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Govtlost sight of the ball
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ACROSS THE AISLE

BY P CHIDAMBARAM

’S JUST all accumulating together.

We have frayed relations with the US

over tariffs, we are on the wrong side of

the Al mania, we are a big energy im-

porter during an Iran conflict, and we

have El Nifio to deal with. The government

needstothink as passionately about getting

foreign capital back — perhaps through tax

cuts—astheydoaboutelections. Privatein-

vestment is stagnant because the ground-

level business environment remainsdifficult

duetoregulation and investigative agencies.

India consistently disappoints both the op-

timist and the pessimist. We still have the sec-

ond or third most expensive stock marketin

the world, which is a note of caution.” (The
Indian Express, May 12, 2026).

Idid not say those words, so the trolls may
relax. It was a statement by Mr Ruchir
Sharma (author of The Rise and Fall of Na-
tions, What Went Wrong with Capitalism,
etc.).Itisavirtual indictment ofthe BJPgov-
ernment’s management of the economy. But
Iadmit to expressing views on the samelines

investigative agencies, and so on. These is-

— especially about the frayed relations with
the US, getting foreign capital back, the un-
friendly regulatory environment, the role of

DIPLOMATIC DRESSING DOWN

PRIME MINISTER Narendra Modi expressed his unhap-
piness at a meeting with heads of Indian missions in Delhi
last month. The PM felt that our ambassadors have notbeen
sufficiently proactive in projecting the country’s positive
image in the foreign media. They were also not always on
theballin alerting New Delhi of major changesin our neigh-
bourhood. Dinesh Trivedi, the new political appointee am-
bassadorin Bangladesh, was present when the PM pointedly
remarked thatanubhavi(experienced and knowledgeable)
people should be selected for ambassadorial assighments.

Modiperhapshadin mind US Ambassador toIndia Sergei
Gorasarolemodel. Gor hascertainly made his presence felt
in New Delhi. Last week, Gor attended the swearing-in cer-
emony of Assam Chief Minister Himanta Biswa Sarma in
Guwahatiandisleadingthe preparationsat Bharat Manda-
pam, the government’strade centre building, for a party for
US Secretary of State Marco Rubio to celebrate the 250th an-
niversary of the foundingofthe USRepublic. Rubioisslated
tovisitIndialater this month. Gor has even hired 250 Delhi
autorickshawsto putup American flags and stickersto mark
the US anniversary celebrations.

SWITCHING COLOURS INBENGAL

Themostextraordinary political turnaround after Mamata
Banerjee’sdefeat was of aBengali daily owned by abusiness-
man-lawyer known to be extremely close to Banerjee’s
nephew, Abhishek Banerjee. The newspaper’s editor, in a
signed piece, painted his periodical as a victim of Mamata’s
tyranny and claimed that because it carried a photograph of
the candlelight vigil of doctors during the R G Kar Hospital
murder and rape casein 2024, allgovernment advertisements
were withdrawn. The overnight political switch in a section
ofthe Bengali media following the BJP’slandslide victoryin
West Bengalisunabashed. Duringthe Trinamool Congress’s
long reign, Mamata was generous with government adver-
tisements to the media, provided they toed her line. In fact,
anational TV channel conveniently adopted contrary editorial
positionsin Kolkataand Delhi. Indicative of changing times
isthefactthatlastweek, atleast five Kolkatanewspapers car-
ried prominently an article by Culture Minister Gajendra
Singh Shekhawat on Gujarat’s Somnath temple. In earlier
times, the article would have most likely have been buried.
In deference to the new reality, the Kolkata municipality
which had for years painted traffic dividers blue and white,
the coloursofthe Trinamool party, hasnow begun repainting
themyellow and white. Even the CM’s secretariat which was
illuminated blue and white at night has switched to saffron.

REELLIFEBESTED BY REALITY

Actor politician Joseph Vijay’s victory at the polls is dra-
matic, magical and as full of twists and turns asany of hisblock-
buster movies. The novice politician was described dismiss-
ively as a “weekend politician” with a party “built on a
cardboard foundation”. The actor addressed a minimal
number of election rallies, sometimes bailing out on pro-
grammesatthelast minute, while hisrivalscampaigned from
morning to night. He was handicapped by three major scan-
dals: his wife of 27 years sued for divorce; his partner, actress
Trisha Krishnan,accompanied himin public;and he washeld
responsible by his rivals for a stampede at a political rally in
Karur in which 41 people died. But nothing could lessen the
voter’sardour. Even the six-day wait before Governor Rajendra
Arlekar agreed to swear in Vijay was as suspenseful as any
movie climax. Vijay was a tantalising two votes short of the
finishingline before he finally managed to persuadethe VCK
party to support him. But then the VCK leader had second
thoughts, reportedly lured by the temptation that he could
become king himself instead of Vijay. Udhayanidhi Stalin is
said to have worked behind the scenes, using every trick in
the trade to block Vijay from being sworn in as CM. He even
proposed the unthinkable to the AIADMK, that its decades-
longrival, the DMK, could offer it outside support. Udhayanidhi
and Vijay started out as good friends and the DMK scion was
the producer of Vijay’s Kuruviin2008. The story goesthat Ud-
hayanidhiinitially encouraged Vijay’s political ambitionsin
the belief that he would eat into the AIADMK’s anti-incum-
bency vote, but by 2025, he realised his script had backfired.
Some other melodramaticlinesin this real-life script: Vijay’s
mother, singer Shobha Chandrasekhar, in2005 sangaballad
inamovieclaiming prophetically, “Ifthe poor decide, you be-
come chief minister tomorrow.” (The songhasbeen re-released
with are-mix.) Vijay’s much talked about movie, Jana Naya-
gan, yettobe cleared by the censors, has ascene showingthe
herodrivinga car with the number plate TN CM 2026!

The prime minister has asked the
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took hard measures (which the BJP

mocked), and the situation was retrieved.
The proof of the pudding are the following
results, particularly the GDP growth rate
(see box): The minister of commerce has
been onaFTA-signingspree. By last count,
hehasconcluded 9 Free Trade Agreements
inthelast S years. Butthen came the warn-
ing from the Chief Economic Adviser
(CEA): there is a substantial gap between
what the trade deals promise and what the
regulatory frameworks actually allow.

Todolist

Itisobviousthat the prime minister wants
to compress the CAD, augment the foreign
exchange reserves and stabilise the exchange
rate. He is absolutely correct.

So,backto MrRuchirSharma. The prime
minister’s plate is full. He must re-visit the
regulatory regime (RBI, SEBI, CBDT, CBIT,
Ministry of Commerce, Ministry of Corporate
Affairs, among others); roll back the present
regime which is as oppressive and control-
oriented asthe pre-liberalisation regime; and
sternlyreinintheinvestigative agenciesand
do not use them for oblique or political pur-
poses; stabilise the exchange rate; and reduce
thetaxrates. Oncethese things are done, for-
eign capital will come back to India. He can-
not do these with the present ministers
(mostly, market sceptics). He must take the
help of well-meaning and wise persons.

I suggest the prime minister appoint a
market-friendly expert as the leader and
allow the leader to choose the other team
members, and advise on the urgent measures
within 15 days.

NEXT COLUMN: MAY 31,2026

- How 1970s marked a violent turn

for Bengal's electoral politics

I

HISTORY HEADLINE

BY SHYAMLAL YADAV

HE FIRST three general elections

in Independent India (1952, 1957

and1962)were largely peaceful, in-

cluding in West Bengal. Howevetr,
by the 1967 elections, with the politics of the
country in churn, things began to change.
Political tensions rose, organised violence
became more frequent, and within a few
years, large parts of West Bengal had de-
scended intowhat the Election Commission
later described as a “reign of terror”.

The period between 1967 and 1972
marked a turning point in West Bengal’s
politics. Violence entered electoral politics
in a sustained way and continued for dec-
ades after.

Several political shifts took place before
the 1967 elections. The Congress split in
West Bengal and the Bangla Congress was
formed. The Communist Party, too, splitin
1964 into the CPI and the CPI(M). In the
1967 Assembly elections, the Congress won
127 seats, the Bangla Congress 34, the
CPI(M) 43 and the CPI 16.

Ajoy Mukherjee of Bangla Congress be-
came chief minister. After his government
fell, Prafulla Chandra Ghosh, an indepen-
dent MLA, took over as CM. Frequent de-
fections and unstable coalitions — a trend
visiblein other states too — led to repeated
mid-term elections in West Bengal in 1969,
1971 and 1972. The year 1967 also saw the
birth of the Naxalite movement in Naxal-
bari. Together, political instability and rad-
ical violence changed the nature of elec-
tions in the state.

Yet, the first signs were not dramatic.
The 1967 and 1969 Assembly elections were
largely peaceful. The Election Commis-
sion’s 1967 report noted: “It was indeed
gratifying that a large State like West Ben-
gal, where during the pre-election period
tension was evidently acute in many
places, should have been able to manage a

(left) Hemanta Kumar Basu, president of
the All India Forward Bloc, was among
those killed in 1971; in the 1972 elections
that followed, Congress’s S S Ray
became CM.riLe

smooth and peaceful poll on a single day.”

The situation changed sharply by 1971.
Newspapers at the time carried daily re-
ports of murders and attacks. That year,
West Bengal went to mid-term Assembly
polls alongside the Lok Sabha elections.
The Election Commission fixed the polling
date for the state for March 10, 1971, a few
days after voting in the rest of the country,
so that security forces could be concen-
trated there.

Then, asnow, Opposition parties alleged
that the one-day-poll was intentionally fixed
by the Election Commission to make the
“operation of chemicalised ballot papers” a
success. The EC stucktoits position, record-
ingthat the state was passing through an “ab-
normal” phase marked by violence and kill-
ings by groups that did not believe in
elections or the ballot box, including Naxa-
lites. The poll panel later wrote that the state
was in “consternation and extreme panic”.
The Army had tobe deployed in Kolkataand
other parts of the state. Armed police forces
were brought in from Assam, Bihar, Odisha,
Uttar Pradesh and even Punjab.

The situation became so serious that
many polling and presiding officers ap-
proached the Calcutta High Court, saying
they could not be forced to perform election
duty under such conditions.

The Election Commission eventually
held the polls in West Bengal on March 10,
1971.

But polling had to be countermanded
in three Assembly constituencies — Dum
Dum, Ukhra (SC) and Shampukur — after

the murders of candidates.

Hemanta Kumar Basu, president of the
AllIndia Forward Bloc and candidate from
Shampukur, was murdered on February
20,1971. He was among the state’s most re-
spected leaders. The election there was
cancelled and a fresh poll ordered with Ajit
Kumar Biswas nominated as the Forward
Bloc’s candidate. The election was fixed for
June 6. But days ahead of the election, on
May 28, 1971, Biswas, too, was murdered,
forcing the poll to be countermanded a sec-
ond time.

Then, in Ukhra, Bangla Congress can-
didate Debdatta Mondal was murdered on
February 17, 1971. And in Dum Dum, Con-
gress (O) candidate Pijush Chandra Ghosh
was murdered on March §,1971.

In all, four contesting candidates were
killed during the election period in 1971 —
something unprecedented inindependent
India at the time.

Even then, violence continued. The
Election Commission warned in its report
that “the application of physical force toin-
fluence the pattern and trend of voting”
had become one of the most dangerous fea-
tures of the election.

Fresh elections could not be completed
after the second Shampukur murder be-
cause the West Bengal Assembly itself was
dissolved on June 25, 1971. The state went
to fresh elections again in 1972.

The 1972 elections showed that the vi-
olence had not ended. The Election Com-
mission recorded disturbances in several
polling stations, especially in areas around
Kolkata.It alsonoted “tension and strained
feelings among the various political parties
and their workers and supporters™.

Large-scalerigging was later alleged by
opposition partiesin many constituencies,
though the Election Commission recorded
only a few formal complaints from voters
who said they had been prevented from
voting.

After the 1972 elections, Siddhartha
Shankar Ray became chief minister. His
tenure lasted until 1977, when the Left
Frontled by Jyoti Basu came to power. Ray
remains the last Congress chief minister of
West Bengal.

The writer is Senior Associate Editor,
The Indian Express

Real change
needed, not
tokenism
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FIFTHCOLUMN

BY TAVLEEN SINGH

F THERE is one thing that makes me instantly suspicious,

it is when political leaders make appeals to us citizens in

the name of patriotism. What always comes to mind is that

old warning from the British political thinker Samuel
Johnson. Aslongago as the eighteenth century he noticed that
‘Patriotism is the last refuge of a scoundrel’. This is why it dis-
turbed me a little when the Prime Minister while making his
appeal for ‘austerity’ urged us citizens of India to start tighten-
ing our belts in the name of patriotism. Or ‘desh bhakti’ as we
like to call it since it evokes love of our beloved Bharat Mata in-
stead of mere patriotism.

We all know that these are hard times not just for India but
for the world. And that it is not the fault of our own dear leader
that his dream for making our country fully ‘developed’ by 2047
could now be seriously endangered. It was in any case an am-
bitious goal considering that nearly half of our citizens survive
onsubsidised grain from the government. And our women are
so very poor that they are inclined these days to vote for any
political party that offers them pocket money of as little as
Rs 1,500 a month.

In the Maharashtra election, I witnessed with my own
eyes how this turned the tide in favour of the incumbent
BJP/Shiv Sena government. So effective are these election
time handouts that there is not a political party now who
does not use this method to win elections. I feel the need to
point out here to our revered political leaders that this kind
of cynical trickery is certainly the opposite of patriotism. The
money for this election time bribery comes out of funds that
it would be far more patriotic to use on: building real assets
like roads, schools, hospitals and improving the appalling
state of urban slums.

The Prime Minister’s appeal for ‘patriotic’ austerity does
not affect me too much. I work from home and rarely buy gold.
I will be personally affected by restrictions on foreign travel
as it will make it much harder for me to see my exiled son even
once ayear. The Prime Minister’s appeal to farmers to use less
fertiliser worried me because I am old enough to remember
when foodgrain was shipped to India under something called
PL 480 which was an American charity exercise called ‘Food
for Peace.” More recently, we saw what happened in Sri Lanka
because President Gotabaya Rajapaksa tried to save foreign
exchange by restricting the import of fertiliser. Sri Lanka ran
out of food and Rajapaksa lost his job when people took to the
streets in protest.

What depressed me about the Prime Minister’s austerity
appeal is that it brought back memories of those dismal and
bleak ‘socialist’ secular decades when everything was in short
supply. Foreign travel was impossible because India did not
have enough foreign exchange to allow its citizens to waste it
on having fun in foreign countries. I remember that the first
time I travelled abroad I was allowed barely enough foreign
exchange to pay for a taxi from the airport into the city of Lon-
don. Modi’s appeal sounds like he is warning us all that his
promise of ‘acche din’ is now in temporary abeyance.

The other thing that worries me is that his appeal is in-
evitably going to lead to tokenism on the part of our duplici-
tous political leaders. After the Prime Minister cut the size
of his own cavalcade, there were silly attempts by some to
travel pillion on mopeds and to try to fool us into believing
that for “patriotic’ reasons they were going to sacrifice their
lavish and luxurious lifestyle for something humbler. We all
know how soon they will go back to their old ways. We also
know that those political leaders and bureaucrats whose
children study in foreign universities, and there are far too
many, will surely travel to spend summer holidays with their
privileged progeny.

So hereis asuggestion, dear Prime Minister. Instead of ap-
pealing to us ‘patriotic’ Indians to tighten our belts by forgoing
our tiny comforts, would it not save much, much more money
for you and all BJP chief ministers to cut government spend-
ing on itself? The man who writes the column next door to
this one told me once, when he was Finance Minister, that at
least a quarter of the items on the agenda of the Government
of India could be cut without anyone noticing. At least half of
our government departments could also be cut and the offi-
cials who man them can be employed more productively.

There are other things that government can and must do
in these austere times. The Defence and Railway ministries
have on their hands vast tracts of land that is just sitting idle
and this often gets occupied by squatters and slumlords. Why
can this not be used for commercial purposes and for building
the affordable rental housing that our cities so desperately
need? This time of war and tribulation can be turned into a
time of real change for the way in which India is governed. In-
stead of cutting down on small things, could it not be time for
us to start cutting down on the big things? It will help hugely
to make us ‘viksit’ on target.

Small sacrifices for tough times

PEAKING IN Vadodara recently, the

Prime Minister was gently critical

about people choosing to go abroad

for summer vacations. Emphasising
the need for austerity because of the con-
tinuing crisis in West Asia, PM Modi ap-
pealed for the conservation of foreign ex-
change. “Is there no place in India worth
visiting?” asked the PM. Noting the trend
of destination weddings abroad, he warned
of the disastrous consequences of dipping
forex reserves and said with some romantic
flair, “There is no more sacred place to get
married than Bharat”.

To answer the PM’s question candidly,
thereisalmost no placeinIndia worth visit-
ing. Our hill stations are beset with traffic
congestion, water issues and overflowing
garbage; while the crummiest islands of
Thailand, like Pattaya, are superior to the
fanciest parts of Goa — at a fraction of the
cost. There’s considerably more bang for
your buck in Phuket, Vietnam, Almaty and
Bali, which is why the Indian tourist has

merrily abandoned Bharat for these places.
Only to discover, to one’s amazement, that
the second one steps out of India, systems
work with reliable predictability. Needless
to say, tax-paying citizens have every right
tospend precioustime off and hard-earned
cash any way they want, on pristine locales
and exploring new cultures. And indeed, the
attempt to shift responsibility to the 1% ac-
tually hosting marriages abroad ignores the
economics of the weddingindustry — hold-
ingeventsin Sri Lanka, Bangkok and Istan-
bul are cheaper, and arguably more mem-
orable than Delhi, Udaipur and Jaipur.

