, it never came to power with a clear pop-
ular mandate.

Read more at
https://epaper.thehansindia.com
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INDIAN EXPRESS IS NOT AN
INDUSTRY. IT IS A MISSION.

— Ramnath Goenka

NEW BILL DILUTES
RURAL JOBS AS A RIGHT,
BURDENS STATE FINANCES

fresh controversy has been triggered by a new Bill
that seeks to replace the fairly successful, two-dec-
ades-old rural jobs scheme. First, the Viksit Bharat-
Guarantee for Rozgar and Ajeevika Mission (Gramin)
Bill proposes to extend to 125 the number of days of
work guaranteed every year, from 100 under the Mahatma
Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act. Sec-
ond, it alters the funding pattern from a full central payout
to 60:40 sharing between the Centre and most states; the
ratio for the northeastern and northern hill states is 90:10.

MGNREGA was enacted in 2005 as an answer to crushing
rural poverty. It aimed to boost rural incomes and create
durable infrastructure like water bodies and roads. It was a
revolutionary move that made rural employment a right. It’s
odd of the current government to tinker with the success
story when rural jobs are hard to come by. The scheme serves
not only as a safety net during droughts and other crises; it
also empowers rural communities because the funding is
demand-driven, with the planning left to local bodies like
panchayats. Neither can it be explained by the NDA govern-
ment’s penchant for renaming old schemes. Why drop Ma-
hatma Gandhi’s association with a rural jobs scheme?

The G-Ram-G Bill’s proposal to increase the days of em-
ployment is a gain. But under the existing scheme, work is
to be provided for “not less than 100 days”, leaving it to the
states to raise the cap when necessary. The more consequen-
tial new feature is about sharing the financial burden of the
Z86,000-crore scheme with the states. At the proposed ratio,
cash-strapped states will have to bear about ¥50,000 crore of
the projected cost next year. Another setback is the scheme’s
suspension for 60 days every year during peak agricultural
seasons. This weakens job guarantee as a right and takes
demand flexibility away from job seekers. The current
scheme is far from perfect—for one, it insists on providing
only unskilled work. There is also as much as %9,746.39 crore
due at present in wages, material payments, and adminis-
trative costs. However, these can be set right by improving
the old law. Why throw out the baby with the bathwater?

GREATER ACCOUNTABILITY
MUST FOLLOW MLAS’ RAISE

EAR-end celebrations arrived early for Odisha legisla-
tors as the proposal for a three-fold hike in their salary
was approved by the state assembly on the last day of
the winter session. Ratifying four Bills, the legislature
cleared the raise for the members, the speaker, the
deputy speaker, and ministers. With a paycheque of 3.45
lakh a month, Odisha’s MLAs will now be among the highest
paid in the country. The chief minister will draw Z3.74 lakh
in salary and allowances. An MLA's fixed salary will go up
from 35,000 to 90,000, and allowances will rise from 265,000
to %2.55 lakh. Former legislators will be entitled to a larger
pension. The last raise in the assembly was in 2017; the latest
revision comes with retrospective effect from June 2024.

The Bills passed unanimously in the House as, unsurpris-
ingly, the raise found resonance among all parties. But out-
side, a debate was raging on the rationale behind the move.
Amid this, BJD chief and opposition leader Naveen Patnaik
went on to announce he would forgo the increased salary
and allowances, and wrote to Chief Minister Mohan Charan
Majhi to spend it on the poor. That gesture was called out by
his political opponents, who pointed out that neither he nor
his party opposed the Bills on the floor of the House.

The hike in Odisha has again triggered an old question:
should lawmakers not be paid handsomely to keep politics
clean? Truth be told, the salaries of most MLAs were well
below senior public servants’. Now consider that an MLA
represents about 3 lakh people on an average. Such is the
nature of politics that lawmakers have to dig into their
pockets to meet the expenses of attending to constituents
on a regular basis. Insulation from the lures of corruption
requires that elected representatives are paid well, as Sin-
gapore ensured years ago.

On the other hand, a raise in salary and allowances must
entail more accountability, responsibility, and transparency
on part of thelegislators. It comes at a time when thousands
of government teachers and contracted government em-
ployees are agitating over job regularisation and fair pay.
While the legislators have revised their own remunerations,
they should also look at the legitimate demands of others
with the same empathy and seriousness.

“quick Tae |
PROMISE FOR THE MARGINALISED

NE of the first education schemes instituted by inde-
D pendent India’s first government was to fund overseas

education for a bunch of Indians. A modern-day ver-
sion of it, the National Overseas Scholarship, was insti-
tuted in 2014-15 to offer full financial support to low-income
students from scheduled castes and tribes, minority com-
munities, and persons with disabilities. Numbers present-
ed in the Lok Sabha on Tuesday showed that the scheme
remains severely underserved after a decade. Out of the
106 candidates selected for 2025-26, final award letters were
given to only 67, while 13 took deferrals and 23 withdrew.
Only 11 candidates from the scheduled tribes in Chhattis-
garh, Jharkhand, and Odisha ever got the funds out of a
nationwide total of 138. Here’s hoping there will be a drive
to promote the scheme in territories where it can truly
transform severely marginalised communities.
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UALITY of urban life is a
subject of eternal relevance.
Sadly, it has also become a
holy cow. No one dares to
slaughter it, but no one seri-
ously feeds it either. Parlia-
mentary committee reports
indicate that the ‘hardware’ of urban
India—metros, housing complexes,
sewage plants—is being built at an un-
precedented pace. Yet the use of this
infrastructure and ultimately the qual-
ity of citizens’ lives depends on the
‘software’ of governance.

As city dwellers in Maharashtra pre-
pare to vote in several municipal cor-
poration elections, it is pertinent to
reflect on a long list of issues crying
out for attention. Here are six funda-
mental concerns that merit wider pub-
lic discourse, consensus-building
and—most importantly—honest politi-
cal will. Ideally, these issues should
dominate discussions as competing
parties seek a popular mandate.

The list begins with linking all state
and central grants to the performance
of municipal bodies. Urban local bod-
ies spend substantial funds received
from higher governments, but owing to
corruption and mismanagement, over-
all improvements in the quality of ur-
ban life remain elusive. The 15th Fi-
nance Commission made a significant
attempt to reform municipal finance
by tying grants more closely to per-
formance outcomes than in the past.

One critical new metric proposed is
the maintenance of ‘squatter-free
public areas’. Expanding this to in-
clude the proportion of encroach-
ment-free pavements would help cre-
ate a quantifiable index. Equally
important is penalising non-perform-
ing corporations that allow slums or
illegal shops to mushroom on streets.
Such disincentives would push urban
bodies to perform better.

A major reason for pervasive corrup-
tion in urban bodies is that mayors and
elected representatives are left with lit-
tle real decision-making power. Despite
the 74th Constitutional Amendment of
1992, devolution of authority to urban
local bodies has remained incomplete
and largely cosmetic. Ironically, the of-
ficial with power—the municipal com-
missioner—is not directly accountable
to citizens, while the official with ac-
countability—the mayor—lacks au-
thority. Consequently, constitutionally
mandated institutions of local self-gov-
ernment continue to be weakened.

Excessive concentration of power in
state governments has made local gov-
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Dysfunctional municipalities across India fail to vest power in those
responsible for essential services. Urban life can improve by penalising
non-performers, fixing last-mile gaps and institutionalising aesthetics

CRUCIAL BITES FOR
TOOTHLESS CITY
ADMINISTRATORS

R

VINAY SAHASRABUDDHE

ernance fragile and unresponsive. The
prevailing ‘strong commissioner—
weak mayor’ model reduces the mayor
to a ceremonial figurehead. This im-
balance cascades downward: council-
lors, left without authority, often re-
sort to exploiting their nuisance value,
leading to the accumulation of ill-
gotten wealth and emboldening black-
money operators in politics.

Land is the most finite and fiercely
contested resource in urban India.
The existence of so-called ‘vacant
land’ in urban agglomerations
presents a dual challenge—it is both a
wasted asset that could host public in-
frastructure and highly vulnerable to
encroachment, eventually spawning
unserviceable squatter settlements.

Senior BJP leader

MANDAR PARDIKAR

Addressing this requires a dedicated
institutional mechanism: a commis-
sionerate for vacant lands.

While the impact of the Maharash-
tra Vacant Lands (Prohibition of Unau-
thorised Occupation and Summary
Eviction) Act, 1975 needs reassessment,
the July 2024 establishment of the Hy-
derabad Disaster Response and Asset
Protection Agency (HYDRAA) deserves
close study. It could serve as a robust
prototype. HYDRAA links asset protec-
tion with disaster management and,
unlike conventional municipal enforce-
ment—which is often toothless—oper-
ates with a dedicated force and police
coordination, ensuring enforcement
without political interference.

Failure to prevent illegal hutments

City means two different things—one a
physical place, the other a mentality compiled
_ from perceptions, behaviours, and beliefs

Richard
Sennett

has also facilitated cross-border infil-
tration, with the potential to signifi-
cantly alter urban demography. Unlike
in villages, illegal migrants can seam-
lessly blend into megacities. Spaces be-
neath flyovers, near traffic signals and
along railway tracks have become safe
havens. A demographic audit is there-
fore a necessary governance tool to en-
sure urban planning is grounded in re-
ality rather than outdated census data.

Multiple reports on land encroach-
ments have also flagged how un-
checked demographic shifts near sen-
sitive zones—such as defence
installations and railway infrastruc-
ture—pose serious security risks.

The quality of urban life is inversely
proportional to commute friction.
While India is rapidly expanding metro
rail networks—set to become the sec-
ond-largest in the world—last-mile con-
nectivity remains the Achilles’ heel. In
many cities, ridership falls short of
projections because the door-to-station
journey is more expensive and time-
consuming than the metro ride itself.
The ministry of housing and urban af-
fairs has rightly identified last-mile
connectivity as a critical focus area.

One promising experiment is tran-
sit-oriented development. To solve
the last-mile problem structurally,
cities are encouraged to bring people
closer to transit hubs. High-density,
mixed-use development within walk-
ing distance of stations is promoted
by allowing higher floor-space indi-
ces. This approach densifies transit
corridors and reduces dependence on
private vehicles.

The final imperative is the institu-
tionalisation of art, heritage and cul-
ture committees in every municipality.
A liveable city is not merely function-
al—it is aesthetic, culturally vibrant,
and distinct in character. The Model
Building Bylaws, 2016, advocate this
very approach, arguing that aesthetic
interventions must move beyond ad
hoc beautification.

They recommend that art and cul-
ture committees vet proposals for mu-
rals and public installations to ensure
alignment with local cultural contexts.
Several reports have also proposed a
public art fund, financed by earmark-
ing, say, one per cent of the budget of
new flyovers or metro stations for pub-
lic art. This would embed aesthetics
into infrastructure planning, ensuring
that beauty is not an afterthought but
a core element of urban development.

(Views are personal)
(vinays57@gmail.com)

A GAP BETWEEN LIFE & LOUDSPEAKER

few months ago, the Election
Commission issued me my first
voter identity card. I had never
voted before. I gave my Thrissur
address because in old age I did
not think breathing Delhi’s air
was sustainable, though I am
not at home in Kerala either. That es-
trangement is my problem alone: I am
never at home anywhere.

For the first time, I thought I would
honour my political relevance in the lo-
cal elections whose results were an-
nounced Sunday. When the people came
for the special intensive revision, I was
away. At the village office, I filled out the
form, and they told me the SIR slip would
reach me through local party workers.

‘The party’ in Kerala usually means
the CPI(M). In the last decade, little has
moved in the state without the party as a
middleman. The idea is to make you feel
indebted. To flourish in Kerala, you need
to belong to a party or organisation, pref-
erably the CPI(M), which has infiltrated
civic structures—exactly the “institu-
tional takeover” Rahul Gandhi recently
accused the BJP of at the national level.

On Friday, I went to the booth. Every-
one was polite and helpful in telling me I
did not exist as a voter—despite the EC-
issued card and several other documents.
It has always been clear to me that official
Indian identity can never be proved cate-
gorically. It is because we don’t truly exist
that we must hoard PAN, passport, ration
card, and Aadhaar to prove that we do. In-
dian citizenship is an abstract concept.

Though I could not vote, close to three-
quarters of Keralites did, and many
voted against the CPI(M) in favour of
the Congress-led UDE, which did a very
good job of presenting itself as a viable
alternative, helped among other things
by the Sabarimala gold theft under the
CPI(M)’s watch. They were likely voting
out the middlemen.

At the heart of this churn lies a conver-
gence of leadership style, governance
fatigue, and shifting social coalitions—
especially among women and historical-
ly loyal communities. A hitherto-bipolar
politics isnow slowly gravitating towards
a third alternative, the BJP-led NDA.

Thiruvananthapuram, Kerala’s capi-
tal, now has a municipal corporation un-
der BJP’s sway after decades of CPI(M)
rule. That the BJP is a rising power in the
state is one of the most telling results of
this election. Similar gains in other cor-
porations and panchayats underline a
new, if still limited, urban foothold.

C P SURENDRAN

That space has been created largely by
default, by the failure of the Left front, in-
separable from Chief Minister Pinarayi
Vijayan’s persona. His undying love for
himself is visible on billboards and at
events. The party works as his PR ma-
chine, much like Narendra Modi and the
BJP. The difference is that Modi is more
skilful and his party’s exploitation of iden-
tities more systematic and on a far vaster
scale. Locally, the effect has been to enable
the BJP to pose as an active option.
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In Kerala, the CPM permeates

most civic institutions. As the

party has become inseparable

from Chief Minister Pinarayi
Vijayan’s persona, local failings are
alsoread as the state government’s
failure. This transference partly
caused the LDF’s loss of the state
capital’s municipality

=

Ward and municipal elections differ
from state and national polls in that
they are more intimate expressions of
lived experiences. The LDF has been
quick to claim credit for everything, but
it failed to explain steep rises in water
charges, power bills, and property trans-
action costs, even as it dispensed free-
bies, cash awards, and food kits from a
perpetually bankrupt exchequer.

