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Hard cash

ndia’s digital payment revolution has produced a remarkable
transformation: millions can now transfer money instantly
with a phone, often without handling currency at all. Yet the
country is not becoming a cashless economy. The more
interesting reality is that cash is acquiring a different purpose.
The Reserve Bank of India has around 176 billion banknotes in
circulation and continues to print billions of new notes every
year. This is happening even as Unified Payments Interface
transactions approach a billion a day. The contradiction is
apparent. Digital payments are replacing cash primarily as a
mechanism for everyday exchange. They are not replacing all the
reasons people want to possess money in physical form. For
many Indians, cash remains a reserve against uncertainty. A
power cut, network failure, cyberattack or malfunctioning
payment system can instantly turn a digital balance into
something temporarily inaccessible. Cash does not require a
smartphone, password, battery or internet connection. Its
usefulness therefore increases, rather than disappears, when
dependence on digital infrastructure becomes pervasive.

There is a broader social dimension. The elderly, poorer
households, small traders and people in areas with unreliable
connectivity cannot always be expected to participate in an
economy designed entirely around smartphones and bank
accounts. Cash also offers a degree of privacy that electronic
transactions inherently reduce. A society that digitises every
payment must recognise that convenience and surveillance can
sometimes travel together. But India's cash dependence has a
darker side. A substantial informal economy continues to operate
outside complete financial visibility. Property transactions
provide a familiar example, where differences between official
valuations and actual market prices can create incentives for cash
settlements. The lesson of demonetisation in 2016 was
instructive: destroying the existing stock of currency cannot by
itself eliminate the economic incentives that generate unrecorded
transactions. Black money is not simply a pile of notes waiting to
be confiscated; it is also a system of behaviour. This distinction
matters for policy. India should continue expanding digital
payments because they improve efficiency, transparency and
financial inclusion. But it would be a mistake to interpret rising
UPI usage as justification for dismantling the country's cash
infrastructure. The RBI still needs printing presses, currency
distribution networks, ATMs and adequate reserves of notes.

There is also an important institutional lesson. Digital
infrastructure should be treated as complementary to monetary
infrastructure, not as its replacement. The resilience of an
economy depends partly on having alternatives when its
dominant systems fail. UPI has changed the way Indians pay. It
has not changed the deeper human instinct to keep something
tangible aside for uncertain times. Cash may become less
important at the point of purchase while becoming more
important as a private reserve. The ultimate test of India’s digital
transformation, therefore, is not whether cash disappears. It is
whether citizens can choose between digital and physical money
without either system becoming a source of vulnerability. A
mature payments economy should offer both efficiency in
normal times and resilience when normality breaks down.

War in Orbit

he United States has acknowledged a development that

could prove more consequential than the identity of the

weapon involved: it has deployed a weapon in orbit.

Washington has offered few details, but the
announcement signals that the militarisation of space has
entered a more explicit and dangerous phase. For decades,
satellites were the invisible infrastructure behind modern
warfare. They enabled secure communications, navigation,
intelligence gathering, missile warning and precision targeting,
Space was therefore indispensable to military power, but largely
as a supporting theatre. The emerging reality is different.
Satellites are increasingly becoming both the instruments of war
and potential targets. The distinction matters because space
warfare does not necessarily begin with explosions. An
electronic-warfare satellite capable of jamming communications
could disable an adversary without destroying anything. A
spacecraft capable of approaching, grappling or manoeuvring
another satellite could potentially perform legitimate
maintenance or remove debris ~ or interfere with an enemy’s
systems. More destructive anti-satellite weapons could
physically destroy spacecraft, producing debris that remains a
threat long after the conflict that created it has ended.

This ambiguity is perhaps the most worrying feature of the
new competition. Technologies developed for peaceful purposes
can acquire military applications, while ostensibly defensive
systems can look offensive to an adversary. A satellite designed to
inspect another spacecraft may be regarded in peacetime as
useful infrastructure and in wartime as a hunter-killer. The
strategic incentives are particularly strong for Russia and China.
Neither needs to reproduce America’s enormous space
architecture to threaten American military effectiveness. America
is exceptionally dependent on satellites, making them an
attractive vulnerability. Russia has invested in anti-satellite
missiles, while China has demonstrated increasingly
sophisticated abilities to manoeuvre spacecraft close to other
satellites. The objective for a weaker space power can therefore
be not to dominate orbit but to make the opponent’s dominance
too costly to exploit. That creates a classic security dilemma.

Washington deploys an orbital weapon to protect its satellites;
Moscow and Beijing see another instrument of American
military power and develop countermeasures; Washington then
responds with more sophisticated capabilities. Each side can
describe its actions as deterrence while making conflict more
likely. There is an additional danger unique to space. Destroying a
satellite does not confine the consequences to the intended
target. Debris can travel through valuable orbital pathways and
threaten civilian, commercial and scientific spacecraft
belonging to countries that have nothing to do with the
conflict. Modern economies increasingly rely on space
infrastructure for communications, finance, navigation, weather
forecasting and logistics.

A major space conflict could therefore become an economic
crisis on Earth. The immediate question may be what weapon
America has put into orbit. The larger question is whether the
world’s major powers are prepared for the consequences of
making space a contested military domain. Space is becoming
too important to leave governed principally by military
calculations. The next arms race may not be about putting more
weapons on Earth. It may be about deciding who can control
what happens above it.
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From thaw to trust

Managingthebordershould
ultimately beaccompanied by
sustainedeffortstoresolvethe
boundaryquestionitself. Noone
shouldunderestimatethe
complexityof theissueorexpect
animmediatesolution. Yetthe
commitmentofthetwoleaders
toseek afair,reasonableand
mutually acceptablesettlement
providesanimportant
framework.Adurable
resolutioncanonly emerge
throughdiscussion, dialogue
andsensitivitytothelegitimate
concernsofbothsides. Even
incrementalprogresswould
strengthen confidenceinthe
relationship

he meeting between Prime Minister

Narendra Modi and Chinese

President Xi Jinping on the sidelines

of the BRICS Summit in New Delhi
on September 12 offers a timely opportunity
tomove India-China relations toward greater
stability and practical cooperation. The
significance of the meeting lies not in the
expectation that long-standing differences
candisappear quickly, butin the recognition
by both leaders that the relationship must
be approached from a strategic and long-
term perspective.

The official Indian account of the meeting
emphasized that differences should not
become disputes and that relations should
be guided by mutual respect, mutual sensitivity
and mutual interest. Both leaders also
expressed commitment to a fair, reasonable
and mutually acceptable resolution of the
boundary question, while stressing the
importance of peace and tranquility in the
border areas. The Chinese account similarly
emphasized partnership, mutual respect,
mutually beneficial cooperation, people-to-people
exchanges and continued efforts to maintain
peace along the border.

These points deserve careful attention.
India and China are not simply two neighboring
states. They are ancient civilizations, major
economies, influential members of the Global
South and home to more than a third of
humanity. Their relationship will inevitably
affect the future of Asia and the wider
international order. It is therefore in the
interests of both countries to manage
differences with restraint while expanding
areas in which cooperation is possible.

Thefirst priority must remain peace along
the border. The events of 2020 demonstrated
how quickly tensions can damage political
trust and affect the wider relationship. Both
governments have since worked through
diplomatic and military channels to reduce
friction. That process should continue with
patience and consistency. Existing agreements
and understandings should be observed
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carefully, communication between the two
sides should remain open, and every effort
should be made to prevent the recurrence
of aserious military stand-off such as Galwan.

At the same time, managing the border
should ultimately be accompanied by
sustained efforts to resolve the boundary
question itself. No one should underestimate
the complexity of the issue or expect an
immediate solution. Yet the commitment
of the two leaders to seek a fair, reasonable
and mutually acceptable settlement
provides an important framework. A
durable resolution can only emerge
through discussion, dialogue and sensitivity
to the legitimate concerns of both sides.
Evenincremental progress would strengthen
confidence in the relationship.

Trust, however, cannot be built at the
border alone. It must also grow through

Science and technology offer further
possibilities for constructive engagement.
Both countries have substantial capabilities,
although their strengths are often different
and complementary. Cooperation in public
health, agriculture, climate science, renewable
energy, disaster management and selected
areas of digital technology could produce
practical benefits. Such cooperation need
not compromise national security or
technological autonomy. It can be pursued
selectively, transparently and
on the basis of reciprocity.

Climate changeis onefield
in which cooperation is
particularly compelling. India
and Chinaboth face extreme
weather, water stress,
environmental degradation
and the challenge of meeting

ABHIK
regular contact among ordinary people. ROY the aspirations of very large
The September 12 meeting rightly populations while moving
highlighted cultural exchanges, business The writer is toward cleaner forms of
linkages and greater mobility. These Professor development. Exchangesin
should now become visible priorities. Emeritus of renewable energy, battery
Moredirect flights between major Indian ~ Communication ~ technology, sustainable
and Chinese cities would make an Studies, transport, water management
immediate difference. Visa procedures Loyola and climate research could
for tourists, academics and legitimate Marymount therefore serve both national
business travelers could also become University, and global interests. Scientific
more efficient and predictable, subject Los Angeles cooperation relating to the

of course to the security requirements of
both countries.

Tourism has an important role to play.
Chinese visitors have long been interested
in India’s Buddhist heritage, while Indian
travelers increasingly seek to experience
China’s history, culture and remarkable
economic transformation. Travel allows
people to encounter one another beyond
headlines and strategic debates. In that
sense, tourism is not merely an economic
activity; it can also become a quiet form of
diplomacy.

Academic and scientific exchanges are
equally important. Universities in both
countries could expand student exchanges,
visiting professorships, conferences and
carefully structured joint research in areas
of common benefit. India needs more scholars
with a deep understanding of Chinese
language, history and society, just as China
benefits from informed scholarship on India.
Greater academic contact can reduce
misunderstanding and create professional
relationships that endure even during periods
of political difficulty.

Himalayas, glaciers, rainfall
and river systems could also
contribute to better disaster preparedness.
Economic relations require the same
mixture of openness and realism. Bilateral
tradeis substantial, but India has repeatedly
raised concerns about structural imbalance,
supply chains and market access. The
September 12 discussion acknowledged the
need to address these concerns and to
facilitate meaningful and predictable access
to markets. Progress would be easier if both
sides focused on reciprocity, transparency
and practical problem-solving rather than
allowing economic questions to become
additional sources of political mistrust.
Thereis also room for deeper cooperation
in healthcare. India has major strengths in
pharmaceuticals, vaccines and medical
services, while China has significant
manufacturing and research capacity. Joint
work on affordable medical technologies,
infectious-disease preparedness, ageing
populations and public-health research
could benefit millions of people. Similar
practical cooperation could be explored in

disaster relief and the peaceful use of space,
including earth observation and climate
monitoring,

Cultural cooperation should not be treated
as an afterthought. The civilizational
relationship between India and China is
centuries old. Buddhism, scholarship, travel
and translation connected the two societies
long before modern diplomacy existed.
Renewed exchanges among writers, artists,
filmmakers, musicians and museums could
help restore a sense of historical perspective.
The journeys of figures such as Xuanzang
remind us that intellectual curiosity once
crossed these frontiers with extraordinary
determination.

None of this requires either country to
ignore its national interests or differences.
India and China will continue to have distinct
strategic priorities and perspectives. A stable
relationship does not depend on complete
agreement. It depends on the ability to
prevent disagreement from becoming
confrontation and to preserve channels of
cooperation even when difficult issues
remain unresolved.

That is why the September 12 meeting is
encouraging. Both leaders emphasized the
need to look at the relationship over the
long term, maintain border peace, deepen
people-to-people exchanges and address
economic concerns. These are practical
foundations on which a more stable relationship
can be built.

The next step should be to translate
diplomaticintent into sustained engagement:
continued border dialogue, easier travel,
more direct flights, expanded cultural and
academic exchanges, greater scientific
cooperation, balanced economic engagement
and regular communication at every level.
Trust will not return through a single summit.
It will have to be rebuilt gradually, through
consistency and experience.

India and China do not need to agree on
everything, nor do they need to view
cooperation as a concession. They do need
toensure that their differences are managed
peacefully and that opportunities for mutual
benefit are not lost.

Geography has made them neighbors;
history has made them civilizational
interlocutors. The responsibility of leadership
is to ensure that the future is shaped not by
recurring tension, but by dialogue, stability
and a willingness to cooperate where
cooperation serves both peoples.

Cyber resilience requires fixing Indonesia’s old tech

ecurity researchers at the United
States cyber firm Calif disclosed
that, using artificial intelligence
tools, its team had built a worm
capable of hijacking WeChat accounts.
The victim did not need to answer the
phone or tap their screen. Rather, simply
receiving a call was enough.
Theresearchers named it WeWorm and
estimated that had it been released rather
than responsibly disclosed, it could have
reached hundreds of millions of devices
within hours. WeWorm was a proof of
concept. Tencent patched the underlying
flaw, and there is no evidence that real
users were harmed. But the demonstration
matters enormously, because it shows
what the threat environment now looks
like. A small team, working with commercially
available Al tools, identified a critical

vulnerability in one of the world’s most
widely used applications in roughly two
days. The complete, self-spreading weapon
was ready within a week.

The speed matters as much as the
technique. Not long ago, the typical window
between a vulnerability being discovered
and an attacker exploiting it was around
63 days. That window has

atall. Research by US cybersecurity threat
intelligence firm Cisco Talos shows that
around 40 per cent of the most actively
exploited vulnerabilities in recent periods
sit on exactly these kinds of end-of-life
devices. This is the legacy technology
problem.
At its core, legacy technologies are
outdated computer systems, including

now collapsed to roughly five A Member hardware, that are no longer actively
days. Defenders who once had QfThe supported orupdated by their vendors.
weeks to patch a system now Once support ends, security vulnerabilities
have days. accumulate and go unpatched, leaving
For a system thatis modern, A N N systems exposed to threats their
supported and actively & ®8 W8 W designers never anticipated.

maintained, five days is painful
but survivable. For a system
that is end-of-life, unsupported or simply
unrecorded in any asset register, five days
is irrelevant because no patch is coming

More than ageing desktop computers,

these include the complex network
infrastructure that fuels our very way of
communication and daily life. Given the
rapid advancement of Al and its incorporation

into offensive cyber capabilities, hacking
groups can now identify and exploit those
vulnerabilities faster than ever before.

A July 2026 report from the Australian
Strategic Policy Institute, titled “Past its
use-by-date: Turning end-of-life technology
riskinto national advantage,” highlighted
this problem in Australia’s critical
infrastructure.

Indonesia faces the same challenge and
has already lived through the region’s
most consequential demonstration. In
June 2024, the Brain Cipher ransomware
variant struck the Temporary National
Data Centre (PDNS), disrupting over 200
public services including immigration
processing and airport operations. The
ransom demand was US$8 million. Rightfully,
the government declined to pay. However,
recovery took weeks.

A curse?

Sir,I wonder if the advent of Al is proving
to be a curse in disguise. There was a time
when, while drafting a letter to the editor, I
gave it my best shot. I wanted the editor as
well as readers tolook forward to my letters.
Consequently, a published letter would
always cause that adrenaline rush and goad
me into writing the next with the fervour of
an R K Narayan during his struggling days
as a writer. However, with the advent of Al,
the enthusiasm has ebbed. Al canadmittedly
draft ‘faster, higher and stronger’ and that
too before one can say “Jack Robinso™. In
fact, Al's output on any given topic is a
masterclass in terms of content and expression.
That being so, the itch to write letters to the
editor and compel him to give space to my
“HI” (Human Intelligence) has cooled.

Letters To The Editor | S<leditor@thestatesman.com

These days, Al has almost become my
default option. There was a time, not too
long ago, when I turned to the Letters page
even before reading the headlines ~ for the
sheer joy of seeing my letter and my name
and city highlighted in bold print. Today,
the accompanying joy, thrill rather, is a sea
at low tide.

Yours, etc., Avinash Godboley,
Dewas, 15 September.

Childish

Sir, In light of today’s news, “Rahul
Gandhi, BJP spar over BRICS dinner menu,”
Imust say that the tendency Rahul consistently
displays to create an unnecessary fuss over
trivial matters is causing my political
confidence in him to decline.

Such childish behavior is unbecoming of
an opposition leader, especially when an

epaper.thestatesman.com

international conference is being hosted in
the national capital. Must the Leader of the
Opposition merely oppose for the sake of
opposition? Has Rahul ever taken the
initiative to discuss matters with the Prime
Minister or the government outside of
Parliament, proposing new ideas for the
nation or innovative concepts for public
welfare? The role of an Opposition leader is
not merely to hold frequent press conferences
tocriticize the ruling party or the government.
Yours, etc., Rupam Guha,

Kolkata, 14 September.

Hypocrisy

Sir, Kudos to the Harmanpreet Kaur-led
India team that beat Sri Lanka to win a
record-extending eighth Women's Asia Cup
title. But after the match, the gentleman's
game cricket showed its dirty face when

BCCI secretary Devajit Saikia said that the
team's decision not to receive the trophy
from Asian Cricket Council president Mohsin
Naqvi was to show solidarity with the men’s
team, which took the same position after
winning the Asia Cup last year. The Indian
team is yet to receive the Asia Cup trophy,
which has since been kept in the ACC office.
My question: why create drama? Television
cameras showed Nagqvi first greeted BCCI
vice-president Rajeev Shukla and then had
ameeting with Devajit Saikia. Asked about
that meeting, Saikia said it was part of
normal match-day protocol and did not
contradict the stand on trophy presentation.
Why is this hypocrisy played out? Why
cannot ‘love for nation’ be the same for
players and office bearers? There should

be no double standards.
Yours, etc., Bidyut Kumar Chatterjee,
Faridabad, 15 September.
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Another way to see the world

SANTHOSH MATHEW

map is not just a picture of

the world; it is a picture of

how we understand the

world.” That idea has acquired
a new significance at the United
Nations, where the General Assembly
has overwhelmingly backed a resolution
calling for a more accurate representation
of the size of the world’s continents.
In a remarkable vote, 164 countries
supported the resolution, the United
States voted against it and six countries
abstained.

Led by Togo with the backing of
the African Union, the initiative seeks
to correct the distortions created by
the world map that generations have
grown up with. Africa is set to appear
much closer to its actual size, while
Europe and North America will lose
some of the visual prominence they
acquire on the familiar Mercator
projection. What appears at first to be
atechnical debate among cartographers
has therefore become something much
bigger: a statement from the Global
South that the map of the world should
reflect the world as it exists.

The resolution promotes the wider
use of equal-area map projections,
including the Equal Earth projection,
developed in 2018. The purpose is not
to declare one map the only correct
map, nor does the resolution ban the
centuries-old Mercator projection. It
encourages the use of projections that
preserve the relative area of continents
when the purpose is to understand
their actual geographical size.

That distinction matters because
every flat map of a spherical Earth
involves some distortion. The real
question is what a map chooses to
preserve and what it chooses to distort.
The Mercator projection preserves
angles and directions, which made it
exceptionally useful for navigation.
Equal-area projections give priority
to preserving the relative size of
landmasses. In an age of satellites,
GPS and digital cartography, the world

no longer needs to depend on one
projection for every purpose.

The Mercator map has a remarkable
history. Flemish cartographer Gerardus
Mercator introduced it in 1569 when
European ships were venturing across
oceans in search of new trade routes
and territories. His objective was not to
create amap that accurately compared
the size of continents. It was to help
sailors navigate. By preserving angles
and directions, Mercator produced a
revolutionary tool for maritime navigation.
The map served its original purpose
brilliantly. The difficulty came when a
map created for sailors gradually became
the most familiar visual representation
of the planet. A navigation chart was
transformed into a picture through
which generations of schoolchildren
came to understand the world. The
distortion becomes obvious when we
compare Greenland with Africa. On a
conventional Mercator map, Greenland
can appear almost as large as Africa.In
reality, Africais roughly 14 times larger
than Greenland. The reason is
mathematical. As the spherical Earth
is projected onto a flat surface, areas
become increasingly enlarged towards
the poles. Greenland, located close to
the Arctic, is therefore dramatically
exaggerated, while Africa, much closer
to the Equator, appears considerably
smaller than its actual area.

Europe and North America also
acquire a greater visual size, while
Africa and South America are compressed.
The map is not “wrong” in the sense
that Mercator failed at his original
task. It becomes misleading when
people use it to compare the actual
geographical size of continents.

This is where the new UN initiative
acquires its political and cultural
significance. For the Global South, the
problem is not merely that Africa
looks smaller on a classroom map.
Maps influence the imagination.
Children encounter the world first
through maps before they learn about
population, resources, economic power
or political influence. What appears

large can unconsciously appear
important; what appears small can
seem peripheral. A cartographic
distortion can therefore become a
distortion of perception.

The African argument is that a
continent whose geographical reality
isimmense should not continue to be
visually diminished simply because
asixteenth-century navigation system
became the standard image of the
world. Togo’s initiative, supported by
the African Union, reflects a broader
effort to challenge inherited systems
of representation. The resolution points
to the educational, cultural, political,
social and economic consequences of
distorted cartographic representation.

The history of cartography itself
demonstrates the relationship between
maps and power. Empires mapped
territories they controlled; colonial
administrations mapped borders,
populations and resources; explorers
drew coastlines and trade routes;
governments used maps to define
political space. A map can tell people
not only where a place is, but also
how that place fits into a larger world.
For much of the modern period, global
maps were produced and circulated
through institutions dominated by
Western powers.