All things being equal, the make/holi-
day/wed in India thrust is a reasonable ask
at a difficult time — but is it our moral re-
sponsibility to pledge allegiance to the de-
crepit and crumbling Lonavalas’ and Ma-
nalis’ when it’s so evident that our money is
better utilised elsewhere? The PM’s sermon,
directed at the tiny smattering of well-to-do
Indians, suggested we are duty bound to
meet the current momentby redirecting self-

ONTHE
LOOSE

BY LEHER
KALA
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interest toward the greater good. A harkback
toJFK’sunforgettableline, ask not what your
country can do for you, ask what you cando
for your country. However, our experiences
profoundly shape our civic and moral ambi-
tions. For example, after the agonising
bloodshed of the last three years, teenagers
inIsrael are challenging forced conscription,
saying they don’t want to be complicitin a
genocide. Can that be called unpatriotic?
Human beings develop ideas about jus-
tice by the application of abstract principles
absorbed over decades, combined with the
rules we follow in our daily lives. A sense of
duty makes us stop at red lights, or cast
votes, for that matter. Ethics, broadly, are
about how we choose to live but also, how
we treat one other. In that vein, there’s an
expectation that society’s rulers will act in
ways to provide the best outcome for every-
one. The Indian government was mysteri-
ously silent about the impending chaos
when they were consumed by winning
elections, addressingthe fallout of the Iran

war only after their selfish objectives were
met. Butdo the wily manoeuverings of the
political class absolve ordinary citizens
from their patriotic duty, of cuttingbackon
frills during wartime, to produce more
benefit than harm?If one subscribestothe
postmodern perspective that there can
never be any one fully correct answer to any
moral dilemma, it’s slightly easier to distin-
guish between alleged rights or wrongs.
Should someone who’s booked non re-
fundable tickets to London and paid in ad-
vance for accommodation cancel their trip
and philosophically absorb the loss? I think
not. Butif one was at a planning stage for an
exotic vacation, a postponement may be
considered. Asindividualsreactingtoworld
events, it’s easy to think our decisions have
nointrinsic value. To pare down the issue to
its most basic, an act is correct if it will pro-
duce a greater balance of positivity over
negativity than the available alternatives.

The writer is director, Hutkay Films
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NO CURB ONITSIMPORT FORPROCESSING, VALUE-ADDED EXPORTS AS JEWELLERY

After duty hike, govt curbs

silver i Imports to aid

ENS Economic Bureau
New Delhi, May 16

THE GOVERNMENT on Satur-
day put silver imports for do-
mestic consumption under the
restricted category, requiring
prior government approval.

This follows a series of steps
taken over the last few days to
discourage precious metal im-
ports, which strain the current
account and increase forex out-
flow due to high global prices.

On Wednesday, the govern-
ment raised the customs duty
on imports of gold and silver to
15% from 6%, and on platinum
t015.4% from 6.4% to moderate
these non-essential imports
amidst the West Asia crisis.

A day later, it put a quanti-
tative limit of 100 kg on the im-
port of the yellow metal under
a key export scheme to curb
misuse of the duty-free import
facility for value-added exports.

AsperaDirectorate General
of Foreign Trade (DGFT) notifi-
cation, imports of bars contain-
ingsilver up to 99% would now
beintherestricted categoryifit
is meant for domestic con-
sumption.

However, silver imported
for processing and value-added
exports asjewellery would con-
tinue to be unrestricted.

Imports by 100% export-
oriented units and units lo-
cated in Special Economic

Silver imports increased by 157% to $411 million in April. ReuTers

Zones (SEZs) shall also not be
subject to any restrictions pro-
vided the imported goods are
not sold in the domestic tariff
area. Risingimports of gold and
silver amidst their rising prices
in the past one year have been
a cause of concern. With the
onset of war in West Asia from
February 28, the government
has taken steps over the past
week to curb imports and con-
serve foreign exchange in an
uncertain global atmosphere.
In 2025-26, silver importsin-
creased by 150% to $12.05 bil-
lion. In volume terms, howevet,
the increase was only 42%,
reaching 7,334 tonnes. Interna-
tional prices of the metal rose

74% in the year.

Similarly, gold imports in-
creased 24% to $71.98 billion in
the last financial year. This oc-
curred despite a 4.7% drop in
gold import volume to 721
tonnes, as international gold
pricesincreased by 30% during
the year.

The demand for these
metals remained robustevenin
April with gold imports increas-
ing 81.7% on year to $5.6 billion
while silver imports increased
157% to $411 million.

Asalarge importer of crude
oil, India remains vulnerable to
elevated energy prices and
supply-side disruptions, which
can increase the import bill,

rupee

exert pressure on inflation, and
the current account deficit, of-
ficials said at the time of the
duty hike on gold and silver last
week. “In such circumstances,
prudent management of the
country’s external sector be-
comes essential,” an official
had said. Officials said precious
metals, while culturally and fi-
nancially significant, are “pre-
dominantly consumption and
investment driven” in nature
and that such imports involve
“substantial outflow of foreign
exchange”.

A depreciating rupee is ad-
dingtothe country’simportbill
burden. India’s foreign ex-
change resources, therefore,
must be prioritised towards es-
sential imports such as crudeoil,
fertilisers, industrial raw ma-
terials, defence requirements,
critical technologies, and capital
goods, the official had said. Over
thelast fewyears, Indiahasseen
significant foreign exchange
outflows on account of higher
imports of precious metals and
spending on overseas travel
under the Liberalised Remit-
tance Scheme (LRS).

The pressure on India’s ex-
ternal sector hasbeen feltamid
the ongoing West Asia war, with
forex reserves plummeting by
$32billion in 10 weeks since the
onset of the conflict, and crude
oil prices continuing to hover
above $100 a barrel. WITHFE

Intra-BRICS trade
accounts for just
5% of global
trade: Commsecy

New Delhi: The intra-BRICS
trade has increased multiple
times over the last few years but
it accounts for only around 5%
of the global trade, reflecting
huge untapped potential for
deeper integration and stronger
value-chain linkages, Com-
merce Secretary Rajesh Agra-
wal has said.

BRICSisagroupingofilde-
veloping countries — Brazil,
China, Egypt, Ethiopia, India,
Indonesia, Iran, Russia, Saudi
Arabia, South Africa and the
United Arab Emirates.

It acts as a platform for con-
sultation and cooperation on
contemporary issues having
global as well as regional sig-
nificance, and issues of global
political and economic govern-
ance. India has assumed the
BRICS Chairship for the fourth
time, after 2012, 2016 and 2021.
Addressing the 2nd Meeting of
the BRICS Contact Group on
Trade and Economic Issues,
held in Gandhinagar, Gujarat,
on May 14-15, Agrawal said
intra-BRICS merchandise trade
has risen 13-fold, from $84 bil-
lion in 2003 to $1.17 trillion in
2024. However, he said, this
“trade still accounts for only
around 5% of global trade, indi-
catingsignificant untapped po-
tential for deeper trade integra-
tion, stronger value-chain
linkages”. Issues such as pro-
moting more balanced trade,
and opening new opportunities
in the services sector were also
discussed. PTI

Sovereign Gold Bonds missed amid
PM’s austerity appeal, import duty hike

Siddharth Upasani
New Delhi, May 16

THE RAPID fall of the rupee
has forced policymakers to
come up with some quick sol-
utions, with Prime Minister
Narendra Modi calling for a cer-
tain type of austerity that re-
duces the need to expend for-
eign currency for imports.

Then, the import duty on
gold, silver, and platinum was
hiked — economists don’t ex-
pect this to move to meaning-
fully bring down the gold im-
port bill.

“Historically, the effective-
ness of gold import duty hikes
in controllingimports hasbeen
mixed,” Nomura economists
Sonal Varma and Aurodeep
Nandi said.

“When Indiaraised dutiesto
10% in 2013, gold imports did
decline initially, but gold smug-
gling increased to meet sup-
pressed demand. More re-
cently, the reduction of the duty
to 6% was intended to curb
smuggling and formalise the
market.”

One possible solution the
government may not imple-
ment is something it has pre-
viously deployed: Sovereign
Gold Bonds (SGBs).

Launched in late 2015, the
scheme was discontinued in
early 2024 despite being an
amazing investment opportun-
ity for the public, who bought
bonds equivalent to 147 tonnes
of gold and worth Rs 72,275
crore. Thesebonds are now giv-
ing eye-watering returns to
their holders of more than

¢ Goldinvestment maniafuels IndianETFs
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200% of their life of eight years,
and that is without taking into
account the 2.5% interest and
zerolong-term capital gainstax
on redemption.

So why was the scheme dis-
continued despite the obvious
benefits for the public? Because
the government felt it was hav-
ingto pay too much.

Cost of saving forex

The logic of SGBs was
sound: meet the investment de-
mand for gold without impor-
ting the metal. All the govern-
ment had to do was set aside
money for interest payments
and the market value of the
bonds maturingin ayear. How-
ever, the rationale for discon-
tinuing the scheme had adiffer-
ent consideration: the cost of
borrowing.

Any bond the government
issues to an investor— be it
banks, foreign investors, or in-
dividuals —is considered a bor-
rowing. “The recent global geo-
political unrest has impacted

gold prices significantly, in-
creasing the cost of borrowing
through SGBs,” the finance
ministry told the Parliament in
awrittenresponse toaquestion
in July 2025.

“Thegovernment’sendeav-
our is to minimise the cost of
borrowings and hence it is im-
perative for a prudent debt
management strategy to care-
fully consider the above factor
while deciding on offering new
tranches of Sovereign Gold
Bonds.” But the SGBs were
never intended tobe away to fi-
nance the government’s fiscal
deficit.

Demand in SGBs only
picked up pace after Covid
struck, with roughly Rs 63,000
crore of these bonds being pur-
chased from FY21to FY24.

Over these four years, the
central government borrowed
Rs 40 lakh crore on a net basis
to help meet its annual fiscal
deficits. Yes, the scheme was ex-
pensive — the total annual in-
terest outgo and redemption

liability of SGBs issued from
2015 to 2024-25 was nearly Rs
18,000 crore. Butitwashardlya
make-or-break one for a gov-
ernment which is going to
spend Rs 14 lakh crore in FY27
as interest on past debt.

If stopping the scheme was
not enough, the FY27 Union
Budget went one step further
and said only those SGBs
bought by someone and held
till they matured eight years
later were exempt from capital
gains tax. This meant any gold
bonds purchased in the second-
ary market — they are also
traded on exchanges —will face
capital gains tax at the time of
maturity.

Risinginvestment
demand

What the SGBs did was ease
thestrain ontheimportbilland
reduce spending of foreign cur-
rency reserves of the country.

Indians’ demand for gold is
a structural weakness of the
economy. While our inherent

affection for it offers an easy di-
versification of savings, the lack
of domestic supply means al-
most the entire demand has to
be met via imports, which ad-
versely hits the trade balance.

And we import a lot of gold.
It was $72 billion in FY26, up
24% from FY25, or more than
700tonnes. More than 9% ofall
our imports in FY26 was gold,
with another 1.6% being silver.

In the absence of SGBs, In-
dians have gone the Exchange
Trade Fund (ETF) route over
the last year in a manner never
seen before.

But gold ETFs — essentially
mutual fundsthatinvestingold
— require investments to be
backed by gold holdings. In Ja-
nuary 2026, for the first time
ever, Indians invested more in
gold ETFs than equity mutual
funds: Rs24,040 crore versusRs
24,029 crore.

Thisrequired these fundsto
import arecord 15.52 tn of gold.
ETFs purchasesthat month ac-
counted for 22% of all gold im-
ports (Rs1.11akh crore)in Janu-
ary. For silver ETFs, the figure
waseven larger: 52%. According
tothe World Gold Council, there
has been a “structural shift” in
India’s gold demand, with in-
vestment demand making up
nearly 70% of the total demand
in January-March 2026, while
the share of jewellery fell to
around 30% - the lowest in at
least 25 years.

Unless this investment de-
mand for gold is met, imports —
through ETFs and other routes
—will continue and the rupee
will keep weakening.

WEST ASIA WAR

Singapore pips UAE
as India’s second largest
export destination

Exportsto
Singapore surged
by 180% in April
to $3.2 billion

RaviDutta Mishra
New Delhi, May 16

INDIA’S TRADE flows have
begun shifting amid the pro-
longed closure of the Strait of
Hormuz since March, as
traders have begun finding al-
ternate routes to export goods
amid disruption in trade with
countries in the West Asia re-
gion, an analysis of data shared
by the Commerce and Industry
Ministry showed.

The most notable shift in
trade routes was seen in the two
transshipment hubs that India
has free trade agreements
(FTA) with - UAE and Singa-
pore. Replacing UAE, Singa-
porebecameIndia’s second lar-
gest export market in April,
registering a five-fold jump
compared to February.

The Strait of Hormuz was
closed on March 2. While ex-
ports to Singapore surged by
180% in April to $3.20 billion
compared to $1.14 billion a year
ago, exports to UAE slipped by
36% to $2.18 billion last month
compared to $343billion ayear
ago. Exports from Singapore
have been rising month-on-
month too since February amid
the disruption in trade with
UAE.

On the import side too, the
West Asia war has led to new
import partners. Energy ex-
porterssuch asOman, Peruand
Nigeria broke into India’s top
20 import sources. Shipment
from Oman alone more than
tripled to $1.48 billion in April
compared to $429.58 million.

These changes come as tra-
ditional sources of energy are
facing restrictions. Imports
from Qatar in March slipped by

Samsung Elec &
labour unionto
resume pay talks
onMonday

Seoul: Samsung Electronics
and its South Korean labour
union will resume pay talks on
Monday with a government
mediator, the union said, in a
move that could ease concerns
over a potentially disruptive
strike at the tech giant.

The union said in a state-
ment on Saturday that Sam-
sung Electronics had replaced
the company’s representative
for the negotiations, while the
two sides would have a separ-
ate meeting later on Saturday.

The union did not elab-
orate on Saturday’s agenda.
Samsung Electronics declined
tocomment on either meeting
when contacted.

The announcement came
shortly after Samsung Elec-
tronics Chairman Jay Y. Lee
apologised to customers and
the public over the labour dis-
pute in his first public com-
ments on the issue. REUTERS
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On the import side too, the war has led to new import partners.
Energy exporters such as Oman, Peru and Nigeria broke into India’s
top 20 import sources. REUTERS

47% to $537.34 million com-
pared to $1.03 billion during
March last year. However, im-
ports from Saudi Arabia re-
covered sharply in April to
$3.85billion compared to $2.06
billion in March.

The war in West Asiahasled
toasharpjumpinglobal energy
prices, with the closure of the
Strait of Hormuz and damage
to Gulf nations' energy infra-
structure adversely impacting
supplies. For India, in addition
to awidening of the import bill
and a cloudy outlook for ex-
ports, the conflict has directly
impacted the rupee, which has
fallen to multiple record lows
against the US dollar onits way
to tumbling 5.2% since the end
of February.

Toward off further pressure
on the currency, the govern-
ment has been taking austerity
measures to ease the strain on
the use of foreign currency and
reduce fuel consumption. In
additiontoahikein theimport
duty on precious metals, oil
marketing companies on Fri-
day increased the pump price
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of petrol and diesel for the first
time in four years.

The Strait of Hormuz, the
narrow waterway between Iran
and Oman, is a critical mari-
time choke point that ac-
counted for about a fifth of glo-
bal oil flows before the West
Asiawar began on February 28.
Since then, vessel movements
through the strait have been ef-
fectively halted, leading to an
unprecedented global energy
supply crisis.

According to the latest as-
sessment by the US Energy In-
formation Administration
(EIA), West Asian oil producers
Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, the
UAE, Qatar, and Bahrain collec-
tively shut in 10.5 million bar-
rels per day (bpd) of crude oil
productionin April, up from8.9
million bpd in March.

The EIA has also revised up-
wards — by 19%— the esti-
mated West Asia oil production
shut-in for March from its ear-
lier estimate of 7.5 million bpd.
The estimated shut-in in April
is alittle over 10% of the global
liquid fuels consumption.

Tata, ASML join
hands for chip
manufacturing
in India

New Delhi: Electronics
manufacturing company
Tata Electronics and Dutch
semiconductor equipment
major ASML havejoined
hands to enable chip manu-
facturinginIndia, ajoint
statement said on Saturday.
The pact was announced
during Prime Minister Nar-
endra Modi’s visit to the Ne-
therlands. ASML is known
for having monopolyina
category oflithography
equipment which is critical
for production of advance
smallsize semiconductors.
Through this partnership,
ASML will enable the estab-
lishment and successful
ramp of Tata Electronics’
upcoming 300 mm (12 inch)
semiconductor Fab in Dhol-
era, Gujarat. PTI

VodafoneIdea
posts surprise
Q4 profit

New Delhi:Indiantelecoms
operator Vodafone Ideare-
ported an unexpected
fourth-quarter net profiton
Saturday afterreceivinga
430 crore rupees ($500 mil-
lion) investment from Adi-
tyaBirla Group. The
company posted
consolidated profit after
tax 0f 519.76 billion rupees
($5.42billion) in the three
months to March 31.
Analysts had expected a
loss. Earlier this year, the In-
dian government capped
Vodafone Idea’s adjusted
gross revenue dues at $13.79
million annually for the next
sixyears, easing near-term
cash flow pressure for the
firm. VodafoneIdeahasin-
vested heavilyinits4G and
5G networks in recent years
toimprove service quality
and curbasteadydeclinein
itssubscriber base. REUTERS

e OPENAI BELIEVES IT DID NOT RECEIVE THE COMMERCIAL & STRATEGIC BENEFITS IT HAD EXPECTED FROM THE DEAL

Why OpenAl plans to suc Apple over strained ties on ChatGPT integration

Soumyarendra Barik
New Delhi, May 16

OPENALI IS preparing legal ac-
tion against Apple over what it
seesasabreakdown in theirtwo-
year-old artificial intelligence
(Al) partnership, Bloomberg re-
ported. The Microsoft-backed Al
firm reportedly believes it did
not receive the commercial and
strategic benefitsit had expected
from the deal that brought
ChatGPT integration to Apple
devices.

The partnership, unveiledin
2024 as part of the company’s
“Apple Intelligence” push,
allowed Siri to route some user
queriesto ChatGPT and enabled
iPhone users to sign up for
ChatGPT subscriptions directly
through Apple’s ecosystem.

OpenAl had expected the ar-
rangement tosignificantly boost
subscriptions, visibility and
deeper integration of its Al
models across Apple’s apps and
services. However, Bloomberg
and Reuters reported that
OpenAlnow feels Apple hasnot
expanded the collaboration
meaningfully enough.

OpenATIslawyersare already
working with an external law
firm to examine possible legal
options, includingissuing Apple
a formal breach-of-contract no-
tice, according to reports. The
company is still seeking a negoti-
ated solution and may not im-
mediately file a full lawsuit. The
tensions have also been aggra-
vated by Apple’sbroader Al strat-
egy. Earlier this year, the com-
pany announced amultiyear Al

The deal allowed Siri to route some user queries to ChatGPT and
enabled iPhone users to sign up for ChatGPT subscriptions directly
through Apple’s ecosystem. REUTERS

partnership with Google, which
would see Gemini technology
power the next generation of Siri
on devices like the iPhone.

The dispute comes at a sen-

sitive moment for both firms.
Apple has faced criticism and
even legal scrutiny over delaysto
its Al-powered Siri features,
while OpenAl is rapidly expan-

epaper.indianexpress.com .- .

ding its consumer and enter-
prise footprint amid intensifying
competition in the generative Al
market.