Local bodies increasingly looked up to
the chief minister’s office for direction.
The failure of a corporation was read as
the failure of the state government.

The LDF’s loss of the Thiruvanan-
thapuram Corporation is the clearest ex-
pression of this transference of blame.
Chronic waste-management crises, infra-
structural stagnation, and administra-

Author whose latest volume of poetry
is Window with a Train Attached

tive drift created conditions under which
a once-remote BJP could plausibly posi-
tion itself as a governance alternative—
politically unthinkable not long ago.

Women voters in Thiruvananthapuram,
Kochi, and Thrissur prioritised everyday
governance: waste disposal, waterlogging,
broken footpaths, public transport, light-
ing, and safety. These failures affect wom-
en first and most persistently. The LDF’s
earlier advantage among women, built on
welfare delivery and Kudumbashree,
yielded diminishing returns in cities
where its rhetoric became repetitive—a
kind of dystopian magical realism born of
the gap between life and loudspeakers.

This was not, however, a pro-BJP wom-
en’s wave. Many women voted tactical-
ly—some towards the UDF, some towards
the BJP—primarily to dislodge incum-
bents rather than to endorse ideology.

Christian voters, especially in Kochi
and Thrissur, consolidated quietly behind
the UDF, guided by comfort with coalition
politics and unease with both CPI(M) am-
biguity and the BJP’s long-term inten-
tions. This consolidation proved decisive
in central Kerala city corporations.

The BJP in the state, and to a lesser ex-
tent the UDF, now paint a rosy picture of
‘viksit Kerala’. They are deluding them-
selves. Compared to many other states,
Kerala is far ahead on crucial human-
development indicators. Its work culture,
political values, and relatively secular
approach to life mean that the model of
‘development’ on offer in, say, Uttar
Pradesh or Bihar is not materially attrac-
tive here. Half the population is abroad;
the young are migrating in large num-
bers to Europe and Australia. No one is
seriously looking to a factory future.

Given Kerala’s uniform urbanisation,
high education levels, and environmental
awareness, the only realistic development
path is in artificial intelligence and knowl-
edge work. This is what the CPI(M), stuck
at best on techno-parks, should have pur-
sued with clarity and urgency. Their think-
ing is clearly outdated. After all, how can
you have a revolution without proletari-
ans? And the answer is, there is no revolu-
tion. Move on. (Views are personal)

(cpsurendran@gmail.com)
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Football fumble

Ref: Good, bad and ugly sides of Messi mania
(Dec 16). The frenzy revealed serious lapses
in event planning, crowd management,

and elitist entitlement. We truly remain
unprepared to host world-class football
events. This episode must serve as a wake-
up call if India truly aspires to grow its
sports ecosystem.

Aabha Sarda, Bengaluru

Credit Congress

Ref: Kerala local polls (Dec 16). The results
not only reflect voter disenchantment,

but also the tactical miscalculations of

the Left. The Congress-led UDF must be
credited for renewed organisational strength
and political adaptability. A sustainable
momentum depends on how effectively it
builds on these lessons.

Muhammed Yazeed, Kozhikode

Security resolve

Ref: Shifting codes of conduct (Dec 16).
The column rightly captures a quieter but
firmer shift in India’s strategic posture,
where restraint now coexists with resolve.
Ambiguity, when managed well, can deter
miscalculation without inviting escalation.
Signalling must be consistent and credible.
Avinashiappan Myilsami, Coimbatore

Centre-state balance

Ref: The evolving politics of cess (Dec
16). Health funding matters, but opacity
weakens trust. Ring-fencing procedures
and not being transparent toward states
hinders the preparedness to grow, erodes
federal balance and corrodes democratic
accountability nationwide for citizens.
Abbharna Barathi, Chennai

Independent campuses

Ref: Mamata can’t be univ chancellor
(Dec16). A VC who lacks academic grounding
may struggle to understand the ethos of a
university and may prioritise bureaucratic
compliance over academic independence.
Such appointments could dilute the
academic spirit of universities. This fear is
neither imaginary nor exaggerated, given
recent experiences in several campuses.
Muhammed Fasil, Malappuram

Dynastic pick

Ref: Nabin takes charge (Dec 16). The ‘party
with a difference’ has failed to follow a
democratic process by handpicking its
working president. While the new appointee
has grassroots experience, he also carries a
dynastic legacy. On this count, the BJP can
no longer target the Congress.

N Nagarajan, Hyderabad
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Govt needs to drop new
rural jobs scheme plan

he decision of the Union government to rename and rework the Mahatma

Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme (MGNREGS) and

introduce a truncated version cuts at the very roots of a scheme that helped

crores of Indians become part of the nation-building process and come out
of poverty. It is not that the government cannot present another scheme with its
focus areas as under the proposed Viksit Bharat Guarantee for Rozgar and
Ajeevika Mission (Gramin) (VB-G RAM G) Bill; it’s just that it appears to be bent
on eliminating the legacy of a scheme named after the Father of the Nation.

Indeed, every salient feature of the MGNREGA scheme is done to death in the
new proposed scheme. The most important element of the scheme was that it guar-
antees 100 days of work for the rural poor and the government was bound to com-
pensate the registered persons monetarily if it could not employ them for the stip-
ulated number of days. This demand-driven scheme will now give way to a supply-
driven scheme under the new bill wherein the registered persons will get the job
only if the government can supply it to them,; it is under no obligation to guarantee
it, however. Liberalised economies have long stopped offering guarantees but such
an approach by the government towards people from the lowest strata of society
will hit them hard, more so when it undoes a guarantee so far in place.

Next, the MGNREGS was designed as a scheme fully sponsored and funded by the
Union government. It’s now being transformed to yet another scheme where the
Union government and states will share expenses at a ratio of 60:40. Earlier, it was
a means for the Union government to help out cash-strapped state governments
roll out projects that can benefit the rural economy and ensure guaranteed income
for the labourers. The money in the hands of the poor entered the economic cycle
and started moving it instantly. The benefits were many and could be felt across
the segments of society.

It may be remembered that the United Progressive Alliance (UPA) government
introduced the scheme in 2005 when the Union government did not enjoy the kind
of control over tax revenue and purse strings as it now does thanks to the Goods
and Services Tax regime. Still, the present government now wants to turn the
scheme on its head and burden the already overburdened states. To add to states’
woes, the excess work undertaken by them would have to be paid for by those gov-
ernments themselves.

And, too, under the new scheme, it will be the Union government that will decide
the programmes to be undertaken. It has in fact listed out four focus areas. This is
against the grain of the original scheme which handed over the planning and exe-
cution of projects to the grassroots. It is, therefore, the duty of the government to
explain why it wants to thus centralise a scheme designed to help address local,
rural and remote issues. One-size-fits-all schemes are against the principles of
decentralisation.

It may be argued that the increase in the number of days offered under the
scheme — to 125 from the existing 100 — is a welcome feature of the bill. However,
holidays during the peak agriculture season will no doubt cancel another impor-
tant aim of the original scheme that liberated agricultural labourers from the
clutches of the landlords.

MGNEGA is named after the Father of the Nation who proposed the idea of anty-
odaya, or care for the last man. But the new pared down scheme aligns more with
the authoritarian principles of the Sangh Parivar. The Union government must
drop this destructive bill immediately as it does have a real potential to drive
crores of beneficiaries of the old scheme back into penury.

Make an example of Luthras

he Luthra brothers Gaurav and Saurabh have been brought to face the

I majesty of the law. This is one of the rare cases in which swift action on the

part of the Indian law enforcement agencies, in coordination with Interpol

and Thailand authorities, had led to the accused being deported by the terms of an
extradition treaty from a foreign country and put up before the court in India.

Hardly had the night club they co-owned and operated in Arpora in North Goa
started going up in flames just before midnight on December 5 — owing to a lack-
adaisical flirting with safety in a public place — than the brothers had scooted to
Phuket and may have been planning to stay as long as possible away from the long
arm of the Indian law. That they did not travel beyond Thailand to a third country
from which extradition may not have been worked so efficiently may have sealed
their flight from justice, restricting it to a 10-day sojourn of the guilty.

Charged with culpable homicide, which is all that the statute books can permit
under the circumstances, they had an opportunity to stand up as men and be count-
ed like the five managers and other staff of the nightclub besides other partners or
investors who may have had no direct executive association with operating the
club, and who were taken in by the authorities.

The Luthra Bros, seen to be overly arrogant, which is a characteristic their staff
shared according to accounts of visitors to their salt pan-based club that violated
more rules than it may be possible to imagine, deserved their comeuppance. It is
the system of bribes and quid pro quos prevalent in the holiday paradise of Goa that
got exposed by such a tragedy as that of fireworks being set off indoors amid com-
bustible material which triggered the fire that killed 25 staff and customers.

Had there been a sense of remorse, the rich businessmen may have at least
announced substantial compensation for the kin of the deceased. Not a peep came
out of those who were fleeing the land at the first sign of trouble. Exemplary pun-
ishment for forsaking safety in the guise of offering entertainment for patrons of a
resto-bar must be meted out to make an example of the brothers who reek of
exploitation for profits.
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How rising inequality leads
to storting Indian society

“The nature of the institu-
tions determines outcomes,
not the means of produc-
tion or processes”

n 2013 the French
economist Thomas
Piketty released Ca-
pital in the Twenty-
irst Century, a mag-
num opus on income
inequality. It was an
epochal book very much
like Stephen Hawking’s A
Brief History of Time.
Hawking’s book sold as
many as 10 million copies,
by comparison Piketty’s
tome had 2.4 million buy-
ers so far. Such event
books are more often than
not read by only a fraction
of the buyers. Speaking for
myself, I still have some-
where a slightly read copy
of James Joyce’s Ulysses,
still considered by the
cognoscenti as the fore-
most work of modern liter-
ature. It is said that an
analysis of the Kindle rea-
ders of the Piketty book
revealed that a typical
reader got through 26 of its
700 pages. But have no
fear, those first 26 pages
have all that you need to
know. They encapsulate
the rationale and results
of Piketty’s monumental
work.

I once asked a well-
known economist who
had reviewed Piketty’s
Capital about what the
main proposition of the
book was. He encapsulat-
ed it quite brilliantly. He
just said that Piketty had
set out to prove that “R”
was greater than “G”,
where “R” is the return on
capital and “G” is the
growth of the economy.
There is much empirical
evidence to back this up.
In the eight years between
2006 and 2014, the US
benchmark index S&P 500
gained 45 per cent, an
average simple growth
rate of 5.6 pc, four times
higher than the average
GDP growth rate of
around 1.5 pc. The conse-
quence of this, of course, is
the explosion in income

inequality, which is the
hallmark of the post-Se-
cond World War era, and
particularly after the
advent of globalisation.
Oxfam has informed us
that in the past two dec-
ades 73 per cent of the
growth has been cornered
by just one per cent of the
population. Oxfam has a
known tendency to exag-
gerate a bit to prove its po-
int, but this proposition,
that few people benefited
the most during this peri-
od of huge economic ex-
pansion, is undisputable.

Paul Krugman wrote:
“What excited them was
Piketty’s novel hypothesis
about the growing impor-
tance of disparities in
wealth, especially inherit-
ed wealth, as opposed to
earnings. We are, Piketty
suggested, returning to
the kind of dynastic, ‘pat-
rimonial’ capitalism that
prevailed in the late 19th
century.” We only need to
look around us to see that
most of the wealthy today
are inheritors, and with-
out doubt many of them
are building on those
inheritances to further
accentuate the income
inequality. What is really
troubling about this grow-
ing concentration of
wealth is the concentra-
tion of political power in
the hands of very few who
are able to influence poli-
tics and policies.

According to Marx, an
individual’s position with-
in a class hierarchy is
determined by their role
in the production process,
and he argues that politi-
cal and ideological con-
sciousness is determined
by class position. He saw a
class as those who share
common economic inter-
ests and are conscious of
those interests. Classes,
according to Marx, were
inherently antagonistic
and in a state of constant
struggle.

In his new book Capital
and Ideology, Thomas Pik-
etty argues, with far grea-
ter validity, that inequali-

Thomas Piketty’s
study relates to
how both capital
and knowledge
came to be
inequitably
allocated because
of the institutional
arrangements
within

societies

ty is driven by human
institutions, which in turn
reflect the dominant ideol-
ogy. Piketty defines his
thesis very succinctly
thus: “Inequality is nei-
ther economic nor techno-
logical: it is ideological
and political. In other
words, the market and
competition, capital and
debt, skilled and unskilled
workers, natives and
aliens, tax havens and
competitiveness — none
of these things exist as
such. All are social and
historical constructs,
which depend entirely on
the legal, fiscal, education-
al, and political systems
that people choose to ad-
opt and the conceptual def-
initions they choose to
work with. These choices
are shaped by society’s
conception of social jus-
tice and economic fairness
and by the relative politi-
cal and ideological power
of contending groups and
discourses.”