The Equal Earth projection represents
a different cartographic philosophy. It
was designed by Tom Patterson, Bojan
Savri¢ and Bernhard Jenny to show
continents in a way that preserves
their relative areas more accurately.
Africa becomes visibly larger, South
America gains its appropriate geographical
weight and the enormous scale of Asia
becomes more apparent. Europe and
North America remain exactly where
they are; they simply appear in proportions
closer to their actual land area.

The new map does not magically
produce a distortion-free Earth because
no flat projection can do that. It makes
a different compromise, one that is
more appropriate when the objective
is to compare the size of continents
rather than navigate across oceans.

India’s support for the resolution is
significant in this wider Global South
context. New Delhi has welcomed the
effort toimprove cartographic accuracy
while emphasising that the objective
should not be toimpose one particular
projection everywhere. Different maps
serve different purposes. A navigation
chart can use Mercator, while a map
intended to teach students about the
actual size of continents can use an
equal-area projection.

The United States, which was the
only country to vote against the
resolution, strongly criticised the
initiative. Washington argued that
such a move was unnecessary and
questioned the wisdom of the UN
spending attention on historical map
projections when the world faces wars,
economic crises, climate change,
migration and other urgent problems.

That criticism raises an obvious
question: can changing a map really
make a difference? The answer depends
on what we expect maps to do. If a
map is merely a navigation instrument,
the issue may seem trivial. If a map is
one of the first tools through which
billions of people learn about the
world, the question becomes much

more important. Representation shapes
perception, and perception shapes the
way people understand their place in
the world. The UN resolution therefore
should not be interpreted as the death
of the Mercator projection. It is better
understood as a challenge to its universal
dominance.

This is a modest technical change
on paper, butit carries a larger symbolic
message. The world of the twenty-first
century is no longer the world of
sixteenth-century ships. Satellites can
photograph the Earth, computers can
model it in three dimensions and
digital platforms can switch between
projections instantly. There is little
reason to pretend that a centuries-old
projection must serve every modern
purpose.

For the Global South, this is ultimately
about more than cartography. It is
about visibility. It is about correcting
a visual imbalance that has been
repeated so often that it came to look
natural. The UN vote gives that argument
an international platform.

The writer is Professor, Centre for South Asian
Studies, School of International Studies & Social
Sciences, Pondicherry Central University.

Let’s bring joy back into our lives

DILIP S PANDIT

tatime when our TV shows

enormous human suffering

round the clock in all parts

of the world caused by
interminable wars, frequent earthquakes,
flooding and communicable diseases
that threaten to wipe out communities,
it is becoming rare to see flashes of
spontaneous happiness and joy of life
among ordinary people.

Our idea of happiness is now limited
to getting our desires fulfilled by
splurging money and then showing
what we can get by that action to the
world on social media. This kind of
self-gratification is not spontaneous
happiness that Bertrand Russell wrote
about in his books. I experienced that
kind of happiness a few days ago.

While walking in the park, I saw a
family of four members — from what
looked like a lower middle class -
walking happily through it. Up ahead
was a girl of about eight carrying a
plastic basket inside which were items
that looked like they were going for
a picnic. Behind her, were her mom
and dad. Mom and dad were short, a
little on the fatter side. She was
wearing a sari and carrying a small
child aged about one. The dad was

bespectacled and wore a white shirt
and trousers. Behind both was another
girl of about four carrying white
plastic plates in her hands.

What attracted my attention to
them was that they seemed so happy
to go wherever they were heading to.
Midway through their walk the man
took the year-old child from his wife
and carried him. The child was wearing
a cheap oversized sunglass, and the
mom was trying to take his picture
or video on her cellphone as he looked
back at her. Since dad was walking
faster than mom, she was almost
jogging to keep pace with him while
smiling at the child who smiled back.
The girl in front was stopping now
and then to let her family catch up
and the girl at the back just walked
without any hurry. I must have seen
them for only a couple of minutes
before they took a turn and disappeared
from my sight. But those minutes
brought a smile to my lips and
happiness to my soul.

How many times a month does
one see a happy family enjoying their
time together, whether rich or poor?
Rich families are busy individually
and have no time for family excursions
or for each other. Poor and middle-class
families are too busy putting their

act together to see through the day
without much trouble.

Spontaneous joy that comes from
enjoying your moments as they arrive
is now difficult to experience because
of the hectic life that starts for everyone
as they get up in the morning on a
working day, save the retired folks.
We as children used to enjoy dancing
in the open on a rainy day when
water falling from the sky drenched
us to our bones. This was almost 50
years ago when life was not as busy
as it is now, and the pressure to do
well did not consume all students
from primary school to post graduate
studies in colleges. We don’t see
children doing that nowadays. I
remember telling a mother to let her
four-year daughter enjoy jumping in
a puddle of water that had formed in
our society when she was admonishing
her to come inside lest she caught a
cold.Iwent down and started to jump
up and down in the puddle. That
made her squeal in laughter. These
moments are to be cherished, and
we must not let them go unnoticed if
we want to keep our sanity undisturbed
in these challenging times.

That brings me to Bertrand Russell
who set a great deal of store by
spontaneous joy. In his extremely
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fascinating, and illuminating book,
“The problem of China” he wrote a
paragraph that opened his eyes to
spontaneous joy no matter what your
circumstances are at a particular
moment. And I quote the following
paragraph about early 20th century
English society from this book:
“Imean also the almost unconscious
effort after beauty which one finds
among Russian peasants and Chinese
coolies, the sort of impulse that creates
folk-songs, that existed among ourselves
before the time of the Puritans and
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survives in cottage gardens. Instinctive
happiness, or joy of life, is one of the
most important widespread popular
goods that we have lost through
industrialism and the high pressure
at which most of us live; its commonness
in China is a strong reason for thinking
well of Chinese civilization."

Almost all highly industrial societies
have more or less lost the instinctive
happiness or joy of life, the Chinese
as well.

The writer is a retired IAS officer.
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1 Basket case’'s college boy can join old article about that's obscure office
beginning to feel club (8) crackpot (8) (9)
senses wobble 16 Lot of team taken (5-4) 5 Restraining 17 See1
(5) aback, with member 29 Endless source of expression of 18 Algebraic quantity
4 Adaptation of Dune put on the back devastation in place disgust is not that may work to
left many without foot (6) (5) nothing contain two bits of
excitement 19 Adding warmth to (6) arithmetic
(9) connection lacking DOWN 6 Amended moral (8)
9 Scenery material heart (6) bias is delectable 21 Appointed grandma
recalled character in 20 Live movement 1/17 Bodies in (9) to dismiss a
Hamlet (7) capturing a couple motion in lively 7 European with chaperone
10 No ball carried by of lines related to callisthenics came energy and self- (6)
university rugby dance (8) with added confidence 22 Be charged in court,
forward, that's 22 See 12 energy (3) wasting time,
clear (7) 24 What follows a do, (9,9) 8 Large part of nothing less
11 Wrong indicator? back in time (3) 2 None mute sex Canada that may (5)
Not good (3) 25 Better money when active? accommodate 23 Conan Doyle hero -
12/22 Museum to required to secure a Everyone clear off European country name set to enthral
fashion youngster — team leader (6,5) (5) one (5)
Scots boy — with (7) 3 See spades perhaps| 13 Fake misattributed 26 Small amount of
coal? It's a lot of

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

promoted
(11,11)

instant education | 27 Italian car designer
upset at odd bits of
trim (7)

28 Prepared in 4
advance to study

dropped after

My staff reduced
almost everything —

in the auction, not
turning over flower old
(5) (11)

15 Frank and Bill with
yen for standing for

fuel
(3)
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OCCASIONAL
NOTE

THE news sent by our Tokio correspondent
of the forcible deportation from Japan of
“Rajah” Mahendra Pratapis the first that has
been heard of this wild revolutionary for a
long time. He was at one time a rich landed
proprietor in the United Provinces and actually
held the title of Rajah. The story of his
activities in India is to be found in part in the
Rowlatt Report. They were of such a kind as
to make it necessary for him to leave India if
he were to escape a prosecution for revolutionary
conspiracy. He went to Afghanistan and,
because for some years the Government of
India hesitated to take the step of confiscating
his estate, was able with his riches to put
himself at the head of the anti-British
conspirators who were gathered in Kabul
during the War. Mahendra Pratap may be
quite wrong in calling himself a friend and
adviser of the present Amir, but he secured
sufficient backing at the Court to enable his
name to be published in the propaganda
leaflets circulated on the Frontier in 1919 as
President of the Provisional Government of
India. He lost some of his favour at Court
when the Afghan invasion of India was
stemmed, and all his authority disappeared
when, his estates having been confiscated,
funds ceased to reach him from this country.
However, he got into touch with the Soviet
Mission and was translated to Moscow, where
hejoined the Third International, which sent
him on some secret errand to the Far East.
While in China he preached the brotherhood
of man, a favourite topic with the revolutionaries.
His appearance in Japan is not surprising,.
Nor is his sudden disappearance from it.

News Items

ROYAL LUNCHEON
SENSATION

DAGGER AT
EMBASSY GUESTS

TOKIO, SEPT.

The newspapers give prominence to an
incident during a luncheon, at the British
Embassy, in honour of the Crown Prince and
Princess of Sweden, who are visiting Japan.

A man suddenly appeared outside on the
verandah. The son of Sir John Tilley, the British
Ambassador, went out toinvestigate. A dagger
imme-diately hurtled past Mr. Tilley who
chased the thrower, who, however escaped.

The Japanese newspapers hint that the
assailant is a Chinese student animated by
anti-British feelings, but the Embassy decline
tomake a statement in deference to the request
of the Japanese authorities to withhold
information pending investigation. —Reuter.

ATLANTIC FLIGHT

NON-STOP EFFORT
BY A FRENCHMAN

NEWYORK, SEPT.

THE French airman, Captain Fonck, aims
at winning the prize of £5,000 for the first
non-stop flight from the United States to
France. He will be accompanied by the United
States Naval Lieutenant, Curtin, as pilot and
also by a mechanic and wireless operator.

He will follow the coast to Nova Scotia and
thence head towards Ireland and finally fly to
Cherbourg and Paris. He will use a giant
Sikorsky biplane capable of a sustained flight
for two days. The plane will carry emergency
gas bags for inflation with hydrogen in the
event of the airman being forced to alight at
sea. — Reuter’s Special Service.

COUNCIL ELECTIONS

OCTOBER 4 FIXED AS
NOMINATION DAY

The Government of Bengal have issued the
following communiqué: —

Nomination papers of candidates for election
tothe Bengal (European) and Bengal Landholders’
constituencies of the Legislative Assembly
and of the Presidency and Burdwan (European)
and Anglo-Indian constituencies of the Bengal
Legislative Council will be received by the
Under-Secretary to the Government of Bengal,
Appointment Department, in his office on
October 4, 1926 between the hours of 11 a.m.
and 3 p.m. and the nominations will be
scrutinised by the same officer on Friday
October 8 1926 at 11 a.m.

Nomination papers can be had from the
office of the Board of Revenue or from the
Appointment Department, Government of
Bengal.

[ ]
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Complex priorities
A fear of political fallout has led to an
overly complex MDR structure on UPI

T he Merchant Discount Rate (MDR) charg-

es announced for UPI transactions show
how political considerations can dilute
economic benefits. In a quest to preempt politi-
cal attacks, the rate structure announced by the
National Payments Corporation of India has been
made overly complex. From October 15, the new
rates will apply only to UPI payments of 32,000
or more made at merchants. As such, the charge
is limited to only about 2.5% of all UPI transac-
tions, which is a welcome limitation. Yet, within
this, the rules have created different gradations.
UPI payments made at small merchants earning
less than 1 lakh a month are exempt. Those
made to merchants operating in certain essential
sectors will attract a flat MDR charge instead of
the 0.4% applicable on other sectors. Capital
market payments above 2,000 will attract a dif-
ferent MDR. These are clearly designed keeping
political backlash in mind. However, they raise
some important doubts among merchants, and
could potentially slow the adoption of UPI in In-
dia. For example, the rules are not clear on what
happens to a small merchant who crosses the 1
lakh a month turnover threshold, which is a low
limit at today’s prices. Who is monitoring their in-
comes? This will either increase the compliance
burden on small merchants, or involve a new me-
chanism for real-time transaction-checking that
banks will have to develop. In the short run, it
will likely result in small merchants simply refus-
ing to accept UPI until greater clarity emerges.
The government has also instructed banks to
make sure that merchants do not pass on this
charge to customers. But it has not specified how
banks are expected to check whether merchants
tweak their prices to absorb this additional
charge. A back-of-the-envelope calculation based
on past trends suggests that the MDR will yield an
upper limit of ¥2,400 crore of monthly revenue
for the payments ecosystem. The sector-wise flat
rates and reduced rates will likely result in a low-
er amount. The government has denied any U.S.
pressure to bring these rates to favour American
credit card companies. Yet, the data suggest that
the benefit will largely accrue to private banks
and U.S.-owned UPI apps. There is still an argu-
ment to be made for the Reserve Bank of India to
foot this bill from the vast surpluses it generates
every year. Maintaining vital payment infrastruc-
ture is surely a good use of these funds. However,
if the government persists in implementing this
charge, it should certainly simplify the structure.
There is still time before its rollout. The Goods
and Services Tax experience shows that rate
complexity hits small businesses the hardest.

New fault lines

Manipur’s new Kuki-Zo-Naga conflict
needs firm, even-handed State action
l n the three years since the conflagration of

May 2023 hardened into a fault line between

the Meitei and Kuki-Zo communities, Mani-
pur has traversed a slow path towards peace bet-
ween them. After nearly a year of President’s
Rule gave way in February 2026 to a Bharatiya Ja-
nata Party-led government under a new Chief Mi-
nister, Yumnam Khemchand Singh, attempts to
engineer a thaw gathered pace with the everyday
violence between the communities abating. Yet,
many of those displaced in 2023 remain in relief
camps; an RTI reply puts those dead in these
camps at over 700, many due to the lack of access
to basic health care and adequate nutrition. Even
so, there have been tentative and encouraging
openings towards rebuilding normalcy. On Sep-
tember 2, two Kuki-Zo MLAs attended the As-
sembly session — the first time since legislators
from the community began boycotting it follow-
ing the attacks in Imphal at the start of the ethnic
conflict. In doing so they defied a directive from
the Kuki-Zo civil society organisation, the Kuki In-
pi Manipur, to continue the boycott until there
was a concession on the demand for a separate
administration. The two MLAs seem to acknow-
ledge that it is time to reopen the political space
even if differences persist, and for this, their pre-
sence in the Assembly must be welcomed.

Yet, these moves have coincided with a new
ethnic fault line in Manipur. Since February, vio-
lence between the Naga and Kuki-Zo communi-
ties — which began as localised disputes — has
spread across the hill districts. Till July, at least 15
Kuki-Zo people, 11 Nagas, three security person-
nel and a truck driver were killed; more have
died in the last two months. Houses in Naga and
Kuki-Zo villages have been burnt down and the
newly displaced have moved into camps. Block-
ades imposed by partisans of the communities
against the other have held up essentials and
medicines, with the smaller Kuki-Zo community
the worse affected. Health centres in the hills
have been left dysfunctional. This echoes the Na-
ga-Kuki violence of the 1990s, now revived by
armed groups claiming to act on behalf of their
respective communities and resurrecting argu-
ments over who controls the hills and whose cus-
tomary laws prevail there. With its tenure ending
soon and Assembly elections due next year, the
State government must move quickly to contain
this outbreak of hostilities. It must work with civil
society to lower the rhetoric — reportage from the
ground suggests a weariness with the violence
across communities - while acting against the
armed groups with the help of the security forc-
es. Those imposing blockades must be deterred
by the force of law. Criminal law must apply
equally across communities in the hills, and the
safety and welfare of civilians must be guaran-
teed irrespective of ethnicity.

CM
K

The crucial Uttar Pradesh test of the BJP's hegemony

he political dominance of the Bharatiya

Janata Party (BJP), which appeared

almost unassailable after 2014, is

beginning to show cracks. The 2024
general election was an important setback: the
party lost its parliamentary majority and had to
depend on its allies to form the government.
Since then, disillusionment has acquired greater
political salience through youth protests, rising
prices, unemployment and failures of
governance, particularly irregularities in the
education and examination systems. To these can
be added the defeat of the Constitutional
Amendment Bill on delimitation and women’s
reservation in April, the Cockroach Janta Party
(CJP) protests that led to the resignation of the
then Union Education Minister and the complete
washout of the monsoon session of Parliament,
as both the Prime Minister and Home Minister
stayed away. Questions over accountability for
the excessive police action against student
protesters on July 20, compounded by the
absence of the two leaders from Parliament,
reinforced the impression of a government
unwilling to answer for its actions.

But these setbacks do not by themselves
amount to an erosion of hegemony. The BJP
remains a formidable political force, retaining a
substantial electoral base and considerable
ideological appeal. What is now at issue is
whether the forces that produced the BJP’s
dominance are beginning to encounter limits.
Uttar Pradesh is where this can be most clearly
tested.

The citadel of the party’s power, 2024 result
U.P. is not merely India’s most populous State; it
is the citadel of BJP power, central to the party’s
rise to national prominence. In the 2014 general
election, the BJP won 71 of the State’s 80 seats,
establishing it as a crucial pillar of its national
power. In the 2019 general election, it won 62
seats on its own despite the formidable alliance of
the Samajwadi Party (SP) and the Bahujan Samaj
Party. The State’s electoral weight was thus
instrumental to its successive parliamentary
majorities at the Centre. U.P. is still the crucible of
the BJP’s majoritarian politics and its
Hindu-Muslim mobilisation. A weakening of the
BJP here would therefore have implications far
beyond the State.

The 2024 general election strongly indicates
that the BJP had lost ground in U.P. Its tally fell
from 62 seats in 2019 to 33, while the SP won 37
and the Congress six. The sharpest erosion
occurred in Awadh, once the heartland of the
Ayodhya temple movement. In 2022, the BJP won
101 of Awadh’s 154 Assembly seats. In 2024, it was

Zoya Hasan
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electoral
landscape,
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BJP losing
ground in 2024,
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political
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can endure

leading in only 51 of those Assembly segments —
50 fewer than the number it had won in 2022.

The timing made the 2024 general election
result extremely significant. It followed the
inauguration of the Ram temple in Ayodhya,
which was the culmination of a political and
cultural project that had animated the BJP and
the wider Hindu right for decades. Yet, the
inauguration did not produce the electoral
impact that might have been expected: most
strikingly, the BJP lost the Faizabad seat, which
includes Ayodhya itself. It also lost in many
constituencies around it. This does not mean that
Ayodhya or the majoritarian politics surrounding
it has ceased to matter. The consequential point is
that it was no longer enough to win elections
even in the movement’s heartland. The fact that
the erosion was most visible in this region adds to
its significance, given the subsequent controversy
over donations to the temple. The episode,
whose effects are still being felt across the State,
showed that even powerful ideological symbols
are not beyond questions of integrity.

This matters because the BJP’s political hold in
U.P. has rested on a combination of communal
mobilisation, a durable electoral base and social
coalitions built around the temple campaign. The
2024 general election showed that this alignment
could be disrupted. Its longer-term implications
will depend on whether that disruption proves
temporary or marks a lasting shift in the
electorate’s preferences and expectations.

Some of the prominent fault lines

The 2024 result also suggests that voters are
becoming less willing to let a single dimension of
politics overwhelm all others, especially when
claims of economic performance do not match
the realities on the ground. U.P. remains among
the poorer-performing economies of the north
and east — as it has for decades. Its economy has
grown, but growth has not fundamentally altered
its relative economic position or generated
enough productive employment. The gap
between the rhetoric of transformation and
economic experience on the ground is
particularly visible in the State’s industrial
clusters. In Kanpur, Firozabad, Bhadohi and
Moradabad, exporters have faced serious
disruption from the tariff regime of the United
States, and the duties raised on Indian goods,
with falling orders, shrinking market access and
risks to employment, principally among
temporary and contract workers.

The frustration among young voters is
strikingly evident in the precarity of employment
and recruitment. Many were actively involved in
the anti-National Eligibility cum Entrance Test

protests earlier in the year. U.P. has seen repeated
examination leaks and cancellations. In 2024, the
police constable examination, taken by around 48
lakh candidates for 60,244 posts, was cancelled
following a paper leak. The Review
Officer/Assistant Review Officer examination was
similarly cancelled amid allegations of
irregularities, where out of a total of 10.76 lakh
registered candidates, about 6.8 lakh candidates
appeared, competing for just 411 posts. For a
generation that invests years in its preparation for
scarce government jobs, such failures are not
merely administrative lapses. They can mean the
loss of money spent on coaching and
applications, income and opportunity in a State
where government employment remains a highly
valued path to economic security.

The battle lines are being drawn

In these circumstances, the 2027 U.P. election is
likely to be more closely contested than those
that the BJP has faced in the State in recent years.
The party remains the strongest contender, but
the 2024 result has opened space for the
Opposition and revealed strains at various levels
that were barely perceptible in earlier elections.
The government is working overtime to address
the gap on several fronts, reflected in a slew of
measures to promote local entrepreneurship and
provide stipends for students in corporate and
technical institutions.