The deal between Apple
and Google

The partnership will see
Apple pay about $1billion a year
foral.2-trillion parameter artifi-
cial intelligence model devel-
oped by Alphabet Inc.’s Google
to run its overhauled Siri voice
assistant. The collaboration ex-
tends beyond just Siri.

According to a joint state-
ment, the next generation of
Applefoundation modelswill be
based on Google’s Gemini
models and cloud technology.
Apple confirmed it chose
Google’stechnology after careful
evaluation, determining it pro-

vides the most capable founda-
tion for its Al ambitions.

While the two companies
have not made specifics of the
agreement public, it is antici-
pated that Google will license the
base technology of Gemini to
Apple, with the iPhone maker
making tweaks to it to work
across its ecosystem.

Al models like Gemini have
two stages, one is called a pre-
trained model, where it is
trained to generate a string of
wordstogether, and then comes
the post training phase, where
the model is offered a distinct
personality. Google would most
likely offer the pretrained ver-
sion of Gemini to Apple.

To address any privacy con-
cerns arising out of the deal, the
companies have also said that

Apple Intelligence (the com-
pany’s branding for its Al offer-
ings) will continue to run on
Appledevices and Private Cloud
Compute (PCC), while main-
taining Apple’s privacy stan-
dards. The company saysits per-
sonal cloud ensures that
personal user data sent to the
PCC isn’t accessible to anyone
other than the user.

The next-generation Siri is
expected to arrive withi0S 26 4,
likely releasing to the public in
March or April 2026. Google’s
stock briefly touched above a $4
trillion market valuation follow-
ingthe announcement.

Why Apple needs
Google’s help

Apple has largely stood on
thesidelines of the Al revolution

that swept Wall Street following
ChatGPT’s launch in late 2022.

While competitorslike Amazon,
Meta, and Microsoft invested bil-
lions in Al infrastructure and
products, Applestruggled tode-
liver on its Al promises.

The company had an-
nounced a significant Siri up-
grade during its WWDC 2024
keynote but was forced to delay
the features. Apple acknowl-
edged it would take longer than
anticipated to deliver these ca-
pabilities, pushing the rollout
from 2025 to 2026. Google’s 1.2
trillion parameter model is
larger and more powerful than
Apple’sown Almodel, meaning
the revamped Siri should be far
more capable than what Apple
could have developed indepen-
dently in the same timeframe.
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II'T-M, IISc team makes carbon-free version of ferrocene sandwich

Vasudevan Mukunth

A compound called ferro-
cene has been a landmark
of chemistry for over seven
decades. It consists of an
iron atom sandwiched bet-
ween two flat carbon rings.
Its discovery launched the
field of organometallic che-
mistry, with numerous ap-
plications in materials
science and medicine.
Since then, chemists have
been trying to create a ver-
sion of this sandwich that
contains no carbon atoms.

In a new study in
Science, researchers from
IIT-Madras and the Indian
Institute of Science, Benga-
luru, announced they had
finally achieved this goal: a
stable, carbon-free ana-
logue of ferrocene using
boron rings and osmium.

“Just as ferrocene start-
ed a new era in organome-
tallics, these results will
start a new era in inorga-
nometallics and will be a
part of textbooks of inor-
ganic chemistry,” study co-
author and IIT-Madras pro-

fessor Sundargopal Ghosh
said. “Our efforts are on to
study the reactions of
these new compounds.”
Boron is next to carbon
on the periodic table and
can form similar ring struc-
tures. While scientists had
created sandwiches con-
taining both carbon and
boron, a purely inorganic
version has been elusive.
The team turned to
computer modelling to
predict which metal would
best stabilise a boron sand-
wich, and zeroed in on os-

mium. To create the com-
plex, the team reacted a
polymeric  osmium-bro-
mine precursor compound
with an excess of a borane-
dimethyl sulphide reagent.
Then they heated the mix-
ture to 100 °C for eight
hours and isolated the pro-
duct as a colourless solid.
Finally, they used X-ray dif-
fraction and nuclear mag-
netic resonance spectros-
copy to check the atoms’
arrangement.

The X-ray analysis re-
vealed a perfect sandwich,

with a single osmium atom
between two parallel, five-
membered boron rings.
But unlike the flat carbon
rings in ferrocene, the bo-
ron rings used bridging hy-
drogen atoms between the
boron atoms.

These bridges redirect-
ed the ring’s electron orbi-
tals towards the metal,
creating a bond even stron-
ger than the one in ferro-
cene. This could pave the
way for new catalysts that
are stable at much higher
temperatures.

According to the paper,
the discovery establishes
that the sandwich architec-
ture is not exclusive to car-
bon-based organic chemis-
try.

“With the renaissance in
the 2D chemistry of boron
during the last decade, the
possibility of metal sand-
wiched/intercalated  bi-
layers and multilayers will
be a reality soon,” Eluvath-
ingal D. Jemmis, IISc che-
mistry professor and one
of the corresponding auth-
ors, said.

Constant mechanical force may
be why heart cancer is so rare

With every contraction, heart muscles generate compressive forces that cells must withstand; for cancer cells, this creates a

hostile environment that limits their ability to multiply, new research has found

Anirban Mukhopadhyay

he human heart
beats more than
1 lakh times a
day, pushing
blood through the body.
Every second, it encoun-
ters circulating cells, in-
cluding cancer cells that
travel through the blood-
stream. Yet tumours of the
heart are strikingly rare.

For decades, explana-
tions based on genetics,
immune surveillance, and
the biology of heart cells
have not cracked this puz-
zle. New research in
Science has now suggested
that the force of each
heartbeat may itself limit
the growth of cancer cells
in the organ.

“Patients on heart-assist
devices showed signs that
their heart cells could start
dividing again,” Giulio Ci-
ucci, a postdoctoral re-
searcher at the Interna-
tional Centre for Genetic
Engineering and Biotech-
nology, Trieste, Italy, and
co-author of the study, said
about the study’s origin.

The researchers intro-
duced cancer-causing mu-
tations across multiple or-
gans in mice, expecting
tumours throughout the
body. Tumours formed in
several tissues but not in
the heart. Then, the team
surgically implanted a se-
cond heart into another
part of the body and con-
nected it to blood vessels
so it remained alive and
beating, but no longer
pumped blood through its
left ventricle under normal
mechanical load. This al-
lowed it to receive blood
without experiencing the
forces generated by each
heartbeat. In these ‘un-

Beaten back

Forces generated by a beating organ can alter

gene activity in cancer cells

= The human heart is rarely affected by cancer
despite being exposed to circulating tumor cells

m New research suggests that the physical force
of every heartbeat directly limits the growth of

cancer cells

= Experiments on mice showed that cancer
cells multiplied rapidly when the heart stopped

bearing its normal load

m Mechanical stress also reshapes chromatin
structure in the nucleus to activate genes that

restrain cancer cell division

m Physical forces reach the nucleus through the
internal cytoskeleton to influence how DNA is

organised and used

= Researchers hope to identify specific physical
signals that lead to new treatments for other

cancer types

The human heart beats more than 1 lakh times
a day, pushing blood through the body under
constant physical strain. ROBINA WEERMEIJER

loaded’ hearts, cancer cells
that had struggled to grow
began to expand rapidly, in
some cases occupying
large portions of the tissue.

They used lab-grown
heart tissues made from
living cells arranged into
small, beating strips. These
could be constrained to
either contract or remain
relaxed. Again, reducing
mechanical activity al-
lowed cancer cells to prolif-
erate more easily, reinforc-
ing the pattern.

With every contraction,
heart muscles generate
compressive forces that
cells must withstand. This
could create a hostile envi-
ronment for cancer cells
that limits their ability to
multiply. That is, the
heart’s constant motion of
circulating blood inciden-
tally also creates physical
conditions unfavourable
for cancer to grow.

The effect was striking

because it seemed to ex-
tend into the cell’s nucleus.
Chromatin is the name for
DNA inside the cell, in its
‘packaged” form. Some
parts are tightly packed
while others are more
open, making the genes in
those regions easier to ac-
tivate. The researchers
found that mechanical
stress changed which parts
of the DNA became easier
for the cell to access. In
beating heart tissue, re-
gions linked to slowing or
restraining cell division be-
came more accessible,
while signs of active prolif-
eration declined. These
changes suggested that
mechanical force shifted
cancer cells away from ra-

pid growth.
To understand how, the
researchers investigated

how mechanical forces
might propagate inside the
cell. Their experiments
pointed to a pathway in-

volving the cytoskeleton —
the cell’s internal support
structure — and connecting
proteins that link the cytos-
keleton to the nucleus. The
findings suggested stress
from the heart could reach
the nucleus through these
physical connections, in-
fluencing how DNA is or-
ganised and used.

This idea is now new —
but how cells sense and
process these forces re-
mains unclear, per Jan
Lammerding, professor of
biomedical engineering at
Cornell University.

“Several previous stu-
dies have shown that the
mechanical environment
can lead to changes in
chromatin organisation in-
side the nucleus, which
then influence gene ex-
pression and cell fate,” he
said. “It’s still uncertain
whether the nucleus de-
tects mechanical stress di-
rectly, or whether signals

are first picked up elsewh-
ere in the cell and then re-
layed inward.”

The new study provides
evidence that forces gener-
ated by a beating organ can
indeed alter chromatin or-
ganisation and gene activi-
ty in cancer cells through
physical connections in
the cell.

If mechanical forces can
influence gene activity in
heart tissue, similar effects
could be at play in other or-
gans where cells are con-
stantly stretched, com-
pressed or exposed to
physical strain, Dr. Ciucci
said. Mechanical signals
generated by blood flow
are already known to guide
how heart and blood ves-
sel cells grow and function,
C.C. Kartha, ex-professor
of eminence at the Rajiv
Gandhi Centre for Biotech-
nology, Thiruvananthapu-
ram, said. These signals
travel through molecular
pathways that connect the
cell surface to the nucleus.

What the “significant
and stimulating” observa-
tions from this study show,
he said, is that some of
these pathways may also
act to suppress cancer cell
growth in the heart, help-
ing explain why tumours
rarely take hold there.

But he cautioned that
the picture is not straight-
forward. In other settings,
mechanical cues from the
tumour environment can
promote cancer progres-
sion and metastasis: “It
would be important to
identify which specific
physical signals lead to
these different outcomes.”
(Anirban Mukhopadhyay is
a geneticist by training and
science communicator from
New Delhi)

Focused ultrasound offers new ways to treat eye disease

SPEAKING OF
SCIENCE
D. Balasubramanian

A normal human hears
sound in the frequency
range 20 hertz (Hz) to 20
kilohertz, and the normal
loudness, measured in de-
cibels (dB), is between 30
and 70 db. Higher vol-
umes, e.g. 85 dB and
above, can lead to hearing
damage. Ultrasound is de-
fined as sound frequencies
far beyond the audible
range, and is expressed in
kilohertz (kHz) or mega-
hertz (MHz).

Regardless of its intensi-
ty, ultrasound is inaudible
to the human ear. Ultra-
sound’s very short wave-
length allows it to travel
through biological tissues.
It is also propagated as a
mechanical wave, where

CM
K

one molecule pushes
against the next, and there-
fore it travels at a faster
speed in stiff and incom-
pressible tissues such as
bone, but is slower in tis-
sues such as fat. This pro-
perty is used to generate
ultrasound ‘images’ of hu-
man foetuses. (Ultrasound
is much safer than X-rays,
whose ionising effects can
damage DNA.)

At a low intensity, low
frequency ultrasound
(200-700 kHz) allows the
modulation of neural activ-
ities in mouse brains. W.J.
Tyler et al. of Arizona State
University showed this in
2008. Similarly, M. Menz et
al. pointed out in 2013 that
neural stimulation in the
retina of a test amphibian
(salamander) occurred

when ultrasound of 43
MHz was applied (Journal
of Neuroscience, 33, 4550).
At such a high frequency,
constant pressure is ap-
plied on the surface of the

Scientists are attempting to restore vision using ultrasound when
the optic nerve is impaired. Representative image. UNSPLASH

retinal tissue, which results
in the activation of the reti-
nal ganglion cells that send
signals to the brain.

This phenomenon re-
cently sparked interest in
the potential of ultrasound
stimulation and sonogenet-
ics to restore vision (Jie Ji et
al.; Neural Regen. Res. 20:
3501). Sonogenetics makes
use of the non-invasive na-
ture of ultrasound to mod-
ulate the activity of small
groups of neurons in living

organisms. Genetic engi-
neering is first used to de-
liver a gene that makes a
mechanosensitive protein
in a neuron’s cell mem-
brane. The neurons can
then be activated on de-
mand by ultrasound
waves.

The eye, in particular, is
easily accessible to ultra-
sound and the lens, cor-
nea, retina, and the vitre-
ous humour are easily
studied using ultrasound.

Of particular interest are
attempts to restore vision
when the optic nerve is im-
paired. This happens in de-
generative conditions such
as glaucoma and the ensu-
ing optic neuropathy, and
infectious diseases that af-
fect the brain (e.g. menin-
gitis). In these conditions,
ultrasound stimulation of
the visual cortex in the
brain can lead to some res-
toration of vision (Chen
Gong et al., Bioengineering
10:577, 2023).

High-intensity focused
ultrasound waves have
other therapeutic uses,
too. For example, in can-
cer treatment, precision
focusing on a tumour can
cause the temperature in
these cells to rise rapidly to
65-85 °C, effectively killing
these cells while leaving
the surrounding tissue
unharmed.

All these studies have
used animals as models.
Has anyone actually used

sound waves to treat reti-
nal disorders in human pa-
tients? The answer is yes.
In 2025, Wang et al. from
Chongging Medical Univer-
sity in China did so with 16
glaucoma patients, using
ultrasound, and with suc-
cess. Further, an agency
called Focused Ultrasound
Foundation from Charlot-
tesville, Virginia, in the
U.S., has also developed a
device called ‘Eye Tech
Care’ that the Foundation
has claimed can focus ul-
trasound on the ciliary bo-
dy, decreasing the intraoc-
ular pressure and thus
treating glaucoma. This
technology, however,
needs to be cleared by the
U.S. National Health
Agency.

(The author thanks Dr.
Srinivasu Karri of the Hor-
mel Institute, Minnesota,
USA, for access to several
references)

dbala@lvpei.org

SNAPSHOTS

Older dawn of horse-riding

could have changed Eurasia

Scientists have challenged the claim that horse
riding began after 2100 BC. They have reported
archaeological evidence showing humans rode
horses at least 1,000 years prior after analysing
three early horse populations in Eurasia. Those
at the Botai site indicated horse use by 3500 BC;
skeletons of Yamnaya individuals in 3200-2600
BC revealed physical changes due to habitual
riding. Early riding allowed these people to
manage large herds and migrate vast distances,
reshaping Eurasia’s genetic map.

More selective breeding can

help pugs breathe easier

Researchers examined data from over 4,000
bulldogs, French bulldogs, and pugs to analyse
brachycephalic obstructive airway syndrome, a
disorder afflicting flat-faced dogs. They found a
genetic link between nostril shape and overall
breathing quality and that respiratory function is
moderately heritable, meaning careful, selective
breeding can improve dogs’ health. The authors
also recommended breeders use the Respiratory
Function Grading Scheme to identify healthier
parents and to pick traits over appearance.

Humans' mercury footprint

was evident millennia ago

A Greenland ice core has revealed a 12,000-year
record of mercury deposits. Scientists found
human impact began earlier than believed. The
core showed levels started rising in the Bronze
Age due to mining in Eurasia. Accumulation
further intensified in the 13th century and
exploded in the industrial era. The findings
suggest humans have disrupted the mercury
cycle for two millennia and that current models
are wrong to focus on the last five centuries.

Question Corner

Clouds of ash

How do volcanoes affect
the earth’s atmosphere?

Volcanoes change the
earth’s atmosphere by
releasing gases and
particles in large
quantities. When a
volcano erupts, it blasts
sulphur dioxide high into
the sky. Since aerosols
scatter sunlight, a
powerful eruption can end
up cooling the earth’s
surface for many years.
Large eruptions also spew
clouds of ash and dust that
block sunlight around the
eruption site, while most
of the ash falls back down
in a few weeks.

Eruptions also release
carbon dioxide. While
modern human activity
produces much more

carbon dioxide than
volcanoes, eruptions
throughout history have
helped drive long-term
warming trends. They also
emit compounds that can
create acid rain or damage
the protective ozone layer.
Taken together, volcanic
eruptions have influenced
the earth’s climate.
Recently, researchers used
satellites to study the 2022
Hunga Tonga-Hunga
Ha’apai eruption. They
found the volcano released
quantities of methane into
the stratosphere, where
volcanic ash triggered
chemical reactions that
turned the methane into
formaldehyde.

Readers may send their questions /
answers to science@thehindu.co.in
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Why has Air India
cut international
flight operations?

Why has it been so severely impacted?
Which routes have been affected? How
are other international airlines coping?

Jagriti Chandra

The story so far:
ast week, Air India announced sweeping
L international schedule cuts between June
and August, including a nearly 40%
reduction in North America operations and
significant cuts across SAARC and Southeast
Asia.

Which international routes have been
affected?

According to airline sources, a total of 145
weekly flights across North America, Europe,
Southeast Asia, SAARC, and the Far East have
been removed, resulting in an overall 27%
reduction in international flight operations.

In North America, Air India’s most critical
international market, weekly flights will be
reduced from 51 to 33, which is a 39% decline.
Services on routes such as Delhi-Chicago,
Delhi-Newark and Mumbai-New York are being
temporarily suspended, although the airline has
added four extra Mumbai-Newark flights, taking
that route to seven weekly services.

In Europe, schedule changes have been made
on routes to Paris, Copenhagen, Milan, Vienna,
Zurich, and Rome where altogether 34% of
flights have been withdrawn. But services to
London, Manchester, and Amsterdam remain
unaffected.

The impact of the war in West Asia has
extended well beyond westbound routes, with
services to Southeast Asia, SAARC, and the Far

East seeing the

The impact of the war  sharpest
in West Asia has reductions. About
extended well beyond  57% of flights to
westbound routes, with Eli‘}:les mﬂ“dmg

. atnmandu,
services to Southeast Dhaka, Colombo,
Asia, SAARC, and the Bangkok
Far East seeing the Shanghai,

sharpest reductions Singapore, Kuala
Lumpur, and Ho
Chi Minh City have been withdrawn. Services to
Singapore have also been cut considerably, with
21 weekly flights connecting Delhi, Mumbai, and
Chennai to the country being withdrawn.

Further east, Delhi-Melbourne and
Delhi-Sydney flights have reduced from seven to
four flights per week.

What are the reasons for these cuts?