Does this mean Marx
was wrong? The times in
which Marx and Piketty
lived are very different.
Marx saw the distortions
and inequity in society
and wondered why. He
came up with explanat-
ions. His prescriptions
were limited by the knowl-
edge and evidence avail-
able to him then. The
world has moved on and
moved very far since then.
When Karl Marx began
writing his first three vol-
umes of Das Kapital (1867-
1883), it was the early days
of electricity. Marx could-
n’t contemplate the mas-
sive leaps of productivity
made possible in the 1900s,
when the world witnessed
a monumental expansion
of knowledge and, with it,
capital. Piketty’s study rel-
ates to how both capital
and knowledge came to be
inequitably allocated bec-
ause of the institutional

arrangements within soci-
eties. To understand how
institutional arrange-
ments determine out-
comes, just think of
India’s educational sys-
tem. We now have two or
possibly three parallel
educational streams. The
two urban upper classes
largely benefit from a
higher standard and quali-
ty of education imparted
in English in schools with
high quality teaching and
facilities. This is the
stream that produces
India’s managerial classes
(both government and
industrial). The working-
class stream flows out of
our government schools,
with its emphasis on ver-
nacular education and in-
different standards. There
is a third stream of rural
education from which
escape even into the next
higher class becomes even
more difficult, if not
impossible. The flow into
the upper reaches of
Indian society from these
three streams is vastly
unequal. What Piketty is
saying is just this. The
nature of the institutions
determines outcomes, not
the means of production
or processes.

Capital and Ideology is
rich in references to India
and draws inferences
about the institution of
castes (varnas) and the ris-
ing role of Brahmins, after
the advent of Muslim rule,
leading to the diminution
of the role of Kshatriyas.
The role of the Brahmins
expanded to an even more
dominant status under the
British. Piketty lauds the
determined “affirmative
action” policies after
Independence that vastly
increased the upward
mobility of the lower
castes, like most of us do.
He also notes that the ben-
efits could not be fully
realised due to the low
standards of education
and its unevenness in
towns and the hinterland
and between regions. So,
what’s new?

Most Indians with even
an elementary under-
standing of post-
Independence India know
this. The question is: What
is to be done now?

Mohan Guruswamy is a
scholar and author. The
views expressed here are

his own.

LETTERS

PET OWNERS FACE FINES

Now that the Greater
Chennai Corporation’s ulti-
matum to the pet owners to
get licences has ended on
Dec. 14 after two extensions
of deadline, the corporation
's coffers are bound to be
ringing with fine amounts in
coming days as nearly 50%
of the pet owners have failed
to fall in line. While the cor-
poration has announced that
a fine of ?500 will be levied
for taking pets to public
places without a leash, it has
not said anything about tak-
ing them out without muz-
Zles.
Vaithianathan
Subramanian
Madurai

COURT DELAYS

The advocates particularly in Tamil Nadu
and Puducherry have halted work by strik-
ing lawyers which once again derailed the
proceedings and put the lawyers and liti-
gants into enormous turmoil. Advocates are
not against digitisation, but the protest hap-
pens on account of inadequate infrastruc-
ture with limited number of e-filing booths
available for large number of advocates in
Tamil Nadu. Adding fuel to the fire, advo-
cates have reported massive delays and fre-
quent server crashes which affects the time-
ly filing of urgent cases. Also, the staff man-
ning the centre are not trained to handle the
new system. With these kinds of pitfalls, the
judicial work in trial courts have been
paralysed and adjournments kill the spirit
of lawyers and sadly thousands of litigants
indefinitely suffer on account of this.
A.P. Thiruvadi
Chennai

SACHIN MEETS MESSI

The meeting of the two legendary sports
persons - Sachin Tendulkar and Lionel
Messi - during the latter’s recent visit to
Mumbai as part of his four-city GOAT India
tour, was a historic moment that will
remain with sports fans forever. Tendulkar
and Messi share several common factors,
largely revolving around their status as
icons in their respective sports, their play-
ing styles, and their personal demeanour.
Both are widely considered the greatest
players in the history of their respective
sports. Both players famously wore the
No.10 jersey for a significant portion of their
careers for the national teams. And impor-
tantly, the two iconic players are known for
their humility and grounded personalities.
R. Sivakumar

Chennai

Mail your letters to
chennaidesk@deccanmail.com

Despite dramatic
win in its capital,

a long way to go
for BJP in Kerala

everything works according to plan, then a
BJP mayor will welcome Prime Minister
Narendra Modi on the tarmac when he next
visits Kerala’s capital Thiruvanantha-
puram. That will be a paradox in that the same
city, of richest god Sri Padmanabha, had wit-
nessed the anointment of the first elected
Communist head of government anywhere in
the world 68 years ago. The current chief minis-
ter belongs to the red camp, while the mayor
happens to be from the saffron one.

The BJP cadres’ jubilation over the party’s per-
formance in the local body elections, particular-
ly in the state’s capital, reached 7, Lok Kalyan
Marg, in India’s capital and Mr Modi shared the
excitement of his partymen in the southern
state. The master craftsman of the BJP’s elec-
toral gains across the country, Mr Modi called
the party’s mandate in the Thiruvan-
anthapuram Corporation “a watershed moment
in Kerala’s politics”. He also called his former
colleague in the Union council of ministers and
now state BJP president Rajeev Chandrasekhar
to recall how the win in Ahmedabad’s municipal
elections was a similar breakthrough for the
fledgling BJP back in 1987. Mr Modi said the 50
seats it won in the 101-member corporation must
be the starting point in the party’s campaign to
fell Kerala’s “red fort”.

The BJP had been eyeing the corporation in
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the last several elections. The NDA it leads won
35 seats in the 2015 and 2020 elections and was the
main Opposition in the corporation council
while the CPI(M)-led LDF was at the wheel,
pushing the Congress-led UDF to the third posi-
tion. The party will be able to get its candidate
elected as mayor since the LDF, with its 29 can-
didates, and the UDF, with 19, is unlikely to mo-
unt an opposition with the help of two Indep-
endent candidates. (The election to one division
was postponed due to the death of a candidate).

Mr Modi's congratulations and blessings will
be a shot in the arm for the BJP for its campaign
for the Assembly elections due in April-May
2026, but it is doubtful if that is sufficient for the
saffron party to confidently aim big, if the per-
formance in the local body elections across the
state is a pointer. The BJP’s vote share in the
state elections hovers around 16 per cent, which
is in fact lesser than the party’s record in the Lok
Sabha elections held hardly two years ago.

An analysis of the voting pattern reveals that
the party has been consistent in retaining its
hold in the state capital but not elsewhere. It is a
fact that the party was never able to match the
performance of P. Kerala Varma, a Sangh
Parivar candidate in the 1984 Lok Sabha elec-
tions. The party, despite its win in more seats,
lags behind the LDF by about 10,000 votes even in
Thiruvananthapuram; it has lost both the

municipalities it had won last time. Among them
is Pandalam, a place traditionally and ritualisti-
cally linked to Lord Ayyappa of Sabarimala,
which was won by the LDF. The party managed
to emerge as the largest bloc in Palakkad munic-
ipality, which it ruled last time with a comfort-
able majority. The party cadre was on cloud nine
when actor-turned politician Suresh Gopi broke
the jinx and he won the Thrissur Lok Sabha seat
in 2024; the party believed the Thrissur victory
will help it consolidate the base and win more
seats. The party launched its campaign with an
eye on the Thrissur corporation, but it ended up
a poor third after the UDF and the LDF.

The data on seats in other local bodies is also
not very positive for the party and its sympa-
thisers inside and outside Kerala. It now runs 26
of the 941 gram panchayats, two of the 86 munic-
ipalities and one of six corporations. It has
drawn a blank in both block panchayats and dis-
trict panchayats. In fact, it has won only one of
the 344 district panchayat seats, which are larg-
er units comparable with Assembly segments. It
has doubled the number of gram panchayats
under it but the disturbing trend is that it was
unable to hold on to those which it had won last
time.

The party had banked on its new-found bon-
homie with the Christian community, who com-
prise about 18 per cent of the state’s population.
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Mr Gopi’s win in Thrissur was largely attributed
to the support of the prominent minority com-
munity. The party also showed signs of an
accommodation of the people from the commu-
nity in the state leadership; several even in the
state core committee are from the community. It
went out of its way to comfort the community
when two Catholic nuns were recently arrested
in Raipur, in BJPruled Chhattisgarh. But the
latest election results indicate that it was indeed
a short honeymoon, and the sheep have gone
back to the comforts of its traditional sheds in
the UDF. The community looks less adventurous
now, making the BJP gameplan less formidable.

The party has managed to wean away a section
of the powerful Ezhava community, which forms
the vote base of the Communist parties in the
state. However, the election results indicate that
the Communists have been able to stall any fur-
ther erosion of its base.

The BJP is now at a crossroads in Kerala. It has
realised that hardcore Hindutva issues cannot
take the party much ahead in a state which is
known for its communal harmony. Its demogra-
phy — the two minority communities make up
about 45 per cent of the total population — virtu-
ally limits the possibility of such a policy. The
party now flashes the development card with the
hope that Kerala, with its open mindedness, will
give it a chance.
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Pak eprsed,
terror proven

]-}'ue National Investigation Agency deserves appreci-

ation for completing, in record time, a painstaking inves-
tigation into the brutal Pahalgam terror attack of April 22.
The filing of a comprehensive 1,597-page chargesheet
within eight months reflects both institutional capacity
and a sense of urgency demanded by a crime that
shocked the nation. While it is ultimately for the judiciary
to examine the merits of the evidence and deliver a ver-
dict, the investigation itself marks a significant moment
in India’s long battle against cross-border terrorism. Ter-
rorists, by design, leave little behind. In this case too, there
was no dramatic trail of documents or electronic proof
that could, beyond all doubt, establish Pakistani national-
ity at the scene of the crime.

Yet, terrorism is often proved not merely by forensic
crumbs but by patterns, planning, and purpose. The ruth-
less, emotionless killing of innocent tourists—26 people
targeted in a religion-based massacre—was itself power-
ful evidence of a crime conceived and executed by trained
terrorists. Such cold-blooded precision does not emerge
spontaneously; it bears the unmistakable imprint of plan-
ning from across the border. The NIA chargesheet lays out
that larger conspiracy. Pakistani handler Sajid Jatt has
been named along with the banned Lashkar-e-Taiba and
its proxy, The Resistance

Front, as legal entities || Pak has claimed it
that planned, facilitated, §| AZas no rolein

and executed the attack. § terror attacks on
The inclusion of these . .
organisations, long Indian SO?.'Z' The.
known for their Pakis- | J/¢ orthcpmmg trial
tan-based operations, | pPromisesto be a
exposes the hollowness body blow to that
of Islamabads routine narrative

denials. Statements

made by senior figures in the Pakistani military establish-
ment in the past only deepen suspicions that the attack
was neither accidental nor isolated.

One of the most important findings of the investigation
is the formal identification of the three Pakistani terrorists
killed by Indian security forces during Operation Maha-
dev in July 2025 as the actual perpetrators of the Pahal-
gam killings. Until now, this had been the subject of
speculation. The chargesheet puts that uncertainty to rest.
Equally significant is the naming of two locals accused of
harbouring the terrorists. Their inclusion sends a clear
warning that collaboration with foreign terrorists on any
pretext will invite the full force of the law. National secur-
ity cannot be compromised by misplaced loyalties or fear.

Pakistan has consistently claimed it has no role in terror
attacks on Indian soil. The forthcoming trial promises to
be a body blow to that narrative. As in several major terror
attacks worldwide, where investigative trails have event-
ually led back to Pakistan-based handlers, this case too re-
inforces a grim global pattern. Reports linking recent
attacks abroad to Pakistani nationals only underline the
point. India’s military response, including Operation Sin-
door, has already degraded terrorist assets and inflicted
damage on hostile infrastructure. But accountability
through law is equally vital. This trial has the potential to
present clinching evidence of Pakistan’s complicity before
the world, replacing denial with documented truth.

Old winein a
new botile

R enaming is an art. Governments are past masters at
it. The latest example is its proposal to rechristen the
Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee
Act (MGNREGA) as the Viksit Bharat Guarantee for Roz-
gar and Ajeevika Mission (Grameen) Bill, 2025—VB-G
RAM-G for short. In one stroke, Mahatma Gandhi is re-
placed by RAM, with a reverential “G” added for good
measure. In today’s political climate, who will dare ques-
tion such a rechristening? This is not an isolated case. The
Nirmal Bharat Abhiyan became the Swachh Bharat Ab-
hiyan; the rural LPG distribution scheme was reborn as
Ujjwala. Rebranding has become a hallmark of govern-
ance, often suggesting transformation where there is little
substantive change. From what is available in the public
domain, the new employment guarantee bill appears to
follow the same script. There is nothing to indicate any
radical departure from the existing scheme. The changes
are largely cosmetic, marked more by bombastic word-
age than by a new vision.

In essence, the proposed law guarantees employment
for 125 days to one person per household willing to do
manual work—an increase from the earlier 100 days
under MGNREGA. The cost-sharing pattern, however,
changes significantly: states will now bear 40 per cent of
the expenditure, while the Himalayan states will con-
tribute 10 per cent. The Centre will also exercise greater
control over implementation, ostensibly to plug loopholes
for corruption. Whether tighter control translates into
better delivery or merely greater centralisation remains
to be seen. It is worth recalling that MGNREGA was a
trailblazing piece of legislation when it was enacted in
2005 by the Manmohan Singh government, under press-
ure from the Left parties which supported the United Pro-
gressive Alliance government from outside. Politically, it
paid rich dividends in the 2009 general election when the
Congress returned to power for another term. More im-
portantly, it provided employment to millions and created
durable assets: public wells, rural roads, check dams,
school buildings, and other infrastructure. The initial
wage of Rs 100 a day may not have inspired confidence in
urban India, but in rural areas it made a tangible differ-
ence. It is, of course, sobering that even after three-
quarters of a century as a republic, India still needs laws
guaranteeing work for just 125 days a year. With nearly
800 million Indians dependent on subsidised rations, the
need is obvious. The BJP was never enthusiastic about
MGNREGA, but political prudence ensured its survival.
A welcome feature in the new bill is a deadline for wage
payments, a long-standing grievance.