It is also set to introduce new schemes for
women, such as the Mahila Udyami Credit
Yojana, under which around one crore women
associated with self-help groups are expected to
receive interest-free credit of up to X1 lakh in
stages. The Opposition, too, sees an opening.
Both the SP and the Congress are seeking to
strengthen their appeal among younger voters,
with their leaders, Akhilesh Yadav and Rahul
Gandhi, focusing on student unrest,
unemployment and widening caste fault lines,
particularly divisions among upper castes and
between them and the Other Backward Classes.
Convergence between the two parties, as in 2024,
could bolster the Opposition’s chances in the
2027 U.P. election.

The 2027 election will therefore reveal more
than the BJP’s ability to recover lost seats. It will
show whether the political template that carried
the party to power from Lucknow to New Delhi
still commands the same electoral force. The
2024 result has already shown that this template
is no longer invulnerable in U.P. The 2027
election will determine whether the shift revealed
in 2024 becomes more durable. What happens in
U.P. could therefore alter the political balance on
which the BJP’s national dominance has rested.

A war room for India in an age o

name on a Washington list and end in an

Indian kitchen. Between them lie a New
York bank, a London insurer, a tanker in the
Strait of Hormuz and several Ministries in Delhi.
Foreign pressure moves through one system. No
single Ministry follows the whole journey.
Diplomacy, law, banking, trade, shipping and fuel
supplies sit in different parts of government. Who
owns the combined response?

Washington sanctioned four companies based
in India and three Indian nationals over alleged
trade in Iranian oil and petrochemicals. Tehran
listed an LNG carrier serving India and an
Indian-flagged bulk carrier for possible fines,
detention or confiscation in the Strait of Hormuz.
One order travels through bank wires; the other
waits at sea.

T he next sanctions crisis may begin with a

‘Weaponised interdependence’

India makes its own laws and foreign policy. Yet,
an Indian company may need an American bank
for payment, a foreign insurer for its ship, and
safe passage to deliver cargo through a strait that
another state can disrupt. Whoever controls a
critical network can exert pressure on those who
depend on it. Scholars call this weaponised
interdependence.

Secondary sanctions tell a foreign business to
abandon a targeted transaction or risk losing
access to American finance. On August 24, the
United States widened that threat under
Operation Economic Outcast across five Iranian
sectors: digital assets, technology, gold, aviation
and shipping. On September 14, Washington
imposed Iran-related sanctions on Russia’s VTB
Bank, which has a Delhi branch. Banks dealing
with it face sanctions risk, even where a
transaction is permitted under Indian law.

American laws in the 1990s threatened foreign
companies with penalties for conduct abroad.
Europe responded with a Blocking Statute. When
secondary sanctions against Iran returned in
2018, several European companies withdrew
despite having legal protection at home. The
possible loss of access to American banking and
dollar payments was enough to choke off trade
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that remained legal in Europe. Sanctions against
Russia widened after 2022. Export controls
pursued foreign suppliers of chips and machine
tools. Qil restrictions reached tankers, insurers,
ship managers and traders. Sanctions
increasingly followed the transaction rather than
stopping with the seller. On September 16, the
U.S. Congress passed a sanctions bill that would
authorise the U.S. President to impose tariffs as a
form of economic coercion. Indian exports to the
U.S. could face tariffs of up to 100% over India’s
purchases of Russian oil. The Indian government
is monitoring developments and has said that it
will work with industry to protect India’s trade
and economic interests.

Iran is using a different chokepoint at sea. On
August 23, its Persian Gulf Strait Authority
published a list of 45 vessels it called
non-compliant. They included Disha, chartered
by Petronet LNG and managed by the Shipping
Corporation of India, and Maha Roos, an
Indian-flagged bulk carrier. The authority did not
explain the alleged breaches. By September 14,
the list had grown to 77. The authority also
warned insurers against covering listed ships.
Washington has already sanctioned the authority
and warned that seeking passage guarantees from
it could carry sanctions risks, even without
payment.

The domestic consequences

Economic coercion ties foreign policy directly to
the domestic economy. Its consequences reach
households, farmers and seafarers. No Ministry
can see the whole chain on its own.

During the current West Asia crisis, the
government coordinated Ministries, monitored
vessels and supplies, raised LPG production and
found alternative cargoes. It has kept pumps
open and kitchens supplied.

That coordination should survive the crisis. An
Economic Security and Sanctions Office under
the Cabinet Secretariat should become India’s
permanent war room for economic coercion. It
should bring together officials responsible for
foreign policy, finance, commerce, energy,
shipping, law and defence, alongside the Reserve

sanctions

Bank of India and market regulators. Its staff
should track where transactions could fail, from
payment and insurance to shipping and delivery.

It would seek evidence behind foreign listings,
support legitimate requests for removal, negotiate
written exemptions and transition periods, and
issue clear Indian guidance. Banks should
distinguish legal prohibitions from their own
commercial caution. Companies should be
warned early when a payment route, insurer or
port is at risk.

India also needs more LPG storage, an
expanded Indian-controlled tanker fleet and a
stronger Bharat Maritime Insurance Pool, while
securing long-term LNG contracts outside
Hormuz. Rupee settlement can preserve lawful
trade when sellers accept it, but cannot shield a
bank that still needs New York.

Why India cannot follow China’s stand
China has said that the American measures had
no basis in international law or authorisation
from the United Nations Security Council (UNSC).
Earlier in May, Beijing told Chinese businesses
not to recognise, enforce or comply with
American sanctions against five Chinese refining
companies. India also says that it upholds
sanctions mandated by the UNSC and does not
accept unilateral sanctions. That does not mean
Delhi can simply copy Beijing. China’s market
power, state-directed economy and leverage over
critical supply chains give it more room to resist.

India’s financial and commercial ties with the
U.S. make adopting Beijing’s approach costly. A
legal objection alone offers little comfort if Indian
firms still bear the cost. India must protect
household energy, seafarers, fertilizer supplies
and lawful trade while preserving ties with the
U.S., Russia, Iran and the Gulf. Delhi needs the
full picture in one room before it acts.

The first test of sovereignty happens when
Delhi decides. The second comes when that
decision meets a New York bank or the Strait of
Hormuz. In the age of sanctions, India cannot
move those chokepoints. It can, however, make
sure that every decision is taken with the whole
journey in view.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Warnings about Al’s perils
The concerns being
expressed by some
technology companies that
artificial intelligence (Al)
poses a threat to humanity
cannot be ignored. There is
no doubt that Al is making
significant advances in
critical sectors.
Nevertheless, the possibility
of its misuse by
anti-national or anti-social

forces cannot be ruled out.
At a time when cybercrimes
are frequently reported, the
abuse of Al in cyberspace
could cause irreparable
damage to society. The
technology companies
promoting Al must also
provide a safety net to
protect the global
community from possible
Al-related threats. Though
superintelligence could be a

valuable servant of the
public good, it could also
become a dangerous
master.

S. Seshadri,

Chennai

Deserving Phalke awardee
Veteran Kannada actor
Anant Nag richly deserves
the Dadasaheb Phalke
award. His effortless acting
and flawless diction in

parallel and mainstream
cinema are what have
endeared him to his fans.
His journey in life, from
modest means to celebrity
status, is inspiring.

Dr. Ganapathi Bhat,

Akola, Maharashtra

Celebrating bamboo

On World Bamboo Day,
September 18, it is worth
recognising a remarkable

plant that holds immense
cultural and ecological
value. Known variously as
‘green gold’ and ‘poor
man’s timber’, bamboo is an
environmental powerhouse,
with more than 1,500
species capable of thriving
in diverse climates. Globally,
bamboo is deeply woven
into human traditions.
Beyond its well-established
traditional uses, it is a vital

ally in combating climate
change. There must be
greater awareness of the
work of premier institutions
such as India’s Forest
Research Centre for
Bamboo and Rattan
(FRCBR), in Aizawl, Mizoram.

M. Pradyu,
Thalikkavu, Kannur, Keralam

Letters emailed to
letters@thehindu.co.in
must carry the postal address.
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Does the BRICS summit signify a shift for Indian foreign policy?

PARLEY

ith a strong pushback against
unilateral western sanctions;
criticism of Israel over the killing
of civilians, the attacks on
Lebanon, and the forced occupation of
Palestinian territory; and support for UN reform
as well as a BRICS payment mechanism, the New
Delhi Declaration of 2026 has been likened to
India’s foreign policy from its non-aligned past.
But was it a compromise by New Delhi to build
consensus, or will the statement, and Prime
Minister Narendra Modi’s close engagement with
the leaders of Iran, Russia, and China, have a
bearing on India’s foreign policy? Ajay Bisaria
and Happymon Jacob discuss the question in a
conversation moderated by Suhasini Haidar.

Is the New Delhi declaration a return to
non-alignment or just momentary rhetoric?

Ajay Bisaria: Broadly, the declaration is in
keeping with India’s foreign policy, whether that
is strategic autonomy and multi-alignment or
multi-vector engagement. In terms of optics,
India is more on the front foot and less
apologetic than it used to be. India is getting
more and more comfortable in a non-western
forum, saying that it is emphatically part of it.
While it doesn’t necessarily mean a shift in
posture, it does suggest a greater degree of
comfort with a different set of optics.

Happymon Jacob: The BRICS summit is under
spotlight and things under spotlight look bigger
and shinier than they really are. BRICS is a
political platform; not a security platform. I
don’t think India’s policy today is that of
non-alignment at all. Non-alignment was a
strategy for a weak state in a bipolar world.
Today, we are in a different kind of world and
the desire in India is to become one of the poles
in a multipolar world. There is a reference to the
Bandung Spirit (Non-Aligned Movement) in the
BRICS declaration in pursuit of a fairer, more
inclusive, and representative multilateral
system. But that is nostalgia, not real policy.

How important are optics such as the
Modi-Xi-Putin handshakes or the Prime
Minister reaching out to the Iranian
President at a time when these leaders
represent the “anti-Western lobby”?

HJ: The optics are, in some ways, the substance
here. Chinese President Xi Jinping had not been
to India in nearly seven years. And we had the
Abu Dhabi Crown Prince (Khaled bin Zayed Al
Nahyan) sitting at the same table. In some ways,
the photograph is the message. At the BRICS

Russia’s President Vladimir Putin, Prime Minister Narendra Modi, and China’s
President Xi Jinping pose with other leaders during the BRICS Summit. ArFp

outreach session, a lot of powers who don’t
otherwise get into great power conversations
were present. So, there was a lot of socialisation
happening inside the platform and on its
margins. But I think we should understand that
this is not really having an impact on how the
world is being shaped. The declaration calls for
exercising restraint and protecting civilians and
civilian infrastructure and pointedly recalls the
respective national positions of each member. It
is fantastic, but the argument here is about
optics, not common positions.

AB: I would agree that these multilateral fora are
often performative to a degree and therefore all
optics matter. But in a multilateral document,
you can say the silent part aloud; what a country
won’t say in a national statement, it can say
aloud in a high-level multilateral summit. For
instance, everyone knows that the phrase
“unilateral coercive measures” is about U.S.
actions. So, you’re not really saying we condemn
U.S. action on so-and-so date; you’re simply
saying that we are against U.S. tariffs and
[western] sanctions. There is an understanding
now that what is said in a multilateral document
can be different from a national position.

Every BRICS summit since 2022, including
the 2024 summit in Russia, has made a
reference to Ukraine. The New Delhi
Declaration is the first time that references to
Ukraine have been dropped. Why?

AB: My guess would be that it was a Russian
veto. In the Rio BRICS declaration last year,
there was even condemnation of a Ukrainian
attack on Russia without an equivalent
condemnation of anything Russia had done. So
this time, instead of just condemning Ukraine,
they might have decided to drop the whole thing
entirely. It is very disappointing that a major
multilateral geopolitical forum doesn’t call for
belligerents to end the war, but instead stays
silent. That is an error of omission. I suspect the

er

Broadly, the Delhi declaration is in keeping
with India’s foreign policy, whether that is
strategic autonomy and multi-alignment or
multi-vector engagement

AJAY BISARIA

Russians said, no, we don’t accept it, and in the
interest of having a consensus, it was dropped.

HJ: I think India has no particular reason to
push for that language to be present in the
declaration because we have quite clearly sided
with the Russian Federation in this war,
indirectly if not directly. There must have been
Russian push but I see no reason why there
could not have been some neutral language to
put in [references to Ukraine], given the
precedent (of previous BRICS joint declarations).

The condemnation of Israel in the statement
is very strong. Does this represent a shift for
India given the PM’s speech on standing
“shoulder to shoulder” with Israel during his
visit in February 2026?

AB: The big picture is that India is trying to
establish neutral and balanced positions on both
conflicts, and therefore not be seen as backing
only one side in either. It has taken safety in the
language of the United Nations. There’s a
specific mention of the UN Security Council
Resolution 2803 of November last year, which
spoke about an International Stabilisation Force
and a Board of Peace. Some of the language has
been drawn from there. The overall posture is:
let’s try to be balanced and reasonably neutral.

HJ: There is a clear disjunction between the
statement and what Prime Minister Modi told
the Israeli parliament. Perhaps the declaration is
in some way intended to counter the perception
that India was getting too close to Israel. The
two-state solution has always been India’s
position, so the declaration doesn’t contradict
Indian policy there. But with the UAE, Egypt,
Iran, and Indonesia in the room, there was only
so much India could do to push back against the
harshness of that language. What Prime Minister
Modi told the Israelis in Israel is emotional and
consequential. But what is written in the BRICS
Declaration is multilateral, symbolic, and not
very consequential. I would still say the balance
is tilted in favour of Israel as a partner.

How significant are the paragraphs on

economic issues, particularly on intra-BRICS
trade using payments in national currencies?
These 10 or 11 countries represent 40% of the

global economy, and 25% of global trade.
Could they pose a challenge to the G7?

HJ: Indian policy has two parts. One is the
support for local currency payment
mechanisms. I don’t think India has supported a
permanent payment mechanism under the
ambit of BRICS. I think there is an
acknowledgement that there is no
one-size-fits-all approach as far as currency
settlement payment mechanisms are concerned.
I would think twice before signing on to a
non-U.S. dollar payment mechanism, which I
believe will mean the next big currency or the
next powerful currency. And unfortunately,
China’s currency is going to be that big currency.

AB: BRICS is a counterpoint to the G7, an
economic grouping that also has geopolitical
responsibilities. But I think India also finds itself
at an intersection with the G7, because it is a sort
of permanent invitee to the G7, along with
Australia and South Korea. I have made the
argument elsewhere that the G7 should dissolve
itself and become the Democratic 10 (D10),
including these three countries. I think that is
the real strategic autonomy or multi-vector
engagement, where India becomes the bridge
between the east and the west, but also a voice
of the south.

Will any of the decisions at BRICS see their
way into future Indian foreign policy? Or is
this just one moment with BRICS countries?

AB: I think this is a moment of success in Indian
diplomacy in terms of conducting a major
international event. In November, there will be
another opportunity to meet global leaders at
the ASEAN-East Asia Summit in the Philippines,
followed by Prime Minister Modi’s visits to the
U.S., Canada, and Brussels, where he could
potentially secure three trade agreements. I
think that’s what diplomacy will be about:
multi-vector engagement; keeping all
stakeholders engaged, in multiple directions.

HJ: India has only so much diplomatic capital.
Therefore, it is important to pick our battles,
forums, and partners. I think we should be
present in those rooms where global rules on Al
are being framed, and where the future of space
governance is discussed. I don’t think the next
world order is going to be made in forums such
as the BRICS but in those silent small rooms.

To listen to the full interview
Scan the code or go to the link
www.thehindu.com
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Al makes editors read the writer
as well as the text

Editors are often caught between their duty to the readers and

employers and the demands of the publishing process

Vasudevan Mukunth

’m a commissioning editor. Every day,

I receive more submissions of articles

written by Al than the last. The same
goes for articles polished by Al. More than
going against The Hindu’s policy, this habit
has the potential to corrode the human
practice of writing.

Writing is often hard. You consider the
relationship between your intentions and
the meaning of words laid down on a page.
You think through using the many degrees
of freedom a sentence or paragraph af-
fords to convey precisely what you mean,
down to the feeling, while also holding
readers’ attention and doing justice to
yourself without becoming self-absorbed.
Writing should trouble the mind. Al-made
or -polished writing offers to take this trou-
ble away — a temptation to be resisted.

Al-written or -polished text can be cor-
rosive to readers as well because all such
texts, no matter how diverse their con-
tents, read the same way. Editing it to be
more human, to have an undulating
rhythm rather than that sterilised glaze, is
also an exasperating experience.

I used to maintain a list of the hallmarks
of Al-written or -polished text, but as they
evolved, I turned to two ‘detector’ tools:
GPTZero and Pangram. I trust them be-
cause of their favourable coverage in the
scientific press, their developers’ attitude
towards the tools’ role in the publishing
enterprise, and their lower false-positive
rates. A false positive is when a tool flags a
piece as being Al-written when in reality it
is not. It can be pernicious because it caus-
es me to decline a submission I may have
accepted, potentially disappointing an
author. Such a result may also cause edi-
tors to develop an unfavourable opinion of
such contributors.

Sometimes, these tools jointly return
very high or very low scores, allowing me
to decide quickly about accepting or de-
clining submissions. The problem arises
when one or both tools return a middling
score, e.g. “50% chance of being written
by AI” or “50% of the text is written by AI”.

CM
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In these instances, I need to negotiate a
way forward. If the author is a rookie, I
may insist on seeing the timestamped ver-
sion history of the document containing
their text, and ensure the words didn’t
suddenly appear all at once. (If I have
doubts at the time of commissioning itself,
I may insist the author quote some experts
firsthand and submit their reporting notes
together with the finished article.) If T have
a mature relationship with an author, I di-
rectly communicate the stakes and possi-
ble courses of action.

But when an author doesn’t tick these
convenient boxes, I need to draft a reply
that balances several sensibilities. First, I
must not offend them. In fact, I have no in-
tention of villainising them: people use Al
models with text for various reasons, only
a small subset of which are malicious. Se-
cond, I need to elicit from the author an
honest response about whether, and if so
how, they used AI — especially areply I can
be sure is unencumbered by insecurities
or second-guessing. Third, I need to keep
the author’s trust while maintaining that I
cannot accept Al-written or -polished text.
Fourth, I must justify, if required, my deci-
sion to repose my trust in those tools rath-
er than in my judgment and/or in our rela-
tionship alone.

Now, if GPTZero and Pangram indepen-
dently falsely flag 5 out of every 100 arti-
cles as being Al-written or -polished, they
will have a combined false positive rate of
just 1in 4 million. However, the chance of
one tool flagging an article right and the
other flagging it wrong is still 1 in 1,000,
which is much higher.

But I cannot make decisions with math-
ematics alone as my guide. Al has caused
me to think more closely about the author
submitting an article and their reasons to
use — or not use — Al. Similarly, it would
help if authors think more closely about
editors, who are caught between their du-
ty to their readers and employers on one
hand and to facilitate the publishing pro-
cess on the other.

mukunth.v@thehindu.co.in

Chasing the sunset

A

Golden hour: Trained swimmers accompany a Ganesh idol which is to be immersed in the Krishna River downstream of the Prakasam Barrage in Vijayawada, Andhra Pradesh
following the Ganesh Chaturthi festivities on September 16. The immersion was carried out at a designated stretch of the river. G.N. RAO

FROM THE ARCHIVES @]@5

FIFTY YEARS AGO SEPTEMBER 18, 1976

Bright future for
computers in India

Hyderabad, September 17: Prof. A.S. Douglas,
Professor of Computational Methods, London

School of Economics and Vice-President,
International Federation of Information
Processing told The Hindu here to-day that
computer technology would have
considerable future in developing countries
like India as it aided the planning process in

various spheres. He said that computers could
be used for highly sophisticated calculations in

28 Pandn,

scientific and technical matters as well as
simple calculations in physics and chemistry.

Prof. Douglas said that while there were
certain jobs which could be done efficiently by
men, there were many things which
computers could perform more efficiently and
quickly than human beings. It was necessary
that a happy balance should be maintained in
the choice of jobs that could be performed by
men and those that could be entrusted to
computers.

Prof. Douglas, who was delivering a lecture
under the auspices of the Hyderabad Chapter
of the Computer Society of India, said that
India should have a well-organised
programme for the training of personnel
needed for manning the computers.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO SEPTEMBER 18, 1926

A lecture on advertising

Under the auspices of the Students’ Economical
Association the inaugural address was delivered
yesterday evening by Prof. Jospeh France of the
Presidency College, in the Senate House. The
meeting was well attended. The Chairman in his
opening remarks said that India was lacking in
the art of advertisements. Owing to the neglect
of this branch of study most of the Indian
industries were not well-known. Best of their
products found no place in the advertising field,
whereas they found so many minor products of
the west advertised through newspapers.
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NEWS IN NUMBERS

Increase in Indian
utilities’ August coal

imports

5 52 million metric tonnes.
Indian power
o

producers’ coal imports
in August rose to a 15-month high as a
heatwave and lower hydropower
generation boosted electricity demand.
Coal imports jumped 85.6% year-on-year
to 5.52 million metric tonnes. reuters

Number of deceased  Private capital
persons returned to attracted by the
Ukraine by Russia World Bank

Ukraine has received the
2 2 bodies of 252 people in

an exchange of war dead
with Russia, Ukrainian authorities said on
Thursday. Russia received 23 bodies in
return, Russian lawmaker Shamsail
Saraliev was quoted as saying by the RBK
news outlet. arp

in $ billion. The World Bank
llz on Thursday said it

attracted $112 billion in
private capital in the year ended June
versus $69 billion a year earlier, and more

than triple the amount in fiscal 2022 before
former Mastercard CEO Ajay Banga became

Amount to be spent Number of taluks
on defence by Ukraine declared drought-hit
in 2027 in Karnataka

in trillion hryvnia. The
4 9 Ukrainian government
o plans to spend two-thirds
of its budget on defence next year. Russia’s
four-and-a-half-year offensive has battered
Ukraine’s economy, causing billions of

dollars in destruction and punching a huge

The Karnataka
124 government on Thursday

declared 23 more taluks
drought-affected, taking the total number
of drought-hit taluks notified so far to 124,
amid dry conditions in several parts of the

State. el
COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM

president. RreuTers

hole in its neighbour’s finances. arp
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What is the Uniform Civil Code debate?