The reductions in flight capacity are a direct
fallout of the West Asia conflict, which has
forced airlines operating between Asia and
Europe to avoid the conflict-hit airspace for
safety reasons. As a result, Air India has been
forced to adopt longer flight paths, increasing
travel times to North America by nearly five to
six hours. The revised routes now include
refuelling stops in Vienna and Copenhagen.

For Indian carriers, the disruption has been
compounded by Pakistan’s ban on the use of its
airspace by Indian airlines since Operation
Sindoor in April 2025. This puts them at a clear
disadvantage compared to European peers such
as Lufthansa.

Have other airlines been affected?

The sharp reduction in international flights is
not limited to Air India alone. IndiGo saw a 21%
reduction in its international flights in April,
while carriers such as SpiceJet, Akasa Air, and
Air India Express recorded cuts of more than
50%, albeit on a much smaller international
network base. However, Air India has borne the
biggest brunt of the disruption as it remains the
only Indian carrier operating flights to North
America and dominates Indian operations
across several European destinations, where
IndiGo is still a relatively new entrant.

By April, jet fuel prices had already risen by
130% amid escalating tensions in the Gulf,
creating another major challenge for airlines,
where fuel accounts for nearly 40% of operating
costs. And while airlines have imposed fuel
surcharges and raised airfares to offset rising
costs, they are increasingly concerned about the
point at which higher ticket prices could begin
to deter passengers from travelling.

The network rationalisation is therefore an
attempt by the Air India Group to stem
mounting losses as operational pressures
intensify. Air India posted a loss of 326,700 crore
in FY2025-26 amid multiple headwinds,
including the Pakistan airspace ban and
travellers avoiding the airline in the aftermath of
the crash in Ahmedabad on June 12 last year.

What are the global trends?

The regional conflict has hit the Gulf carriers the
worst, with the International Air Transport
Association reporting a 61% decline in
international passenger traffic carried by them
in March. Beyond the Gulf, the Lufthansa Group
cancelled 20,000 short-haul flights operated by
its subsidiary, Lufthansa CityLine, until October
to save jet fuel while also moving to consolidate
operations and improve the efficiency of its
long-haul connections.

Qantas has announced a 5% reduction in
domestic capacity and a 2% cut in international
flights in response to soaring jet fuel prices.
While it has added capacity on select Europe
routes, it has also scaled back elsewhere,
including withdrawing its Bengaluru-Sydney
service.
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Why is the Prime Minister advocating austerity?

What are the seven set of suggestions that Prime Minister Narendra Modi made for the public?

How has the war in West Asia impacted various sectors in India and how will these cutbacks help?

What measures is the government taking?

T.C.A. Sharad Raghavan

The story so far:

ver the past week, a series of nudges,
policy changes, and public messages
have sought to influence the
behaviour of Indian consumers,
companies, and farmers. At the heart of this
push is an effort to reduce India’s imports of oil
and petroleum products, gold, and fertilizers,
and involves everyone from the Prime Minister
and his Cabinet colleagues to industry leaders
and associations.

What was the Prime Minister’s message?
On May 10, during a speech in Secunderabad,
Prime Minister Narendra Modi laid out a
seven-fold set of suggestions for the Indian
public to help the economy and the
government’s finances weather the storm
created by the war in West Asia.

The Prime Minister asked Indians to prioritise
working from home; reduce petrol and diesel
usage by using public transport and electric
vehicles; reduce the use of cooking oil; stop
buying gold for at least a year; buy Indian-made
products rather than foreign ones; pause foreign
travel; and adopt natural fertilizers instead of
using imported chemical ones.

The Opposition, along with several other
commentators, questioned the timing of his
appeals, coming as they did right after the
conclusion of Assembly elections in some key
States. Neither the political leadership nor the
bureaucracy mentioned any impending
problems in the run-up to the elections. The
critics point out that in fact, the Prime Minister
and several of his Cabinet colleagues flew across
the country to campaign in Tamil Nadu, Kerala,

India’s
Current
Account
Deficit is set
to grow to
about 2.5% of
the GDP in
this financial
year, from
1.4% in the
quarter
ended
December
2025

A display board showing the rates of gold and silver in a jewellery showroom
in Tiruchi, Tamil Nadu, on May 14. R. VENGADESH

West Bengal, and Assam, where they also
organised several road shows. These questions
relate more to the timing of the message than to
whether remedial action is needed at all.

Why are these cutbacks needed?

It is now well established that the war in West

Asia has created a global energy crisis. One of
the aspects of this crisis is that the prices of oil
and gas have shot up. A year ago, the price of

Brent Crude — one of the benchmarks for oil -
stood at $65 a barrel; it is now around $110.

India imports 85-90% of its oil requirement.
This means that any time the price of oil goes up
internationally, the country’s import bill
increases. Oil alone makes up about 17% of
India’s total goods import basket. That is why
three out of Mr. Modi’s seven suggestions were
aimed at reducing fuel usage and oil imports.

The war has also led to an increase in the
price of gold as investors flock to it as a ‘safe
haven’ asset in times of uncertainty. Indians
have a cultural affinity for the yellow metal that
defies any price movement. While the price of
gold increased by 45-60% over the last year, the
volume of India’s gold imports fell only about 5%
in the same period. The value of these imports
increased 24%. In other words, the higher price
only impacted the demand for gold at the
margins; the bulk of purchases has continued.

A third major trend is the depreciation of the
rupee. The currency breached the
%96-to-a-dollar mark on May 15 before closing a
little higher at T95.96. A year ago, the currency
was trading at about Z85 to a dollar. Throughout
this period, the Reserve Bank of India has been
stepping in to stabilise the fall of the rupee and
reduce volatility, mainly by selling the dollars in
its reserves and absorbing rupees in the market.
As aresult, the Reserve Bank of India’s foreign
exchange reserves fell to $552.4 billion as of May
8, 2026, from $581.4 billion a year earlier — a
decline of about $29 billion.

Foreign Institutional Investors have been
pulling out large sums from Indian markets.
When they do this, they sell in rupees and are
repatriated in dollars, creating another
significant channel of dollar outflows.

Taken together, all this means that India’s
Current Account Deficit (CAD) — the amount by
which its imports of goods and services exceed
exports — is set to grow to about 2.5% of the GDP
in this financial year from 1.4% as recently as the
quarter ended December 2025.

A sustained high CAD has several serious
knock-on effects for the economy and has led to
several crises for the Indian government since
Independence. It is therefore clear why the
government is seeking to act now to prevent

such an outcome.

Has the government also taken some
measures?

Over the last week, the government has taken
several measures to support these efforts.
Effective from May 13, it doubled the effective
tax to be paid on the import of gold and silver to
a total of 18.4% from the previous 9.2%. The
Directorate General of Foreign Trade has also
tightened the conditions under which gems and
jewellery exporters can import gold duty-free.
On May 16, the government also restricted the
import of silver.

The prices of petrol and diesel were hiked on
May 15 by %3 a litre each, in an attempt to reduce
demand. The price of CNG was increased by 32
per kg. A rough calculation by The Hindu shows
that this would earn oil marketing companies an
additional 4,400 crore per month. However,
this is not much when compared to the loss they
are currently bearing, which the government
said amounts to about ¥1,000 crore a day on
petrol, diesel and LPG. This means further fuel
price hikes could be imminent.

Notably, in a rare occurrence, Mr. Modi
himself took to social media to deny a news
report that the government was considering
imposing a temporary cess on foreign travel.

Mr. Modi and several of his Cabinet ministers
have also reduced the sizes of their convoys.

Will these steps work?

Several of the measures called for by the Prime
Minister and implemented by the government
might work at the margins, but some might lead
to negative consequences as well. For instance,
higher fuel prices may deter unnecessary travel,
but unless offices implement a ‘work from
home’ policy again, employees will have no
option but to travel to work and bear the higher
cost. Overall, higher fuel costs are inflationary in
nature. Further, the diesel and CNG price hike is
likely to make public transport costlier.

History has shown that higher gold prices do
not necessarily deter purchases and can, in fact,
lead to an increase in smuggling, as happened in
2013 when import duties were raised.

Asking farmers to switch to natural fertilizers
and hold off on buying chemical ones is a
workable medium-term strategy, but would be
disruptive in the short term. Agricultural output,
already expected to be under strain due to a
below-normal monsoon and stronger El Nino
this year, will suffer further.

An analysis by The Hindu has also shown that
the growth in foreign spending by Indians is not
on travel, which is contracting, but on foreign
equity, debt, and immovable assets.

Short of draconian measures, there are few
short-term measures that will effectively solve
the CAD issue. Various governments have
struggled to make India more competitive on
exports. Unless that changes, and dollar inflows
rise substantially, such crises are likely to recur.

Why has RSS called for dialogue with Pakistan?

What did RSS leader Dattatreya Hosabale say about ties with Pakistan and what reactions did his

remarks trigger in India and Pakistan? Can his statement be read as reflecting government policy?

What has the RSS’s stance on talks with Pakistan been?

Nistula Hebbar

The story so far:
ast week, Dattatreya Hosabale, the
second in command in the Rashtriya
Swayamsewak Sangh (RSS), the
ideological mothership of the
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), said in an interview
to news agency Press Trust of India (PTI) that
India should persist with attempts at a dialogue
with Pakistan. His statement triggered reactions
from Pakistan, leaders of political parties in
Jammu and Kashmir (J&K), India’s former Chief
of Army Staff, and from the Opposition.

Why have Mr. Hosabale’s remarks made
news?

There have been a lot of comments on not just
the substance of the remarks, but also their
timing, coming as they do close on the heels of
the first anniversary of Operation Sindoor,
which followed the 2025 terror attack in
Pahalgam in J&K that left 16 people dead. The
Narendra-Modi led National Democratic Alliance
government has consistently held that there can
be no dialogue as long as Pakistan-backed terror
groups continue to carry out attacks in India. In
the light of the filial relationship between the
RSS and the BJP, Mr. Hosabale’s views have
therefore raised queries as to whether the Union

RSS office
bearers
maintain that
the context of
Hosabale’s
remarks had
more to do
with the
organisation’s
long-held
beliefs than
with any
immediate
preoccupation
with dialogue
and discourse

RSS leader Dattatreya Hosabale speaking to PTIin New Delhi. PTi

government was being provided political cover
to change its stance on talks with Pakistan.

What has been the RSS’s record with regard
to talks with Pakistan?

RSS office bearers maintain that the context of
Mr. Hosabale’s remarks had more to do with the
organisation’s long-held beliefs than with any
immediate preoccupation with dialogue and
discourse. They point out that Mr. Hosabale’s
remarks, taken in full, made it clear that while
there was no trust in Pakistan’s political and
military leadership, people-to-people contact
remains the most crucial aspect of engagement,
in keeping with the RSS’s own ideas about civil
society engagement. The remarks are therefore
not comments on what the government should
or should not do, but relate instead to what the
RSS has been saying for a while.

What has the RSS said about relations with
Pakistan in the past?
In April 1964, Deendayal Upadhyaya and Ram
Manohar Lohia issued a joint statement on
relations with Pakistan. At the time, the latter,
while canvassing support from Opposition
parties for an anti-Congress front, had reached
out to the Bharatiya Jana Sangh, the political
wing of the RSS and the precursor to the BJP.
Both Lohia and Upadhyaya agreed that the
division between India and Pakistan was
historically proven to be based on artificial
grounds (reflected in the RSS’s conception of an
Akhand Bharat or undivided Indian
subcontinent) and the governments of the two
countries always indulged in tooti baatcheet
(piecemeal dialogue) and toota vichar
(piecemeal thinking) instead of establishing a
comprehensive framework for talks. The
concept of Akhand Bharat as a loose Hind-Pak
Mahasangh also finds mention in the statement.
This may be too far in the past. But even more
recently, the RSS, and indeed Mr. Hosabale
himself, has advocated for dialogue. In 2015, at
the conclusion of an RSS-led Samanvay Baithak
or coordination meeting with all its frontal
organisations, Mr. Hosabale had, in an answer to
a question, said: “India is part of SAARC and has
family-like cultural relations with neighbouring

countries, be it Nepal, Sri Lanka, Pakistan or
Bangladesh. It was one body which was divided
to form Pakistan and Bangladesh. It is natural
that people living there are part of the same
family. Sometimes relations [go bad], like it
happens between brothers and so we also
discussed how we can improve our relations
with those who are historically and
geographically attached to us.”

Similar sentiments were expressed in 2017 as
well, after another joint meeting between the
BJP and the RSS.

What were the reactions to Mr. Hosabale’s
recent comments?

Pakistan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs welcomed
the remarks, calling them a “positive
development” and hoping that “sanity will
prevail in India”. In J&K, National Conference
president Farooq Abdullah said that he is “glad
that somebody is now thinking that war is not an
option.” Peoples Democratic Party president
Mehbooba Mulfti said “talks are the only
headway” to address the issues between the two
countries. India’s former Chief of Army Staff,
General Manoj Naravane (retd.), also welcomed
the statement as a positive sign for engagement
between the two countries, especially at a
delicate time in bilateral relations. The Congress
criticised the remarks, with MP Manish Tewari
asking: What has “materially changed since the
Baisaran [Pahalgam] massacre?”

Can Mr. Hosabale’s statement be
extrapolated to reflect government policy?
The answer is complicated. Prime Minister
Narendra Modi is a product of the Sangh Parivar
and has publicly acknowledged this fact. His
government has been one of the most intensely
ideological in India’s history, fulfilling some of
the core issues on the RSS agenda including the
reading down of Article 370 and the
construction of a Ram temple in Ayodhya.

With regard to the relationship with Pakistan,
matters stray into a territory that is more
dynamic, and affected by both internal and
external events. The RSS’s views have been quite
consistent for a long time; therefore,
governmental intervention, which also depends
on immediate circumstances, may not usually
follow the same trajectory. What the comments
suggest is that whenever or if ever Mr. Modi
seeks to initiate dialogue with Pakistan, he will
have political cover from the ideological parent
of the BJP.
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PROFILES
The ‘Nehruvian’ revivalist
V.D. Satheesan
A self-described supporter of Nehruvian socialism, the Congress leader who steered the party-led alliance, out of power for a decade, to an emphatic victory
over the Left Democratic Front in Kerala is now set to take the reins of the State
ILLUSTRATION: R. RAJESH
K.S. Sudhi former Minister G. Karthikeyan, whom of the LDF government. THE GIST
he reveres as his guide and Mr. Satheesan made good use of his v

few months before the
Assembly polls, V.D.
Satheesan, the then
Opposition Leader of the
Kerala Legislative Assembly, created a
political flutter by declaring that he
would opt for political exile if he failed
to bring the party back to power. The
announcement was greeted with usual
cynicism.

Many political observers even
dismissed it as an astute move of a
canny politician to energise the party
and its rank and file for the crucial
election. A few months after the
declaration, Mr. Satheesan is set to
assume office as Kerala Chief Minister,
after leading the Congress-led alliance
to victory over the Left Democratic
Front (LDF) and outmanoeuvring two
senior colleagues in the race for the
top post.

The Congress, after being out of
power for a decade, and Mr. Satheesan
could ill-afford a defeat in the election
as it would have spelt doom for both
the organisation and himself,
especially at a time when the national
leadership of the Congress had
reposed much faith in him to revive its
fortunes in the State. Five years ago,
the party appointed him as the Leader
of the Opposition, overlooking the
claims of Ramesh Chennithala, his
one-time leader.

Mr. Satheesan, who has been
consistently representing the Paravur
Assembly constituency in Ernakulam
district for six terms, began his
political career with a defeat in his
debut contest in 1996 when he lost to
P. Raju of the CPI.

The young lawyer of the Kerala High
Court refused to leave the constituency
despite losing the election. The next
five years saw Mr. Satheesan carefully
nurturing his relationship with the
voters of the constituency, who
presented him with his first electoral
victory in 2001. Mr. Satheesan never
had to look back.

A post-graduate in Law and Social
Work, Mr. Satheesan learned the early
lessons of social and political
engineering under the tutelage of

philosopher and fondly called GK. Mr.
Satheesan remembers that it was GK
who bargained with the party
leadership to field him as a candidate
in Paravur Assembly Constituency.

Mr. Satheesan was often seen as a
loner in the party. However, he never
shied away from speaking his mind.
His candid approach won him more
foes than friends in the organisation,
which was then divided into two
opposing camps, the ‘I’ faction led by
former Chief Minister K. Karunakaran
and the ‘A’ group, the loyalists of
another former Chief Minister and
Union Minister A.K. Antony. Though
Mr. Satheesan was identified with the
‘T’ faction during his early years of
political career, he quickly moved
away from the factions to assert his
independent identity.

Pressure group

While being a junior Opposition
legislator in the State Assembly, he
joined hands with younger colleagues
to form a pressure group, the Green
MLAs, who espoused the cause of
environmental protection. The
youngsters highlighted several
environmental concerns of the State,
which caught the attention of Kerala,
an environmentally sensitive State.

The five years of his political life as
the Leader of the Opposition saw the
emergence of an aggressive leader,
who confronted the CPI(M) on the
floor of the House. Reinvigorating the
battle-weary organisation and its
disillusioned cadres following two
back-to-back electoral defeats was no
easy task. A few prominent leaders left
the organisation for the BJP after
declaring that the days of the party
were numbered in the State.

Several social groups, especially the
minority communities, that once stood
with the Congress had deserted the
party. The United Democratic Front
(UDF) was in shambles. The Kerala
Congress (Mani), one of the founding
members of the alliance, had shifted
its allegiance to the LDF. Prominent
Hindu social and caste organisations,
the Sree Narayana Dharma Paripalana
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Yogam (SNDP) and the Nair Service
Society (NSS), had publicly castigated
him for his anti-communal stance.

Yet, Mr. Satheesan never gave up.

Losses and defeats never doused his
fighting spirit. He was often heard
making light of the losses he
encountered in his early political life
including the president’s posts of the
Kerala Students Union, the Indian
Youth Congress and the Kerala
Pradesh Congress Committee. He
watched from the sidelines the ascent
of his juniors to the leadership roles
both in the organisation and the
government.

Though it was widely expected that
Mr. Satheesan, who outsmarted many
of his colleagues in the Opposition
benches, would join the 2011 Oommen
Chandy government, luck didn’t
favour him.