Ultimately, whatever the name, if the scheme benefits
the poor and builds rural assets, it deserves support—not
rhetorical renaming.
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...And yet another surprise
move by the BJP top brass

Nitin’s name is the boldest selection if he replaces Nadda as the party

State of the Nation
ASHUTOSH
nder the

leadership of

Modi, the BJP

has a habit of
shocking people and the nation.
The BJP’s latest pick for the work-
ing president, Nitin Nabin, who
presumably will take over as the
party president, is the latest in the
line. As his name hit the headlines,
Delhi journalists started calling
each other, with only one question:
Who is this man? Many of them
had no clue whatsoever.

Even the writer of this column
had no idea who he was. I con-
tacted many fellow reporters and
journalists and researched him on-
line. In fact, all the people I called
were in shock. A few of them, in
fact, cursed, as Delhi journalists
have very big egos and feel ex-
tremely embarrassed and hurt
when something happens in the
corridors of power about which
they are clueless. Bragging and
name-calling come naturally to
them. However, since Modi be-
came the Prime Minister, these
journalists have been feeling help-
less and powerless. Probably be-
cause no one has any information

about what is going on in the |

As I See It

minds of Modi and Amit Shah.

Nitish Nabin is a five-term MLA
from Bihar. He belongs to the
Kayastha community, which is tra-
ditionally considered caste-neutral
in a caste-divided society like ours.
Apparently, he has done good
work as the in-charge of Chhattis-
garh and was instrumental in the
BJP’s victory in the 2023 assembly
elections. In national politics, he is
an unknown entity. It is to be seen
and investigated if he is also a
choice of RSS chief Mohan Bhag-
wat. It is common knowledge that,
for the past two years, the hunt was
on for the successor to JP Nadda as
the future BJP president, but no
consensus could be reached, as it
was believed that Bhagwat had put
his foot down. It was speculated
that Bhagwat wanted someone
who would not be a rubber stamp
of Modi-Shah. I don’t know if Nitin
is the right candidate, but yes, his
age gives him a competitive edge
over many other candidates.

He is immediately being com-
pared with Nitin Gadkari. Gadkari
was a surprise pick by Mohan
Bhagwat in 2009 as the party presi-
dent. Bhagwat then ignored the
claims of the Gang of Four, namely,

Arun Jaitley, Sushma Swaraj,
Anant Kumar, and Venkaiah
Naidu, and instead brought in an
outsider from Nagpur who was
new to Delhi politics. Although not
many would know that Manohar
Parrikar was the original choice of
Bhagwat, it is said that since Parri-
kar made a statement about Ad-
vani at that time, which was not
liked by the party, he was bypassed
by Gadkari.

Since Modi became the supreme
leader, he has systematically by-

passed old and powerful leaders of |

the Atal-Advani era and replaced
them with young and unknown
faces. He gambled with Bhupendra
Patel, a first-time MLA, as the chief
minister of Gujarat, ignoring the
claims of stalwarts like Nitin Patel
and others. A similar experiment
was done in Uttarakhand when
Pushkar Singh Dhami was
anointed to the top post in the
state.

The biggest surprise was Bhajan
Lal Sharma in Rajasthan. Everyone
was stunned when his name was
announced. Vasundhra Raje Scin-
dia’s face turned white when
Rajnath Singh disclosed his name
to her. The Candid Camera was

alerted to capture that image. In
MP, Mohan Yadav replaced a sea-
soned and popular leader, Shivraj
Singh Chauhan. In Odisha, Mohan
Majhi became the chief minister
when Navin Patnaik was van-
quished in his own territory. Many
senior leaders, like Dharmendra
Pradhan, had no option but to ac-
cept the Modi-Shah pick. Even in
Delhi, Rekha Gupta was a new
name as CM.

Even when Amit Shah was made
the national party president, he
was a surprise pick. Amit Shah
proved his mettle and became the
second most powerful leader of
the party, superseding seniors like
Rajnath Singh, Nitin Gadkari, Shiv-
raj Singh Chouhan, Vasundhara
Raje Scindia, Raman Singh, and
Gopinath Munde. These so-called
seniors had no choice but to play
second fiddle to Shah. Nirmala Si-
taraman was another case. From
being a featherweight leader to
emerging as the longest-serving fi-
nance minister, she had surprised
all. Kiran Rijiju is holding the par-
liamentary affairs portfolio, which
he would not have ever imagined.
Even Om Birla was a surprise

| choice as the speaker of the Lok

president, as is presumed in Delhi corridors and also within the BJP

Sabha. So far, it appears that Modi
has not made a mistake in entrust-
ing heavyweight responsibilities to
relatively new faces.

So I am not surprised that
another surprise awaited Delhi
journalists. But Nitin'’s name is the
boldest selection if he replaces
Nadda as the party president, as is
presumed in Delhi corridors and
also within the BJP. He will be the
youngest party president. He will
require immense acumen and pa-
tience to deal with all the senior
leaders who have spent decades in
politics, unless he decides to be a
rubber stamp. So far, he remains
an unknown entity, and not many
people in the party are aware of his
capabilities. However, someone
who has won five assembly elec-
tions consecutively cannot be a
pushover and should not be dis-
missed lightly. Let’s see how this
Modi experiment pans out.
Whether it is an experiment of
great significance or a forgotten
footnote in history only the future
will tell.

The writer is Co-Founder, SatyaHindi.com,
and author of Hindu Rashtra. He tweets at

| @ashutosh83B

Data centres in space: When
the Sun powers the cloud

SHAILESH HARIBHAKT

or decades, data

centres have

been the unseen

factories of the
digital age. They power our pay-
ments, our markets, our govern-
ance  systems, and now,
increasingly, artificial intelligence.
Yet, these factories are hitting
Earth’s hard limits—energy, water,
land, and social acceptance.

A radical idea is moving from
the fringes to serious boardrooms
and laboratories worldwide: data
centres in space. What sounds like
science fiction is, in fact, a logical
next step in the evolution of com-
pute, energy, and sustainability.

The Earthly Limits of Digital
Growth: Al cloud computing, and
real-time digital services are grow-
ing at an exponential pace. Data
centres already consume a signifi-
cant and rising share of global elec-
tricity. Cooling alone accounts for
up to half their energy use, often
relying on scarce water resources.
Land acquisition, grid bottlenecks,
and local opposition further con-
strain expansion.

Put simply, the digital economy’s
appetite is outgrowing Earth’s ca-
pacity to host it efficiently. This is
not a failure of technology; it is a

triumph—one that demands a new
frontier.

Why Space Changes the Econ-
omics Completely: Space offers a
combination of physical advan-
tages no terrestrial location can
match.

B First, solar power without
compromise: Above the atmos-
phere, solar panels receive unin-
terrupted, high-intensity
sunlight—no clouds, no dust, and
no night. Energy availability be-
comes continuous and predictable,
not intermittent.

B Second, cooling without
water: In the vacuum of space, heat
can be radiated directly into the
cold backdrop of the universe. The
most complex, wasteful, and
water-intensive part of data centre
operations simply disappears.

B Third, freedom from land and
grid constraints: No zoning laws.
No local grid overloads. No com-
petition with agriculture or habita-
tion.

When power generation and
cooling—two dominant cost
drivers—are structurally solved,
the economics of computation
change fundamentally.

From Theory to Trajectory:

| This is no longer idle speculation.

Global technology leaders and
space startups are actively working
on orbital compute platforms
powered by solar energy and con-
nected by laser-based communica-
tions. The vision is bold but clear:
compute clusters in orbit, process-
ing data where energy is cheapest
and cleanest, then transmitting in-
sights—not raw data—back to
Earth.

As launch costs fall and satellite
manufacturing becomes modular,
these systems move steadily to-
ward economic viability. What fol-
lows is a flywheel effect—lower
energy costs enable more com-
pute, which enables better Al
models, which, in turn, optimise
energy generation, thermal con-
trol, and system reliability even
further. Reinforcement learning-
driven autonomy will make these
systems largely self-managing.

Edge Computing at Planetary
Scale: The real breakthrough is
not just in powering the cloud; it is
in reshaping edge computing. Au-
tonomous vehicles, industrial ro-
bots, defence systems, logistics
networks, and smart cities increas-
ingly need instant decision-mak-
ing. Instead of routing everything

| through distant terrestrial data |

centres, orbital compute nodes can
process information closer to the
point of action, with global cover-
age and low latency. A vehicle,
drone, or robot could one day con-
nect directly to a space-based com-
pute layer—powered by the sun,
cooled by the vacuum, and opti-
mised continuously by AL

A Sustainability Imperative,
Not a Luxury: Critically, this is also
a climate story. Moving energy-in-
tensive computation off Earth re-
duces pressure on land, water, and
fossil-fuel-dependent grids. It
allows renewable energy to scale
without social friction. While
rocket emissions and space debris
must be managed responsibly, the
long-term environmental equation
strongly favours this transition.

Sustainability, increasingly, is not
about sacrifice—it is about su-
perior economics aligned with
planetary limits.

Why This Matters for India:
For India, this moment is strategic.
We are one of the world’s fastest-
growing digital economies, with
leadership in software, fintech,
digital public infrastructure, and
space technology. As Al adoption
accelerates, access to clean, scal-
able compute will become a na-

Data centres in space represent more than merely a technological
leap; they signal a shift in how humanity thinks about constraints

tional competitiveness issue.

India has the engineering talent,
the space heritage, and the policy
imagination to participate early in
this frontier—whether through re-
search, satellite manufacturing, or-
bital services, or Al optimisation
systems. Those who shape the next
layer of global digital infrastruc-
ture will not merely consume
growth; they will define it.

The Bigger Picture: Data
centres in space represent more
than a technological leap; they sig-
nal a shift in how humanity thinks
about constraints.

When energy comes directly
from the Sun, cooling comes from
the cosmos, and intelligence opti-
mises systems end-to-end, abun-
dance replaces scarcity as the
governing paradigm.

This is not about escaping Earth.
It is about protecting it by moving
the most energy-hungry parts of
our civilisation to where physics
works in our favour.

The cloud, it turns out, may truly
belong in the sky.

Shailesh Haribhakti is a Chartered Accoun-
tant, Independent Director, and author of
Sustainable Abundance and History of the
Future.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Chasing Nehru
Renaming institutions to
erase Nehru’s legacy re-
flects political obsession
rather than governance
priorities. Universities and
hospitals named after him
remain vital national as-
sets. Legislative energy
would be better spent im-
proving institutions than
indulging in symbolic re-
branding exercises.

Avinash Godboley,
Dewas
MNREGA
Renamed

Renaming MNREGA as
‘Pujya Rural Employment
Scheme’ is unnecessary
and confusing. Mahatma
Gandhi’s name symbolises
service and sacrifice. Re-
placing it dilutes legacy
and creates ambiguity.
Such changes neither im-
prove employment de-
livery nor address rural
distress.

Hema Hari Upadhyay,

Khachrod

Kerala’s Political
Shift

Kerala’s civic polls signal a
sharp erosion of faith in
the Left Democratic Front.
The BJP’s capture of
Thiruvananthapuram Cor-
poration punctures CPM
dominance, while a united
UDF gains ground. With

| Assembly elections near-

ing, the verdict hints at a
major political realign-
ment.
K. Chidanand Kumar,
Bengaluru

Messi Visit Fiasco
Messi’s India visit should
have been celebratory, but
poor planning and profi-
teering denied fans value
for money. Fifteen minutes
of visibility after exorbitant
ticket prices triggered
chaos. Such mismanage-
ment harms India’s image
and may deter future glo-
bal icons from visiting.
S.N. Kabra, —

Dynasty Warning

DMK’s push to field more
youth may be aimed at
countering Vijay’s TVK,
but risks projecting Ud-
hayanidhi Stalin as CM
face. Dynastic elevation is
dangerous. Tamil Nadu
needs focus on govern-
ance issues like roads and
drainage, not political
grooming.

N. Mahadevan, Chennai

Squash Triumph
Cheers

India’s maiden Squash
World Cup title is a proud
moment, making the na-
tion the first Asian cham-
pion. The emphatic 3-0
win is a festive gift for the
country. Adequate re-

HASAN ZAIDI

them.

Respect Marathi Culture

Education activists’ concern over Marathi school
infrastructure is genuine, and their protest on De-
cember 18 outside the BMC headquarters must be
supported by one and all. Marathi is the official
language of Maharashtra, and the gradual razing
down of Marathi school buildings is a matter of
grave concern. The state government and political
parties are busy forcing establishments to write
their ‘signboards’ in Marathi alongside English, but
nobody seems perturbed or bothered about the
misuse of Marathi school land and buildings for
purposes other than education. The state’s lan-
guage, religion, attire, and culture deserve re-
spect, and every effort must be made to protect

Dear reader, we are eager to know your opinions, comments and suggestions. Write to editor.indore@fpj.co.in Using snail mail? Send your letters to
Free Press, Free Press House, 3/54, Press Complex, AB Road, Indore 452008

S.N. Kabra, Mumbai

wards and recognition will
boost morale and inspire
future sporting excellence.
Vinay Mahadevan,
Chennai

GOAT Turned
WOAT
Messi’s visit turned embar-
rassing due to crowd mis-
management and VIP
domination. Fans were
sidelined while officials
hogged access. Such fail-
ures damage India’s global
image. Authorities owe an
apology and must ensure
better planning to avoid
repeat fiascos.

Kirti Wadhawan, Kanpur

Rural Jobs Bill
The proposed Viksit Bha-
rat Rozgar Bill promises

125 days of guaranteed
rural employment but im-
poses higher financial
burdens on states. While
empowerment is vital,
funding patterns and im-
plementation clarity will
decide whether the
scheme truly strengthens
rural livelihoods or strains
federal balance.