How are personal laws governed today? What does the Constitution say about a UCC? What are the arguments in favour of a UCC? What are the arguments

against? How could a UCC guarantee equal women’s rights? What alternative has been proposed?

EXPLAINER

Rangarajan R.

The story so far:
nion Home Minister Amit Shah
has indicated that the Uniform
Civil Code (UCC) would be
implemented in all 21
NDA-ruled States by 2029. Uttarakhand
has had a UCC in force since January
2025, while UCC bills passed by the
legislatures of Assam, Gujarat and
Madhya Pradesh are awaiting Presidential
assent.

How are personal matters governed
today?
Article 44 of the Constitution provides
that the State shall endeavour to secure a
UCGC for citizens throughout India. A UCC
would apply the same set of secular
personal laws to all people, irrespective of
religion, caste, or tribe. India already has
uniform criminal laws and common civil
laws covering matters such as taxation,
contracts, and negotiable instruments.
However, in matters such as marriage,
divorce, and inheritance of property,
various religious communities in India
follow personal laws that are based on
their religious doctrines. Hindus are
governed by laws such as the Hindu
Marriage Act (1955) and the Hindu
Succession Act (1956), while many tribals
within the Hindu religion may follow
customary family laws under
constitutional exceptions. Jains, Buddhists
and Sikhs are covered by Hindu laws. Sikh
marriages can also be registered under
the Anand Marriage Act (2012). Christians
and Parsis have their own personal laws,
while Muslims are governed by the
Muslim Personal Law (Shariat)
Application Act (1937).

What are the pros and cons?
The Constitution makers were divided
over including a UCC in the Constitution.

Some wanted it to be made a
Fundamental Right to ensure uniformity
in civil laws and secure equal rights for
women. However, many members of the
Muslim community were not in favour of
including it in the Constitution as they felt
that a uniform civil code would violate the
fundamental right to religion that is
guaranteed in Part III. Finally, the
provision relating to UCC was placed in
the non-justiciable Part IV - Directive
Principles of State Policy.

There are several arguments over
aspects of the UCC. The key arguments in
its favour are, first, that it would make
India secular in the true sense by
subjecting all citizens to the same
personal laws. The second and most vital
argument is gender justice: a UCC would
ensure equal rights for women across
religions in matters governed by personal
laws.

GETTY IMAGES

The key arguments against UCC are as
follows. First, there can be potential
conflict between the provisions of the
UCC and guaranteed fundamental rights.
Article 25 of the Constitution guarantees
every person a fundamental right to
practise a religion of one’s choice. Article
29 provides a fundamental right to any
section of citizens to conserve their
distinct culture. The provisions of a UCC
on personal matters may run contrary to
scriptures and cultural doctrines in a
religion. Second, the four States that have
enacted UCC have exempted tribal
population from its ambit. The reasons
for such exemption are constitutional
safeguards to protect tribal culture as well
as the belief that many tribal customs in
these matters provide adequate rights to
women. However, exempting one section
of society while making it compulsory for
all other groups, including religious

minorities, is discriminatory.

What can be the way forward?

The most important reason to reform civil
laws is to ensure equal rights for women
in matters of marriage, divorce,
maintenance, and inheritance. The right
to religion under Article 25 is subject to
constitutional morality and other
fundamental rights, including equality. In
Section 6A of the Citizenship Act, 1955
(2024) case, the Supreme Court held that
practices such as casteism and gender
discrimination, which run against the
spirit of the Constitution, would not
receive protection under Article 29. Thus,
reforms in personal laws should not be
viewed as violating Articles 25 and 29, as
they uphold women’s equality, an
essential facet of constitutional morality.

However, there is resistance to the UCC
among minorities, particularly Muslims.
In the Constituent Assembly, Dr. B.R.
Ambedkar advocated a UCC but suggested
that it could remain voluntary. He said
Parliament could provide for the UCC to
apply to citizens who declare they are
willing to be bound by it.

On the other hand, the Law
Commission in its Consultation Paper on
Reform of Family Law (2018) opined that
a UCC was neither necessary nor
desirable at this stage. It argued instead
for reforming discriminatory provisions
across personal laws. The emphasis
should be on achieving ‘equality within
communities’ between men and women
rather than ‘equality between
communities.” The report recommends
legislative reforms required in various
personal laws with respect to marriage,
divorce, custody, adoption, maintenance,
succession and inheritance, that would
ensure gender justice. The suggestions of
the Law Commission should be
considered while legislating and
implementing reforms in personal laws.
(Rangarajan R is a former IAS officer and
author of ‘Courseware on Polity Simplified’.
Views expressed are personal)

THE GIST
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The Uniform Civil Code (UCC)
would replace religion-based
personal laws governing
matters such as marriage,
divorce and inheritance with a
common set of secular laws

v

Supporters argue that it would
promote secularism, national
integration and gender justice,
while critics point to possible
conflicts with religious and
cultural rights

v

The Law Commission has
instead favoured reforming
discriminatory provisions in
existing personal laws to
ensure equality between men
and women

Why was ex-Kosovo President
convicted by The Hague?

What was Thaci’s role in the Kosovo Liberation Army? How has the verdict been received?

Joan Sony Cherian

The story so far:

ashim Thaci, the former
President of Kosovo, has been
sentenced to 25 years in
prison after being found
guilty of war crimes by a special
European Union-backed court at The
Hague. The trial found him guilty of war
crimes including murder, arbitrary
detention, illegal arrests, torture, etc
during the Kosovo war in the late 1990s as
a senior commandant of the Kosovo
Liberation Army (KLA). Three other
former KLA commanders were also
sentenced for several different charges.

What happened?
Thaci was a former commandant of the
KLA, a militant ethnic Albanian force,
formed in the early 1990s, which strove
for the independence of Kosovo,
composed primarily of ethnic Albanians,
from Yugoslavia and Serbia.

Kosovo was once part of the erstwhile
Republic of Yugoslavia. After the Second
World War, the Kingdom of Yugoslavia

M »

was reconstituted as the Socialist Federal
Republic of Yugoslavia under the
leadership of Josip Broz Tito. While Tito
was able to unify the multiple republics,
including Croatia, Montenegro, Serbia,
Slovenia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and
Macedonia, and the autonomous
provinces of Kosovo and Vojvodina,
under a centralised government, the
system came under pressure after his
death. Multiple factors, including
divisions between the republics, rising
nationalist movements, economic
pressures, and the disintegration of the
Soviet Union, contributed to Yugoslavia’s
eventual dissolution in 2003.

One of the primary nationalist trends
that spearheaded Yugoslavian dissolution
was the Serbian nationalist movement led
by Slobodan MiloSevi¢ in the late 1980s.
Riding on Serbian nationalist tendencies,
MiloSevi¢ pushed through policies that
stripped other republics and provinces,
such as Kosovo, of their autonomy. He
also brought in policies that were
discriminatory in nature against
Albanians.

The KLA was formed in this

atmosphere to fight for the independence
of ethnic Albanians in Kosovo, then a
province within Serbia. The KLA led an
insurgency against the Yugoslav state,
attacking Serbian government buildings
and police stations. This eventually led to
an all-out war in 1998-1999, with the
Serbian-controlled federal republic
brutally cracking down on the KLA. The
war led to the displacement of thousands
of people and the death of nearly 13,000
people, mostly ethnic Albanians. The war
finally ended with the intervention of
NATO (the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization), which carried out air raids
and bombardments against Serbian
targets, which forced the federal republic
to end hostilities and move out of Kosovo.
NATO subsequently deployed
peacekeeping forces to the region.

MiloSevi¢ eventually stood trial for his
crimes against humanity, genocide, and
war crimes committed during the
Yugoslav Wars of the 1990s, in The Hague
in 2002. However, he died in prison
before a judgment was reached.

In 2008, Kosovo declared
independence from Serbia and was

recognised by the U.S. and several other
European nations. However, Serbia does
not recognise Kosovo as an independent
nation and still considers it a part of itself
even though it has no administrative
control over it. It is still not a member
state of the UN. India also does not
recognise Kosovo as an independent
nation.

What was the trial for?
The trial was heard by the European
Union-backed Kosovo Specialist
Chambers, a special tribunal court
constituted in The Hague in 2016, to hear
the crimes committed by the KLA during
the period of insurgency and subsequent
war of the 1990s. The need for such a
tribunal arose after Swiss politician Dick
Marty authored a Council of Europe
report, known as the Marty report, in
2010, which alleged that the KLA placed
many Serbians in secret detention centres
where they were subjected to inhuman
and degrading treatment, before
ultimately “disappearing”. Of particular
note was the allegation that the KLA had
harvested the organs of such prisoners to
sell them in the international market.

The report, in effect, coloured the
larger imagination of the KLA and the
Kosovo independence movement. The
narrative changed from the KLA being
seen as a champion of self-determination
to an inhumane militia which had
committed human rights abuses against
Serbian nationals.

At least 15 people have been charged
by the Chambers, with Thaci being the
most senior figure. Charges were brought

against him in 2020, when he was
President of Kosovo, following which he
had to resign and stand trial as an
ordinary citizen. The central question
before the court was to understand the
extent of the commandants’ control over
the KLA and whether the crimes
amounted to a pattern of abuse. Finally,
presiding judge Charles Smith stated that
Thaci had “actively participated in and
encouraged crimes,” adding that “the
scale and nature of the crimes committed
were very serious”. However, the judge
insisted that the trial was “not about the
legitimacy of the Kosovo Liberation
Army” or its ultimate goal of securing
independence for Kosovo.

What has been the reaction?

The verdict is a significant fall for Thaci,
who was once regarded by Western
powers as central to Kosovo’s post-war
future. In Kosovo, where Thaci is still seen
as a revolutionary figure, the verdict was
met with outrage and tears. Kosovo’s
Prime Minister Albin Kurti said the verdict
was “a travesty of justice”. People who
had poured into the streets of Pristina,
the capital of Kosovo, to hear the verdict
were shocked and shouted slogans in
support of the KLA and Thaci.

However, the Serbian side has
welcomed the judgement. Serbia’s
Deputy Prime Minister Ivica Dacic called
the verdicts a “warning” to Pristina “that
a fake state cannot be built on mass
graves of murdered Serbs”.

Thaci and the three other
commandants have the right to appeal
the decision.
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Merchant Discount Rate is a fee for using UPI that will be paid by merchants to payment processors and banks. REUTERS

Who has to pay MDR on UPI and who
stands to gain the most?

Merchant Discount Rate will apply to certain P2M transactions above 32,000, while P2P transactions and merchant payments up to 32,000 will

remain free; the charge will be shared among banks and UPI apps, with exemptions and caps limiting the transactions and amount that attract MDR

T.C.A. Sharad Raghavan

The story so far:

fter much speculation and
debate, the National Payments
Corporation of India (NPCI) has
finally released its circular

' about the additional charges it will allow

to be levied on certain UPI payments from
October 15. While the Opposition has
argued that this charge will increase
prices for consumers, the government has
argued that this will not happen, and that
even the impact on merchants will be
minimal.

Who will have to pay the MDR
charge?

Merchant Discount Rate (MDR) is a fee for
using UPI that will be paid by merchants
to payment processors and banks.
Consumers will not have to directly pay
the MDR.

In its press release relating to the
NPCI’s announcement, the Ministry of
Finance on September 15 emphasised that
banks have been advised to ensure that
merchants do not pass MDR charges on to
customers and that UPI application
providers are expressly prohibited from
imposing platform fees or hidden charges
on users.

The MDR will have to be paid by mid-
to large-sized merchants who receive UPI
payments in excess of 32,000 per
transaction. These merchants will have to
pay a charge of 0.4%. For transactions of
%75,000 and above, the MDR will be
capped at ¥300 per transaction.

However, the rules change when it
comes to essential sectors. Transactions
0f 32,000 or more in essential and
thin-margin sectors, such as railways,
telecommunications, insurance, fuel, and
agricultural inputs, will attract a flat MDR
of 35 per transaction.

According to the government, this flat
charge will provide cost certainty for
critical public services and businesses
operating on narrow margins.

Further, capital market transactions
such as payments to mutual funds,
stockbrokers, dealers, and for equities
will attract an MDR of 0.02%, capped at
%300 per transaction. This lower rate, the
government has argued, is aimed at
supporting retail participation in formal
financial markets.

One way to ascertain how widespread
the charge will be is to look at the
volumes of UPI transactions. An analysis
by The Hindu of data provided by the
NPCI shows that person-to-merchant
(P2M) transactions above 32,000 make up
just 2.5% of all UPI transactions by
volume.

Who will not have to pay?

All Person-to-Person (P2P) transactions
will remain free of charge, regardless of
the amount being transferred. The
government has specified that “no
transaction fee, platform fee or other
charge may be imposed on individuals for

sending or receiving money through UPI”.

This is a significant exemption because
P2P UPI transactions make up about 37%
of the total UPI transaction volume.

Further, payments to merchants up to
%2,000 will remain free of MDR. This
makes up another 60.5% of all UPI
transactions by volume. That means, in
total, 97.5% of all UPI transactions will
remain free.

In addition, the NPCI has mandated
that small merchants, including street
vendors receiving up to 1 lakh per month
through UPI QR codes under the
Person-to-Person-Merchant (P2PM)
category, will also be exempt from MDR.

This means that the proportion of UPI
payments that will attract a charge is
actually even smaller than 2.5%.

Who stands to gain the most?

The government has said that the MDR
will be shared among payment ecosystem
participants, including banks, payment
service providers, and UPI application
providers.

The analysis of the NPCI data shows
that the P2M transactions above 32,000
make up 20% of all UPI transactions by
value.

That is, while ¥29.8 lakh crore was
transacted over UPI in August 2026, P2M
transactions above 32,000 were I5.99
lakh crore. This means that the absolute
maximum that banks and payment
processors can earn from MDR is about
32,400 crore a month (0.4% of ¥5.99 lakh
crore) or 328,000 crore a year. However,
since there are multiple caveats,
exemptions, flat rates, and caps imposed,
the total amount receivable will be lower
than this.

The way MDR works is that the bulk of

the charge (about 40% of what is
collected) goes to the payer’s bank since it
holds the customer’s bank account and
bears the core authorisation, security,
and settlement costs of the transaction.

Here, Yes Bank is the undisputed
gainer, since it is the payer bank in more
than 50% of all UPI transactions. The
second largest is ICICI Bank at 18.3%.

Of the MDR collected, the merchant’s
bank or receiving bank receives 30%. This
is because they manage the merchant’s
relationship, handle the QR code
deployment, and process merchant
settlements.

Here, too, Yes Bank is the payee in
about 55% of all UPI transactions and so
stands to earn the most from the MDR,
followed by Axis Bank at about 19%.

Another 20% of the MDR goes to the
UPI app or Third-Party Application
Provider (TPAP). PhonePe and Google Pay
stand to benefit from this, since PhonePe
accounts for about 46% of UPI
transactions by volume and Google Pay
another 32%.

The final 10% of the MDR goes to the
Payment Service Provider that connects
the technology partner bank that
connects the UPI application to the
central network switches.

The government has also said that a
dedicated fund will be established to
promote UPI adoption among small
merchants, with an amount equivalent to
5% of total MDR collections contributed to
this fund. It does not specify from which
of the payment system players this 5% will
be taken.
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Test yourself on the Indian odyssey at the Asian Games ahead of the 20th edition
starting in Aichi-Nagoya on Saturday

V.V. Ramanan A

QUESTION 4
A Mohamed Anas Imran Beg, Declan
QUESTION 1 Marshall Gonsalves and Quimcy Dsouza

It is well known that the Asian
Games debuted in New Delhi in
1951. What is the only other time A

India has played host to the QUESTION 5

Games? In which sport has India been

A dominant, with the men winning eight
QUESTION 2 out of the nine editions since the

With a gold medal at every edition
and 779 medals overall, India is
the fifth-most successful country A

at the Games. In which Games did QUESTION 6

it cross the 100 medal mark with Which sport follows athletics (283

1077 medals, including 85 gold) for the most
A medals for India with 80, including 16
QUESTION 3 gold?

The most successful Indian athlete | &
QUESTION 7

Who is set to become the first Indian
sportsperson to feature at seven
straight Asian Games?

at the Games has 11 medals,
including four golds at a single
edition. Who and in which Games
did the legend win four golds?

CM
K

are representing India in which sport
that is making its debut in 20267

sport’s debut in 1990 and the women
four out of five since 2010?

Visual Question:
Name this swimmer who won India's
first-ever gold medal at the inaugural
Games. THE HINDU ARCHIVES

Lvova-Belova

Questions and Answers to the previous day’s daily quiz: 1. Thaci was
convicted by the Kosovo Specialist Chambers of The Hague. What is the
mandate? Ans: Its hearing trials of crimes committed by members of
the Kosovo Liberation Army during the 1998-99 war

2. Which sitting PM currently has an arrest warrant against him issued by
the International Criminal Court in 2024? Ans: Benjamin Netanyahu,
Prime Minister of Israel

3. This British supermodel once testified in a trial against this former
Liberian president at the Special Court for Sierra Leone in The Hague.
Ans: Naomi Campbell; Charles Taylor

4.1n 2023, the ICC issued an arrest warrant against Russian President
Vladimir Putin for war crimes in Ukraine. It also issued a warrant for
another Russian official. Name the individual. Ans: Maria Alekseyevna

5. In 2016, this leader was convicted by the ICC to 18 years’ imprisonment
for war crimes and crimes against humanity committed in the Central
African Republic. However, the leader was ultimately acquitted by the
court after an appeal. Name the leader and his current position. Ans:
Jean-Pierre Bemba Gombo; Deputy PM of Transportation and
Channels of Communication of the Democratic Republic of Congo
Visual: This leader became the first ex-head of state to stand trial before
an international court since World War II. Ans: Slobodan Milosevic
Early Birds: K.N. Viswanathan | Tamal Biswas | Sunil Madhavan | Piyali
Tuli | Arun Kumar Singh

ARCHIVES

Know your
English

S. Upendran

How do you refer to the years
between 1901 and 1910? Is there a
single word for it? (Subhkaran
Choradia, Nagaur, Rajasthan)

No, there isn’t. There is no word to refer
to something that happened in the first or
the second decade of a particular century.
People generally tend to say the ‘early
decades’ of the Twentieth Century. We
can, for example, say ‘the early 1900s’, or
the first/second decade of the Twentieth
Century. It is, however, possible to refer
to something that happened after 1920.
For example, the years between 1920 and
1930 are usually referred to as the 1920s.
Similarly, we have the 1930s, 1940s, etc. If
we know which century we are talking
about, then we may simply say the 40s,
the 50s, etc. It is important to note,
however, that there is no apostrophe after
the year. We do not generally write
1930’s’; it would be wrong to do so.

What is a female “postmaster” called?
(A. Ambar, Chennai)

A woman who is in charge of a local post
office is called a ‘postmistress’. Makes
sense, doesn’t it? The plural is
‘postmistresses’. These words have been
included in the latest edition of some
dictionaries. Ever wondered what a
female postman is called? Logically, it
should be ‘postwoman’, but none of the
dictionaries have included this word. In
the U.S., men and women who deliver
mail are called “mail carriers”.

What is the meaning of “stand
someone up”? (V. S. Narayan,
Kakinada)
This is an expression which is frequently
used in informal contexts. When you
‘stand someone up ’, you make an
appointment with the individual and then
fail to show up. The expression is
normally used when one fails to keep a
date with one’s boyfriend or girlfriend. If
your boss doesn’t keep his appointment,
you don’t generally say that the boss
stood you up! Unless, of course, your boss
happens to be your significant other.
Sunita stood Raju up. He was extremely

angry.

How is the word “roulette”
pronounced? (B. Srinivasan, Chennai)
The ‘ou’ in the first syllable is like the ‘00’
in ‘ool’, ‘pool’, and ‘cool’, while the ‘e’ in
the second syllable sounds like the ‘e’ in
‘set’, ‘pet’, and ‘let’. The final ‘e’ is silent
and the main stress is on the second
syllable. Any idea what “roulette” is?

It is a gambling game in which a wheel
(roulette) spins round and round and you
have to predict which number the ball or
marble will land on. Then of course we
have Russian roulette. Ever heard of this
game? Well, it’s not actually a game. What
you do is put a bullet into one of the
chambers of a gun, leaving the remaining
five chambers empty. You then keep
spinning the chambers till you are no
longer sure where the bullet is. Next you
place the gun on your head and pull the
trigger. If you are lucky, you survive;
otherwise....