Inspired by his calls for public
resistance against the reported wrong
policies of the 2021 LDF government,
the Congress workers stormed the
streets, women and youth activists
defied water cannons and baton
charges, threw themselves in front of
the cavalcade of the Chief Minister and
the State Ministers and staged black
flag protests during the last five years

tenure to bolster the electoral alliance
with the tagline, Team UDF. The efforts
proved useful at the most needed time,
the selection of the Chief Minister, as
all the front partners supported his
claim. The political leader, who never
refrained from publicly admonishing
the erring party functionaries, also
invested heavily in the young brigade
of the party, which eventually saw at
least 30 young leaders make their
political debut in the 16th Legislative
Assembly. The elections witnessed the
Congress-led UDF winning 102 seats in
the 140-member legislative Assembly
and thus ending its political wilderness
in the bipolar polity of the State. The
party nearly tripled its strength in the
house as its 63 candidates got elected.

Ideological framework

Mr. Satheesan also provided an
ideological framework to his fight
against the Left parties by claiming
that the Congress was the true leftist
organisation as the Left reportedly
watered down its policies.

“We are the Nehruvian Left,” he
once asserted. The move came at a
time when the CPI(M) was facing
increasing instances of organisational
schisms. The canny politician in Mr.
Satheesan extended his support to the
rebels, which saw two CPI(M) rebel
leaders from Kannur and a former
Minister from Alappuzha district win
their seats. Several Congress
candidates emerged victorious in
constituencies which were once
considered the Left citadels.

An avid reader of both fiction and
non-fiction, Mr. Satheesan often found
time for literary and political
conversations. Mr. Satheesan steps into
the organisational vacuum created by
the deaths of popular Congress leaders
such as Karunakaran and Oommen
Chandy, and the retreat from active
politics of A.K. Antony — leaders who
had endeared themselves to the
masses with ease. And he carved out a
niche for himself in the faction-ridden
State unit of the party without
identifying himself with any group or
creating a fan base for himself.

A post-graduate in Law and
Social Work, V.D. Satheesan
learned the early lessons of
social and political engineering
under the tutelage of former
Minister G. Karthikeyan

v
Though Satheesan was
identified with the ‘I’ faction of
the Congress during his early
years of political career, he
quickly moved away from the
factions to assert his
independent identity

v
Satheesan, who has been
consistently representing the
Paravur Assembly constituency
in Ernakulam district for six
terms, began his political
career with a defeat in his
debut contest in 1996
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Once seen as Edappadi Palaniswamy’s trusted lieutenant, the AIADMK legislator and former
Minister is now leading a revolt within the party following its electoral defeat

loyalist to rebel

S.P. Velumani

Test in turmoil

NEET-UG

Following a question-paper leak, this year’s medical entrance exam, taken by over 22 lakh
students, has been cancelled and rescheduled

T. Ramakrishnan

n India’s electoral pol-
l itics, it is not uncom-

mon for trusted lieu-
tenants to turn against
their mentors. A case in
point is 57-year-old S.P. Ve-
lumani, Tamil Nadu’s
former Local Administra-
tion Minister in the
AIADMK government, who
is now leading colleagues
against the party’s general
secretary and former Chief
Minister Edappadi K. Pala-
niswami.

In the formative years of
Mr. Velumani’s career, the
goodwill he reportedly en-
joyed from V.K. Sasikala,
the confidante of former
Chief Minister Jayalalithaa,
and Ravanan, a relative of
Ms. Sasikala who oversaw
party affairs in the western
region, helped him secure
a political breakthrough.
When Jayalalithaa re-
turned as Chief Minister in
May 2011, he was inducted
into the Cabinet.

Mr. Velumani’s exit from
the Cabinet in January 2012
almost coincided with the
arrest of Ravanan by the
Coimbatore Rural Police in
connection with a criminal
case. He was reinducted in-
to Jayalalithaa’s Cabinet in
May 2014, and entrusted
with key portfolios, includ-
ing Local Administration
and Rural Development,
positions he held for seven
years at a stretch.

The high point of his ca-
reer came after Mr. Pala-
niswami became Chief Mi-
nister in February 2017. In
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fact, after the Supreme
Court upheld Ms. Sasika-
la’s conviction in a dispro-
portionate assets case in-
volving Jayalalithaa, Mr.

Velumani was among
those who reportedly per-
suaded Ms. Sasikala to
choose Mr. Palaniswami
for the top post. Her origi-
nal choice, K.A. Sengottai-
yan, now a Minister in the
Tamilaga Vettri Kazhagam
government, had declined
to take up the job.

Driving force

Once Ms. Sasikala began
serving her prison term in
Bengaluru, Mr. Velumani
quickly emerged as one of
the driving forces behind
the Palaniswami camp.
Their roots in Tamil Nadu’s
western belt and affiliation
to the Kongu Vellala Goun-
der community comple-
mented the two leaders
politically. Soon, Mr. Velu-
mani came to be called the
‘Man Friday’ of Mr. Palanis-
wami, who, in turn, al-
lowed greater space to the
former to operate political-
ly in the region. Over time,
Mr. Velumani earned the
sobriquet ‘Coimbatore’s
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Chief Minister’. From 2018
onwards, allegations were
made by anti-corruption
activists and his political
adversaries that his rela-
tives and aides secured
high-value contracts
awarded by local bodies.
After the DMK formed the
government in May 2021,
the Directorate of Vigilance
and Anti-Corruption,
which conducted searches
at 42 properties in Coimba-
tore district, named him as
an accused in an additional
affidavit filed before the
Madras High Court last
year. The case pertains to
alleged irregularities in the
award of contracts by the
Greater Chennai and Coim-
batore Corporations.

Mr. Velumani has re-
mained a popular figure in
his constituency, owing to
the network he built and
the way he cultivated sup-
port among electors in
Thondamuthur. However,
this time, he returned to
the Assembly with a mar-
gin of less than 15,000
votes — a sharp decline
from his earlier winning
margins of around 40,000
to 60,000 votes.

Talks of a rift between
the former Minister and his
“benefactor” began circu-
lating immediately after
the party’s debacle at the
2024 Lok Sabha polls. Mr.
Velumani had said his par-
ty would have won 35 to 40
seats in Tamil Nadu and
Puducherry if it had faced
the electorate in an al-
liance with the BJP.

In the run-up to the As-
sembly elections, the gen-
eral expectation was that
the ATADMK would not re-
turn to power but do well
in the western belt. But the
party’s performance in the
region proved disastrous.
In Coimbatore district, Mr.
Velumani was the only
AIADMK candidate to win,
in sharp contrast to the
previous election when the
party and its ally, the BJP,
secured all 10 seats. It was
in these circumstances
that Mr. Velumani, along
with party colleagues, in-
cluding former Law Minis-
ter C.Ve. Shanmugam,
raised the banner of revolt
against Mr. Palaniswami
and supported the TVK
government.

Apparently, their game
plan did not work, as the
rebels could muster the
support of only 25 legisla-
tors out of the AIADMK’s
47, falling short of the re-
quired 32. Of late, Mr. Velu-
mani has adopted a more
conciliatory tone, stating
that Mr. Palaniswami is the
general secretary. Whether
Mr. Velumani can bounce
back or fade into oblivion
remains to be seen.

Bindu Shajan Perappadan

n May 12, the Na-
0 tional Testing
Agency (NTA), act-

ing on inputs from central
and law-enforcement agen-
cies about a possible paper
leak and examination ir-
regularities in the National
Eligibility-cum-Entrance
Test - Undergraduate
(NEET-UG), 2026, can-
celled the entrance exam.

This isn’t the first time
that the exam or the agen-
cy conducting it has come
under scrutiny over allega-
tions of malpractice. Ho-
wever, this is the first time
the annual, all-India medi-
cal entrance examination,
conducted for admission
to over 10 medical courses,
has been cancelled. A re-
test has now been sche-
duled for June 21.

Through this exam, stu-
dents compete for over 2.8
lakh seats for bachelor
courses in dental surgery,
veterinary science and ani-
mal husbandry, nursing,
physiotherapy and audiol-
ogy and speech-language
pathology, among others.
MBBS remains the most
sought-after course, with
around 1.29 lakh seats
available. Admission to top
government medical col-
leges typically requires a
score of 650-720 marks.

The NEET-UG question
paper consists of 180 com-
pulsory questions with +4
marks awarded for every
correct answer and -1
mark for every incorrect
answer. NEET-UG is con-

ducted in 13 languages and
is an objective-type (multi-
ple-choice) examination
where each question has
four answer options. The
exam contains MCQs from
Physics, Chemistry, Bota-
ny, and Zoology.

This year, NEET-UG was
held on May 3, with about
22.79 lakh candidates re-
gistering for the exam, of
whom around 22.05 lakh
appeared. The exam was
conducted at 5,432 centres
across 551 cities in India
and 14 cities abroad.

Following the paper
leak, confirmed by the
Central Government, it has
been alleged that about
120-140 questions in the
leaked question paper
matched those in the ac-
tual NEET-UG 2026 exam.
NTA Director General Abh-
ishek Singh said the exam
“cannot be permitted to
stand” and that the deci-
sion to cancel it was taken
to preserve the transparen-
cy, fairness, and credibility
of the process.

The idea of an all-India
common medical entrance
exam was first proposed by
the Medical Council of In-
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dia (MCI) in 2010. A decade
later, the MCI was dis-
solved amid allegations of
corruption and lack of
transparency, and re-
placed by the National
Medical Commission.

Legal challenges

NEET, introduced to create
a standardised, single ad-
mission test for medical in-
stitutions across India, was
first conducted in 2013.
The exam immediately
faced legal challenges from
several States and private
colleges, prompting the
Supreme Court to tempo-
rarily cancel it.

In 2016, the Supreme
Court restored NEET, and
since then it has been the
mandatory entrance for
admission to government,
private, deemed, and cen-
tral medical institutions,
including the All India In-
stitute of Medical Sciences
(AIIMS).

Besides the legal battles,
NEET also faced allega-
tions of language and sylla-
bus disparities, paper leaks
and grace-mark disputes in
2024. The K. Radhakrish-
nan committee, set up af-

ter the 2024 allegations,
identified weak links in the
system such as overdepen-
dence on outsourced staff
and private centres, weak
CCTV and surveillance sys-
tems, insecure transport
and storage of question
papers, and the risk of con-
ducting a massive pen-and-
paper exam for over 20
lakh students on a single
day. It also recommended
biometric verification, en-
crypted digital paper deliv-
ery and hybrid/online test-
ing models.

Following the 2026
NEET-UG controversy, pro-
posed changes for next
year’s exam include a like-
ly shift from the offline Op-
tical Mark Recognition
(OMR) format to a Compu-
ter-Based Test (CBT) mode.
Union Education Minister
Dharmendra Pradhan an-
nounced on May 15 that the
government plans major
reforms to improve securi-
ty and transparency.

The K. Radhakrishnan
committee has also recom-
mended that the NTA, esta-
blished in 2017 by the Cen-
tral Government as an
autonomous testing organ-
isation under the Ministry
of Education, needs res-
tructuring, along with
tighter centre-level securi-
ty for the exams it con-
ducts. The NTA conducts
several exams, including
Joint Entrance Examina-
tion (Main), Common Un-
iversity Entrance Test,
UGC - National Eligibility
Test, and several recruit-
ment and fellowship tests.

A ND-NDE
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{ INCIDENTALLY }
Gopalkrishna Gandhi

Living austerely in this
world riven by contflict

Spending, investing, and
planning in mega terms for
India to develop is one thing;
reckless splurging, with scant
regard for the natural
environment thrown into the
process, is another. We must
make our choices carefully

hen a Prime Minister

(PM) urges prudence and

self-limitation in the use

of commodities and

processes that are scarce

or under strain, we can
be sure there is a problem. So, our PM did
precisely what any leader would and should
do. The first thing that occurred to me, as
must have to millions of others, was this:
“The West Asia crisis started weeks ago.
Should this caution not have been shared
some weeks ago? Was there not a need for it
immediately after the Strait of Hormuz
went into seizure? Did oil and LPG supplies
not turn thin right then? Should vehicles
not have been asked to cut down on fuel and
the work-from-home advisory issued weeks
ago?”

But that was also election time, and cam-
paigns could not have been conducted
online. Yet, it is undeniable that the advisory
was slow in coming. But it is not just the
delay that was puzzling. It was the atmos-
phere around the crisis. If the PM’s worries

were building up, though he kept them to
himself due to campaign compulsions, the
cause for his worries itself was not being
shared by the government in the same
terms. We were being assured that stocks
were sufficient and no anxiety on that score
was warranted. And it is true that supplies
kept going without startling shocks.

Therefore, when I read about our PM giv-
ing seven points on collective self-limitation
of consumption and lifestyles as a response
to the West Asia crisis, I said, ‘Besh!” An
exclamation that in Tamil and Bangla
approximates to bravo! He may have kept
his thoughts to himself for longer than the
situation warranted, but he has at least now
opened our eyes to reality. This is what
frankness is about. This is what a leader
being openly and transparently candid is
about. He had spoken candidly, carefully,
and conscientiously.

Fuel and chemical fertilisers were high
on the list of things that were obviously
already under strained supply and likely to
turn very soon very short in stock. That we
must use them without wasting them was
sound and essential advice coming from the
PM, whose word carries, as it must, the
greatest possible weight in the country. PM
Modi adding school learning online to
working from home were signs that the
stocks position was seriously bad. Frugal
use would help save fuel. This was logical, if
also enormously difficult to implement
without a lockdown or something akin. But
as the PM himself was advising that, the sit-
uation had to be just about dire.

If his advisory were clear, the signals

from his government were not.

The very day after the PM’s emphatic
advisory, a meeting was held of the
Informal Group of Ministers (IGoM) chaired
by the defence minister, where we were
given what can be called “news”. Was it
good news, not-so-good news, or bad news?
Let the reader decide. Headlines the next
day said, “India has sufficient stocks of fuel,
commodities: Govt.”

Sufficient...? And the IGoM gave details :
we have 60 days of crude oil reserves, 60
days of natural gas, and 45 days of LPG roll-
ing stock. Can this be considered, by any
stretch of optimism, “sufficient”? In a
nation’s life, 60 days are like 60 seconds, or
one minute. Did the IGoM’s message sit on
all fours with the PM’s advisory?

Just as the world is unclear on whether
Washington DC and Tel Aviv are in talks
with Iran or not, on whether a ceasefire is
being planned or not, or whether, in fact,
President Trump wants the war or does not,
so are we in a fog on whether supply taps
are about to turn dry or not.

Foreign policy has to have a large and
flexible vocabulary with ambiguity as its
preferred idiom and reversibility as its syn-
tax. This is neither its virtue nor its vice; it is
its reality. Discretion and caution are good
policies, where indiscretion and haste can,
in a lethally armed world, turn crisis into
disaster.

So, India not siding with one or the other
side in the ongoing ballistics, while working
(one hopes) deftly for peace, can be
explained in terms of realpolitik. But the
fallout of the ballistics is on daily life. It is

soon very short in stock. That we must use them without wasting them was sound and essential advice coming from the PM.

about speaking real, doing real, and being
real, for daily life is about reality.

There ought to be no ambiguity about the
essentials of life and living. The PM gives the
contours ; his government must fill in the
details. If buying gold is to be paused should
the gold market not be asked to immediately
stop all advertising? If going to school and to
work has to become virtual in a country of
our billionic size, should the nation not be
advised about how the change is to be
worked out? If fuel lines are to thin out, what
is to happen to the wheels of commerce, of
life itself, on our roads, in our skies, in our
farms and factories? Most importantly, in
fact, existentially critically, if fertiliser sup-
plies are to slow down at a time when El
Nifio threatens and a drought looms ahead,
can the nation afford an even bigger blow in
the shape of another farmers’ protest? Will
they not be entitled to ask why so many mega

schemes that are not about lifelines are not
asked to scale down?

Let us assume that if the situation wor-
sens, these steps will be taken.

But something more can —and should —
be done now.

The seven-point advisory must lead to a
relook at the way megaprojects are planned
in the country in order to create and main-
tain reserves in terms of crisis funding and
buffer stocks not for 60 days but at least 6
months. Wars are more likely than ever to
erupt and engulf us, directly and indirectly.
And there is the challenge of the climate cri-
sis. This is just the time when Niti Ayog can
look at all projects on the anvil and ongoing
that cost more than a cut-off sum, say,
1,000 crore, and make a list of those that
are indispensable and should be retained at
any cost, those that can be scrapped, those
that can hibernate, and those that can be
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trimmed. It should make its prioritisation
public, and advise the government to react
to it. And do so soon.

The PM has done what only he can.

It is now time for the spirit of his war-
caused advisory to be extended to long-term
modifications in capital expenditure, the
aim being that stocks of essentials and
reserves of foreign exchange for long-haul
crises are never at risk. Spending, investing,
and planning in mega terms for India to
develop is one thing; reckless splurging,
with scant regard for the natural environ-
ment thrown into the process, is another.
Vikas needs the nikas (exiting) of develop-
mental follies.

Gopalkrishna Gandhi is a student of modern
Indian history and the author of The Undying
Light: A Personal History of Independent
India. The views expressed are personal

{ SUNDAY SENTIMENTS }
Karan Thapar

Nation and

its largest

religious minority

re we witnessing the steady mar-

ginalisation of Indian Muslims?

Is it the case that politically they

increasingly don’t count and in
public life they increasingly don’t matter?
As Najeeb Jung, the former Lieutenant
Governor of Delhi, puts it, are Indian
Muslims “knocking on the doors of being
second-class citizens by the way they are
being treated by the state”? I'm deliber-
ately posing the issue as a set of questions,
not as a statement. And I will not share
my personal answer to these queries.
Instead, I'll give you the facts, as I see
them, and leave you to decide for your-
selves.

For the first time since Independence
the Indian government doesn’t have a sin-
gle Muslim minister. Indeed, the Bharat-
iya Janata Party doesn’t have a single
elected Muslim MP in Parliament. These
facts may be academic for many, but can
you deny they have deep meaning for our
Muslim brothers and sisters?

Of Bengal’s population, 27% is Muslim;
in Assam, it is 34%. Yet, the BJP fought
and won a two-thirds majority without
fielding a single Muslim candidate in
either state. Of course, it's done this ear-
lier in UP, Bihar and Gujarat, but those
states have smaller Muslim populations.
Now it's done it in two states with the big-
gest Muslim percentages. This is not an
accident. It’s deliberate and it has deep
meaning.

The only Muslims elected in these two
states are opposition legislators. 22 of the
24 opposition winners in Assam are Mus-
lim. Of the 40 Muslims elected in Bengal,
34 were Trinamool candidates. Does this
suggest the BJP doesn’t want Muslim leg-
islators and is happy to relegate them to
the ranks of the opposition?

The big nationwide picture is equally
disturbing. Not one of India’s 28 states has
a Muslim chief minister. Eighteen don’t
even have a Muslim minister. We have
just one Muslim governor, one Muslim

senior central government secretary out
of 100 and one Muslim Supreme Court
judge out of 32. Yet, there was a time
when India had Muslim presidents, vice
presidents, home and external affairs
ministers and, occasionally, heads of
armed forces and intelligence agencies.
Does this suggest that Muslims are being
squeezed out of the public life of our
country?