Dimple Wadhawan,

Kanpur Nagar

Centralisation
Risks

Replacing multiple educa-
tion regulators with a
single authority risks ex-
cessive centralisation. Uni-
form standards may harm
rural and small institutions.
True reform requires fund-
ing, autonomy and aca-

demic freedom, not top-
down control that
threatens diversity and
quality.
Dr Vijaykumar HK,
Raichur

Judging Judges
Criticism of Justice G.R.
Swaminathan ignores his
extraordinary judicial rec-
ord. With over 70,000
cases disposed, his dedi-
cation is unquestionable.
Judges should be assessed
by integrity and perform-
ance, not politicised reac-
tions to individual verdicts.
A.P. Thiruvadi, Chennai

Kerala Civic
Shock

BJP-NDA’s victory in Thiru-
vananthapuram Corpor-

ation ends decades of Left
dominance. Urban voter
erosion worries the LDF
ahead of Assembly polls.
The result signals BJP’s
growing footprintand a
shifting political landscape
in Kerala.

C.K. Ram Nathan Rishi,

Palakkad

Award Credibility
The Savarkar award row
exposes political oppor-
tunism and selective out-
reach. Courting leaders
like Shashi Tharoor while
sidelining others erodes
trust. When honours
come from bodies with
questionable credibility,
public scepticism only
deepens.

Harsh Pawaria, Rohtak
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Confused about student loans? Blame Biden.

Ingrid Jacques
USA TODAY
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I started out this year marking how
glad I was that I wouldn’t have to keep
writing about student loans, with for-
mer President Joe Biden leaving office.

Turns out I was wrong.

This is at least the second time the is-
sue has come up since January. And it’s
not because of President Donald Trump.

The turmoil the Biden administration
created for borrowers through failed -
and illegal - programs and promises has
continued months after his administra-
tion ended.

The 7 million borrowers who signed
up for Biden’s “Saving on a Valuable
Education” (SAVE) plan learned Dec. 9
that they’ll have to find a Plan B, after
the Education Department announced
asettlement agreement that will end the
program if the courts agree. Republi-
can-led states had sued the Biden ad-
ministration over the plan, arguing it
was de facto massive student loan for-
giveness under the guise of an income-
driven repayment plan.

They were right, and it was likely just
as illegal as Biden’s first $400 billion
loan forgiveness play that was struck
down by the U.S. Supreme Court in
2023.

Biden used your dollars to give
student borrowers false hope

Good riddance to the last remnant of
Biden’s meddling with loans. Expect the
confusion to stick around, however.
More on that shortly.

The SAVE plan, which the Biden ad-
ministration stealthily put in place in
2023, promised borrowers extremely
low monthly payments - many were
told they wouldn’t have to pay anything
- and fast-tracked loan forgiveness.

The plan was estimated to have cost
at least $475 billion over 10 years — all
without any approval from Congress.
Other estimates were even higher.

“For four years, the Biden Admini-

President Joe Biden announces a new plan for federal student loan relief in Madison, Wisconsin, on April 8, 2024.

KEVIN LAMARQUE/REUTERS

stration sought to unlawfully shift stu-
dent loan debt onto American taxpay-
ers, many of whom either never took out
a loan to finance their postsecondary
education or never even went to college
themselves, simply for a political win to
prop up a failing Administration,” said
Under Secretary of Education Nicholas
Kent in a statement. “The Trump Ad-
ministration is righting this wrong and
bringing an end to this deceptive
scheme. The law is clear: if you take out
a loan, you must pay it back.”

Biden should have never given mil-
lions of borrowers false hope that he
could “erase” debt they knowingly took
on. And it was hugely unfair to dump
that burden onto taxpayers.

Back to the confusion this has caused
the Americans with student loan debt.

Under Biden, in addition to all the
promises of loan cancellation, borrow-
ers essentially got a five-year break in

having to pay anything on their loans.

Biden kept extending what should
have been a short-lived pandemic-relat-
ed pause on loan payments.

Entitlement and confusion
Biden created will live on

The Biden administration let student
loan borrowers off the hook until Octo-
ber 2023 (when Congress mandated re-
payments begin), and even then includ-
ed a year-long “on-ramp” to eliminate
penalties for those who didn't make
their payments.

Now, these borrowers are facing real-
ity. The Trump administration began
collecting on defaulted loans this spring
— the first time since the COVID-19 pan-
demic started.

A September report from the Con-
gressional Research Service predicted
“an almost doubling of the number of

defaulted loan recipients and of default-
edloan amounts” this fall - something it
dubs a “default cliff”

As of June, there were about 5 million
borrowers in default. The reason?
They’d gotten used to not having to pay.

As the CRS reports state, “A primary
reason asserted by stakeholders for the
default cliff is that following the CO-
VID-19 payment pause and on-ramp
policies, many borrowers may have be-
come disconnected from the student
loan system and fallen out of the habit of
making monthly loan payments.”

While the former president’s loan
forgiveness programs may all be over-
turned, the entitlement and confusion
he created will live on.

Thanks a lot, Biden.

Ingrid Jacques is a columnist at USA
TODAY. You can contact her at
ijacques@usatoday.com or on X:
@Ingrid_Jacques

Stop criticizing
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Guys, I'm going to have to ask you to
stop making President Donald Trump
feel bad about his loser-stinko economy.

The guy is polling slightly better than
scabies, he’s swiftly losing control of his
presidency (and quite possibly his
mind) and he has it in his head that “af-
fordability” - a thing American shop-
pers are not presently experiencing - is
a hoax concocted by Democrats and not
... you know ... a real word.

On Dec. 11, Trump wrote on social
media: “When will I get credit for having
created, with No Inflation, perhaps the
Greatest Economy in the History of our
Country? When will people understand
what is happening? When will Polls re-
flect the Greatness of America at this
point in time, and how bad it was just
one year ago?”

Donald Trump wants you to know
nobody is suffering more than him

Poor Donald. The problem isn’'t that
grocery prices are high and scattershot
tariffs have made Christmas shopping
more expensive and Republican cruelty
has done away with Affordable Care Act
subsidies, leaving millions of Ameri-
cans to face skyrocketing health insur-
ance premiums.

No, the problem is that nobody is giv-
ing the president credit for all the good
things happening in the make-believe
world he inhabits. You think you’ve got
it hard trying to put food on the table?
Try being Donald Trump, the billionaire
saint of perpetual grievance.

Trump has weighed in on the exis-
tence of the word affordability: “The
word affordability is a con job by the
Democrats,” the president said. “The

the bad economy. You're making Trump sad.

word affordability is a Democrat scam.”

Well, if it’s a scam, the Democrats
have sold it well. The president’s second
term hit its lowest economic approval
rating in a new poll from The Associated
Press-NORC Center for Public Affairs
Research.

Only 31% of Americans approve of
the way the president is handling the
economy, which makes sense when you
recall Trump promised to lower prices
on day one and do away with inflation
on day one and usher in some mythical
Golden Age.

‘Go to the grocery store
and see it yourself’

None of those things have happened.
People do see an affordability scam, but
it has nothing to do with Democrats.

The scam is an administration that
keeps shamelessly lying and telling
Americans everything is peachy.

On Dec. 11, White House Press Secre-
tary Karoline Leavitt lied to the press
corps: “Every data point and every eco-
nomic metric does in fact show that the
economy is improving.”

That’s laughable, as anyone who isn’t
rich can confirm.

According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics, the price of meats, poultry,
fish and eggs rose 5.2% over the past
12 months. The cost of nonalcoholic
beverages rose 5.3%. Electricity prices
rose 5.1% over the 12 months that ended
in September.

Betsey Stevenson, a professor of eco-
nomics at the University of Michigan,
recently told NPR: "Trump’s claims
about inflation are false, and you can go
to the grocery store and see it yourself.”

‘Affluent (is) doing very well’;
job cuts at highest level since ’20

In November, the business newslet-
ter Morning Brew noted that the market
realities in America look like this: “The

President Donald Trump and

first lady Melania Trump greet
attendants at the White House
Congressional Ball in Washington, DC,
on Dec. 11. AL DRAGO/REUTERS

affluent (is) doing very well along with
the booming stock market and the ap-
preciation of their homes in the inven-
tory-crunched real estate market. Near-
ly everyone else (is) faltering due to a
shaky job market, high interest rates,
and/or inflation.”

A Dec. 4 report from the consulting
firm Challenger, Gray & Christmas
found: “Through November, employers
have announced 1,170,821 job cuts, an
increase of 54% from the 761,358 an-
nounced in the first eleven months of
last year.

“Year-to-date job cuts are at the
highest level since 2020.”

That was the year that the COVID-19
pandemic hit.

Things are not going well for the aver-
age American, and President Afforda-
bility-Is-A-Hoax is less connected to re-

ality than I imagined if he thinks he can
pee on consumers’ legs and tell them it’s
raining.

Trump’s overall approval rating, ac-
cording to the AP-NORC poll, is 36% —
with 61% of Americans disapproving of
his performance.

Even among Republicans, who gen-
erally worship the ground Trump walks
on, only 69% approve of how he’s han-
dling the economy.

The president and his dancing min-
ions can say affordability is a hoax, they
can claim prices are down and the econ-
omy is booming, they can regale the
president with unctuous praise of his
economic genius and tell the rest of us
up is down.

But none of that is true. None of that
makes the grocery bill lower. None of
that makes up for a monthly insurance
premium that’s poised to double.

If you’re not making Trump
feel like a failure, try harder

Trump can whine and woe-is-me all
he wants. He can wail fictitious tales
like, “When will I get credit for having
created, with No Inflation, perhaps the
Greatest Economy in the History of our
Country?”

It won't make people like him, nor
will it disguise the disaster his presiden-
cy has already become.

It’s the holiday season, so maybe we
should stop making Trump feel so bad
about the mess he has made, at least for
a few moments. He already seems to be
falling apart before our eyes.

On second thought, forget that.
Trump promised Americans a rose gar-
den and delivered a plot of weeds. That
was the real scam.

Holidays or not, he deserves to find
out that karma is no hoax.

You can follow USA TODAY columnist
Rex  Huppke on  Bluesky at
@rexhuppke.bsky.social and on Face-
book at facebook.com/RexIsAJerk
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Starmer has time to
drop the farm tax

he Liaison Committee of the House of

Commons brings together the chairmen of

two dozen parliamentary bodies to question
the Prime Minister on a wide range of subjects. It
took on this role under Tony Blair in 2002 and does
so three times a year, often to little avail. The Prime
Minister is usually too well-briefed and evasive to
end up trapped by an often muddled interrogation
by politicians with different agendas.

For much of his appearance on Monday Sir Keir
Starmer managed to bat away criticisms of the
Government, notably about leaks of the Budget and
briefings against his potential rivals in the Cabinet.
But on one issue he looked distinctly
uncomfortable - the reforms of inheritance tax
(IHT) to remove the exemption for family farms.

The attack was led not by a Tory or Lib Dem MP but
by Cat Smith, the MP for Lancaster and Wyre. She
was joined on the Labour benches last year by dozens
of other MPs who found themselves representing
rural voters after the general election landslide.

Ms Smith told the Prime Minister: “Many of the
950 farm holdings in my constituency feel like they
were misled around the changes to inheritance tax
which are going to pull the rug from underneath
farming communities and obliterate the family
farm for many farmers.”

She said farmers with a terminal illness were
contemplating suicide before a deadline next April
because if they die afterwards the potential of their
family farm would be rendered completely
unviable.

Ms Smith’s courageous stance was followed up by
the veteran Lib-Dem MP Alistair Carmichael, who
pointed out that a succession of Labour-dominated
select committees had called for this policy to be
withdrawn.

Earlier this month, the Labour MP Markus
Campbell-Savours lost the party whip for voting
against the IHT plan while around 30 abstained.
There is clearly deep unhappiness in the
Government’s own ranks over this pernicious
policy, let alone in the countryside where farmers
face restrictions on tax planning to which others
are not subject.

The Treasury fatuously claims that taxing farm
estates is a fair way to raise money to fund public
services like the expansion of welfare. It would be
good to think Sir Keir’s bruising experience will
lead to a belated reprieve for farmers. He has
changed his mind before and needs to do so again
as a matter of decency and justice.

Where is the money?

laise Metreweli, the head of MI6, is hardly the
B first chief of the Secret Intelligence Service to

identify the Russians as the biggest threat to
UR security. For much of the post-war period, the
bulk of the organisation’s work involved monitoring
the Soviet Union.

After the fall of the Berlin Wall and the collapse of
the communist state, Russia became less of a
priority as it was welcomed into the comity of
nations, until the annexation of Crimea in 2014.. The
invasion of Ukraine and Russia’s disruptive
activities around Europe and the Middle East have
once again made Moscow the main target for our
secret watchers. Ms Metreweli, the first woman “C”,
used her debut public outing to warn of the acute
threat posed by an “aggressive, expansionist, and
revisionist” Russia.

She reaffirmed the policy of the Government that
“Ukraine will not be abandoned”. In a separate
speech, Air Chief Marshal Sir Richard Knighton, the
chief of the defence staff, said “the situation is more
dangerous than I have known during my career”.
Even as they were speaking, talks continued in
Berlin on a US-brokered peace deal that would give
Vladimir Putin much of what he wants.

The big question remains: what is Britain actually
doing militarily to confront the Russian threat?
Where is the timetable for increasing defence
spending to 5 per cent of GDP that the Government
promised, before watering it down with a vague
“when resources allow” pledge.

Moreover, even if a ceasefire is agreed in Ukraine
—with one US official claiming a deal is “90 per cent
done” - this cannot be an excuse to drop our guard.
As the chief of MI6 points out, Russia will remain a
threat that needs to be faced down.