Some people get a lot of thrill playing
such games. Gabbar Singh in Sholay
enjoyed playing Russian roulette. The
expression ‘playing Russian roulette’ has
begun to be used metaphorically as well.
When you say that someone is ‘playing
Russian roulette ’, what you are implying
is that he/she is taking terrible risks; doing
something very, very dangerous.

Published in The Hindu on January 1,
2002

Word of the day

Adulation:

servile flattery; exaggerated and hypocritical
praise

Synonyms: adoration, worship,
appreciation, idolisation

Usage: The actor received adulation from
his fans.

Pronunciation: newsth.live/adulation

International Phonetic
Alphabet: /adzuleifan/

Yy

For feedback and suggestions for
Text & Context, please write to
letters@thehindu.co.in
with the subject ‘Text & Context’
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© WEB EXCLUSIVE \ ‘ ' ® WORDLY WISE
NAZA shows why we must listen \‘.} Without freedom of thought,
to both Palestinian survivors and A there can be no such
Israeli insiders — Sujata Ashwarya =H thing as wisdom.
Log on to www.indianexpress.com ‘-;] — Benjamin Franklin
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i REmERTIG Release 2017-18 consumption
~FOUNDED BY ~
FANATILCOENKA data, putall doubt to rest
N 1932 atld, put aii aou OreCs
BECAUSE THE TRUTH . , . . o
INVOLVES US ALL HERE HAS been considerable = The World Bank’s famous dollar-a-day pov- ——— the world continues to applaud the Chinese  released in mid-July 2011. Because of the fear
discussioninthesepagesonthe ertylinewasthelIndian povertyline! The first . 5 N poverty eradication miracle. that there was a severe drought in 2009-10
accuracy and/or credibility of  household panel survey was conducted by g But nations living behind glass should  (rainfall datadid not confirm adrought) and
the GDP data for March-June NCAER, the Additional Rural Incomes Sur- R notthrow stonesat those with steelveneers.  the dampeningeffects ofthe Great Financial
Rate S mu St reﬂe Ct 2026. My guess is thatinterna-  vey, 1968-69 to 1970-71; an honour shared lr"‘:‘ v i One criticism oftheIndian statisticalappar-  Crisis, the government had commissioned
tionally also thisdebatehasassumedimpor- ~ with the University of Michigan Panel Study I\j : / atus that refuses to go away, precisely be-  anunprecedented additional consumption
< ﬂ b b 1 tance. Giventhis,ThopeIcanbeexcusedfor  of Income Dynamics, which conducted the i cause it is unanimous, is this: Something  survey for the agricultural year 2011-12 (July
ln atl()n r IS (S penning another op-ed on the subject. first panel in1968. SURJITS happened toIndia’sstatisticssince2014-In-  2011toJune2012). In otherwords, anew sur-
It isimportant to separate the commen- South Asian countries like Sri Lanka, Pak- BHALLA dian data started being officially censored. = veywasalready in the field when the results
N LINE with expectations, the US Federal Reserve has raised taryonIndiandataintotwobroad categories  istan and Bangladesh have been conducting That is the primary reason why, despite  ofthe “old” survey were announced.
interest rates by 25 basis points, lifting the target range of the — national accounts data, and otherdata.I  income distribution surveys for years, and world-class improvements (not perfection, The Indian government had acted inthe
federal fundsrate to 3.75to 4 per cent. The rationale behind have had the privilege ofbeingamemberof India has finally joined the world in this en- but we are not adeveloped countryyet),the  best, pioneering nature of the Indian statis-
the decision, which all committee members supported, is several government committeessince1998.  deavour. Given the dissection and healthy effortsonthe GDPdataare, well, questioned.  tical system. Be conservative (noincomedis-
straightforward —inflation remains uncomfortably high. AsFed In2006, Iwas appointed asamemberofIn-  criticism of Indian data, it is important to Examine the most widely known, and tributionsurvey!)butdonotever censordata.
chair Kevin Warsh also acknowledged, “The plain factis that in- dia’sfirststatistical commission (2006-2009)  point out the overwhelmingly unhealthy acknowledged, instance of censorship. After The tragedy, and mistake, is deeper. I
flation is too high and has been for too long.” under theleadership ofthelate Suresh Ten-  analysis, let alone criticism, of one of the 2011-12, India undertook a consumption have participated in several analyses of In-
In August, US consumer prices rose 0.4 per cent on a sea- dulkar. Interacting frequently with staff  mostsuccessful development transitionsin (and employment-unemployment) survey  dian poverty data, including an analysis of
sonally adjusted basis (keeping the 12-month rate at 34 per cent), members of the NSS and national accounts  history — China. I myself have published, in 2017-18. There was no official report or = what likely happened to consumption and
according to the US Bureau of Labour Statistics. Inflation was division, Ilemerged with the followingobser-  and discussed, the “fact” that China has datarelease of the2017-18 consumptionsur-  povertyin2017-18.Ina2019 article, co-auth-
driven, in large part, by energy prices. Gas prices in the US are at vation on keepersofthestatistical frame(and  shown the fastest-ever poverty reduction vey. Aftermuchreluctance,andinternalde-  ored with Karan Bhasin, we wrote: “Itisim-
$4.43 agallon, while diesel prices are at roughly $6.4, up from $3.7 flame): “Don’tbuildaroadbecauseyoumay over the last 25 years. But how many of us bate, the2017-18 employmentsurveywasre-  portanttorelease the unit-level data, ifforno
ayear ago, fuelling price pressures across the economy. The deci- have an accident”. Stated more favourably, have asked how China obtains this result? leased (PLFS 2017-18). Nosuchluckwiththe  otherreason than to let the world know just
sion to raise rates is, however, at odds with US President Donald official Indian statisticianswould erronthe  And how do the World Bank and IMF treat consumption survey. Why? Because the  howbad the CESdatais”.
Trump’s desire for looser monetary policy. Only a few days ago, side of “accuracy” or “precision”. Ifaroadis  and analyse Chinese data on poverty? data showed (via leaked reports) that real I have reiterated that view several times,
Trump posted on asocial media platform,“High interest rates put notbuilt, if knowledge isnotadvanced, sobe They don’t. They accept at face value mean consumption levels had declined by privately and in print. No need to endorse
the USA at a very unfair disadvantage, and I won't allow that to it — we purists cannot be wrong. what China provides via deciles of income 3.7per cent over the six-year periodbetween  the data—justreleaseit. The “unintended”
happen”. The10-year USbond yield is hovering around 5 per cent. It is for this reason that India hasnot  and consumption, for rural and 2011-12and 2017-18;and ruralcon- ~ consequences of that censorship have be-
Trump has, inthe past, alsorallied against the previous Fed chair undertaken the task of conductingahouse-  urbanChina. Whatanalysis? China The ‘unintended’ sumption, where mostofthe poor ~ come evident since then: No matter how
Jerome Powell over the central bank's interest rate decisions. Fol- hold income distribution survey. I have  conducts household surveys like consequences of that are,declined by 8.8 percent;urban  goodthedata producedinIndiais, there will
lowing the Fed's decision, he posted, “LOWER THE INTEREST begged the authoritiestodo anincomedis- India does. But no unit-level data . per capita consumption rose by  always be doubt, one that is exploited by
RATES FOR THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA, AND FAST!”. tribution survey since 1998. haseverbeen released tothe public. censorship have become 2per cent. political opponents. There isan easy no-cost

But, considering the projections — inflation, based on the per-
sonal consumption expenditures price index, has been pegged
at 3.7 per cent in 2026, 2.3 per cent in 2027 and 2.1 per cent in
2028 — it raises the odds of further rate hikes. A healthy labour
market — surpassing expectations, 1.6 lakh jobs were added in
August, while the unemployment rate remained at 4.1 per cent
— will give greater space to policymakers to tackle inflation.

The US Fed is, however, not alone. Central banks across the
world are also tightening rates. Last week, the European Central
Bankalso hiked interest rates by 25 basis points asit seesinflation
remaining “well above target for an extended period”. Their deci-
sions come only weeks ahead of the October meetingof the RBI’s
monetary policy committee. Considering the price pressures in
the economy and recent inflation projections, adjustmentstothe
policy rates are needed.

Rise above the
politics of greetings

FFICIALLY, IT was a “routine transfer” for “public in-
terest”. The political context, though, tells a different
story. Hours before her transfer, a group called the
Hindu Legal Fund claimed it had lodged a complaint
with the West Bengal Home Secretary against IPS officer Bushara
Bano, until recently the Additional SP of Kharagpur. The officer’s
alleged offence was the greetings she used while speaking on
video about her alma mater, Aligarh Muslim University, and
praising its Residential Coaching Academy for helping her clear
the UPSC exams. “She began with assalamu alaikum, used In-
shallah... and did not use Vande Mataram or Jai Hind. A serving
officer representing the Indian state should maintain neutrality
and use national expressions,” according to the Hindu Legal
Fund. The government’s opacity regarding the transfer
strengthens the impression that it gave in to the demand.

Nothingin the All-India Service Rules prevents an officer from
usingreligious or cultural greetings, especially in a private capac-
ity. The inclusive secularism envisaged in the Indian Constitution
—which officialsand governments are meant to uphold — allows
space for religious and cultural expression. By seemingly pun-
ishing an officer for words meant for a particular context and audi-
ence, West Bengal’s BJP government is, deliberately or not, mak-
ing the same mistake as its predecessors.

For the better part of five decades, state capacity in West
Bengal has been eroded by a politics that saw “the party” and
its affiliates — whether the CPI(M) or Trinamool Congress —
all but exercise a veto over all aspects of governance. Much of
the anger against the TMC government and its “syndicate”
stemmed precisely from the fact that it was at once both over-
bearing where it did not need to be and absent where it was
needed; that thelaw and the rules were selectively applied. The
Suvendu Adhikari government, rather than focussing on cor-
recting thislopsided deficit, seemsto be deepeningit. In a state
that needs conversations and policies around jobs, education
and industry, the focus seems to be on diet, “gerua yatras” and
how a young officer says hello and goodbye. It sends amessage
not of “minimum government, maximum governance” but of
government high-handedness. The Suvendu Adhikari govern-
ment needs to be responsible and responsive, not to social
media trolls and fringe outfits, but to a more expansive and in-
clusive idea of “public interest™.

Areality check for an
ancient myth

OR TWO-and-a-half millennia, the Parthenon in Greece

has been credited with an architectural sleight of hand

that contributed to its perfection. Architects and art his-

torians have insisted that its curved base and gently bulg-
ing columns were engineered to correct optical illusions — that
without such precision, the temple would appear to sag in the
middle, much like a deep-bellied hammock. It is a wonderful
story about the intellectuallegacy of the ancient Greeks. Itis also,
according to Oxford University professor Alain Goriely, almost
entirely fiction. The mathematician’s new paper debunks the
myth, finding theillusions either unsupported by evidence or too
microscopic to have been engineered.

The myth’s genesis, it turns out, was not with Ictinus and Cal-
licrates, the architects of Parthenon, but from Vitruvius,a Roman
writing four centuries later, whose hearsay was mistaken by Re-
naissance scholars for eyewitness knowledge. Goriely calls this
the “supreme knowledge fallacy” — the flattering assumption
thata civilisation capable of extraordinary art must also have pos-
sessed a modern scientist’s grasp of optics. In truth, the Greeks
were still arguing about whether sight worked by rays shooting
out of the eye — extramission, as Plato and others believed — or
intoit, intramission, as argued by Democritus and his cohorts.

Beyond the mathematics, thereis also, it would seem, another
lesson in Goriely’s findings: On how readily admiration can
manufacture glib explanations. In a post-truth age, with its pen-
chant for optical illusions that bend reality to one’s liking,
Goriely’s most subversive invitation is not to admire the Parthe-
non less but to look at it more carefully. There are many things
that make acivilisation great. The ability to discern when our cer-
tainties need a reality check is one of them.

Note that in conducting consumption
surveys, India has been a pioneer in world
statistical surveys; and we have not worried
about survey consumption ranging between
55and 60 per cent of consumption estimated
via national accounts. India was the first
country to outline poverty measurement.

My best understanding is that
China provides four excel files, one
each for consumption andincome,
rural and urban. There are 12 obser-
vationsin each file—the 10 deciles
and possibly the 5 per cent and 95
per cent meanlevels. On thatbasis,

evident since then: No matter
how good the data produced
in India is, there will always be
doubt, one that is exploited by
political opponents

There is alesson from what the
Indian government had previously
donewhen survey “findings” were
unpalatable. NSS consumption
surveys had been on a five-year
schedule since 1983. The 2009-10
consumption survey results were

solution to this data and credibility crisis —
in the name of god, release the unit-level
2017-18 consumption data.

The writer is chairperson of the Technical Expert
Group for the first official Household Income
Survey of India. Views are personal

An EV roadmap for
a sustainable city
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REKHA GUPTA

Thereal
backbone
of this
transition is
infrastructure.
Delhiis aiming
for 32,000
public charging
points,
requiring
approximately
23,000
additional
points over the
existing
network

EPTEMBER 17 marks Prime
Minister Narendra Modi’s 76th
birthday and the start of a
month-long Seva Sankalp Ab-
hiyan tomark 25 years of his un-
interrupted leadership in government.

The nation is celebrating this occasion
through the language that has defined his
public life: Seva. In Delhi too, we are giv-
ing this spirit of seva a tangible form
through several initiatives. Development
projects worth more than Rs 13,000 crore
are beinginaugurated or launched during
this campaign.

Pandit Deendayal Upadhyaya’s
philosophy of Integral Humanism
reminds us that the individual, society,
nature, and the larger universe cannot be
viewed in isolation. Development must
restore harmony. PM Modi has brought
this understanding into contemporary
public policy. His vision of a developed
India cannot be separated from the
creation of cleaner, more efficient and
resilient cities.

India’s electric mobility journey dem-
onstrates how rapidly such a vision can
translate into reality. Total electric ve-
hicles (EV) sales have risen from just 2,322
in FY 2014-15 to 25,45,622 in FY 2025-26.
The Delhi government’s Electric Vehicle
Policy is designed for this.

The urgency is undeniable. A Com-
mission for Air Quality Management as-
sessment submitted to the Supreme
Court in January identified vehicular
emissions as the largest primary source of
Delhi’s winter air pollution, accounting
for approximately 23 per cent. Two-
wheelers constitute nearly 67 per cent of
Delhi’s vehicle stock, while three-
wheelers, commercial vehicles, and
goods carriers clock exceptionally high
daily mileage. Electrifying these high-use
segments can deliver great environ-
mental benefits.

The Delhi EV Policy outlines a phased
transition. From January 1, 2027, new reg-
istrations of L5 three-wheelers and N1
goods carriers will move to an electric-
only framework, with two-wheelers fol-
lowing from April 1, 2028. Fleet aggrega-
tors and delivery-service providers are
also being moved towards electric mobil-
ity, while school buses will progressively
increase their electric share to 30 per cent
by March 31, 2030.

Affordability is central. Electric two-
wheelers will receive purchase support of
up to Rs 30,000 in the first year, along
with scrapping incentives, while eligible

N1 commercial vehicles can receive pur-
chase support of up to Rsl lakh. For pri-
vate car owners, the policy provides a X1
lakh scrapping incentive for scrapping a
BS-IV or older car and purchasing an eli-
gible electric car priced up to X30 lakh ex-
showroom, along with a 100 per cent
waiver of road tax and registration fees
until March 31, 2030. The scrapping in-
centive is capped at the first one lakh eli-
gible applicants.

The real backbone of this transition is
infrastructure. Delhi is aiming for 32,000
public charging points, requiring approxi-
mately 23,000 additional points over the
existing network. Delhi Transco Limited
will serve as the nodal agency for public
charging and battery-swapping infra-
structure, and a high-powered committee
chaired by the Chief Secretary will bring
together the departments responsible for
transport, power, planning, environment,
and finance to drive implementation.

EV dealers will be required to provide
public charging facilities, while new civil
infrastructure created by the Delhi gov-
ernment, MCD, NDMC, and Delhi Can-
tonment Board will have to be EV-charg-
ing-ready from the design stage.

DISCOMs have also been asked to
facilitate the installation of separate
meters for home EV charging. Public
transport will be a crucial pillar. Delhi
already has more than 5,000 electric
buses, with a target of up to 13,000 in the
next few years.

The road ahead is not without chal-
lenges. Behavioural change takes time,
and infrastructure must keep pace with
demand. Industry, government, and
citizens will all have responsibilities.

The Seva Sankalp Abhiyan reminds us
that governance is ultimately about ser-
vice. The green transition reminds us that
service cannot be limited to the present
generation. We owe a debt to those who
will inherit the city we build.

This is perhaps where the meaning of
September 17 becomes larger than a birth-
day celebration. It becomes an occasion
to reflect on the India we want to build
and the Delhi we want to leave behind.

The Prime Minister has often spoken
of a developed India by 2047. As India
moves towards a developed, self-reliant
and sustainable future, Delhi is deter-
mined to not only witness that trans-
formation, but drive it.

The writer is chief
minister of Delhi
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SALMAN S0z

None of this
means 7.8 per
centis fiction.

WhatIam
asking for is not
alower number,

but a different
kind of proof.
Show me
private
investment
risingon its
own, not
proppedup by
government
spending, Show
me real wages
climbingthe
way they didin
theboom years

GDP number

HE CONTROVERSY on the latest GDP report stems

from concerns around methodology, transparency

and the veracity of the underlying data. Iwill not re-

litigate this controversy here. Instead, I want to ex-

plore what it means when experts suggest that the
economy does not feel asifit is growing at 7.8 per cent.

Joseph Stiglitz haslong argued that GDP can rise even as many
citizens feel worse off. That's why household incomes, consump-
tion, and economic security matter. When an economy is boom-
ing, people should find better jobs, see real incomes rising, save
and consume with greater confidence, while businesses invest
because they expect demand to endure.

The government citesrisinglabour-force participation as evi-
dence that employment is no longer a serious problem. In the
yearsafter theIndia Shining campaign, BJPleaders cited surveys
showingthe creation of some 60 million jobs under the first NDA
government. Much of thatincrease consisted of self-employment
driven by rural distress. We know how that ended. Something
similar is happening now. In 2025, Labour Minister Mansukh
Mandaviya cited a 19 per cent increase in agricultural employ-
ment. And the share of workers in agriculture hasalsoriseninre-
centyears. Foradeveloping economy, that is troubling: Develop-
ment normally means workers moving out of low-productivity
farming, not backintot.

Real wages, especially in rural India, rose strongly during the
high-growth years of the 2000s. But wage growth hasbeen much
weaker in the last decade even as corporate profitability surged.
The government’s own Economic Survey noted that corporate
profits rose by more than 22 per cent in FY2023-24, while employ-
ment at the firms it examined increased by only around 1.5 per
cent. During the boom years, 2003-04 t0 2007-08, net household
financial savings averaged more than 11 per cent of GDP. By 2025-
26, they had fallen to 6.2 per cent, a level last seen in the early
1980s. Borrowing alone does not indicate distress, but the com-
bination of weakening financial savings and rising consumption
borrowing is not what a broad-based boom should look like.

Two-wheeler and passenger-vehicle sales rose sharply in the
April-June quarter. Butaquarter’s data does not make adecadal
trend. Two-wheelers, the entry point to middle-class mobility,
grew at nearly 11 per cent a year in the decade before 2014. In the
decade after, growth fell to under 2 per cent; even through 2025-
26, itis barely above 3 per cent. Passenger vehicles slowed too.

Finally,investment. The earlier boom saw the investment rate
rise fromroughly 27 per cent of GDPin 2003 to close to 39 per cent
by 2008. Investment today remains well below the peak during
the UPA era, though it has recovered to about 34 per cent of GDP.
But who is doing the investing? Public capital expenditure has
played a major role while private corporate investment hasbeen
farless exuberant than record profits might suggest. Net foreign
directinvestment, too, hasbeen weak. If businesses saw adurable
demand boom ahead, one would expect considerably greater ur-
gency in adding capacity.

None ofthis means 7.8 per cent is fiction. WhatIam asking for
isnotalower number, but a different kind of proof. Show me pri-
vate investment rising on its own, not propped up by government
spending. Show me real wages climbing the way they did in the
boom years. Show me two-wheeler sales closing the gap with their
old growth rate, not coasting on one good quarter. Show me the
workforce moving off farms again.

Sozis an author, economist and member, Indian National Congress
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177 killed in South Africanmine

FIRE SPARKED off by a welding accident
sent deadly chemical fumes billowing

- through a gold mine, killing at least 177
T workers and injuring 235 in Kinross, South
ﬂ. Africa, officials said. Rescue teams wear-

i ing breathing apparatus evacuated 2,200

P ~mim

Fumes kill 177 in
S. Alrican mine
235 haort and 5 missimg
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men from the Kinross Gold Mines, 100 km

and palitics east of Johannesburg.

npari, says FM

US arsenal for germs warfare
THE PENTAGON is quietly increasing its

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

research into germs warfare. Itis cloning
some of the world’s rarest and deadliest of
diseases toincreaseits arsenal for germs
warfare. Critics are expressing fears that
the USis laying the groundwork for a new
biological weapons system.