Yet, Muslims are 15% of the population
and probably number 200 million. That’s
a very sizeable number. How do Muslims
view this outcome where their votes don't
matter to the ruling party, their participa-
tion in public life has sharply shrunk and
they’re mainly relegated to the ranks of
the opposition, which itself is shy of
championing Muslim causes for fear of
alienating Hindu voters?

Sadly, these are not questions that are
asked in our country. If anything, Delhi
and Bombay drawing rooms are more
likely to discuss how “horrible” Muslims
are. And they don’t do it sotto voce.

It's even possible we've reached a point
where the only voices that may speak out
against Muslim marginalisation in India
are those of the western media. I'm refer-
ring to The BBC, The Financial Times, The
Economist, The New York Times, The
Washington Post and, perhaps, Al Jazeera.
They may do a valiant job, but they’re not
heard by us.

Najeeb Jung’s description of the Mus-
lim community is probably shared by the
vast majority of his co-religionists. He
calls Indian Muslims “a minority in the

IF VIKSIT BHARAT IS TO
BE ACHIEVED, INDIA
CANNOT AFFORD FOR ITS
200 MILLION MUSLIMS TO
BECOME THE COUNTRY’S
FORGOTTEN MINORITY.
REMEMBER, EVEN IF YOU
DELIBERATELY TRY TO
MAKE THEM UNSEEN AND
UNHEARD, THEY'LL
ALWAYS BE THERE.

backyard, a minority that is ill-treated, a
minority that doesn’t find a place in the
Indian horizon”. He didn’t need to add a
conclusion but he did. “Today they are in
a very very grave situation,” he said.

I don’t know how you’ll answer the
questions I've raised but I hope you’ll
think carefully about these issues and
concerns. If Viksit Bharat is to be
achieved, India cannot afford for its 200
million Muslims to become the country’s
forgotten minority. Remember, even if
you deliberately try to make them unseen
and unheard, they’ll always be there.
More importantly, they're equal citizens
with the same rights and privileges, the
same ambitions and aspirations, the same
claim to a place in the sun as you and L.

Karan Thapar is the author of Devil’s
Advocate: The Untold Story. The views
expressed are personal

Some very personal
frames of Raghu Rai

or Raghu Rai, the camera was his
life, but through it, it was also his
way of teaching people the art of
living. When he held it in his
hands — as he mostly always did — he
was holding an exuberance that
demanded reverence. The entire world
then became the sanctum sanctorum of a
sacred space, a pictorial temple, whose
key was the lens of his camera.

Raghu and I had been
friends for over 40 years. He
was much older than me, but I
connected immediately with
his perpetual curiosity about
things, his unmatched creativ-
ity, and his zest for life. In the
early 1990s, we did a lavish
illustrated book together. It
was called Raghu Rai’s Delhi,
for which he asked me to write the text.
Of course, his pictures were the sub-
stance; my text was a subordinate acces-
sory. But the experience of working
together, watching his unbounded
energy and passion, was for me the indel-
ible takeaway.

Sometime after that, Raghu and his
wife Gurmeet Sangha Rai (Mita), and
Renuka and I, bought a place in Kasauli
on the way up from Dharampur. On one
of many memorable visits to Kasauli, we
sat on our piece of land, pines surround-
ing us, the sky star spangled, a full moon,
a drink in our hands, and the music of
Kumar Gandharva embracing the silver

Pavan K

Varma

darkness. It was an ethereal experience.

Among the evenings spent together in
Delhi, one stands out. Mushtari Bai, once
a well-known singer of ghazals and light
classical music in old Delhi, whose salon
commanded the rich and powerful, was
to perform at my home. She was well
past her prime, living in nondescript
anonymity in Jangpura. But the idea to
hear her again was given to me
by Naina Devi, the acclaimed
classical music artist.

I managed to trace her, and
she accepted my request to per-
form. It was a private, informal
evening, but became iconic
because of those who were in the
audience. Naina Devi herself was
playing the harmonium. As
Mushtari — performing after
such a long period — overcame her diffi-
dence, Kathak maestro, Uma Sharma,
joined her in the bhava, the expression of
emotions. Renowned artist, Jatin Das,
was furiously sketching. And, above all,
there was Raghu Rai, with his ubiquitous
lens, focused, concentrated, iconising the
moment, but always with that infectious
smile lurking just below.

Raghu was possessive about his pho-
tographs. He presented some to friends,
but that was the exception. Renuka and
I have some. One particularly prized pos-
session is a B&W panoramic sweep of
the skyline of old Delhi, including the
Red Fort and Jama Masjid, with one lady

The entire world then became the sanctum sanctorum of a sacred space, a pictorial
temple, whose key was the lens of his camera. PTI

in a corner sitting in namaz.

Inscribing it for us, he wrote: “Jigar ke
Tukde: Pieces of my heart”. He was also,
like all great artists, vain about his work.
Khushwant Singh once told me that
Raghu wanted his name on the cover to
be above that of Singh on a book they
were doing on the Sikhs.

I was especially aware of Raghu’s love
for profiling the legends of Indian classi-
cal music. I love this music too, but he
had the ability to combine his love with
the alchemy to document the artist in
one rare, split second that made both the
artist and the music akin to the divine.

Raghu also loved gardening. By this, I
do not mean conventional gardening.
What he had was a raw, gravitational
pull to the soil, and when he saw virgin
land, he found it irresistible. Our farms
in Gurugram were not too far from each
other. Mita, a very talented architect,

conservationist and restorer, built a
lovely home on it, while Raghu, often
working with his bare hands, converted
the bare land into a lush fairyland. As he
told me once, “Yaar, jab mein khali zam-
een dekhta hun na, mujhe woh ek khub-
soorat mohtarma se bhi zyaada sundar
lagti hai (My friend, when I see virgin
land, it attracts me even more than a
beautiful woman).”

Mita had no reason to worry. Many
years younger than Raghu, she was —
and is — a legendary beauty, and
remained his beloved muse. Our deepest
condolences go to her, her two daugh-
ters, Avni and Purvai, and to Nitin and
Lagan, Raghu’s son and daughter from
his journalist former wife, Usha Rai.

Pavan K Varma is an author, diplomat, and
former Rajya Sabha MP. The views
expressed are personal

{ ENGENDER }
Lalita Panicker

Making the Capital’s EV
policy women-iriendly

ith the Prime Minister calling

for reducing fuel usage to offset

the impact of the war in West

Asia, this might be an oppor-
tune moment to look at alternatives with a
focus on women. A look at the draft Delhi EV
Policy (2026-30) is instructive. Last year,
NITI Aayog issued two circulars directed at
state nodal agencies responsible for prepar-
ing electric mobility policies. It recom-
mended preparing electric vehicle (EV) poli-
cies which would skill, upskill and reskill
women in the entire EV value chain. States
were to ensure that the location, operation
and upkeep of charging stations would cre-
ate a safe and secure environment for
women. Electric bus depots can be designed
to be safe, well-lit, and provide resting areas
for women along with gender-segregated
hygienic toilets and sanitary napkin vending
machines and incinerators.

In 2024-25, The Urban Catalysts con-
ducted research that turned the gender lens
on electric two-wheelers (E2Ws). The goal
was to understand the ownership and use of
E2Ws among women and the barriers faced
across five entry points: Driving training and
licence processes, design of vehicles, charg-
ing infrastructure, financing and institu-
tional support. Gender-disaggregated data
was not collected during the registration of
vehicles in Form-20. However, women con-
stituted 7% of those to whom driving licen-
ces were issued in Delhi in 2020, says Sonal
Shah, founder of The Urban Catalysts.

As Delhi revises its EV policy, it is crucial
that it addresses these concerns to provide
mobility and unlock access to employment.

The draft EV policy recommends a phase-
out mandate, whereby only E2Ws shall be
permitted for new registration in the NCT of
Delhi from April 1, 2028. However, this may
not ensure gender equal ownership and dis-
tribution of assets for the two-year interim
period and beyond. Shah recommends that

the EV policy increase women’s uptake of
E2Ws by including an incremental higher
purchase subsidy — on top of the general
purchase subsidy — for the first 10,000
women with certain eligibility criteria.

A targeted communication campaign
amongst women is required to make an
informed choice. These campaigns should
communicate the comparative total carbon
output of electric versus ICE 2Ws, realistic
vehicle utilisation patterns, charging
options, and after-sales service networks in
formats and languages accessible to women
across income groups in Delhi.

Tamil Nadu’s department of social wel-
fare and women empowerment imple-
mented the Amma Two-Wheeler Scheme
for Working Women in 2018 to support
women in purchasing two-wheelers by
offering a 50% subsidy, up to ¥25,000. In
2023, the government of Odisha launched
the Mission Shakti Scooter Yojna, a year-long
scheme under which women accessed loans
without a down payment for the total
amount of the two-wheelers at a zero-inter-
est rate for a duration of four years.

A women-focused subsidy for learning-to-
earning courses can encourage skilling insti-
tutes to forge partnerships with OEMs. Gen-
der experts need to be included in the trans-
port, finance sectors and community
engagement sectors within the EV cell —to
support the transport department in
increasing women’s uptake of EVs in Delhi,
and increase women’s employment in EV
maintenance, repairs, and as drivers.

The Delhi government must ensure that
public investments through the EV policy
increase women’s uptake of EVs and enable
their skilling, employment in EV operations
and maintenance. Simultaneously, we need
to encourage women-led companies to build
Delhi’s EV charging infrastructure.

The views expressed are personal
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{ SUNDAY LETTERS }

The value of family

This is with reference to
“An age of loneliness, of
permanent afternoons”
by Abhishek Asthana
(May 10). In the race for
success and comfort,
emotional bonds are
weakening. While
children remain busy
with careers and their
families, we should
encourage frequent
family interaction and
normalise assisted living.

Sanjay Chopra

Dual responsibility as parents

This is with reference to “Why balancing work and
motherhood is still hard” by Namita Bhandare (May
10). Parenting should be a dual responsibility in our
times as women now step out for work. The society
should shun patriarchal thinking and support women
in becoming self reliant.

Abhilasha Gupta

Women are expected to excel at formal work, and
simultaneously fulfill the responsibility of childcare
and household management. This dual burden leaves
them completely exhausted and drained, sadly though.

Bal Govind

Write to us at: letters@hindustantimes.com
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ENDA

So | think it's like the
night before the exam.
Obviously, you stress. But
when you have done your
job well, then you need to
go down, relax and enjoy.
— Andrea Radrizzani

Another NEET paper leak has shattered the faith of lakhs of students who spent years preparing honestly for
India’s toughest medical entrance exam. This is not just an exam scandal — it is a brutal betrayal of merit, hard work,
and the future of an entire generation already battling extreme pressure and uncertainty

NEET: Technology, institutions and top brains failed again

Professor Rajeev Kumar is known as a critical policy whistleblower and the man behind the IIT-JEE reforms. Here, he shares his
thoughts on the 2026 National Eligibility cum Entrance Test (NEET) cancellations and paper leak

The stakes in medical and engineering
admissions in India are extraordinarily
high. In a society where family prestige
is often tied to the institutions where chil-
dren study, many parents stretch far
beyond their means to secure higher
ranks for their wards in these fiercely
competitive examinations. Over time,
coaching institutes and admission-coun-
seling centers have evolved into a multi-
trillion-rupee industry. In such an ecosys-
tem, even cancellations and re-examina-
tions become commercial opportunities,
generating fresh demand for crash
courses and short-term programs that
capitalize on students’ stress, despera-
tion, and uncertainty.

For nearly two successive decades,
India’s two most coveted gateways to
professional education - NEET for medical
admissions and IIT-JEE for engineering
during 2006-2015 - exposed a disturbing
pattern. Despite technology, powerful
institutions, and the involvement of the
finest academic and administrative
minds, systemic vulnerabilities repeat-
edly enabled large-scale admission
scams and examination irregularities.
From organised paper leaks and imper-
sonation rackets to incorrect cut-offs,
wrong questions and answer keys, and
allegations of preferential treatment
benefiting the wards of the powerful,
warning signals were often raised not by
institutional safeguards but by whistle-
blowers facing retaliation. Together,
these two eras expose recurring institu-
tional failures, technological overconfi-
dence, and the inability to build transpar-
ent, accountable, and robust examina-
tion systems.

A factual playbook of

institutional failure
This article presents facts repeatedly
reported in mainstream media, disclo-
sures obtained under the Right to
Information (RTI) Act, 2005, and records
placed before the highest offices of the
Executive, Judiciary, and other public
institutions. With utmost respect for all
institutions and stakeholders, the author
makes no aspersions against any individ-
ual, institution, or beneficiary. Guided by
the spirit of “naa kaahu se bair na kahu
se dosti” neither animosity nor
closeness toward anyone — the article
seeks to present a factual playbook
of systemic failures

through two major case
studies that together
reflect the central
theme. At the same time,
it carries a strong hope
that institutions and
those occupying the
highest offices of respon-
sibility will move toward

Scenario Two: Before
D-Day - May 3, 2026

After the NEET 2024 fiasco,
NTA repeatedly showcased
its advanced technologies
and stringent security pro-
tocols — from encrypted
paper-setting and secure

genuine accountability
instead of merely sup-
pressing issues or
blaming small-time operators. Too often,
such exercises create the impression that
“all is well,” while deeper systemic fail-
ures, embedded malice, and influential
beneficiaries remain buried under the
carpet, continuing in their positions
without scrutiny or accountability.

Scenario one:

Examination day - May 3, 2026
May 3, 2026, was a hectic day for the NTA
central control room for two reasons.
First, NEET 2026 was conducted across
5,500+ centers in 550 Indian cities and 14
cities abroad, with nearly 2.3 million can-
didates competing for about 60,000
highly prized government medical seats
and many more in private colleges.
Second, Union Education Minister
Dharmendra Pradhan, along with the top
leadership of the Education Ministry and
NTA, was present in the central control
room, monitoring live Al-enabled CCTV
feeds from thousands of examination
halls.

Ironically, the Al-enabled CCTV
systems, observers, technical experts,
and top officials failed to notice one strik-
ing anomaly visible across hundreds of
centers — the unusually stress-free con-
fidence, jubilation, and sparkle in the eyes
of alarge number of candidates appear-
ing for one of the country’s most com-
petitive examinations. For many, sub-
stantial portions of the paper reported-
ly appeared already familiar through the
widely circulated “guided paper” moving
across digital networks days or weeks
before the examination. Yet
neither the Al-driven surveil-
lance systems nor the
country’s top institu-
tional minds sensed
anything abnormal
in this unusually
relaxed examina-
tion atmosphere.

RAJEEV KUMAR

PDF transmission for trans-
lations to GPS-tracked
movement of question
papers from bank strongrooms to region-
al hubs and examination centers.
Intelligence and cyber-security inputs
from multiple national agencies were
also reportedly available. Yet, despite this
vast surveillance ecosystem, no alarm
appears to have been triggered, while the
so-called “guided paper” circulated for
weeks across WhatsApp networks in
India, alongside large money transac-
tions and growing confidence among
candidates and parents that the very
questions being practiced would appear
in the actual examination.

Scenario Three:
After D-Day - May 3, 2026

Immediately after the examination, can-
didates used to rush to coaching institutes
and admission-counseling centers to esti-
mate scores using OMR responses and
answer keys, which were widely accessi-
ble due to the efforts of a second whistle-
blower discussed later in this article.
Candidates could thus roughly predict their
scores, ranks, and chances of securing their
colleges of choice. With a significantly large
number reportedly answering nearly 135
questions correctly, marks appeared
unusually inflated, creating visible jubila-
tion in many circles that the purchase of
the “guided paper” had paid off. Yet,
despite thousands of observers and an
extensive feedback and intelligence
network, no unusual pattern appears to
have triggered concern within the system.

NEET 2026 Whistleblower:
When the system failed

Finally, the first serious
alert reportedly came

not from the institu-
tional surveillance
system but from
outside it. A

Rajasthan-

origin MBBS
student study-
ing in Kerala

shared a PDF of a “guess paper” with his
father in Sikar, who, with help from a
coaching institute, realised that it sub-
stantially matched the actual NEET 2026
paper. The first trigger came through a
whistleblower message on May 7, fol-
lowed by a formal complaint to the local
police and NTA.

The rest is now familiar - cancellation,
re-examination, and immense stress,
confusion, and heartbreak for lakhs of stu-
dents, alongside another business surge
for the coaching industry through fresh
crash courses. As often happens, investi-
gating agencies may eventually arrest a
few small operators and declare the
mystery resolved, while the deeper truth
behind the alleged high-powered paper-
leak mafia and its possible institutional
linkages may never surface. Such net-
works move on to the next examination,
while many leaks remain localized and go
unnoticed. Similarly, the NEET 2024 fiasco
was effectively buried in the 165-page
report of the K Radhakrishnan Committee,
which left key questions unanswered,
including the recurring nature of NEET
irregularities year after year.

Exposing IIT Admission

Irregularities
Another major whistleblowing develop-
ment in this ecosystem emerged with the
institution of the Right to Information
(RTI) framework in 2005. Before the RTI
era, most competitive examinations,
including medical and engineering
entrance tests, operated in near-com-
plete opacity. Candidates were not given
question papers, official answer keys,
marksheets, or even the selection crite-
ria. In the absence of transparency,
people trusted examination agencies
almost unquestioningly, and the
outcome was merely a “selected” or “not
selected,” often without any under-
standing of why. During the RTI era, inter-
vention by late Arjun Singh led IITs to
issue marksheets to candidates.

From the beginning, IIT-JEE followed
a balanced evaluation model requiring
candidates to secure minimum qualify-
ing marks separately in Mathematics,
Physics, and Chemistry before aggregate
merit was considered. A marked devia-
tion from these subject-wise cut-offs in
2006 triggered whistleblowing by an [IT
professor, opening another major
chapter in the history of examination
irregularities in India.

CONTINUED ON >> Pll

The ink was barely dry on the
NEET-UG answer sheets when the
first whispers began. Then came
the screenshots, the WhatsApp
forwards, the outraged parents,
and finally, the staggering
admission: the paper had leaked.
Millions of students who had
spent years — and their families,
lakhs of rupees — preparing for a
single exam were told, in effect,
that the game had been rigged
before it began. The government
responded swiftly — ordering a
CBI investigation, announcing a
re-examination, and fast-tracking
systemic reforms. But even as
accountability was being
demanded in the right places, one
culpable party continued to escape
scrutiny: the vast, lucrative
coaching industry that had built
an entire economy around gaming
the very exam that had just

been gamed.