Red on the outside

F ather Christmas may dress in red but does that

make him a socialist? Apparently, many

people think he is a Left-wing progressive,
albeit not one who would vote for Sir Keir Starmer.
Given the chance, he would be backing the Green
Party’s leader Zack Polanski, according to a survey
of 2,000 voters for Parliament’s House Magazine.
In fact, traditionally Father Christmas did wear a
long green hooded cloak and a wreath of holly, ivy
and mistletoe, symbolising ancient winter
traditions and nature. His now-familiar red suit was
adopted as part of a Coca-Cola marketing campaign
in the 1930s, so you couldn’t get more capitalist
than that. An eco-populist Father Christmas may
well stake a claim to be carbon neutral on his
reindeer-drawn sleigh; but imagine how boring his
presents would be.
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Letters to the Editor

Words that stoked the hatred behind the atrocity on Bondi Beach

SIR - The attack on Jews on Bondi
Beach (report, December 15) was
devastating but not surprising.
Governments in Britain, Australia
and Canada need to understand that
calls such as “globalise the intifada”,
“from the river to the sea” and “death
to the IDF” are not expressions of free
speech. They are incitements to
hatred, violence and murder, the
consequences of which we saw in
Sydney on Sunday and before that at
Heaton Park synagogue in
Manchester.
Melvin Berwald
Chairman, Israel, Britain and the
Commonwealth Association
Herzliva, Israel

SIR — As we mourn the loss of innocent
lives in Sydney, I wonder how many
pro-Palestine protesters will reflect on
how their actions have helped to
legitimise and even normalise violence

SIR — The current surge in anti-
Semitism is fuelled by political
equivocation: the repeated
undermining of Israel’s right to defend
itself, combined with a reluctance to
speak explicitly about Islamist
extremism.

The attack in Australia is a stark
reminder of where such equivocation
can lead. Past governments there, as in
Britain after 7/7, were clearer:
extremist ideology was named and
organisations proscribed. That moral
clarity mattered.

Today, governments should be
explicit and active: affirm Israel’s right
to self-defence; prosecute anti-Semitic
incitement; proscribe jihadist-linked
groups; resource police protection for
Jewish institutions; and state clearly
that anti-Semitism disguised as
“anti-Zionism” is still anti-Semitism.

Words set boundaries. When leaders
blur them, extremists take advantage,

SIR — Once again, a hero appears to
redeem the human race in the midst of
an atrocity.

This time, on Bondi Beach, it was
Ahmed al-Ahmed, a fruit-stall owner.
On the train at Huntingdon last month,
it was Samir Zitouni and Stephen
Crean. At Fishmongers’ Hall in 2019,
several ordinary people grappled with
a knifeman. On the beach at Sousse in
2015, Tunisians formed a human shield
to protect those being targeted. At the
Paris attacks of November 2015,
numerous citizens sprang into action
to save others. During the 9/11 strikes
in 2001, there were 19 hijackers but
hundreds of heroes, including those
on board Flight 93, and those inside the
target buildings.

These people were living ordinary
lives when extraordinary events
occurred, and they rose instantly to the
challenge. The heroes, who retain their
true humanity, always outnumber the

against Jewish people. and Jews pay the price. terrorists, who have jettisoned theirs.
Richard Hughes Eli Cohen Graham Chainey

Googong, New South Wales, Australia London SW1 Brighton, East Sussex

Isolated fathers

SIR — The Duchess of Sussex’s father,
like myself and many other fathers, has
lost meaningful contact with members
of his family, including his
grandchildren (report, December 14)).
Such partings invariably lead to regret
and sadness.

Christmas is a time of hope, love,
peace and new beginnings.
Forgiveness is the first step, and I
would urge others to take it. Being
on your own as an isolated parent
during the festive period is a torrid
situation.

Jeff Smith
Skenfrith, Monmouthshire

Rules for riders

SIR - As a pedestrian, I would like to
offer the following advice to those who
travel on two wheels (Letters,
December 15).

First, please take the time to read the
Highway Code, particularly Section
64, which states: “You must not cycle
on a pavement.” This applies equally to
electric scooters. It is essential not only
to be aware of this rule, but also to
comply with it.

Secondly, when riding on a
bridleway or a shared-use path, please
use your bell to alert pedestrians when
approaching from behind. My wife and
I have repeatedly found ourselves
startled by cyclists who pass by
within inches of us, often at high
speeds.

David Brinkman
Poole, Dorset

SIR — On my regular cycle rides along
the lanes and tracks in my part of rural
north Norfolk, an increasing number
of walkers respond to the ding of my
bell by checking their mobile phones
for an incoming message.

It is often their dog, if they have one,
that turns to look over one shoulder at
my pedal-powered approach.

Michael Blakey
Reepham, Norfolk

The singing of birds

SIR - I was touched by recent letters
(December 15) on birds, which
reminded me of when my father died
in the spring of 1972.

He was deeply religious and an
ardent nature lover. As he lay dying, he
and my mother exchanged words from
the Song of Solomon: “The time of the
singing of birds is come”.

These were inscribed on his
gravestone, which lies in the beautiful
setting of High Bradfield churchyard
in the Peak District.

Wesley Hallam
Batheaston, Somerset
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The perils of using the wrong font at work

SIR - Christopher Howse’s article
(“Departing from the script - what
your choice of font says about your
character”, Features, December 13)
brought to mind a certain financial
institution where I worked.

I was there during this century, by
which point dress code mattered
hardly at all (Letters, December 13).
However, I remember two things
being deemed egregiously

unprofessional: pie charts and
Comic Sans.

The use of this font on a notice
saying that a laser printer had been
out of action for a few days triggered
a major inquisition. I believe the
perpetrator (it was not me) covered
their tracks sufficiently well to
escape unscathed.

Robin Schoolar
London SW19

The best route to an elected House of Lords

SIR — Turning the House of Lords into
an elected senate (Letters, December
15) does have its attractions.
However, I would avoid
proportional representation, as this
gives power to party machines over

voters. The d’'Hondt system used to
select UK MEPs in the European
Parliament, for example, involved
closed party lists. Voters only had the
choice of a party, which had put
candidates in rank order.

If the Lords is to become an elected
chamber, voters should be able to
select candidates on their merits,
regardless of party label (or none).
John Barstow
Pulborough, West Sussex

SIR — At a general election the country
chooses a set of individuals to represent
it in the making of law. In so doing, the
country lends sovereignty to the House
of Commons, and what that House
decides is law. To allow some other
group of people to then change that law
is to subvert the democratic process

and render voting pointless. The use of
terms such as “revising” or
“scrutinising” to describe the activities
of the House of Lords cannot conceal
the fact that its members are legislating
without any democratic consent.

Even the Parliament Acts, often
cited as evidence that the Commons
remains sovereign, do not prevent
undemocratic manipulation by
delaying legislation, often to the point
of it being killed. Choosing the timing
of law is just as much the right of a
democratically elected government as
deciding on its content.

If the country does not like what the
Commons does, then it can change the
House’s composition next time round.
Until then, the electorate must accept
responsibility for its decision.

Civilised societies such as Finland,
Sweden, Norway and Denmark enjoy
genuine parliamentary democracy via
a unicameral legislature. It is time that
the UK followed suit.

John Sheridan Smith
Southampton
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Another doctor strike

SIR — It is sad that junior doctors are to
proceed with strike action (report,
telegraph.co.uk, December 15),
particularly as illness is rife among the
population.

The root of the labour shortages
hasn’t been addressed by either
Labour or the Tories. It stems mainly
from our myopic capping of medical
places for students in this country. It
has remained the same for several
years, despite rising population levels.

We should withdraw the cap and
encourage the training of British
doctors, particularly as the Boomer
generation edges into retirement and
requires more care.

Henry Bateson
Whittingham, Northumberland

SIR - After 42 years in the NHS, I am
personally disappointed but not
surprised that resident doctors have
voted to strike. The erosion of
professional autonomy over decades,
combined with a continual
deterioration in working conditions
and remuneration, are some factors
contributing to the current action.

We all need dedicated and highly
motivated doctors to look after us, and I
hope that the Health Secretary and the
British Medical Association can reach
agreement soon on a long-term strategy
to improve terms and conditions for all
doctors in the NHS.

Dr Michael Copp
Cheltenham, Gloucestershire

The Russian threat

SIR - The chief of the Army, the First Sea
Lord and the head of the Secret Service
and have all expressed concerns about
the threat from Russia (report,
December 15).

Sir Keir Starmer has promised
money to rebuild our Armed Forces
and other security sectors, but itis
clear that this is only talk. Aircraft are
being retired early, vital warships and
armoured vehicles are delayed and
recruitment is at a standstill.

Vladimir Putin is not going to wait
until the mid-2030s to cause more
problems for Europe. Nor can we rely
on our old friends in the United States.

Labour’s socialist dreams for the
country will be meaningless if Russia
does attack. The Government’s first
duty is defence of the realm. It must
get on with it.

Paul James
York

Tories or Lib Dems?

SIR — The current parliamentary
Conservative Party is certainly
Left-leaning (Letters, December 15).

Kemi Badenoch and most of her
shadow cabinet could be described as
truly Conservative, but a substantial
number of other Tory MPs are Liberal
Democrats posing as “One Nation”
Conservatives.

To have a chance of winning a
majority in a general election, Mrs
Badenoch (if she is still in post) will have
to cull these imposters and replace

them with true Conservatives.
John Wilson

Hill Head, Hampshire

Carving a swede

SIR - The recent discussion about
swedes (Letters, December 12)
reminded me of growing up in the late
1970s. One Halloween, my brother and
I asked for a pumpkin to carve, having
seen them on television for the first
time. My resourceful mother bought
the closest alternative she could find: a
large swede from the local
greengrocers. Carving it out by hand
with a spoon kept us occupied for

quite a while.
Kate Pycock
Ipswich, Suffolk

The conviction of Jimmy Lai shames Britain

CHARLES MOORE
NOTEBOOR

R

] immy Lai, who was convicted in

Hong Kong’s High Court on

Monday of sedition and “colluding
with foreign forces”, is a British citizen.
All he ever committed were daily acts of
free speech, both from his own lips and
through ownership of his independent
and best-selling Hong Kong newspaper,
Apple Daily mow suppressed).

Mr Lai was convicted under the
trappings, but not the reality of English
law. Three Hong Kong judges found
him guilty of these “crimes”. All began
their legal careers under the English
law which applied in Hong Kong. Two
of them, Esther Toh and Susana
D’Almada Remedios, were called to the
bar in London. Indeed, the Hon Madam
Justice Remedios was educated at the
Sacred Heart School in Tunbridge Wells
and the University of London.

All three judges have betrayed the
independent, non-political legal system
which was the foundation of their
careers. They wear English judges’
wigs, but they risk looking like they are
taking political orders from the Chinese
Communist Party in Beijing.

The continuation of the English
system was an important feature of the
Sino-British Agreement on Hong Kong
which came into force when Britain
handed the territory over to China in
1997. The deal was constructed round
the concept of “One Country: Two

Systems”. The continuity of law was
supposed to guarantee freedom of
speech, of contract and of commerce in
general.

To this day, the Hong Kong Court of
Final Appeal operates, according to the
agreement’s Basic Law, “free from any
interference”. It contains “non-
permanent” judges from Common Law
jurisdictions, pre-eminently Britain.
One of these is Lord Neuberger of
Abbotsbury, the former president of
our own Supreme Court.

China, however, imposed a National
Security Law on Hong Kong in 2020
and has held Mr Lai in prison since
August of that year. The interference is
legion. The whole Common Law
fairness notion has become a mockery,
but one that earns Lord Neuberger
something in the region of £40,000 for
each visit he pays to the territory.

Throughout this period, British
governments have made only feeble
representations about Jimmy Lai and
the corruption of the system. Next
month, Sir Keir Starmer will fly to
Beijing to do further homage.

I find the whole thing shaming. Part
of the shame is that the world now
assumes Britain will make no serious
protest, let alone act. Almost all political
pressure against Chinese oppression
now comes from the United States.

Last week, Maria Balshaw

announced her resignation from
running the Tate galleries. Attendances
at Tate Britain have fallen, under her
rule, by 32 per cent below pre-Covid
levels. Ms Balshaw’s tenure has been
notable for the extreme wokeness of

her attitudes, including her preference
for didactic messaging and social
activism over great art. A friend who
walked into Tate Britain last week
reports that the kiddies’ area is awash
with books of diversity propaganda.
One picture shows a drawing of a
brown girl, aged about six, who tells her
multiracial class: “My Arabic teacher
exclaims, ‘Beau-ti-ful Beautiful hijab’”
Even fanatical Muslims do not tell girls
that young to wear hijabs.

One reason woke has ruled the roost
for so long is that it seemed to offer
career advancement. As time passes,
this wanes. Audiences and customers
are bored or offended, and staff often
find working in a woke environment
unpleasant. It carries an atmosphere of
threat to those who do not toe the line. It
particularly persecutes workers who
like the subject matter of their jobs -
caring for heritage, teaching history,
serving parishioners, and so on.

It has already been stated, as a
businessrule, “Go woke, go broke”,
notably in relation to net zero and DEL
A similar principle may apply even in
organisations where profit is not the
driving force. There are now several
examples of leaders whose capitulation
to woke forces helped encompass their
fall. Mss Balshaw’s is only the latest.

Others include Stephen Toope,
former vice-chancellor of Cambridge
University, who tried to curb free
speech and had to resign; Penny
Mordaunt, whose chances of leading
the Conservatives fell away because of
her insistence that “trans women are
women”; Justin Welby, who lost his
natural support base in the Church of

England because of his efforts to
disparage monuments to people
allegedly involved in slavery and to find
a back-door way of blessing same-sex
marriages; Tim Parker, who stepped
down as chairman of the National Trust
after its tendentious and inaccurate
report about its properties’ connections
with slavery and “colonialism”; Alison
Rose, former chief executive of
NatWest, who pretended that her bank
had not discriminated against Nigel
Farage on account of his politics; Tim
Davie, who never quite confronted the
blatant bias of his BBC journalists,
especially over Israel /Gaza.