PM oncommunalism

THE PRIME Minister, Rajiv Gandhi, made an
appeal to keep religion and politics apart.
Addressing a special Congress (I) conven-
tion at St Alberts College Grounds soon
after hisarrival in Cochin, he said the big-

New Delhi

gest threat to the country came not from
outside but from within.

OnHindi, Tamil Nadu vs Centre

THE TAMIL Nadu Government has urged
the Centre to withdraw its recent circular
on use of Hindiin central government
offices to avoid a law-and-order situation
inthe state. A “strongly” worded letter on
the issue has been written to the PM, Rajiv
Gandbhi, by the state Finance Minister, VR
Nedunchezhiyan, who also holds the Chief
Minister's portfoliosin his absence.




® WHAT THE OTHERS SAY
Yemen’s recent history

amply demonstrates the futility
of seeking a military solution.
— The Guardian
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THEBESTOF BOTHSIDES

A weekly column, which offers not this-versus-that, but the best of both sides, to inform the debate
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ILLUSTRATION: C R SASIKUMAR

In the wake of the Satya Niketan tragedy, how should Delhi’s student-housing crisis be tackled?

Fix the small-format
housing problem

ADARSHA KAPOOR

HE COLLAPSE of abuildingin
Delhi’s Satya Niketan has
brought to the forefront the fail-
ure of planning and regulation
by development authorities
and landowners. While the loss of livesand
the apathy of those responsible is rightfully
receiving attention, little of it is diverted to
preventingsimilar occurrencesinurban vil-
lagesand unauthorised colonies, which are
the only source of supply of “accessible”
small-format housing in the Delhi-NCR.

Small-format housing is a shared ac-
commodation and can range from a stu-
dio, a one RK (room and kitchen) unit, a
one-BHK unit, small two-BHK units, or as-
sisted units. For students, young profes-
sionals, nuclear families, senior citizens
(either living alone or only with a spouse)
and even persons with disabilities, from
lower to upper-middle income brackets,
such units are practical, thus in high de-
mand for both ownership and rental.
These are the backbone of a developed
economy (look at the role of social housing
in the Netherlands). But where are they?

Let’sunderstand the predicament of the
most vulnerable groups, in dire need of
small-formathousing. Students withoutal-
located hostels need accommodation close
totheireducational instituteto avert thein-
convenience and cost of travel. Young grad-
uates need affordable accommodation near
offices and may pay a cost marginally
higher than students pay for the same con-
veniences. For women, security consider-
ationsoverride all other conveniences, and
securing housing is tougher (and expens-
ive), irrespective of their willingness to pay.
Nuclear families and senior citizens prefer
to stay close to their desired school and
healthcare facility. They pay a higher price
ranging from Rs25,000to Rs 75,000 per unit
of similar housing typology. They may get
accommodation in planned parts of Delhi.
Anylessisalwaysinunregulated areas. The
hardships of securing respectable shelter for
people with disabilities, foreign visitors, and
minorities deserve a separate chapter.

The Master Plan for Delhi (MPD-2047)
is responsible for ensuring supply, regulat-
ing circle rates, and ensuring sustainable
development through public or private de-
velopers. The MPD-2047 says, “Nearly 85
per cent of the city’s population belongs to
low and mid-income segments. The high
cost of land in the city has resulted in unaf-
fordable housing which has led to prolifer-
ation of unauthorised colonies (UCs), slums,
and densification of urbanvillages. Around

284 per cent of the householdslive in rental
accommodation (Census, 2011). 32.3 per
centof the population are migrants (Socio-
Economic Survey of Delhi, GNCTD, 2018-
19) who prefer rental housing due to low
entry and exit costs. Most of this rental
housing demand is being catered by un-
planned settlements.” The document also
highlights the huge deficit in the provision
of different housing formats, especially the
small-format affordable ones.

Butlet’slook at the regulations for small-
format housing in the MPD-2047. Such
formatswill getamaximum floor arearatio
(FAR) of 300, ground coverage of 40, mini-
mum plot area of 2000 sqm and a mini-
mum right of way of 12m. On the one hand,
the ground coverage and FAR make devel-
opment of small-format housing unviable
and on the other, identifying a land parcel
of2000 sgm or even undertakingland pool-
ing, where required, is a Herculean task.
This encourages illegal developments like
Satya Niketan to thrive.

The MPD-2047 discusses involvement
of the private sector through proposed rede-
velopment, land pooling and other provi-
sions at length. The private sector hasbeen
eager to venture into this category of hous-
ingin Delhi. Intheory, by increasing the var-
iety of products, the private sector should
have attracted a larger pool of end-users
while boosting business.

The private sector, like in any other city,
hasbeen voicing the need for suitable regu-
lations, location and fiscal tools to provide
fortheincreasing demand for small format
housing, Forexample, apart from allocation
of land at suitable locations for such units,
the development regulations need to allow
higher ground coverages, ease of amalga-
mation/sub-division ofland, ease of mixed-
use, change of use, fiscal incentives in
duties, and charges to ensure that the asset
classes developed remain affordable forthe
actual end users.

The erstwhile Master Plan did allow
plot amalgamation for group housing to
improve housing stock and increase af-
fordable units. So, the city got a King’s
Court and Queen’s Court, “affordable” at
Rs 25 cr per unit; or the Godrej housing in
Okhla, with 2-5 BHK units starting at Rs
5.51 cr. The private sector cannot be
blamed for this alone. The high cost of
land development, the high Equivalent
Car Space norms, the low Ground Cover-
age and the high “unforeseen” expenses
make only a 3-BHK “sustainable” and
even a small 2-BHK priced at a premium.
Furthermore, the density regulations of
plotted development disallow multiple-
tenant housing per floor, forcing small de-
velopers to supply a 3-BHK and above.

Satya Niketan’s failure, therefore, is not
a one-off case. It is a collective failure of
planning and implementation.

The writer is a practising urban designer

Private capital can
case the burden

IsHAN BAKSHI

HE REACTION to the tragedy

at Satya Niketan has unfolded

along predictable lines. The

municipal body hasintensified

its sealing and demolition
drive. Calls for stricter implementation of
building laws and greater regulation have
gained traction. Alongside, the Delhi gov-
ernment has pitched for developing hostels
for 10,000 students.

Unfortunately, none of this will dra-
matically alter the situation on the ground.
Notonly isthe capacity of the Indian state
to effectively implement the laws and
codes it enacts constrained, it also lacks
the resources to build the student accom-
modation on the scale that is required.
Delhi University alone is home to almost
2.5lakh undergraduate and postgraduate
students. Juxtaposed against the roughly
9,000 hostel seats that the university and
its affiliated colleges offer, it gives a sense
of the demand-supply mismatch.

A market has naturally sprung up to
bridge the gap. Private alternatives have
come up in areas such as Mukherjee
Nagar, Kamala Nagar, Ber Sarai, and
other locations.

The steady decline of public educa-
tional institutions across the country has
meant that there are very few islands of
excellence that are left. Delhi University,
being one of them, will continue to attract
students from across the country. But for
this large and ever expanding non-resi-
dent student population, no plans appear
to have been drawn up, and no thought
hasbeen given to the development of the
ancillary infrastructure needed to service
the segment.

State financing of student accommoda-
tion is simply not possible at such a large
scale. Government budgets are already
stretched. Many universities and colleges,
aided and unaided, are also unlikely to have
the financial capacity to even attempt this.
While some elite universities do have the
resources and offer such facilities, can the
staterealistically force/regulate every insti-
tution, every academy to provide accom-
modation toits students?

There are private alternatives to
consider.

Universities/colleges could, for
example, contract out the hostel/accom-
modation facilities to private players. Vi-
nayak Chatterjee, co-founder and manag-
ing trustee of The Infravision Foundation,
says that under this arrangement, the pri-
vate developers could build and run these

facilities, while ensuring adherence to
building and safety norms. For real-estate
developers, there is a guaranteed catch-
ment market. Educational institutions
could also directly enter into long-term
contracts with formal establishments,
lease apartments/accommodation in bulk
and then allocate them to the students.
Some institutions are already said to be
experimenting with some versions of
these models. In some Western countries,
universities do assist students in navigat-
ing off-campus private housing. Some
maintain accommodation listings, or
even partner with listing platforms.
Somethingalong these lines could also be
explored in India.

Where institutions have surplusland, it
could be provided toreal-estate developers
onalease forbuilding housing facilities. For
colleges with limited land, perhaps a land
pooling framework could be worked out.
For constructing student accommodation,
the floor area ratio (FAR) could be signifi-
cantly increased, allowing for a scarce
urban resource to be more efficiently used
—India has amongst the lowest FAR in the
world. The Delhi government is said to be
considering this option. As the cost ofland
isasignificant component ofthe overall de-
velopment costs, and would have to be re-
couped, this option would help bringdown
the financial burden for students.

Inall these alternatives, the educational
institution saves on the capex cost for build-
ing the hostels themselves. The money
could be spent on strengthening educa-
tional infrastructure — on teachers, labs,
and the software of education.

Obviously, these private alternatives
would chargerates that are higher than the
subsidised hostel facilities that are cur-
rently offered by public universities. But
students living in PGs are, in some sense,
already paying market determined fees. In
many cases, the location premiumleadsto
the extraction of very high rents, as reports
in this paper suggest. Structured alter-
natives would, however, give the students
a better option. And for those without the
means, perhaps some form of subsidy can
be considered. In all these options, the edu-
cational institution isinvolved and does not
get towash its hands off the issue.

Exploring these options, however,
requires an honest reckoningwith the true
costs of education in India. While public
universities do keep the direct cost of edu-
cation low, the total cost —including other
services such as accommodation that are
more often than not not subsidised — is
considerably higher, and hastobe borne by
the students. The mistake of conflatinglow
tuition with affordable education should
be avoided.

The writer is senior associate
editor, The Indian Express.
ishan.bakshi@expressindia.com
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AMITABH KANT

IWASbeginningtolose hopethatIndia’'sam-
bition to develop its first green-field city
would become areality. As CEO of the Delhi
Mumbai Industrial Corridor Development
Corporation (DMIDC), I was tasked with
driving the next phase of India’s industrial
urbanisation. Every chief minister had re-
jected our proposal, saying that earmarking
150 sq km for such a project was far toorisky.
Then I walked into the Gujarat chief min-
ister’s office. Narendra Modi heard me out
and said, “150 sq km is too small. If you’re
goingtodream, thendreambig.” He offered
750 sq km. In2009, the Gujarat government
enacted the Special Investment Region (SIR)
Act and officially declared Dholera SIR
alongside its master plan.

That conversation showed me the scale
of his thinking. He did not see land as a

My lessonsin turning ambitioninto reality

constraint and saw the possibility of build-
inganew engine of growth for Gujarat and,
in time, for India.

In 2014, a new government came to
power at the centre, and Modi became the
Prime Minister of India. As the then-Secre-
tary of the Department of Industrial Policy
and Promotion, Iwasamongthe first officials
to make a presentation to him. He was dis-
appointed thatIndiawasranked142ndinthe
World Bank’s Ease of Doing Business rank-
ings and asked us to focus on a mission —to
make India easier, simpler, and more effi-
cient for its citizens and businesses.

We worked on the Insolvency and Bank-
ruptcy Code, the Goods and Services Tax,
and the elimination of outdated rules, regu-
lations, procedures and Acts. Changingthe
mindset of departments was difficult, but
we persisted. India eventually rose 79
places in the rankings.

PM Modi’s belief in frontier techno-
logies has consistently been accompanied
by awillingnessto create the policy and in-

stitutions that enable Indian entrepreneurs
tobuildinnew areas. Under him, India has
created immense opportunities in Al,
quantum computing, geospatial technol-
ogy, drones, defence and space exploration.
The success of India’s space missions, in-
cluding Chandrayaan-3 and Aditya-L1, has
been accompanied by the emergence of a
vibrant private space ecosystem.

At the same time, initiatives like the Na-
tional Green Hydrogen Mission ensure that
the country's development and industrial
growth donotcome at the cost of the planet.

Ifound myselfat the head of India’s apex
policy think tank, NITI Aayog, by 2016. Dur-
ingacabinet meeting, PM Modiasked me to
begin work on India’s most backward dis-
tricts. That conversation led to the Aspir-
ational Districts Programme, through which
I saw the PM’s deep belief in real-time data,
measurable outcomes and the power of
young officers. He was convinced that trans-
forming these districts would transform
India. Theresults confirmed his instinct. Dis-

tricts began improving their performance
acrosshealth, education, agriculture, finan-
cial inclusion and basic infrastructure.

As I was leaving NITI Aayog, I called
on the PMto offer my gratitude. He asked
me to take on the responsibility of India’s
G20 Sherpa. Geopolitical tensions were
high, and consensus seemed almost im-
possible. He was determined that India
could bring countries together. It was in
the grip of this conviction that the New
Delhi Leaders’ Declaration was crafted
and unanimously passed.

Working with Prime Minister Modi has
fundamentally shaped my understanding
of leadership. I have learned that a leader
must be willing to imagine what does not
yet exist and then bring the full force of the
state, the administration, and the nation
behind that imagination.

The writer is former G20 Sherpa of India, CEQ,
NITI Aayog and Secretary, Department of
Industrial Policy and Promotion
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For Al governance,
hard laws and
strong guardrails

h
SIGNALTONOISE

BY RAJEEV CHANDRASEKHAR

N SEPTEMBER 10, An-
thropic published a154-page
threat intelligence report
documenting nine months of
Al'misuse — December 2025
to August 2026. Two days later, Anthropic
CEO Dario Amodei published a blog post
calling on the industry to slow the devel-
opment of frontier AI. Within hours,
OpenATI'sSam Altman and Elon Muskboth
agreed. Read together, these two docu-
ments tell us everything we need to know
about where Al governance must go next.

The misuse cases Anthropic
documented span seven harm categories
and range from state-sponsored oper-
ationstolone actors. The transparency is
commendable.

Butthereport’s deeper significanceis
structural. Al is no longer merely a tool
that generates harmful content. It isnow
an orchestration layer — connected to
other software, running multiple stages
of an operation simultaneously, enabling
sophisticated attacks with fewer people
and less expertise than ever before. An-
thropic calls this “uplift”: The Al capabil-
ity boost measured in speed, scale, and
depth of harm. A flagged Bangladesh dis-
information operation
was almost entirely
automated — Al gener-
ated the content, other
software turned it into
videos, scheduling algo-
rithms published them
at optimised times. One
person, 29 accounts,
1,500 fabricated stories.
That is uplift.

And what Anthropic
caughtisalmost certainly
a subset of what was at-
tempted. Anthropic also
acknowledges that for its most capable cur-
rent models, it can no longer assure that a
sophisticated actor could not receive
meaningful assistance in biological
weapons research. That isnot reassurance.
It is an admission that there are no guard-
rails to prevent harm because governance
has not kept pace.

Amodei’s warning was stark: Al has
been advancing drastically faster since
roughly thissummer, and swarms of rogue
Al agents could take over the internet
within six to 12 months. Three fierce com-
petitors — building the world’s most
powerful Al —whohave spentbillions rac-
ing each other agreed in one weekend.
That is not a PR moment; itisa fire alarm.

I asked a simple question on X: Isa vol-
untary slowdown possible? The competi-
tive pressures, the capital, and geopolitics
— with China operating outside any such
agreement — make aunilateral slowdown
extraordinarily difficult to sustain. Venture
capitalist Chamath Palihapitiya noted the
obvious: A marketleader calling for a slow-
down is also, conveniently, calling for an
arrangement that protectsits lead.

The voluntary slowdown debate is the
wrong frame entirely. The right question is

not how to slow development. It is how to
accelerate governance.

When I served as Minister of State for
Electronics and Information Technology
under Prime Minister Narendra Modi, we
built India’s platform accountability
framework on the principle of Safe,
Trusted, and Accountable. The IT Rules of
2021 established legal obligations for plat-
forms operating at scale. That framework
saw the future before it was obvious. An-
thropic’s report vindicatesit.

The Bangladesh caseisdirectly relevant
toIndia. The techniques —automated ac-
count creation, Al-generated content at
scale, optimised for rural low-literacy audi-
ences — are applicable to any democracy
with a large, linguistically diverse elector-
ate. India has 950 million eligible voters
and continuous state elections. Al-gener-
ated disinformation in various languages
is easy to produce and difficult to detect.
Requiring platforms to detect and disrupt
such operations is not regulatory over-
reach. Itis democratic self-defence.

The Alibaba distillation campaign —
151 million Al exchangesto copy a competi-
tor’s capabilities — will be run against In-
dian Almodelstoo. The surveillance cases
areadirect warningabout Albecomingan
instrument of control by those who possess
itratherthan communication, threatening
the right to privacy guaranteed under Ar-
ticle 21 of the Constitution.

ForIndia, several guardrailsmustbein
place. Every Al platform above a defined
scale threshold must be required to report
detected misuse to CERT-In and a desig-
nated Al Safety Authority. To avoid cases
like the Bangladesh operation, mandatory
watermarking of Al-generated content in
political and publicinter-
est contexts is essential.

Al now orchestrates
multi-step operations
across software systems.
Platform accountability
rules must explicitly
cover agentic Al — sys-
temsthatactintheworld,
not merely generate text.
New legislation must ex-
plicitly prohibit and
criminalise systematic
distillation and fraudu-
lent mass API access.

Voluntary disclosure is not a govern-
ance system. We need a statutory body
with powers to compel disclosure, audit
systems, and impose restrictions. Govern-
ance risks can only be addressed by law.

Indiais uniquely positioned todemon-
strate this. We are not the US, constrained
by a deregulatory administration. We are
notthe EU, whose ambition has sometimes
outrunitstechnicalunderstanding. We are
the world’s largest democracy with a
proven record of building technology pol-
icy at scale — DPI, UPI, Aadhaar, the IT
Rules — and a direct stake in ensuring Al
serves 14 billion citizens rather than a
handful of American or Chinese technol-
ogy companies.

The call from Silicon Valley’s most
powerful s, in effect, an invitation to gov-
ernments to act. India can lead it with a
legal framework that makes safety and
accountability mandatory, enforceable,
and permanent.

The writer, former MP, former minister of
state for Electronics & Information
Technology, Government of India, is BJP
Kerala state president and MLA for Nemom.
Views are personal

LETTERS TOTHE EDITOR

UPI fee

THE GOVERNMENT cannot say
thatits decision to introduce a 0.4
per cent fee on UPI (unified
payments interface) payments
above Rs 2000 will cause no finan-
cial burden to people (‘A small fee,
a stronger UPT’, IE, September 17).
The merchant discount rate (MDR)
isadisincentive not only for the
merchants but also for the
customers. Merchants, or at least
most of them, are sure to increase
the prices of products to make up
for what they pay as fees. They may
prefer cash to digital payment via
UPI for transactions above the
threshold of Rs 2000 to avoid pay-
ing extra.

CDavid Milton, Maruthancode

THE DECISION of the National
Payments Corporation of India to
levy charges for transactions above
Rs 2000 is not awelcome move, al-
though itis stated to have good in-
tentions (‘A small fee, a stronger
UPI’, IE, September 17). Most of the
population has by now adapted to
the digital payment system, using
itin all walks of life. People like me
try to make all payments digitally.
Recently, when my mobile phone
was under service for about two

New Delhi

weeks, the absence of this digital
payment system made me feel
handicapped. The customers, and
the general public, are bound to
have an apprehension that the
move will be followed up by mak-
ing transactions chargeabletoa
wider population.

Jiji Panicker K, Alappuzha

Misuse of law

SECTION 299 of the Bharatiya
Nyaya Sanhita, inherited from a
colonial-eralaw, hasbecome a
weapon for the mob (‘Let’s curb
misuse of alegal relic that elevates
the mob over the individual’, IE,
September 17). Its vague words
about hurting religious feelings
allows anyone to drag a writer, art-
ist, or comedian through yearsin
court, even when no conviction fol-
lows. This chills free speech and
frightens creative people into
silence. True faith does not need
the state to punish every insult.
Criminalising offence does not
strengthen religion, it weakens
democracy and the Constitution.
Requiring government permission
before registering such cases would
stop frivolous complaints and pro-
tect the right to speak freely.

Babu Crishna, Bengaluru
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e CLIMATE

How melting
glaciers could ‘put
20% of GDP atrisk’

Yashee
New Delhi, September 17

WHILE THE Himalayas’ melting glaciers are under the
spotlight due to the Nepal floods, damage from the
warming mountains also means economic drain — as
glaciers retreat, water supplies become less reliable and
therivers that sustain agriculture, industry, cities and
hydropower change. A new report puts a number to this
economic dependence: More than a fifth of India’s GDP is
underpinned by the Himalayas.

The report, ‘A resilient Himalaya: protecting aregion at
risk and securing future prosperity’, was compiled by the
consultancy Systemiq, in partnership with Integrated
Mountain Initiative, and supported by the International
Centre for Integrated Mountain Development, Nepal, and
GBPant National Institute of Himalayan Environment,
Uttarakhand. The report estimates that Rs 64.81akh crore,
21.5% of India’s FY24 GDP, is dependent on the Himalayas.

Glaciers and the economy

The Himalayas feed the Indus, Ganga and Brahmaputra
river systems, supporting agriculture, cities and industry
downstream. “The rivers that carry risk downstream also
carry the water that sustains India’s economy: wheat and
rice across the Indo-Gangetic plain, teain Assam and Ben-
gal, hydropower in the Northeast, and pilgrimage
economiesin downstream towns,” the report says.