That is the scandal within the
scandal. We are debating the leak.
We should be debating the
ecosystem that made it not just
possible, but inevitable.

Shut the coaching factorig; down

ROHIT KUMAR SINGH
Former Secretary, Govt of India

because of the culture the coaching
industry has normalised: that an
exam is a commodity, that a rank
can be manufactured, that
everything has a price.

There will be those who argue
that coaching centers merely
respond to demand - that if
competitive exams are brutal,
someone must prepare students for
them. This is the logic of the arms
dealer who blames the war. The
coaching industry has lobbied,
quietly and effectively, against
exam reforms that would reduce its
relevance. It profits from the very
anxiety it stokes. It is not a solution
to an unfair system; it is a co-
architect of one.

The coaching industrial
complex

India’s private coaching industry is
worth an estimated 758,000 crore
and growing. It employs hundreds
of thousands of teachers,
counsellors, and administrators. It
has built entire cities — Kota and
Sikar being the few of the most
visible — around the singular, grim
enterprise of drilling teenagers into
rank-producing machines. It
promises parents a ladder out of
mediocrity and charges them
ferociously for the privilege of
climbing it. But what it actually
sells is access.

Not knowledge. Not skill. Not
curiosity or critical thinking. Access
— to question banks, to leaked
patterns, to insider intelligence
about what an exam is likely to
test. In a system where a single
national test determines the fate of
a doctor’s career, that access is
everything. And it is available,
exclusively, to those who can pay
for it.

A student from a government
school in rural Bihar, however
brilliant, is not competing on the
same field as a student who has
spent two years in a Sikar hostel,
taking mock tests every Sunday
and being coached by faculty who
sometimes have suspiciously
accurate foreknowledge of exam
trends. This is not a level playing
field. It is a field that has been
carefully tilted, and then sold back
to us as meritocracy.

The Government acts:

It and must go further

To its credit, the government has
moved. The decision to re-conduct
the tainted NEET examination is the
right call — a necessary act of faith
towards the lakhs of honest
students who deserved an
untainted shot. More significantly,
the announcement that the exam
will shift to an online, computer-
based format from next year is a
genuine structural reform. Digital
delivery, with randomized question
sets, timed server-side encryption,
and decentralised testing centers,
makes the kind of wholesale
physical paper leak we witnessed
dramatically harder to execute. This
is a good step. It deserves
acknowledgment.

But it also raises an
uncomfortable question: if we are
redesigning the exam to defeat the
coaching-center cheat network,
why are we leaving the coaching
centers themselves standing? The
online shift will force them to adapt
- and adapt they will, pivoting to
“digital mock test” packages and
Al-assisted rote drilling, charging
even more for the upgrade. The
problem is not merely the medium
of the paper. The problem is the
entire philosophy of preparation
that the coaching industry
represents. And that philosophy -
memorize, repeat, regurgitate, rank
- is not just unfair. In the world that
these students are about to enter, it
is catastrophically useless.

The paper leak is a
symptom

When we trace the NEET paper
leak, we follow a trail that almost
always winds through the coaching
ecosystem - through centers that
trade in “sure shot” questions,
through networks of middlemen
who monetize desperation, through
a culture that has normalised, even
celebrated, the idea that you don’t
beat the exam, you game it. The
leak did not happen despite the
coaching industry. It happened

Rote Factories in
the Age of Al
Let us be honest about what
coaching centers actually teach.
They teach pattern recognition of a
very specific, very narrow kind.
They teach students to identify
which formula to apply to which
template problem in the least
possible time. They reward memory
over understanding, speed over
reflection, and imitation over
inquiry.

CONTINUED ON >> Pl
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“FOOD IS THE MORAL RIGHT OF ALL

WHO ARE BORN INTO THIS WORLD”
— NORMAN BORLAUG
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The culinary traditions of Rohini Vra
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Rohini Vrat is a significant Jain religious obser-
vance associated with spiritual discipline, self-
control, fasting and inner purification. Observed
primarily within the Jain community, especial-
ly among Svetambara traditions, the vrat is linked
to the auspicious Rohini Nakshatra in the lunar
calendar and is regarded as a path toward spir-
itual development and ethical living. Over time,
the observance has also shaped a distinctive culi-
nary tradition in which food is prepared with
great care, simplicity and adherence to the prin-
ciples of non-violence and purity. The cuisine
associated with Rohini Vrat is, therefore, not
centred on festivity or opulence but on mindful
nourishment, modest consumption and the
belief that the manner in which food is prepared
and consumed forms an important part of its
spiritual character.

The origins of Rohini Vrat are rooted in the
wider tradition of vrat, or sacred observances
undertaken to cultivate moral and spiritual
conduct and detachment from worldly excess.
Jain scriptures and later religious commentaries
describe such fasts as a means of refining both
thought and action, while strengthening the prin-
ciples of ahimsa and truthfulness. The associa-
tion of the vrat with the Rohini Nakshatra
reflects the importance traditionally given to
cosmic timing and auspicious celestial align-
ments in Indian metaphysical practices. Its
continuing significance lies in the way it connects
divinity with ordinary acts of living,
transforming food from a matter of consump-
tion into an expression of ethical consciousness
and mindful living.

Observed by Jain families across the country,
Rohini Vratis linked with devotion to Vasupujya
Bhagwan, the twelfth Tirthankara, who is
revered as a symbol of purity, renunciation and
victory over worldly attachment. Families across
the country may prepare food differently accord-
ing to regional customs and practices, but the
governing ideas remain similar. Ingredients
are chosen with care, preparation is kept simple,
and food is approached with gratitude. Most
households avoid onion, garlic and root vegeta-
bles, not only on vrat days but as part of a wider
practice shaped by non-violence and sensitivi-
ty toward life forms. For strict observers, the
timing of food is equally important, with many
families avoiding meals after
sunset. These prac- -
tices vary, but
the under-
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The Bench, the Bar, and the Bizarre: The
Unfamiliar, the Curious, and the Extraordinary
in Law penned by Tushar (a magnificent name
symbolising fine drops of dew and evocative of
a sense of purity, calmness and serene winter
beauty!) Mehta, the Solicitor General of India, was
formally unfurled on May 8, 2026 before a most
impressive gathering graced by the venerable
ChiefJustice of India Justice Surya Kantand our
brave, resolute and visionary Home Minister Amit
Anilchandra Shah (who proudly dons the mantle
of his lifelong hero and role model Sardar
Patel!) and the choicest who’s who of political,
judicial, and media leaders, whose names read
like a veritable roll of honour, within the majes-
tic confines of Bharat Mandapam ensconced
deep inside the heart of the Pragati Maidan
Complex. The book saw the light of day as a well
bound bouquet of amazingly curious, deuced-
ly absurd and helplessly uproarious events
from the legal world, aimed at legal profession-
als and general readers! The chapter on “Judicial
Rebels” and “Law beyond the Living” are replete
with extraordinary wit and humour. In the
chapter on Artificial intelligence, the author has
dexterously summed up the varied challenges
posed by Alin an easy, free flowing narration and
frankly confessed, “I am neither a techno-
romantic nor a techno sceptic, But the thought
of artificial intelligence entering judicial adjudi-
cation —whether through the bench or the Bar
is a chilling one, The real danger is not the that
machines will start thinking like humans, but that
humans will stop thinking like humans and begin
to imitate machines”.

The Lawful and the Awful: Quirky Tales from
the World of Law features humorous tales and
unexpected moments in law. The most interest-
ing chapters are “Weird Tales of Weirder Judges”
and “The Anatomy of a Rotten Judge”. The author

lying spirit remains the same. Food must
remain clean, pure and simple. Within this
disciplined framework, the savoury foods
prepared on the occasion are varied
and easy to digest. Sabudana khichdi
is one of the most familiar examples
from the wider fasting repertoire.
Tapioca pearls are washed, soaked
until soft and cooked gently with

roasted peanuts, a little ghee and

mild seasoning. Grated bottle

gourd or cucumber is added to -
preserve softness. Sama rice

khichdi and moraiyo pulao offer
similar comfort through small
millet-like grains that cook quickly
and sit lightly on the stomach. They
are simmered with cumin, ghee and
rock salt and sometimes with bottle
gourd or pumpkin. Rajgira roti and sing-
hara atta cheela bring greater substance to

the plate without moving away from the fasting

idiom. Amaranth flour is patted into soft rotis and
cooked on a tawa, while water chestnut flour
may be whisked into a batter and prepared as
a thin cheela. Farali dhokla, made with vrat-
appropriate flours or sama, adds a steamed
preparation to the same family of foods.
Together, these dishes show how fasting cuisine
can be nourishing without becoming heavy.
Vegetable-based preparations give the vrat
meal a gentler savoury character, especially
when they are cooked without onion, garlic or
elaborate masalas. Lauki sabzi is one of the most
suitable dishes for such a day. Bottle gourd is
peeled, chopped and cooked slowly in its own
moisture with ghee, cumin and mild seasoning
until it becomes soft and delicate. Pumpkin sabzi
brings a natural sweetness that needs little assis-
tance from spice. Its pieces soften over a low
flame into a warm, lightly sweet preparation that
pairs well with rajgira roti or sama rice. Raw
banana curry is also favoured. The bananas, used
as a vegetable in the absence of potatoes, are
steamed or boiled, peeled and then cooked with
cumin, curd, crushed peanuts or coconut.
Makhana curry makes for another delectable soft
dish where nuts are roasted lightly in ghee and
then simmered briefly in a
curd-based or milk-
based gravy to
absorb the //
flavour.These 47
dishes are /
not elabo- |
rate festive
curries but |
their value
lies in the
way they . :
offer B
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in a jocular vein says that there are very good
judges and very bad, and even horrible judges.

The description on the quality and eminence of
several British and American judges is brilliant-
ly explained by him, though he has not touched
the Indian judges in the same manner to avoid
any untoward controversy or otherwise.

The author dedicated the books to his beloved
mother Lataben Mehta on the auspicious occa-
sion of Mother’s Day. In his words, he said in a
voice choked with emotion that everything he
was today was built on his mother’s sacrifice and
on her continued blessings from heaven. In doing
so, he virtually reverberated the timeless words
of the monumental lawyer and 16th towering
American President Abraham Lincoln, unques-
tionably the Father of Modern Democracy — “I
remember my mother’s prayers and they have
always followed me. They have clung to me all
my life” and “The greatest lessons | have every
learned were at my mother’s knees... All that |
am, or hope to be, I owe to my angel mother”.

Tushar’s books demonstrate an unusual com-
bination of scholarship, courtroom precision, and
literary ease. Unlike many legal writers who rely
excessively on technical vocabulary, Tushar
explains constitutional questions with clarity,
patience, and intellectual confidence. His prose
reflects rigorous academic training, yet it never
feels burdened by any distracting complexity.
Every single chapter reveals a writer who has
mastered astute legal reasoning while still
respecting the reader’s curiosity and attention.

One of the most impressive aspects of his
writing is the depth of research. Tushar approach-
es legal controversies with balance, careful doc-
umentation, and analytical sharpness. He con-
nects constitutional theory with contemporary
governance in a truly remarkable manner that
feels both scholarly and practical. His arguments
are persuasive because they are built patiently,
layer by layer, rather than through rhetorical

satiety without disturbing the reflective
mood of the day.

There is also a practical side to fasting food that
households uphold. A devotee who has observed
the vrat requires nourishment that restores
strength but without overwhelming the diges-
tive system. For this reason, preparations such
as rajgira thalipeeth, kuttu poori, cucumber
peanut koshimbir and simple curd accompani-
ments may appear in more flexible homes or
around parana, the ceremonial breaking of the
fast after the completion of the vrat prayers.
Rajgira thalipeeth is made by mixing amaranth
flour with grated bottle gourd, coriander, cumin
and a little curd or water, then patting it on a hot
pan until the outside turns lightly crisp. Kuttu
poori, prepared from buckwheat flour, is richer
and therefore better understood as an occasion-
al post-vrat preparation rather than the central
food of the day. Cucumber peanut koshimbir bal-
ances such items with freshness. Chopped
cucumber is mixed with roasted crushed
peanuts, curd and mild seasoning, creating a
cooling accompaniment that requires almost no
cooking. When these foods are included,

. their purpose should remain clear.
These dishes are meant to help the
. body reinvigorate from fasting
to nourishment.
\ The sweet side of the
- ' Rohini Vrat food culture is
also approached with mod-
eration. Makhana kheer and
sabudana kheer are among
the most popular prepara-
tions for their soothing and
. ' | nourishing nature. Makhana
| isroasted lightly before being
| simmered in milk until
tender, while sabudana is
soaked and cooked slowly
until its pearls
become
translu-
cent
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The évent was attended by Chief Justice of Inia Justice Surya Kant; Unio Home Minister Amit hah, Attorney General of

India R Venkataramani, Supreme Court and High Court judges, and senior members of the bar, Law Minister of India, Media
personalities and the Bhutan delegation.

milk thickens
around them Cardamom, a little sugar or
jaggery, and a few nuts are added, ensuring
that the sweetness is kept gentle. Singhara sheera
is made by roasting water chestnut flour in ghee
until fragrant, then cooking it with warm water
or milk until it gathers into a smooth, comfort-
ing form. Rajgira ladoo provides sweetness in a
compact way, using puffed amaranth bound with
warm jaggery syrup. Coconut ladoo and dry fruit
paag offer similar nourishment, though they are
richer and are taken in small quantities. These
sweets complete the meal with care rather than
excess. Fruit-based and curd-based sweets
bring another dimension to the menu. Shrikhand,
made from strained curd mixed with sugar, car-
damom and sometimes saffron, is cooling and
smooth, yet usually served in modest portions.
Fruit chaat may be the simplest and most
natural sweet preparation of all. Seasonal fruits
such as banana, apple, papaya, pomegranate,
grapes and melon are cut fresh and served plain
or with the lightest seasoning according to family
custom. In many homes, fruits are not treated
as secondary items but as central fasting foods
because they require little intervention and keep
the meal close to nature. Their presence also
reflects a larger principle of the vrat. The less the
kitchen manipulates food, the closer the devotee
remains to simplicity.

Beverages connected with Rohini Vrat and
similar fasting observances are equally impor-
tant because hydration is essential in the warm
season. Boiled water has special significance in
many Jain households and may be consumed
within permitted hours according to family tra-
ditions. Tender coconut water gives natural
hydration, while lemon sherbet offers freshness
when prepared with simplicity and without an
overload of sugar. Chaas, made by diluting curd
with water and churning it lightly, supports diges-
tion and cools the body while aam panna is pre-
pared from raw mango, and households adapt
it according to their recipes and comfort. Sattu
sharbat, where accepted, provides strength in
a simple form and warm elaichi milk provides
another gentle option, especially after a period
of fasting. These drinks serve as supportive
accompaniments to the simple meals meant
to soothe, nourish and refresh.

For Jain monks and nuns, the observance
of Rohini Vrat is approached with an even
greater degree of spiritual rigor and disci-
pline. Their participation is centred primar-
ily on prayer, meditation, scriptural study
and prolonged fasting, reflecting the monas-
tic ideal of detachment from physical
comfort and material dependence. Food,
when taken, is governed by strict ethical and
religious principles. Jain monks traditionally
do not cook for themselves or store food,
instead accepting limited alms offered by devo-
tees under carefully prescribed conditions
intended to minimise harm to living beings and
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avoid attachment or desire. Meals are typically
simple, sattvic and consumed in small quanti-
ties, without indulgence or elaborate prepara-
tion. Many avoid eating after sunset entirely,
while certain monks may undertake complete
fasts during the observance. In this tradition, food
is viewed not as pleasure or personal choice, but
as a necessity approached with mindfulness,
gratitude and spiritual discipline.

Seen in this way, the cuisine around Rohini Vrat
reveals a different understanding of food. It is
not built around abundance, spectacle or a com-
pulsory festive platter. It is guided by the ethics
of selection, preparation, timing and moderation.
What is avoided becomes as meaningful as what
is prepared. Food is cooked before sunset and
consumed within prescribed hours. Ingredients
are reduced to the essentials. The meal may
consist of fruit, milk, boiled water, a small bowl
of khichdi, a soft roti, a cooling accompaniment
or a modest sweet at the end of the fast. Each
household may observe different practices, but
the moral character remains. Food must remain
aligned with non-violence and restraint.

Rohini Vrat thus represents a distinct culinary
occasion where food is determined by religious
guidelines, sunrise, lunar timings or the
completion of rituals. It asks the kitchen not to
impress but to purify. It reminds us that Indian
cuisine is not only the story of elaborate meals,
royal dishes, regional delicacies and celebrato-
ry abundance but also the story of discipline,
fasting, simplicity and ethical nourishment.
Within this tradition, a bowl of sama rice
khichdi, a piece of rajgira roti, a small serving of
makhana kheer or a glass of boiled
water can carry as much cultural meaning as a
grand feast, because the value lies not in quan-
tity but in intention.

In conserving such observances, | believe we
preserve far more than traditional recipes. We
preserve a civilisational understanding of food
as conduct, where nourishment is guided by
compassion and self-command. Rohini Vrat
reminds us that cuisine can do more than satisfy
the body. It can encourage reflection, discipline
desire and inspire morality. At a time when abun-
dance is often celebrated as achievement, this
quiet day teaches us that simplicity, when held
with faith, can become one of the highest
forms of richness. It is therefore our shared
responsibility to honour, document and carry
forward such traditions, so that future
generations inherit not only the taste of Bharat,
but also the values that have long given meaning
to its food.

(The writer is Secretary, Cuisine India Society)

Tushar Mehta crafts br|II|antIy bizarre legal wit

exaggeration. Readers can sense the discipline
of a serious academic mind working behind
every observation.

Equally noteworthy is Tushar’s refined sense
of humour. Itis a universally recognized age old
proverb that “Laughter is the best medicine” to
which I'am highly emboldened to add the time-
less words of Sir Charles Spencer Chaplin Jr. (pop-
ularly known as “Charlie Chaplin”!), the legendary
British comic actor, filmmaker, singer, film editor
and composer, “Aday without laughteris a day
wasted.” Legal literature often becomes starched
and stiff, self-important, and emotionally distant,
but Tushar's writing avoids that trap marvellous-
ly. He introduces and revels in wit subtly, some-
times through irony, sometimes through under-
stated commentary, and occasionally through

incisively observed anecdotes. These invariably
lighten dense discussions without weakening the
seriousness of the subject. The humour feels intel-
ligent rather than performative, making difficult
themes more engaging and memorable.
Ultimately, Tushar succeeds not only as a legal
thinker but also as a communicator of rare effec-
tiveness. His books enrich public discourse
because they combine academic brilliance with
readability, authority with accessibility, and seri-
ousness with warmth. They deserve apprecia-
tion from lawyers, students, policymakers, and
general readers alike. In an era lamentably
marked by intellectual writing frequently becom-
ing either excessively simplified or unbearably
dense, Tushar’s work achieves an admirable
balance between scholarship, persuasion, and

humane expression.