By contrast, those great institutions
which have not grovelled to wokery are
in better shape. As Tate flounders, the
National Gallery flourishes and has just
collected two enormous donations
amounting to £375m.

“Globalise the intifada,” shouted

pro-Gaza crowds after the most
recent version of it on October 7 2023.
Many raised this cry as they marched
through the streets in London,
unhindered by police. That intfada
(uprising) murdered well over a
thousand people, and kidnapped about
250 hostages. That is what they want
globalised, and that is what they started
attempting in Manchester last month
and on Bondi Beach on Sunday.

They want a fight about small bits of
land in the Middle East to threaten the
life of every Jew everywhere. If only the
leaders of the Western world were
prepared to see this, they might be
prepared to unite to stop it. But they
aren’t, so they won’t.
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Trump Confronts a B

E.J. Dionne Jr.

A contributing Opinion writer and the author of
“100% Democracy,” with Miles Rapoport.

ELIEVING in democracy does not re-
quire faith that majorities are always
right. It does mean having confidence
that most of your fellow citizens will,
over time, approach public questions with a
basic reasonableness. Abraham Lincoln,
tradition has it, said it more pithily: “You
cannot fool all the people all the time”

A corollary to Lincoln's rule, that you can't
fool all the people who voted for you all the
time, explains the sharp decline in Presi-
dent Trump's approval ratings.

A significant share of the voters who
backed Mr. Trump have decided that he has
largely ignored the primary issue that
pushed them his way, the cost of living. A bil-
lionaire regularly mocking concern about
affordability only makes matiters worse.
They see him as distracted by personal ob-
sessions and guilty of overreach, even when
they sympathize with his objectives. Many
of his former supporters see him breaking
promises he made, notably on not messing
with their access to health care.

Some abuses are too blatant to be ignored.
Arecent Economist/ You Gov poll found that
56 percent of Americans said Mr. Trump
was using his office for personal gain; only
32 percent didn't. A similar 56 percent saw
Mr. Trump as directing the Justice Depart-
ment to go after people he saw as his politi-
cal enemies; just 24 percent didn't.

The upshot: A great many Americans
who helped put Mr. Trump in office have ab-
sorbed what's happened since. They may
not be glued to every chaotic twist of this
presidency, but they do pay attention and
have concluded, reasonably, that this is not
what they voted for.

How many? Let's take Mr. Trump's 49.8
percent of the 2024 popular vote as a base
line and compare it with his approval rat-
ings. A New York Times analysis of public
polling this month found his net approval
rating had dropped to 42 percent. An A.P-
NORC poll and a Gallup poll pegged it at 36
percent. This suggests that 15 to 25 percent
of his voters have changed their minds.

I think of these shifts as the triumph of
reasonableness — and not because | agree
with where these fellow citizens have
landed (although 1 do). I'm buoyed by the
capacity of citizens to absorb new facts and
take in information even when it challenges
decisions they previously made. It turns out
that swing voters are what their label im-
plies. The evidence of their own lives and
from their own eyes matters.

All this is obviously good news for Demo-
crats, who extended their 2025 hot streak by
winning the mayoralty in Miami last Tues-
day. But it's more than that. It dispels myths
about Mr. Trump's having magical powers
to distract and deceive. It shows that for all
the legitimate concerns about the break-
down of our media and information sys-
tems, reality can still get through.

Ehe New Jork Times
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The decay of Mr. Trump's standing is a re-
buke to widespread claims a year ago that
his victory represented a fundamental re-
alignment in American politics, akin to
those led by Franklin D. Roosevell in the
1930s or Ronald Reagan in the 1980s.

Never mind that Mr. Trump's 49.8 percent
of the popular vote fell far short of Roose-
velt's 60.8 percent in 1936 and Reagan's 58.8
percent in 1984, Never mind that Mr. Trump
defeated former Vice President Kamala
Harris by just 1.5 percentage points nation-
wide

The case for a Trump realignment was
built in large part on Republican wishcasting
and Democratic despondency, married to a
few facts, including substantial Trump gains
among Latinos and young men. True, the Re-
publicans secured majorities in the Senate
and the House. But the G.0.P. won two fewer
seats in the House in 2024 than it did two

years earlier — far from the sweeping gains

The president’s
own voters think
hes distracted
by his personal
obsessions.

typically yielded by realigning elections.

One of the most emotive factual artifacts of
the election was an excellent New York Times
county-by-county map that portrayed a seaof
red arrows across the nation, reflecting the
increase in Mr. Trump's share of the vote from
four years earlier in nearly 90 percent of the
nation's 3,144 counties. Some of his largest
gains were in solidly blue states such as New
York, New Jersey, California and Massachu-
sells.

But a nationwide trend in a single election
is mot the same as a realignment, and the
president's mercurial extremism squandered
whatever opportunity the G.0.P. might have
had to expand its map. My hunch is that Re-
publicans will regret what they allowed him
to throw away.

The Times again produced those fine
county maps for the 2025 governor’s races in
New Jersey and Virginia and for the recent
special House election in Tennessee. But this

The Humanity Amid the Horror at Bondi Beach

Sharon Brous

The founding and senior rabbi of lkar, a Jewish
community based in Los Angeles, and the
author of “The Amen Effect.”

HERE is a particular horror in violent

attacks on holy days and in holy

places. This is terror in its purest form,

not only rendering a people fearful to
express their faith, but also causing them to
forever associate those sacred days with
loss and sorrow.

The holiday of Simchat Torah, the Jewish
celebration of the joyful embrace of Torah,
will be permanently tied to images of death
and destruction after the attacks of Oct. 7,
2023. And now, just over two years later, an-
other Jewish holiday has been linked with
terror: Hanukkah, the miracle of the per-
sistence of light in dark times, as Jews gath-
ering to celebrate on a beach in Sydney, Aus-
tralia, a crowd of children, parents and eld-
ers, were gunned down without mercy.

I'm tired of looking for the silver lining af-
ter such tragedies. I no longer want to hear,
after a mass shooting, of the remarkable
ways a community came together. I don't
want platitudes and pieties. [ want justice. I
want accountability for the rhetoric and the
policies and — in our own country — the ob-
scenely easy access to weapons of war that
endanger us all. [ don't want to celebrate re-
siliency; I want to see reform.

But as a spiritual matter, I urgently need
the silver lining. I need the hints of human-
ity that remind us that what is is not what
must be. The quiet insistence that there is
more light than darkness in this world, that
tenderness and love can prevail over even
the most virulent hatred. Give me the coun-
terfactual that makes it impossible to fall
into despair, that will keep me from slipping
into the self-defeating certainty of our im-
pending doom.

A great 20th-century Hasidic rabbi,
Shalom MNoach Berezovsky, known as the
Netivot Shalom, argues that “all the mir-
acles and wonders that have occurred for
the Jewish people over the generations have
been drawn forth through their refusal to ac-
cept their circumstances.”

This is what he calls the kusta d'chiyuta —
the small, holy spark of vitality that contains
the light of hope and possibility for a better
future.

After Sydney, after witnessing the raging
gunmen — allegedly a father and son,
united in their animus toward my people —
after reading of the Holocaust survivor who
died protecting his wife, and the 10-year-old
girl and a rabbi, and so many more; after all
of this, I need that spark of vitality. I need the
reminder, small as it may be, that we must
not succumb to the darkness.
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And here it is, that hint of humanity, that

spark of vitality: I see it in Ahmed el Ahmed,
the fruit vendor who risked his life to tackle
one of the gunmen, no doubt saving lives.
And there are more. [ see that spark of vi-
tality in the vibrancy of the worldwide Jew-
ish community that immediately rallied in
solidarity, reminding us that when one limb
is struck, the whole body is unwell. As far
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I see hope in
the fruit vendor

who risked
his life to stop
a gunman.

time, nearly all the arrows were blue, point-
ing toward the Democrats, and G.O.P. gains
among Latinos and young men were largely
wiped out. Genuine realignments don't col-
lapse so quickly.

Another response to 2024 was a backlash
against Trump voters. Mr. Trump does better
with voters who lack college degrees, and he
once declared, I love the poorly educated”
Some who were aghast at his victory blamed
the outcome on the irrationality of low-infor-
mation voters.

But to view some large share of the elector-
ate as irrational is wrong and ought to be
anathema to anyone who claims to hold a
democratic worldview. Far more persuasive
is the analysis that the political scientist Sam-
uel L. Popkin offered in his 1991 book, “The
Reasoning Voter” He provided a wealth of
data to show, as his title implies, that voters
“actually do reason about parties, candidates
and issues” They draw on “information
shortcuts” to “think about who and what po-
litical parties stand for” and *what govern-
ment can and should do® They engage in
“low-information rationality.”

That so many swing voters used a Trump
vote to express their dissatisfaction with the
2024 status quo has certainly had calamitous
consequences. What should hearten friends
of democracy is how many voters have
weighed what Mr. Trump has done and found
him acting, well, unreasonably.

Especially striking are the findings of a
Public Religion Research Institute poll this
fall that asked whether Mr. Trump had gone
“too far® in a variety of his actions. Among re-
spondents, 54 percent said he had gone too
far on tariffs, as did 55 percent on cuts to
grants to universities and 60 percent on cuts
to Medicare, Medicaid and the Affordable
Care Act. Mr. Trump and the G.O.P. are espe-
cially vulnerable on cuts to enhanced Afford-
able Care Act subsidies: A KFF survey last
month found that 74 percent of Americans
said they should be extended, not eliminated.

Even on immigration, Mr. Trump's signa-
ture issue, his radical approach was unpopu-
lar: In the Public Religion Research Institute
poll, 65 percent of respondents opposed de-
porting undocumented immigrants to foreign
prisons, 63 percent opposed arresting undoec-
umented immigrants who have resided in the
United States with no criminal records, and
58 percent said that Immigration and
Customs Enforcement officers should not
conceal their identities with masks or use un-
marked vehicles.

Mr. Trump's opponents have no cause for
complacency. In the wake of the 2008 finan-
cial implosion, the pandemic and postpan-
demic inflation, volatility and unhappiness
have been hallmarks of public opinion. Poll
numbers are fickle.

But in 2025, Trumpian flimflam hit its limits
— even in the G.O.P. when a majority of Re-
publicans in the Indiana State Senate defied
the president’s demand for a midterm con-
gressional redistricting. His power to intimi-
date is ebbing. A reasonable majority exists.
It's searching for alternatives to a leader and
a movement it has found wanting.

apart as we might be — geographically, po-
litically, religiously — we are [amily.

I see that spark of vitality in how immedi-
ately, and without reservation, the grand
mufti of Australia condemned *“in the
strongest and most unequivocal terms the
terrorist attack” targeting Australian Jews.

I see that spark of vitality in all those good
people around the world who reached out
with concern to their Jewish neighbors, col-
leagues and friends.

Last week, videos were released of six of
the hostages abducted from the Nova festi-
val and the border kibbutzim on Oct. 7.
These six were held deep beneath the earth
in Gaza for nearly a year before they were
executed by their Hamas captors in August
2024.

In the videos, the hostages say Hanukkah
blessings and light candles. Together they
sing “Ma'oz Tzur” (often translated as “Rock
of Ages™), the song that accompanies Ha-
nukkah candle lighting, a testament to Jew-
ish survival through the ages and the
strength found in our faith in God. The hos-
tages make one another laugh as someone
asks: Where are the sufganiyot, the Hanuk-
kah doughmuts?

Then Hersh Goldberg-Polin, 23 years old,
reminds the group of the famous photo of a
Hanukkiah, a Hanukkah menorah, on the
windowsill in Kiel, Germany, taken in 1931
through open drapes, revealing in the back-
ground a swastika banner on the building
across the street. It is a hint, a prayer. Asym-
bol of eternal defiance.

On the back of that photo, it is written:
“Hanukkah 5692 / ‘Death to Judah, so the
flag says. ‘Judah will live forever, so the light
answers."

When I light the Hanukkah candles this
year, I will think of six Jews, holding one an-
other many feet beneath the shatiered earth
of Gaza, smiling and joking and singing qui-
etly, even as they must have feared that they
would not make it out alive.

And I will hold the image of the
Hanukkiah on the windowsill in Germany, a
sign of defiance against the forces of dark-
ness. And I will think of Ahmed el Ahmed,
and thank God for planting such a coura-
geous and decent soul in this world. And [
will remember that light is born from the
midst of the deepest, most impenetrable
darkness. That has always been true, and it
is today, too.
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A Hong Kong Publisher’s Conviction Puts
The Resolve of Western Leaders on Trial

Mark L. Clifford

The author of “The Troublemaker: How
Jimmy Lai Became a Billionaire, Hong Kong's
Greatest Dissident, and China's Most

Feared Critic.”

IMMY LAIL the Hong Kong newspaper

publisher who spent decades fighting

for the territory's democratic freedoms,

has been convicted of national security
charges and may spend the rest of his life
behind bars.

He may not have much time left. Mr. Lai
marked his 78th birthday in prison on Dec.
8. Once a large and robust man, he has losta
significant amount of weight and suffers
from diabetes and heart trouble.

Mr. Lai is the most consequential dissi-
dent in China since Liu Xiaobo, the Nobel
Peace Prize laureate who died in a Chinese
prison in 2017. Mr. Lai‘s conviction on Mon-
day is a severe blow for the future of civil
liberties in Hong Kong. It's also now a criti-
cal test of whether the United States and
other Western democracies will stand up for
the values they profess to hold dear.