Onhowitcalculated the
20% of GDP figure, the re-
portexplains three layers it
used: “(1) direct: GSDP of
Himalayan states; (2) indi-
rect: downstream agricul-
ture, manufacturing,
hydropower, and services
reliant on Himalayan-fed
rivers and groundwater
recharge (rain-fed produc-
tion excluded); and (3) in-
duced: supply-chain (e.g.,
tractors sold from southern
states to IndoGangetic
Plains) and wage-spending
effects (e.g., spent on food
and services).”

The report highlights that the Himalayas are already a
major disaster hotspot. They account for 18% of India’s
land but around 35% of its disasters. Disasters can create
food and water insecurity, disrupt supply chains, displace
people and increase macroeconomic and sovereign-debt
pressures, creatinga cycle in which reconstruction
spendingleaves less money for future resilience.

PEAKWATER

® Glaciers hold water asice and
release meltwater intorivers,
particularly during the dry sea-
son. But as warming accelerates
melting, this flow cannot con-
tinue indefinitely.

® Himalayan river basins are
expected to reach ‘Peak Water’
around the middle of this cen-
tury — the point at which glacier
meltwater reaches its maxi-
mum, after which flows begin to
decline asice reserve shrinks.

The black carbon connection

The reportidentifies black carbon — soot produced
by incomplete combustion — as a polluter that is causing
damage and which India has the power to act on fast, un-
like global warming. It suggests modernising the brick
Kilnindustry as a solution. Other experts agree with the
dangers of black carbon. “Black carbon has a real, major,
and measurable effect on the Himalaya. When it lands on
snow, it darkens the surface, so the snow absorbs more
sunlight instead of reflecting it. Modelling shows this
‘snow darkening’ effect alone adds about 40 watts/m2 of
surface heatingin spring season across the Himalaya,”
Nimish Singh, president and director, Gateway
Research, the India arm of the Institute for Governance
and Sustainable Development, told The Indian Express.

Singh said while fixing brick kilns would have
measurable benefits, “brick kilns are not the whole
story”. “Converting kilns to zigzag technology (a method
of firing the bricks in away that fuel is burnt more
efficiently) cuts black carbon and particulate emissions
by roughly 70% and fuel use by 20-30%. But adoption is
uneven in India. Punjab and Haryana have completed
the switch to zigzag kilns. Uttar Pradesh, India’s largest
brick producer, is still at only S6%. The rest of India is
running on traditional tech,” Singh said. But he added
that “real progress needs kilns, cookstoves, transport,
and crop-residue burning to be tackled together.”

* ECONOMY

Russia sanctions Bill: Tool
for Trump, worry for India

SUKALP SHARMA &
RAvi DuTrTA MISHRA

THE US House of Representatives on Wed-
nesday passed a sweeping Bill aimed at
squeezing Russia’s revenue from oil and
gas exports amid the war in Ukraine. The
Bill includes provisions for charging up to
100% tariffs on the top five buyers of Rus-
sian energy — India is the second-biggest
export market for Russian crude.

The ‘Lindsey O. Graham Sanctioning
Russia and Iran Act of 2026 — a watered-
down version of a proposed legislation in-
itially backed by the late US senator and
named after him — received the US Sen-
ate’s (upper house) approval last month.

The Bill, which gives discretionary
powers to Donald Trump onimplementing
its provisions, now just needs the US Presi-
dent’s sign-off after the lower house’s vote.

For India, the developments are signifi-
cant. The country depends on imports to
meet over 88% of its crude oil needs, and
Russia currently accounts for nearly half of
these imports. It remains to be seen if and
when Trump turns the Billinto law through
his signature, and how his administration
implements its provisions, given the energy
market crisis amid the West Asia conflict.

A key point to remember is that the Bill
does offer some room for workarounds and
concessions from Washington. One thing
appears certain though: A law like this will
give the Trump administration an addi-
tional lever to potentially exert pressure on
Indiaatacrucial stage in the bilateral trade
agreement negotiations.

The Ministry of External Affairs said on
Thursday that the government remains
committed to ensuring the nation’s energy
security “through diversified sourcingand
on the basis of evolving market dynamics”.

The Bill and the energy market

Even for Trump, taking away millions of
barrels of Russian oil from the global market
when energy flows from West Asia remain
highly constrained wouldn’t be prudent.

In that context, it’s worth noting that

e SPORT

Implementing the Bill's 100% taritfs

on top Russian oil importers could

« Russian oil makes up nearly half of India’s oil imports
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A Russian tanker. India depends onimports
to meet over 88% of its energy needs, and
Russian oil is a key part of that mix. ceTTy

earlier thisweek, Trump called on Ukraine
to halt strikes on Russian refineries, given
the runaway oil and petroleum product
prices amid stifled supplies in the global
market. So will he now risk taking more
Russian oil off the market by imposing
punitive tariffs on countries buying Rus-
sian crude in large quantities?

At least till the West Asia crisis persists,
Trump might want to exercise restraint and
caution in implementing the proposed
legislation in full force.

Doing the opposite would worsen an al-
ready worrying supply situation and send
oil and fuel prices soaring even higher,
something that the Trump administration
wouldn’t want ahead of the midterm polls
in the US later this year.

On its part, India would most certainly
move to communicate its energy concerns
to Washington, something that was done
last year as well when the original draft of
the Bill was mooted.

India has been in touch with US auth-
orities over the proposed legislation. The
MEA statement said: “This issue has been
discussed at high levels in recent months
with various US interlocutors. Its potential
implications for not just the bilateral rela-

Supply
shock

For India,
meaningfully
reducing Russian
oil imports is just
notanoption
amid the plunge
in supplies from
West Asia.

For the same
reason, it would
alsobeabadidea
forthe USto
remove millions
of barrels of
Russian oil from
the global
market.

tionship but also the international energy
market have been very clearly articulated
by the Indian side.”

“Passing the Bill under these circum-
stances would be economic insanity, even
for the US itself,” Abu Dhabi-based energy
analyst Natalia Katona told The Indian Ex-
press on Wednesday. “US diesel crack
spreads (margins) have already reached
$114 per barrel, largely because of the ab-
sence of Russian diesel from the market.
Any logical economic assessment would
argue against passing this Bill. However,
given the level of political opportunism
within the current administration and its
apparent economic blindness, we should
be prepared for anything,” she said.

Tradetalks

Apart from energy flows, the Bill creates
a second worry for India. It is yet to enter
intoatrade agreement with the US —ithad
only signed a framework agreement in Feb-
ruary — and the US President might use the
proposed law as leverage to exert pressure
on Indian negotiators.

In fact, before the US Supreme Court
struck down Trump’s tariff powers, the US
President had indeed threatened Indiawith

upend the energy market. Will Trump
useitasleveragein trade talks?

reciprocal tariffsamid the trade negotiations.

Trump in February had lost the author-
ity to impose “reciprocal tariffs” after the
US Supreme Court had ruled that the US
president’s did not have the authority
under the 1977 International Emergency
Economic Powers Act toimpose broad im-
port duties. Since then, the administration
has been finding newer ways to impose
trade restrictions.

Now, trade experts say that Congres-
sional approval places Russian oil-related
tariffs on stronger legal ground. If the Act
issigned, the US Trade Representative will
identify the targeted countries and recom-
mend tariff rates. These countries would
normally have 180 days to reduce Russian
energy imports or negotiate with Washing-
ton. The Bill does give powers to the US
President to waive the application of its
provisions, India is expected to push for
those, if the Bill comes into force, according
to industry experts and analysts.

The new version of the Bill proposes tar-
iffs of up to 100% on the top five buyers of
Russian oil and natural gas, against the pro-
posal of a blanket 500% tariff on buyers of
Russian energy in the original version.

While this reduction in proposed tariffs
appears meaningful on paper, the cap is
still too high for India.

Why Russian oilis key

With much of the West shunning Rus-
sian crude following the country’s Febru-
ary 2022 invasion of Ukraine, Russia began
offering discounts on its oil to willing
buyers. This is how a peripheral supplier
becameIndia’s biggest source of crude, dis-
placing traditional West Asian suppliers.

Last year, the US did impose additional
penal tariffs on India over its Russian oil
imports, which was followed by a sizeable
reduction in New Delhi’s imports of Mos-
cow’s crude. But the West Asia war turned
thetrend onits head, as Russia was the only
viable supplier of scale for an energy im-
port-dependent India.

Analysts say that despite the threat of
sanctions, Russian crude remains the most
practical and competitive source of supply
for Indian refiners and is extremely diffi-
cult to replace in the current market.

According to vessel tracking data from
Kpler, India imported 2.08 million barrels
per day of Russian oil in August, account-
ing for 45% of its total oil imports.

Skincare to sporting success: How collagen is powering athletes

Amit Kamath
Mumbai, September 17

FOR YEARS, skincare companies have mar-
keted cosmetic products by focusing on col-
lagen, claiming it to be a miracle worker of
an ingredient that can ward off wrinkles,
hydrate the skin and activate the “fountain
of youth”. But there’s demand for collagen
from another specific sub-set, too: high-per-
formance athletes, chasing not wrinkle-free
skin, but perfection on the sporting field.

Itisused particularly by athletes — con-
sumed orally as peptides or powder —
coming back from injury and those who
compete in sports that put a higherload on
the body.

Wayne Lombard, the head of athletic
performance for the Indian women’s
hockey team, told The Indian Express: “The
science is still developing about the use of
collagen by athletes. But we know that
usingitas asupplement probably gives you
1-3% improvement in certain things. Why

athletes use collagen is because it helps
with joint regeneration in ligaments, me-
niscus, labrum — all areas of the body that
are relatively avascular (having few or no
blood vessels, which means that there’s not
much blood supply there).”

Supplements not the answer

Collagen is the most abundant protein
inanimals, found as a structural component
of connective tissues. It is found in fibrous
tissuessuch astendons, ligaments, cartilage
and skin, but its production slows with age.

Lombard, who also helps athletes, in-
cluding badminton player PV Sindhu, de-
cathlete Tejaswin Shankar, and long
jumper Murali Sreeshankar, said that ath-
letes use collagen to strengthen soft tissues
to ensure they are in a “robust state”.

“Thisissothey don’t sustain overuse or
acute injuries. When someone is injured,
supplementing with collagen tends to help
with not only regeneration of those soft tis-
sues, but also some sort of help with blood

Range of
benefits

® Collagen has been
found useful for joint
health and pain man-
agement.

@ |tis being used by
athletesinrowing,
swimming and ath-
letics, particularly
the triple jumpers,
since these disci-
plines put a high load
on the body.

flow,” he added.

It’s notjust Lombard. Over at the Inspire
Institute of Sport (IIS) in Vijayanagar —
where many of India’s Asian Games-bound
athletes are training — the belief is that
supplementation is not the answer to
everything. The high-performance train-
ing centre in Karnataka has enforced a
“food firstapproach”, meaning athletes are
encouraged as much as possible to get
whatever their body needs from natural
food sources rather than supplements. But
collagen is used by athletes in sports like
rowing, swimming and athletics, particu-
larly the triple jumpers, since these disci-
plines put a high load on the body.

“Collagen is useful for joint health and
pain management. In elite athletes, some
regular supplementation, which is timed
at specific phases in training or during
rehab, will help maintain cartilage density,
the cushioning of the joints,” Samuel Pul-
linger, head of sport science at IIS Vijaya-
nagat, told The Indian Express.

‘Golden window’

Pullinger added that collagen has a
“goldenwindow” of when itshould betaken
andideally should be paired with vitamin C.

“Thisis amajorissue, unfortunately, in
Indian sport. Athletes will see someone use
aspecific supplement or they will have read
thatasupplementisused and they will just
use it, right? Like three times a day. With
collagen, there’s a specific time period
where it is going to be extremely valuable:
around 45 to 60 minutes before training or
arehab session,” said Pullinger.

“This timing window is better than
some of the other timings because it’s in
and around the presence of amino acidsin
the bloodstream,” he said.

Pullinger also warned against athletes
thinking of collagen as some sort of secret
ingredient to athletic performance. “Some
supplements are extremely valuable. But
this is not going to mean that all of a
sudden, you will go from finishing 28th to
winning the gold medal in your event.”

® WILDLIFE

Orangutans in Odisha: The laws governing animal trade and repatriation

Nikhil Ghanekar
New Delhi, September 17

LAST WEEK, the Odisha Forest depart-
ment rescued five baby orangutans, a criti-
cally endangered animal, from a forest in
Balasore district. As orangutans are native
to the rainforests of Indonesia and Malay-
sia, the incident prompted multiple ques-
tions —howdid they reach India’s shores?
Were they smuggled? And does India need
to return them?

The incident brings to the fore a trend
that hasbeen repeatedly flagged by wildlife
crime control experts: That India is no
more just a transit route, but is fuelling de-
mand for exotic pets.

Global treaty on animal trade

The international trade of wildlife, their
body parts and trophies is not prohibited.
Butitisstrictly regulated through the Con-
vention on International Trade in Endan-
gered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora
(CITES). The international treaty came into
force in 1975, and India became a party to
itin 1976. The treaty’s aim is to ensure that
cross-border trade in wildlife and plantsis
legal, sustainable and traceable without
harming their survival in the wild.

It is essentially a licensing system that
putsin checks and controls on the import,

export and re-export of live animals and
plants, wildlife body parts, and trophies.
The controls are implemented via an ex-
haustive “CITES species-list”, which is di-
vided into three appendices. These appen-
dices determine the level of protection
accorded to those species.

CITES protects around 6,700 species of
animals, comprising 339 mammals, 159
birds, 113 reptiles, 24 amphibians, 26 fish,
and 69 invertebrates.

Appendix-I listed species are those
facingthe threat of extinction. Such species
can be traded only with valid permits —
provided they are captive-bred and are for
conservation purposes. Some notable and
controversially allowed trade related to
charismatic species includes elephant
ivory, rhino horn, elephant and lion trophy
hunting, and crocodile skin.

India’s Wild Life (Protection) Act, 1972,
was amended in 2022 to harmonise it with
CITES. The amendment added aSchedule
to include CITES-listed species.

Repatriation not a must

There are three species of orangutans —
Bornean, Sumatran and Tapanuli — and
they are all listed under Appendix-I of
CITES. This meanstheir tradeis strictly re-
stricted to non-commercial purposes, such
as research, transfers between recognised

e THERISING DEMAND FOR ‘EXOTIC’ PETS

THE APPEAL of ‘unique and unusual’ pets is
driving rising trade in exotic wildlife, says a
report by Humane World for Animals India.

SEIZURES INDICATE 2 key routes: overland
via Northeast India’s borders with Bangladesh
and Myanmar, and by air via major interna-
tional airports (Chennai, Bengaluru, Mumbai).

‘IFYOU LOOK at datafromsocial mediaand
seizures, it’s clear that Indians are acquiring
many species listed in CITES. There is also
massive trade in species not on the CITES list,’
says wildlife trade expert Uttara Mendiratta.

SOME OFFICIAL DATA first came to the fore
in 2021, when the govt brought a voluntary dis-

The orangutans found in Balasore. express

closure scheme. RTl data, obtained by Vidhi
Centre for Legal Policy, showed 43,693 appli-
cations for amnesty were made from 30 states
and UTs. Lemurs, kangaroos and ‘rhinoceros
iguanas’ were among the species declared.

zoos and breeding projects.

The orangutans found in Odisha are sus-
pected to be from Sumatra. Since they ap-
pear to have been traded for commercial
purposes, in alleged violation of CITES, the
treaty’s provisions and the 1972 Act mandate
certain steps for their welfare or return.

The treaty does not make it obligatory to
return animals to the wild.

The first challenge on the hands of en-

forcement agencies is to look after the sur-
vival of trafficked species.

Under CITES, it is recommended that
the management authority implementing
its provisions — in this case, the Environ-
ment Ministry — consult with the scientific
authorities and, if possible, the state of ex-
port or origin of the species before taking a
call on repatriation.

If repatriation is feasible, it hasto be car-

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

ried out at the expense of the state of origin.
Ifitisnotfeasible, ithastobesenttoarescue
centre or “such other place” asthe manage-
ment authority deems appropriate.

Inthe Odisha case, Indonesia’s Ministry
of Forestry has reached out to Indian auth-
orities. Itislearnt tobe “preparing technical
requirements” for their repatriation ifinves-
tigations confirm they are from Indonesia.

The treaty says the authority that has
confiscated the animal must ensure that re-
cipient states are cognisant of the impacts of
repatriation. The amended Act prescribes a
similar line of action, calling for consultation
with the country of “export” for the animal’s
return, or welfare at a recognised zoo or res-
cue centre in case it can’t be returned.

Challenges with repatriation

Repatriation involves establishing the
country of origin, following protocols,
handling legal tangles and, most impor-
tantly, maintaining the health of the con-
fiscated animals.

A report on exotic pet trade in India by
the global nonprofit Humane World for
Animals India, released this July, said that
repatriation is complex as the wildlife con-
signments change multiple hands, passing
through different geographies, making a
return to the wild rarely feasible. Many
species, it said, are captive bred with no

New Delhi

known geographic origin.

Pawan Sharma, advocate and founder
of the Mumbai-based wildlife rescue organ-
isation Resqgink Association for Wildlife
Welfare, said that in the case of airport seiz-
ures, most of them are immediately re-
turned to the place of origin in accordance
with July 2025 guidelines of the Directorate
General of Civil Aviation (DGCA).

Sharma said: “We have to keep science,
conservation, welfare, and legalities in
mind. Repatriation has to factor in what is
the exact state of origin, whether that
country iswilling to take back the animals.
Several times the place of origin is not the
same as the range or habitats where they
are originally found in the wild.”

Odisha: An atypical case

The rescue of the orangutans from a for-
ested area is not a typical case of illegally
trafficked wildlife seizure. Across India’s
airports, sea ports and land border posts,
seizures of illegally trafficked wildlife con-
signments are usually of multiple animals,
sometimes in bulk. Small mammals, rep-
tiles, and amphibians are stuffed in gunny
sacks, small cages or plasticboxes. Inanin-
famous May 2022 case from Mizoram’s
Champhai district near the Myanmar
border, authorities seized 468 animals from
six or seven different species.
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Could we face another meltdown
if an American Al bubble bursts?

Grand investments in Al going bad might set off a chain of knock-on effects whose pain would spread in multiple directions

is professor of economics and political science
at the University of California, Berkeley, and the
author, most recently, of ‘Money Beyond
Borders: Global Currencies From Croesus to
Crypto!

or months, if not years, artificial intelli-

gence (Al) has dominated speculation

about the future, which has fuelled

speculation in the present. Al-related

ventures are largely responsible for the

rapid increase of the S&P 500 stock
index. Investment in data centres is a major
contributor to the rise in US interest rates, as
borrowing for construction competes for credit
with a deficit-prone federal government.

With so much investment riding on a fast-devel-
oping new technology, what happens if the cash
flow and profits of the hyperscalers building data
centres, and of A firms renting that infrastructure
(two categories that overlap), turn out to disap-
point? What would this disappointment mean
for financial markets?

Would a crisis be in the offing?

This scenario could materialize for any number
of reasons. The productivity benefits of Al could
be overhyped, in which case firms contemplating
the adoption of frontier models will curtail their
demand for tokens, the basic units of data pro-
cessed by such models. Or the availability of open-
weight models, which enable users to tailor a
model’s parameters to their needs, may allow those
users to build small language models that run on
their own infrastructure or even on laptops like
the one I am using to write this commentary.
Either way, the income accruing to investors in
data centres will fall short of expectations.

The most immediate and visible impact would
be asharp drop in the lofty stock prices of the
‘Magnificent 7, the seven ultra-large-cap tech and
tech-adjacent firms that have driven the S&P 500.
But stock-market corrections are no guarantee of
crises or even of recessions.

Ifthe price of Meta shares falls, its chief Mark
Zuckerberg will buy fewer castles in Ireland. There
would be a slowdown in consumption and invest-
ment spending. There would be pain for invest-
ment funds, such as Situational Awareness, that
specialize in Al-related ventures.

But a financial crisis would follow only if banks,
insurance companies and other mainstream insti-
tutional investors were implicated. And there is
little evidence that they are heavily exposed to AI
equity risk.

Developments in debt markets are more worri-
some. With the cost of data-centre construction
exceeding their sponsors’ free cash flow, and with
income from potential tenants still a distant pros-
pect, much of this investment is being financed by
borrowing from private credit funds (non-bank
firms making privately negotiated loans).

If demand for data-centre services is lower than
expected, these loans will fail to perform, which is
apolite way of saying that borrowers will default.
The question then becomes who is invested in

private credit funds. The popular image is of the
same family offices and high-net-worth individu-
alswho invest in venture capital and can afford
occasional losses.

But the reality is that the vast majority of private
credit is provided by institutional investors: pen-
sion funds, insurance companies and, dare I say,
university endowments.

Moreover, private credit
funds have been taking steps to
tap this institutional money by
acquiring insurance companies,
whose asset portfolios they can
load up with loans.

This invites the spectre of an

EENE
QUICK READ
Massive loans taken to finance

enormous investmentsindata
centres and other Al-related

ISTOCKPHOTO

Even ifbanks don’tlend to or invest in Al busi-
nesses and data centres directly, they may still
be on the hook. We can only hope that their
regulators are watching.