Tushar has by his well honed literary skills, nay
prowess, proved beyond a shadow of doubt for
all the world to see that the pen can be infinite-
ly mightier than the black gown (signifying sub-
mission to the law!) and the twin white bands
(signifying the Tablets of Law!) that can be traced
back to the 17th Century British tradition that
refuses to set eternally at a global level! | need
hardly add that no word of praise from a lesser
mortal like me can embellish the praise and
acclaim he has well justifiably earned from near
and far for his twin literary offering. His power-
ful voice remains thoughtful, disciplined, and sur-
prisingly conversational, qualities that ensure his
arguments continue resonating beyond the
trappings of academia and courtrooms. The
author has deliberated upon and narrated the
critical aspects of the judicial system by drawing
upon the American and British systems and has
scrupulously avoided critical aspects of the
Indian judicial system. This may disappoint the
Indian reader, but the intelligent reader with
insightful information on the Indian judiciary can
draw clear references where the author wants
to strike. The contents of the books have an inter-
national appeal, and surely, Tushar must be
having plans to launch his books on American
and British soil in the very near future.

In conclusion, I am irresistibly drawn to the
words of George Bernard Shaw — “You don’t stop
laughing when you grow old, you grow old when
you stop laughing.”

May ever smiling, always hospitable Tushar
Mehta continue to tirelessly strive to write, guide
and inspire generations of lawyers, judges and
erring ones to come! And may God Almighty bless
his scholarship, wisdom, erudition, literary
skills and legal acumen always!

(The writer is an avid debater, public speaker, writer,
broadcaster, telecaster, artist, painter, sculptor, music
critic and filmmaker)



The Pioneer

AGENDA

“TRUE IMAGINATION IS NOT FANCIFUL
DAYDREAMING; IT IS FIRE FROM HEAVEN”
— ERNEST HOLMES
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When Everything
Appears Meaningless

The world is changing. The Self is unchanging. Only in wisdom can one be enthusiastic
amidst uncertainty. Often, uncertain people do not act; they
simply sit and wait. Acting in uncertainty makes life a game

GURUDEV SRI SRI RAVI SHANKAR

When everything appears meaningless,
only then do you seek meaning. If every-
thing is already meaningful, then the
journey stops right there. There is no
journey at all, no question of even stop-
ping. When there is no quest, there is no
journey at all. The quest that begins with
questions like “What s this?” or “Who am
1?”is very important in the spiritual realm.
In fact, this is the first step in the
spiritual realm, where you find everything
else meaningless, and you want
to find meaning.

Let this sense of emptiness go deep.
Sinkinto it. Don’t be in a hurry to find the
answers. When a seed sprouts, it grows
into alittle sapling; don’t be in a hurry to
cutit, assuming that it has become a tree.
Letit grow into a huge tree. Then you can
situnder it. Once the tree has grown, even
if you prune the leaves or some of its
branches, it will benefit you. But don’t cut
a sapling that has just sprouted. Keep
pondering the question, ‘Who am [?’
Don’t be in a hurry to conclude. Stay
relaxed and let go. You will start going
deeper into meditation if you just stay
with this question.

Once you understand that everything
else is meaningless, then the next ques-
tion that comes up is: What is truly mean-
ingful? What is worth knowing? What s
the purpose of creation? Why did God
create this earth? These questions, in a
very significant manner, begin your
inward journey.

Thatis why a real teacher will not give
you an answer to this, though he knows
it. Know that you are fortunate that this
question arose within you. And, you are
in the right place where you will find the
answer. When you are on the spiritual
path, you'll find the answer.

Recently, a Bollywood casting director
who was in our ashram for the 45 years
of The Art of Living asked me why some
successful people still felt empty within.
I said, “They are lucky!” When they feel
emptiness within, their real search
begins. They realise that life isn’t only
about position, money, and fame. One
should welcome and embrace this
feeling of emptiness because it leads
them towards the main purpose of life.

When you look within and find empti-
ness, instead of running away from it,
shake hands with it. You change your
jobs, or change your partners — you do
everything to fill up that sense of void. All
you need to do is wake up and see — your
background is emptiness, your
foreground is also emptiness. Deep in
your heart, there is emptiness. Shake
hands with it. Be strong and steady in it.
Then, you will see that misery and
sorrow will evaporate. You will realise
that you yourself are love. You are what
you are seeking.

How do you feel when you experience
something? You'll find that the comple-
tion of an experience leads to void or
nothingness. In the progression of life,
you will leave behind every experience,
saying, ‘This is nothing.’ Anything that is
completed loses its importance. That is
to say, it leads you to void — the feeling
of ‘this is nothing’. A sign of intelligence
is how soon you arrive at this understand-
ing. Examine everything in life and say,
‘This is nothing’, and what remains after
all that is ‘Love’, and that is everything.

When the realisation of ‘This is nothing’
doesn’t come out of knowledge, it comes
out of misery. Either through knowledge

.

“WHEN YOU LOOK WITHIN AND FIND EMPTINESS, INSTEAD OF

RUNNING AWAY FROM IT, SHAKE HANDS WITH IT"

- GURUDEV

Home Sweet Home

In an age overwhelmed by digital distractions and widening generational divides, the warmth of many
homes is quietly fading into silence, misunderstanding, and emotional distance. To heal this growing
crisis, Pramukh Swami Maharaj offered humanity a timeless and transformative gift — Gharsabha, 'the
sacred family assembly'. More than a ritual, it is a powerful forum for dialogue, reflection, and spiritual
bonding that has helped countless families overcome years of tension, conflict, and estrangement. By
nurturing understanding between generations, Gharsabha transforms homes into sanctuaries of
respect, harmony, and heartfelt connection. In a fractured world searching for unity, this simple yet
profound practlce may hold the key to restoring the soul of the famlly

DR SWAMI GYANANANDDAS

ONCE YOU UNDERSTAND
THAT EVERYTHING ELSE IS
MEANINGLESS, THEN THE

NEXT QUESTION THAT
COMES UP IS: WHAT IS
TRULY MEANINGFUL?
WHAT IS WORTH
KNOWING? WHAT IS THE
PURPOSE OF CREATION?
WHY DID GOD CREATE
THIS EARTH? THESE
QUESTIONS, IN A VERY
SIGNIFICANT MANNER,
BEGIN YOUR INWARD
JOURNEY

or through misery, you come to the point
of ‘This is nothing’. The choice of how you
come to that point is yours.

I wantyou to realise one thing. Wake
up and see: till this moment, whatever
has happened in your life for the last 30
to 50 years, is it not like a dream? Take
your mind forward and backward in time.
You are sitting here and reading this
article. Tomorrow you will wake up,
brush your teeth, and get on with your
work. The nextday will roll on, then June
will arrive, and so will August and

September, and before you know it, you
will be having a New Year’s party. It will
all be gone! Is it not like a dream?
Couldn’t this moment be a dream too?
Is this moment real? How do you know
itis reality? The future is like a dream, the
pastis anyway a dream, and this moment
that is passing by can also be a dream,
can it not? If you can manage to shift your
attention and see this reality, you will see
something beyond what meets the eye.
There is a higher truth beyond this,
which is so beautiful. And if you see this,
you gain such incredible strength, energy,
love, and beauty in your life that nothing
whatsoever will be able to snatch your
smile away. Immediately, you get con-
nected to the universal power, to the
truth that you are made up of.

There is a clear distinction between
practical and spiritual life. When you have
to work with people, don’t use this phi-
losophy, ie, don’t think that everything
is nothing. You will not be able to do your
business or your work. However, keep
this in mind — everything is nothing. This
gives you inner strength, intuitive ability,
happiness, contentment, love, and com-
passion. As you grow more in wisdom
and see the changing, dream-like nature
of events, you will be touched by events
less and less. Know that life is a dream
and everything will come to an end.
With this knowledge, the mind
becomes pleasant, and the intellect
becomes sharp.

Uncertainty seems frightening only
when you rely on what cannot be relied
upon, which is the relative world. People
often try to hold on to things that are
changing, and when those shift, anxiety
and fear follow. But when you anchor
yourself in that which does not change
— the Self — then you can sail through
even the most uncertain times. The only
way you can be at ease with the uncer-
tainty of the world is when you realise
the certainty of consciousness.

The world is changing. The Self is
unchanging. Only in wisdom can one be
enthusiastic amidst uncertainty. Often,
uncertain people do not act; they
simply sit and wait. Acting in uncertain-
ty makes life a game. A readiness to face
uncertainty, coupled with awareness,
takes you to a higher state of
consciousness, where no one can take
your smile away.

Does the word in the title sound
familiar? This word, ‘Home Sweet
Home’, is a phrase we often use, but
the real question is: If instead of cel-
ebrating delightful Diwali, we are
always celebrating Holi of quarrels,
and instead of sweet speech, the acid
of insults and accusations is poured
upon one another, should we still call
ita home, or a raging battlefield?

In our society, there is a beautiful tra-
dition of giving names to houses. But
how ironicitis! Ahouse named Satkar
(respect) often resounds with Dhutkar
(insults). In a home called Ullas (joy),
people may live in sorrow. A flat
called Leelalaher (playful waves) might
feel like poison to its residents. Even
in a bungalow named Harsh (laughter),
terror may dwell, and in a row house
named Shanti (peace), unrest may
prevail. Can such houses truly be
called homes? Or are they merely life-
less walls? A house is built with bricks
and beams, but a home is built with
love and dreams. Without affection,
forgiveness, and harmony, even a
palace feels like a prison; with them,
even a hut becomes heaven.

However, today, in every home,
you will find tea sets, dinner sets, sofa
sets, TV sets, all kinds of “sets.” But if
the people living inside are constant-
ly “upset,” then can we really call it a
home? Everyone dreams of building
the house of their dreams, a place filled
with love, harmony, and warmth. Yet,
where there are people, there are
bound to be differences, jealousy,
ambition, and ego. Despite a deep con-
nection, not every family becomes the
ideal home they imagined. This
dilemma is not new. But now, how can
we make our home sweet?

Pramukh Swami Maharaj had
offered the remedy to make our home
sweet. He gave the practical concept
of Gharsabha. Gharsabha encourages
family members to gather daily to
discuss satsang concepts and share
updates and happenings from each
other’s lives. This daily dose of
communication gives spouses,
parents and children a better under-
standing of each other’s spiritual,
physical, and emotional needs.
Pramukh Swami Maharaj deeply

BY NURTURING
UNDERSTANDING BETWEEN
GENERATIONS, GHARSABHA
TRANSFORMS HOMES INTO
SANCTUARIES OF RESPECT,
HARMONY, AND HEARTFELT

CONNECTION. IN A
FRACTURED WORLD
SEARCHING FOR UNITY,
THIS SIMPLE YET
PROFOUND PRACTICE MAY
HOLD THE KEY TO
RESTORING THE SOUL OF
THE FAMILY

understood the fragile dynamics of
family life. He foresaw that when
agitation, misunderstanding, and
silent resentment begin to enter a
home, they slowly erect invisible
walls between hearts.

With time, those walls grow
stronger, turning affection into dis-
tance and conversation into silence.
Therefore, he emphasised that the first
step toward restoring harmony is to
break this wall of silence and miscon-
ception. This is precisely how
Gharsabha works. It gently dissolves
the barricades of conflict and reopens
the pathways of communication
within the family. Through the shared

reading of sacred shastras, thoughtful
reflection, and heartfelt dialogue,
even a few simple words begin to
rekindle warmth between family
members. Gradually, conversations
replace confrontation, understand-
ing overcomes suspicion, and affection
begins to flow once again.
Gharsabha does not merely ignite
the spark of love; it carefully nurtures
and sustains it, transforming the home
into a sanctuary of trust, unity, and
spiritual closeness.

This timeless wisdom shows us the
essence of happy family life: No matter
what attitude someone has towards
me, | should always strive to see the
good in them.

Shaileshbhai Dhanani of Rajkot
relates his experience, “Sometime
after my marriage, troubles started
between my wife and me. I worked
in a factory. Sometimes, due to an
overload of work, I used to come
home late. As a result, my wife
became suspicious of me and this led
to heated arguments and increasing
conflicts. My parents became fed up
with her bickering, hollow suspi-
cions and unfounded accusations. |
found my life hellish and our relation-
ship came to the point of breaking
up. One day, the conflict climaxed to
such a point that my exasperated
wife attempted suicide. But she was
saved because of Vinubhai, our land-
lord, who came and calmed her.”

Thereafter, Shaileshbhai witnessed
the Gharsabha carried out at
Vinubhai’s house next door and the
resulting joy and ease in their family.
He was inspired and started
Gharsabhain his home. Shaileshbhai
adds, “In the beginning, I used to do
Gharsabha on my own. My wife
ignored it,but gradually, all the
members joined me. Slowly, my wife
became interested in satsang. She
started to sit at some distance and
gradually came closer. Our differ-
ences started to dissolve and our
problems were solved. Finally, there
was peace and joy between us.”

In this way, Gharsabha mended a
broken family with trust and love.

(The writer Dr Sadhu Gyanananddas is a dedicated
follower of the Swaminarayan tradition and has
earned a PhD from MS University)
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Weekly Overview
The week begins with the Moon in Taurus, supporting
steadiness, comfort and practical thinking. As it moves into
Gemini, communication and activity increase. Midweek, the
Cancer Moon heightens emotional sensitivity and family
concerns. By the weekend, the Moon enters Leo, bringing
stronger confidence, visibility and a desire for action.

Aries (Mesh): The week begins on a practical
note, especially in work or financial matters,
where steadiness will help more than speed.
As the Moon moves into Gemini,
conversations and pending plans gain
momentum. Midweek, emotional sensitivity

may rise in domestic or close matters, so avoid
quick reactions. By the weekend, confidence returns

and your natural urge to move ahead becomes stronger. A

balanced approach will serve you well.

Tavurus (Vrishabh): With the Moon beginning
the week in your own sign, you may feel more
centred and engaged with matters around
you. This is a supportive start, though comfort
should not turn into stubbornness. Midweek
may bring emotional sensitivity in
communication, and words spoken in haste
could create misunderstandings. By the weekend,
confidence improves and practical matters move with greater
clarity. A calm and steady approach will work best.

Gemini (Mithun): The opening days may feel
quieter, with matters moving more in the
background. Once the Moon enters Gemini,
your pace naturally increases, bringing
sharper thinking, movement and useful

conversations. Midweek, emotional shifts

may make practical decisions less
straightforward, especially in family matters. Financial
decisions should be handled carefully. By the weekend,

WEEKLY MOON SIGN FORECAST | 17-23 MAY
Stt_eady Beginnings,
Emotional Undercurrents

Dr. Shanker Adawal
Astrologer, Author & Researcher

This forecast is based on your Moon Sign (Janma Rashi), which often
reflects day-to-day emotional and instinctive patterns more closely
than general Sun-sign readings.

confidence improves. This is a week of moving from inward
observation to outward action.

Cancer (Karka): The early part of the week
may feel socially active yet mentally
scattered, with several matters competing
for attention. Once the Moon enters Cancer,
emotional awareness becomes stronger,

increasing both sensitivity and intuition. The

key is not to let mood drive important decisions.

Domestic or relationship matters may need patience and
softer handling. Toward the weekend, confidence rises and
your focus shifts from reflection toward action.

Leo (Simha): The week begins with a
practical and duty-oriented tone, especially
in professional matters where patience will
work better than dramatic action. Midweek

" may bring changing plans or communication

demands requiring flexibility. As emotional

energy rises, you may feel more reflective than

usual. By the weekend, the Moon enters Leo,
restoring confidence and visibility. This closing phase
supports leadership and initiative, provided ego does not
overtake judgment.

Virgo (Kanya): The week opens constructively, favouring
planning and practical progress. Professional discussions may

5 Prove useful. As the Moon moves into
ﬂ Gemini, responsibilities and communication
{ demands may increase. Midweek brings a
i (/ softer emotional current, where
\ friendships or expectations may affect
g ? your mood more than expected. Avoid
overanalysing unclear situations. By the
weekend, confidence improves and perspective
becomes stronger. Quiet discipline will help more than
emotional involvement.

A Libra (Tula): The early week supports
practical assessment, especially around
commitments or shared responsibilities.
Communication improves as the week
progresses, bringing movement in plans or
= a q
professional matters. However, during the
=7 Cancer phase, you may feel more sensitive
to others’ responses, especially in public or work
settings. Avoid reading too much into temporary situations.
By the weekend, confidence improves and support from
others may feel stronger.

Scorpio (Vrishchik): This week begins with
focus on partnerships or close interpersonal
matters, where patience will be important.
As the Moon moves into Gemini, financial or
practical concerns may need clearer
handling. Midweek brings a more
emotionally supportive phase, strengthening
intuition and perspective. This can be a useful time
for reflection or reconnecting with meaningful priorities. By
the weekend, external responsibilities may again demand
stronger attention.

” Sagittarius (Dhanu): The week begins
with focus on routine matters,
responsibilities and work structure.
Progress may feel slow, but useful

movement is possible. As the Moon enters

Gemini, relationships and communication become more central.
Midweek emotional undercurrents may make exchanges feel
heavier than expected, so avoid quick conclusions. By the
weekend, confidence and optimism return. This closing phase
supports movement, learning and broader thinking.

Capricorn (Makar): The opening phase is
supportive, with practical matters moving
steadily. This can be a useful time for
planning or stabilising pending concerns.
Midweek, communication and responsibilities

may increase. Emotional sensitivity in close

relationships may require patience rather than
control. By the weekend, confidence returns and practical
clarity improves. Overall, this remains a constructive week,
provided emotional reactions stay measured.

Aquarius (Kumbh): The week begins with
attention drawn toward home, family
matters or emotional comfort. Midweek
brings stronger communication, movement
and planning. As emotional sensitivity

increases, routine matters may feel heavier,

especially if others depend more on your
support. Maintain practical boundaries. By the
weekend, focus shifts toward relationships and outward
engagement. This phase may bring greater visibility, but
patience will still be important.

N

Pisces (Meen): The opening days support
‘\ _.communication, movement and practical
engagement with day-to-day matters.
Midweek supports mental activity, though
emotional clarity may fluctuate. As the
Moon enters Cancer, intuition and emotional
expression become stronger. Creative
thinking improves, though practical decisions
still require care. By the weekend, focus shifts back toward
routine responsibilities and structure. This is a week where
intuition helps, but discipline remains equally important.