President Trump and Prime Minister
Keir Starmer of Britain have in the past
called for Mr. Lai to be freed. But piecemeal
pro forma appeals are not enough. Mr. Lai
could face life in prison (his sentence is yet
to be announced). At a time when liberal val-
ues are under assault globally, Western
leaders must meet the moment by acting
swiftly to apply pressure on Chinese trade
and economic weak points to win Mr. Lai's
release on humanitarian grounds.

Mr. Lai's is a remarkable rags-to-riches
story: He fled Mao-era China for Hong Kong
as a l12-year-old stowaway and worked for
years in factories before building a clothing
empire.

China’s brutal suppression of the 1989 Bei-
jing pro-democracy demonstrations in-
spired him to move into publishing, which
Mr. Lai saw as the best way to advocate
Hong Kong's civil liberties. Beijing had
pledged to uphold those freedoms after Brit-
ain returned the territory to China in 1997,
but it has systematically rolled them back.
Mr. Lai's publications, including the Apple
Daily newspaper, became wildly popular for
their brash, entertaining style and frequent
harsh eriticism of Chinese and Hong Kong
authorities.

Hong Kong was seized by huge protests in
2019 against Beijing's tightening grip on the
city. That same year, Mr. Lai discussed the
protests with Mike Pence, then the vice
president, and other U.S. officials during a
meeting in Washington. In 2020, China
passed a national security law that gave au-
thorities in the city sweeping powers to cur-
tail dissent. Mr. Lai is the law's highest-pro-
file victim: He was charged with colluding
with foreign forces — a charge that he de-
nies — for discussing the Hong Kong pro-
tests with the Americans, culminating in his
conviction on Monday. He was also con-
victed of a charge of conspiracy to produce
and distribute seditious materials.

Mr. Lai has spent much of the last five
years in solitary confinement, a violation of
the UN’s Nelson Mandela Rules, which
state that more than 15 days amounts to tor-
ture or inhumane treatment. Hong Kong's
government has denied that Mr. Lai, who
has both Hong Kong and British citizenship,
is being mistreated and says he has re-
quested to be kept apart from other pris-
oners.

Even before this week's verdict, interna-
tional support for Mr. Lai was growing. In
October, Prime Minister Mark Carney of
Canada called for his release, Pope Leo XIV
met the wife and danghter of Mr. Lai — who
is Catholic — in a rare show of Vatican sup-

The verdict in Jimmy Lais
foreign collusion case is a
test for us all.

port for a Chinese dissident, and President
Trump is reported to have pressed China's
president, Xi Jinping, on the matter when
the two leaders met in late October.

Mr. Trump said on the presidential cam-
paign trail last year that it would be “easy”
to free Mr. Lai. Mr. Trump should deliver on
that boast by leveraging the global
groundswell in Mr. Lai's favor and the re-
cent reduction of American tensions with
China after Mr. Trump and Mr. Xi agreed to
pause their trade war.

Mr. Xi is the most hard-line Chinese
leader in decades, but there is reason to
think that an intensified pressure campaign
could work.

Allowing Mr. Lai to go abroad would be
relatively cost-free for China. Although Mr.
Lai's past suggests that he would continue
to speak out about the destruction of Hong
Kong's civil liberties, his advancing age and
the loss of his media empire — which has
been liquidated under government pressure
— would limit how much influence he could
exert in the city from overseas.

Mr: Trump and other Western leaders can
even make the case that freeing Mr. Lai
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would yield tangible benefits for Beijing.

China is keen to restore Hong Kong's im-
age as a leading financial center governed
by the rule of law, a reputation tarnished by
the national security legislation and the
wider assault on basic freedoms.

China could also avoid the public relations
disaster it suffered through its treatment of
Mr: Liu. Jailed in 2009 after calling for politi-
cal reform in China, Mr. Liu died of liver can-
cer in a prison hospital eight years later, af-
ter Beijing refused to allow him to travel
overseas for medical treatment. That made
him the first Nobel laureate to die in captiv-
ity since Carl von Ossietzky in 1938 under
the MNazis, prompting harsh international
criticism of China and undermining its push
to be seen as a responsible global player.

Mr. Starmer is planning a state visit to
China, possibly as early as next month, and
Mr: Trump has said he’ll visit in April. China
has every reason to want those meetings
with important trade partners to go
smoothly, as its economy faces significant
challenges. Western leaders should use that
leverage to warn Beijing that Mr. Lai's con-
tinued imprisonment would harm relations
and that it cannot continue flouting global
norms without repercussions.

Acting to secure the freedom of a man
who has bravely defended democracy and
free speech would demonstrate to China —
and the world — that those values are still
worth fighting for.

LETTERS

After Mass Shootings, Grief and Resilience

TO THE EDITOR:

The mass shootings this past
weekend at a Hanukkah cele-
bration in Sydney, Australia,
and at Brown University in
Providence, R.1., are horrific
reminders that the confluence
of gun violence, racial hatred
and deranged, evil perpetrators
knows no borders and can
manifest itself anytime, any-
where, to deadly effect.

There are seemingly no
answers to the scourge, least of
all in the United States, where
COMMOon-sense gun control
legislation — including a re-
newal of the federal assault
weapons ban, which expired in
2004 — is much talked about,
but never implemented.

At the news conferences that
follow these tragedies, officials
give updates on death tallies
and the status of the criminal
investigation. They also ex-
press their deepest condo-
lences to the victims and their
families. What they are never
able to say with any real con-
viction, however, is that the
latest senseless mass shooting
to befall their community will
be the last.

MARK GODES, CHELSEA MASS,

TO THE EDITOR:

Antisemitism has been in my
life since [ was growing up in
the 1960s. Back then, it con-
sisted of vandals painting a
swastika on my religious

What Is 0ld?

TO THE EDITOR:

Re “At What Age Are You 0ld?
It Depends,” by Ken Stern
(Opinion guest essay, Nov. 30):

Having once thought 30 was
old, at 71, I now define people
as old only if they are more
than 15 years older than [ am.

People age so differently.
Some in their late 70s still
outperform me at the gym;
others struggle with everyday
tasks. Age is far more about
energy, health and engagement
than a calendar number.

Treating 65 as a universal
cutoff undervalues experience
and encourages unnecessary
ageism. Let's start judging
people by what they can do, not
by the year they were born.

ENDA CULLEN
ARMAGH, NORTHERN IRELAND

TO THE EDITOR:
Ken Stern's guest essay caught
my atention. He is 62.

I am 77, and every day 1 go
to a job site where I am remod-
eling a house for my son. All
my subcontractors are a frac-
tion of my age. They all respect
me, and I respect them.

My husband is 76 and still
works more than full time as a
physician-scientist.

What is old?

KRISTIMNA CANNON-BONVENTRE
BOSTON

school, antisemites littering my
synagogue's parking lot with
blood-libel screeds before
Passover and local hoods
screaming “Jew boy™ at me. |
learned not to be afraid. In-
stead, I basked in a proud
heritage, thousands of years
old, that also gave birth to two
other world religions.

The horrific murders in
Sydney, Australia — like the
attacks at Tree of Life in Pitts-
burgh in 2018, and synagogues
in Poway, Calif., in 2019 and in
Manchester, England, this year
— are examples of the violent
turn that antisemitism has
taken in the 21st century.

Even after these acts of raw
hatred, though, I'm not fright-
ened away from attending
services or visiting Jewish
institutions. That is a lesson Lo
be learned from the story of the
Maccabees and of Hanukkah.
Be proud of your Judaism, and
don't be afraid.

PAUL L NEWMAN
MERION STATION, PA.

TOTHE EDITOR:

We planned to take our 18-
month-old granddaughter to
her first Hanukkah lighting, the
big menorah in Midtown Man-
hattan. Because of the massa-
cre in Sydney, Australia, we did
not go. Instead we lit the can-
dles at home. The joy of the
celebration remained, but
something communal was lost.
In the age of hatred we must
guard against shrunken lives.

GEORGE ELAS, NEW YORK

TOTHE EDITOR:

I can't stop thinking about all
the high school seniors across

the country who this fall care-
fully chose to apply to Brown
University. The visit, the talks
with their parents, the talks
with their favorite teacher. The
dreams.

Yes, they can still apply to
Brown and maybe attend. But
nothing will ever feel the same.

MNINA BUTTS, DENVER

East Wing Teardown

TO THE EDITOR:
Re “Preoccupied With ‘Reno-
vating" (Sunday Styles, Dec.
14):

Yes, Americans love a make-
over. You might say it's in our
genes and the foundation of
our origin story. But the East
Wing's teardown is not just
another D.1.Y. For one thing,
it’s not the president’s house to
remodel. It's ours. Our her-
itage. Its beauty is in its sim-
plicity.

We're not talking about a
celebrity’s facelift here. What
we're seeing is the physical
embodiment of lawless de-
struction — of a house and of a
democracy.

SUSAN BODIKER, WASHINGTON

uncertainty about economic policy in the

Britains Woes
Are the Future
0f America

Binyamin Appelbaum

A domestic correspondent in Opinion who
covers economics and business.

. United States to the highest monthly aver-
T]IE dﬂWI]SIdES age in at least four decades, exceeding even
ﬂf B[Bxil'. are the peak reached during the Covid-19 pan-

demic. Eight months later, that index of eco-
nomic uncertainty remains at a higher level
than at any time between 1986 and 2019 — a
period that includes the dot-com crash, the
aftermath of the Sept. 11 attacks and the
global financial crisis.

Smaller businesses have been hit hardest.
They find it more difficult to adjust. They
lack the political power to secure special ex-
empiions. Even the paperwork of new rules
weighs more heavily. Shannon Bryant, the
president of Trade-1Q, a Wisconsin firm that
helps companies navigate trade rules, re-
cently told Bloomberg that small companies
were facing “death by a thousand paper
cuts” One example: a new requirement that
importers document the origins of metal

impossible to

ignore. But Trump
is still a fan.

SK Americans to close their eyes and "
imagine the future, and they probably
won't picture Britain. That's the land
of yesterday: castles, warm beer, an

actual king. But a new paper argues that
events on the other side of the Atlantic
Ocean — specifically Britain's post-Brexit
struggles — offer a preview of what tomor-
row may hold for the United States.

The 2016 decision to exit the European
Union has been nothing short of an eco-
nomic disaster The paper, published last
month by the National Bureau of Economic
Research, estimates that Britain's annual
economic output is about & percent to 8 per-
cent smaller than it would be if British vot-
ers had chosen to remain in the European
Union. That's a bigger loss of output than
Britain experienced at the nadir of the re-
cession that followed the 2008 financial cri-
sis. It's a bigger hit than if every bank, bro-
kerage and hedge fund in London were sud-
denly to disappear.

The authors, a group of five American and
European economists, describe their find-
ings as a warning to the United States.
There aren't a lot of examples of developed
nations pulling back from global markets.
The British experience thus offers one of the
few points of comparison for President
Trump's restrictionist trade policies. *In the
case of Brexit,” the paper dryly concludes,
“there was a substantial economic impact
on the United Kingdom."

The back story is by now familiar. During
the second half of the 20th century, the

United States led a global effort to reduce
barriers to trade. By any reasonable reckon-
ing, the benefits outweighed the costs. But
political elites made little effort to minimize
those costs, and we are living through the
backlash.

The paper describes Britain's departure
from the European Union as an instance of
“‘reverse” trade reform.” Mr. Trump, during
his first presidential campaign, called it a
preview. In August 2016, two months after
Britain's surprise vote to leave the Euro-
pean Union, Mr. Trump posted on Twitter,
“They will spon be calling me MR.
BREXIT!"

The president and the Brexiteers shared
a fear of strangers. Mr. Trump has built his
political career on the argument that the
rest of the world is taking advantage of the
United States. Trade, in his view, is other
countries draining our wallets. Immigration
is other people stealing our jobs. Interna-
tional treaties are handcuffs limiting Ameri-

ca's sovereignty.

MARE POWER/MACMNUM FHOTOS

Even now, as the downsides of Brexit
have become impossible to ignore, Mr.
Trump has remained a fan. Asked this sum-
mer whether Britain had made the most of
its departure from the European Union, Mr.
Trump said the execution had been “on the
sloppy side, but I think it's getting straight-
ened out.”

To assess the consequences of Brexit, the
new study draws on a regular survey of
businesses, including thousands of compa-
nies that employ about 10 percent of private-
sector British workers.

The most interesting finding — and the
muost significant for the United States — is
that uncertainty caused more damage than
changes in the rules of trade. Businesses
can adjust to a new set of barriers; what has
really bedeviled companies in the decade
since Brexit is confusion about what they
are supposed to be adjusting to.

Mr. Trump's erratic trade policy has sown
confusion, too. By one measure, the first big
round of tariff announcements in April sent

content in their products.

A second takeaway from the Brexit paper
is that damage accumulates gradually. Pre-
dictions that Mr. Trump's tariffs would
strike the American economy like a hurri-
cane have not come to pass, but that was
never the danger. Brexit has caused dam-
age slowly and quietly, as companies have
invested a little less, hired a little less, inno-
vated a little less. It's the cumulative effects
that have been profound.

There are differences between the eco-
nomic situation of Britain in 2016 and the
United States today. Britain's economy was
sagging even before Brexit; the American
economy is riding an A.L boom. The British
economy is also more than twice as depend-
ent on trade as the American economy, and
thus more vulnerable.

And there is one more difference, which
could yet be the most important.

Brexit was a one-way street. Britain can’t
simply vote to rejoin the European Union; a
campaign to assert British sovereignty has
ironically left the nation even more depend-
ent on the good will of its European neigh-
bors. By contrast, American voters retain
the power to check Mr. Trump's political
project by installing a Democratic congres-
sional majority next year, and to reverse it
by electing a different president in 2028,