Finally, private credit firms originally built on a
buy-and-hold model now increasingly securitize
their loans. They package those loans through
special purpose vehicles that issue bonds backed
by the associated cash flows,
where the bonds are divided
intorisk tiers or tranches claim-
ing first, second and third dibs
on debt-service payments.

The so-called ‘mezzanine’
tranche of medium-risk bonds

insurance industry crisis, which fields could go bad should isthen sold on to other asset
could play out in several ways. demand for Al not live up managers. To assess the imme-
Insurance companies’ private to grand expectations. diacy of crisis risk, we would

credit parents could recapitalize
them, assuming they have the
funds. Alternatively, state guar-
antee funds, to which healthy
insurance companies contrib-
ute, could fund the recapitaliza-
tion, although there will be no
healthy companies if the entire
industry comes tumbling down. Lastly, the federal
government could step in with a bailout, as it did
for American International Group in 2008.

In addition to borrowing from pension funds
and insurance companies, private credit firms
borrow from commercial banks, using their port-
folio of loans as collateral, thereby leveraging
their commitments and juicing their returns.

High net-worthindividuals,
family offices, banks, insurers,
pension funds and even
university endowments may
suffer harsh blows if optimism
over Al proves overdone.

need to know more about the
riskiness of this mezzanine
tranche and who holdsiit.

Wedon't. If you are reminded
of theroles of securitization,
special purpose vehicles,
tranching and opacity in the
subprime-mortgage crisis of
2007-08, you are not alone.

Just as debt markets fuelled the global financial
near-meltdown that followed from that crisis,
their exposure to Al will drive developments now.
The problem is that we possess only very limited
public information about those markets and
regulators are not making that information any
easier to obtain. ©2026/PROJECT SYNDICATE

Influencers are upending the
status quo and nobody’s happy

Exclusivity is dying and that's sure to have economic consequences

is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering
economics.

hey say you cantell alot about a per-
son by what appears on their social
media feed. I am not sure what that
saysabout me, since I see alot of videos of
wealthy, forlorn women explaining why
theyregret buying their Birkin handbags.

The problem isn’t that the bags are too
heavy or the wrong colour, or that their
owners now can’t afford rent. No, what
these women regret about their $10,000-
plus purchase is that people they find dis-
tasteful are posting videos about their own
Birkins. And once influencers have Birkins,
by definition, Birkins are no longer exclu-
sive. And if they don’t signal exclusivity,
what’s the point?

Birkins are not the only luxury item
influencers are ruining (metaphorically,
anyway). They are also making the US
Open, once a civilized affair, less pleasant.
Influencers bring theirring lights, make a
lot of noise, have little interest in the
match, and are even distracting players. To
be fair, many of them—about 100—were
invited by tournament officials.

Influencer culture poses challenges to
brands and products that are supposed to
be exclusive. Markers of status have been
jumbled, and there isanew hierarchy. The
traditional channels of influence—maga-
zines or network TV—don’t have thereach
they once did. Gone are the days when
high-powered PR people could promote
brands or events simply by speaking
directly to the elite.

Nowadays, brands target people directly
on their phones. This requires getting
everyone excited about the same goods
through carefully targeted marketing—or
getting influencers to talk about a product
and make it look appealing. It is a mess of
incentives all around.

For one, people listen to influencers
because they trust their opinion. But often
they are paid or given what they are shil-
ling. What’s more, this process is even
more fraught with exclusive goods and ser-
vices. Influencers thrive on influence
(hence the name), so they need to attract
very large audiences. But part of the appeal
ofaBirkin oraticket to the US Openisthat
it is something that not everyone can
afford. Asbranding becomes more demo-
cratic, it changes the nature of luxury
goods and experiences.

Tosome extent, thisis by design. The US
Open sells more tickets than it used to,
including grounds passes—but at a higher
price. As a result, the event has become
more crowded. The US Tennis Association
wants and needs more mass-market
appeal. The influencers are a symptom

Luxury handbags are getting too common
for their status-signalling role. REUTERS

rather than the cause of the problem; they
were invited for a reason. Wimbledon
made a different choice.

The number of Birkins, by contrast, is
limited by its marketer Hermes; they are
not sold to strangers off the street. But
thereisasecondary market in which any-
one who can pay can participate. Sellers
there have an interest in reaching lots of
people and convincing them they should
pay up to three times the already-high
retail price. Hermes may not be directly
complicitin thisarrangement, but it does
benefit. The secondary market drives
demand and has contributed to a 44%
increase in bag prices in the primary mar-
ket over the last 10 years.

Granted, there is a limited market for
people who will pay this much for a hand-
bag. But the point of exclusivity—whether
atatennis tournament or with a handbag—
isthatit’snotjust about money. Itis mostly
astatus game, and at this level what matters
is excluding people most similar to you. If
everyone hasaBirkin oraboxat the Open,
what kind of'status does it confer?

The upshot is a luxury market where
everything is simultaneously available,
unaffordable and somehow still in high
demand. No one is happy.

And before you say it, allow me: No, this
isnot the biggest economic problem facing
America. There was nothing efficient or
welfare-enhancing about exclusivity. If the
reason you want a handbag that costs as
much asaused carissono one else can have
it, maybe you should be spending that
money on therapy instead. Gatekeeping at
the US Open is more understandable,
because large crowds make the experience
less pleasant. Even then, there are bigger
tragedies than tennis tournaments crowded
with people taking photos of their cocktails.

At the same time, it is important to
acknowledge that influencer culture, espe-
cially the way it changes consumption hab-
its, directs lots of economic activity.

On one hand, what we see on our phones
isunique to us. On the other, we all some-
how want the same inaccessible things.
Theresultis either higher prices or bigger
crowds—or both. This does not seem sus-
tainable. Technology is upending the old
equilibrium of the American economy and
that’slikely to have serious consequences
beyond a Birkin. ©BLOOMBERG

Goa'’s missing millions: make it a global hotspot again

PIYUSH DOSHI & HEMANT JOSHI

are, respectively,
operating partner, The
Convergence Foundation,
and CEO, Atithi
Foundation

nseparate trips to Baliundertaken

by each of us, we could not help

comparingitto Goa—asblessed in
terms of beachlines, forests, culture, cuisine
and waterfalls as Baliis. Yet, our experience
as tourists was markedly different.

In Bali, we could summon a Grab, know
what it would cost and follow it on our
phones. In Goa, with Uber and Ola kept out,
finding a taxi meant either a semi-effective
app or anegotiation over an exorbitant fare.
Waterfalls in Bali had well managed parking
lots, ticket counters, paved access, railings,
toilets, changing facilities and small cafés.
None of these things cost a fortune, but
together they turned a beautiful waterfall
into a pleasant half-day excursion. Goa’s
Dudhsagar falls were every bit as beautiful,
perhaps more so. But the standout memory
isofabackbreakingjourney in aramshackle
vehicle on an apology of a road. Even an
evening stroll was a hurdle race across
unpaved shoulders and broken footpaths.

Itisnot that Bali could do this because it
isricher. Goa’s per capitaincome is almost
twice that of Bali. The question is whether
Goa cares enough about being a world-class
tourist destination for high-paying tourists.

In 2010, Goa drew about 440,000 for-
eign tourists; Bali drew 2.5 million. Since
then, Bali’sinflow has nearly tripled, and in
2025 setarecord of about 7 million. Goa has
added fewer than 80,000 foreign touristsin
15 years. Why has Goa fallen so far behind?
Four largely man-made constraints stand
out, and each has afix.

Room shortage: Goa has about 69,000
registered hotel rooms, but only some
10,000 branded keys. Bali has around
60,000 classified hotel rooms, before
counting its enormous villa and rental stock.
Phuket ismoving past100,000. Global tour
operators can’t build scale around a destina-
tion without inventory across price points.
Branded supply is constrained by lack of
clarity on what may be built where. As of
mid-2026, Goa is India’s last coastal state
without even a draft Coastal Zone Manage-
ment Plan under the relevant 2019 notifica-
tion. On top of that, investors face overlap-
ping coastal, town-planning, panchayat and
environmental approvals, an endless pro-

cessbefore construction can legally begin.

Environmental protection must not
weaken, but investors need certainty: hard
no-build areas where ecological assets
require them, developable areas marked out
and time-bound approvals. Goa should aid
growth by identifying tourism zones away
from sensitive beachfronts where an
enlarged floor area ratio is exchanged for
open space, sewage and drainage capacity
and guaranteed public beach access, with a
redevelopment policy for ageing prime land.

Weak air-links: Goa
has two airports and
ample runway capacity.
In 2025, they together
handled 1,784:scheduled
international flights,
bringing 236,000 for-
eign arrivals. Charter
flights, once the spine of
the winter season, num-

EEN
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Goaisn't far behind Baliinits
natural appeal as a holiday
destination but attracted less
than one foreign visitor for every
13 that the globally popular
Indonesian isle did in 2025.

Goa’s missing foreign arrivals. In contrast,
Bali and Phuket did not wait for air traffic to
materialize; they bid for it with route-devel-
opment incentives and co-funded destina-
tion marketing. Goa built the infrastructure
and assumed arrivals would follow. It should
now buy the air back: a three-year route-de-
velopment programme at its Mopa airport,
with support tied to incremental interna-
tional seats and sustained load factors, plus
joint overseas marketing to attract charters
while pursuing long-haul and hub connec-
tions that can support
year-round arrivals.
Cab cringe: Goa has
roughly 12,000 tourist
taxis and a local taxi app
does operate. What it
lacksisagenuinely open,
competitiveride-hailing
market with the ubiq-
uity, predictable pricing

bered 189 and carried and ease of use that visi-
only about 40,000, Four largely man-made tors now take for granted
against over 1,000 such problems stand in the way across much of Asia. This
flights bringing roughly of Goa's success, namely its isaregulatory and politi-
250,000 visitorsattheir ~ shortage of rooms, weakglobal  cal problem, which

peak. This collapse
accounts for most of

air-links, poor local taxi options
and under-built public spaces.

means it can be fixed
faster than others. Foster

acompetitive aggregator regime with trans-
parent fares, while offering taxi owners
attractive terms to join: guaranteed earn-
ings through the transition, financing for
vehicle upgrades and other incentives.

Anunder-built public realm: The weakest
part of Goa’s tourism appeal may be what
happens outside the hotel gate. There are
very few good promenades, inconsistent
footpaths and lighting, inadequate parking,
uneven waste management, weak traffic
discipline and almost no walkable coastal
edge. Bali’s tourist strips may be congested,
butlarge parts are both walkable and com-
mercially vibrant. The remedy is neither
expensive nor complicated. Start with the 10
busiest beaches: promenades where appro-
priate, lighting, drainage, toilets, waste col-
lection, pedestrian paths and peripheral
parking linked by electric shuttle services.
These are unglamorous investments with
an outsized effect on visitor experience.
Fund them transparently through amodest
visitor levy, as Bali has introduced.

Goaneed not become Bali or Phuket, and
should not try. But it does need to stop being
a destination with extraordinary natural
advantages that squandered them through
lack of imagination or execution.
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Fed hike plus tariff risk
spell a double whammy

While the US Fed's assertion of independence is welcome, its rate hike dims the relative appeal

of Indian assets—unless RBI follows suit. America’s new tariff threat is trickier to deal with

he US Federal Reserve’s 12-mem-
ber rate-setting committee voted
unanimously to hike its policy rate
by a quarter of a percentage point
and signalled the likelihood of a
similar upmove later. No relief
from inflation amid firm economic growth and
rising geopolitical tensions had made tighter
credit in America a foregone conclusion, but it
was widely seen as a test of Fed independence,
given President Donald Trump’s repeated
public calls for rate cuts, the very opposite.
On this subject, Trump’s appointed Fed chair
Kevin Warsh had this to say: “Part of the inde-
pendence of the Federal Reserve is we stay in
our lane. Independence is a two-way street.
We will let people that do trade policy and
fiscal policy stay in their lane.” That the Fed
acted decisively to protect the US economy
from politicsisarelieffrom a global perspec-
tive. After all, sound monetary policy under-
pins confidence in the dollar and US bonds,
both of which have key roles in the world of
finance. Alas, the hike could also draw capital
out of India. Together with anew American
tariff threat, we face a double whammy of risk.
With the Fed’s quarter-point move, the
federal funds target rate of interest climbs to
3.75%-4%. Its aim is to make borrowing costlier
and thus temper both retail and corporate
spending, a cool-off demanded by inflation at
3.4% in August, and that too, after halfa decade
of running above its 2% target. Some of it is
self-inflicted, traceable to Trump’s sweeping
tariffs and the oil shock of the US’s war against
Iran, with lax fiscal policy playing a role, but
the fallout on capital costs was unavoidable.
Unfortunately for India, upped US rates raise
therelative appeal of dollar-debt returns, as

theirrise squeezes the premium paid by rupee
bonds, as seen in their rate gap. The US 10-year
Treasury bond yields around 5% now, while
India’s 10-year sovereign paper trades just
under 7.1%. In general, such a narrow spread is
observed to draw foreign money out of local
assets, equities included. The Reserve Bank of
India (RBI), though, is well armed with a recent
stack-up of foreign-exchange reserves to stave
off any threat to rupee stability that may arise
from outflows. Should RBI hike its own policy
rate, it would neutralize the rate-gap effect.
Domestic inflation risks that look like more
than mere flickers would argue for the same.
The other news from America that has made
policymakers sit up is a US bill okayed by its
Congress that hands Trump the power to slap
imports from India with fresh tariffs of up to
100% for being among the world’s five biggest
buyers of Russian oil. Thisleaves New Delhiin a
spot over a cheap source of energy just as new
shockwaves from West Asia drive up global
crude prices. Given that talks are due on a trade
deal with Washington, the US move looks like
yet another ploy for Trump to drive a hard
bargain. In the face of this, India must make a
distinction between aberrative and sustainable
US policies. Will Trump’s chosen trade ‘lane’
endure? If not, no concession need be made
under the pressure of this trade-distortive path.
Aswith Fed policy, perhaps the world can
expect the US to return to what serves it best,
even ifitis unclear how long that may take.
Thankfully, India’s economy has proven resil-
ient this year. Its pace of expansion is globally
enviable and recently released data had signs of
acapex cycle on its way up. Lane driving may
not be in much evidence on our streets, but
what we do in policy terms counts for more.

LIVEMINT.COM

We need proactive government
intervention to control inflation

Worsening food inflation warrants policy moves before household hardship reaches far and wide

is associate professor at Jawaharlal Nehru
University and visiting fellow at the Centre
de Sciences Humaines, New Delhi.

arlier this week, estimates of infla-

tion for August based on the con-

sumer price index (CPI) and whole-
sale price index (WPI) were released.
Both indices showed arise in overall
inflation driven by food prices, a trend
which has been building up for quite
some time now. CPlinflation acceler-
ated from 2.7% in January to 4.8% in
August while WPl inflation accelerated
from 1.2% to 9.9% during that period.
However, retail food inflation acceler-
ated faster from 2.1% to almost 6%, with
faster price increases in rural areas. This
was also true for WPI, which showed
food inflation swinging sharply from
-0.4% to 7%. In both cases, food inflation
has exceeded the overall inflation pace.
The rise in inflation is not surprising,
given pressures globally due to the war
in West Asia along with worries over the
impact of a deficient monsoon on agri-
cultural production. To be sure, the
rate of CPlinflation is still within the
Reserve Bank of India’s (RBI) tolerance
band of 2-6%, but worries revolve
around its expected trajectory over the
coming months, food prices especially.
The impact of the ongoing troubles is
unlikely to be limited to food items. A
spillover is likely to other commodities
and services, which is already starting to
show by way of India’s hardening core
inflation. Also, high WPl inflation will
sooner or later get transmitted to retail
inflation in food items, but also other

goods and services across the country.
The worry isreal, given that the situa-
tion in West Asia is volatile, having just
driven up global fuel prices again. While
there is not much that can be done
about this, supply shocks from the mon-
soon deficiency and a strengthening El
Nino phenomenon call for proactive
government intervention. As of 15 Sep-
tember, our overall monsoon deficiency
stood at 15% of the rainfall norm for the
season, but it was unevenly distributed,
with more than half of the country
reporting deficient rains. This not only
affects crop sowing, but also yields. The
US Department of Agriculture (USDA)
inarecent report projected a 9% decline
inmaize production and 4.6% decline in
paddy production this year. According
to WPI data, paddy inflation was in neg-
ative territory from May 2025 to April
2026 but has sharply accelerated to
4.2% in the four months since. The
trend in rice prices mirrors the global
acceleration in cereal prices. The Food
and Agriculture Organisation (FAO),
which tracks global food prices,
reported its fastest rise in global cereal
prices in August; cereal inflation was at
10% last month after staying negative
for 36 months until February 2026. The
FAO index also shows a sharprise in
inflation for edible oils and sugar. Edi-
ble-oil inflation, according to WPI data,
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Inflation is within its acceptable
limits but it's the upward trend
that policymakers need to worry
about. This has beenin evidence
atthe wholesale and retail levels,
especially in the case of food.

With agriculture under strain
amid deficient rainfall and oil
making new shockwaves, the

government must protect

households that see food eating
up almost half their budget.
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hasbeen above 10% since November
2025. Sugar prices have also spiked in
the last two months.

The government has limited space to
deal with international factors or the
domestic supply shortfalls caused by a
weak monsoon. Monetary policy too is
unlikely to be of help in containing food
inflation. However, there are a few pol-
icy choices that the government may
have to make. The most important is
picking between ensuring food security
in times of supply shocks and its bio-
fuel push as a priority. This choice is no
longer academic. It requires a decision
that will impact the future trajectory of
food inflation. With sugar prices already
at a high and production likely to fall
short even this year, any further ethanol
blending will require larger diversions
from paddy and maize. Both these crops
are already showing high inflationary
trends domestically and globally. Maize
isalsoalarge ingredient in livestock
feed, particularly poultry. Given the
USDA’s forecast of a decline in produc-
tion, any diversion towards ethanol
blending will also elevate egg and meat
prices, which are already rising at
double-digit clips, according to August
WPI data. The government’s choice is
between food security and the diversion
of precious grains to fuel blending.

Further, any ad hoc policy measures
such as stock limits and excessive con-
trols on agricultural trading, including
international trade, would be counter-
productive and should be avoided. The
current episode of sugar inflation is as
much aresult of a decline in production
asone of unpredictable policy.

More importantly, any rise in food
inflation will squeeze the disposable
incomes of a majority of India’s rural
and urban households for whom food
still accounts for almost half their
household budget. With agriculture
unlikely to perform remuneratively and
rural wages stagnant, the country needs
to protect the lives of its rural and urban
poor through greater public spending
and public employment.

JUST A TROTQAT

If you put tariffs in place,
it creates inflation. If you
put inflation in place, you
have to raise interest rates.
You raise interest rates,
and stock markets shouldn’t

be so high.

BILL BROWDER

RBI supervision: prudent transparency can be an asset

RAVIDUVVURU

is founder and partner,
Duvvuru & Reddy LLP, and
member of the Reserve Bank of
India’s advisory group on
regulation

here hasbeen considerable discussion

around enforcement actions taken by

the Reserve Bank of India (RBI),
including on the need for an appellate
authority similar to the Securities Appellate
Tribunal for decisions of the Securities and
Exchange Board of India. But there hasbeen
relatively little debate about the why, what
and how of enforcement, particularly the
distinction between enforcement and
supervisory action.

RBTI’s actions broadly take two forms:
penal action by the Enforcement Depart-
ment (EFD), which is placed in the public
domain, and supervisory action, much of
which remains confidential. Understanding
this distinction is important to appreciate
how RBI exercises its regulatory powers.

Enforcement action principally concerns
violations of a statute, regulation or regula-
tory direction. When a breach is identified
during an inspection or through another
supervisory process, the matteris referred to
the EFD, which examines the issue and, if

needed, issues a show-cause notice seeking
theregulated entity’s (RE) response. The RE
isgiven an opportunity to make written sub-
missions and, if required, to present its case
atapersonal hearing before a panel of exec-
utive directors. The panel provides an inde-
pendent layer of review in the enforcement
process, examining the material on record
and the RE’s submissions before reaching a
decision. A reasoned order follows. Impor-
tantly, there are cases where the proposed
penalties have been dropped or reduced
after considering the RE’s submissions.
Unfortunately, this aspect of the processis
not publicly visible. So, public attention
tends to focus on penalties imposed rather
than cases where the proposed action has
been modified or dropped.

Supervisory action serves a different pur-
pose. Its objective is not merely to punish a
past violation, but address weaknesses that
could poserisks to the safety and soundness
of an RE, its customers or the financial sys-
tem. Such intervention can range from
informal engagement to significant restric-
tions on business, addressing weaknesses in
governance, risk management, cyber and
information technology systems, related-
party exposures, customer conduct, capital,
compliance systems and internal controls.

Where supervisory action is contem-
plated, the RE is given a chance to explain its
position and provide additional information.
RBI considers these submissions before tak-
ingadecision, often ataseniorlevel. Unlike
enforcement proceedings, there is no sepa-
rate appellate panel for supervisory deci-
sions. There is a practical reason for this.
Supervisory intervention often needs to be
timely to be effective, and another layer of
review could defeat that purpose. Moreover,
significant supervisory decisions are gener-
ally preceded by extensive engagement
between RBIand the RE.

RBIdoes not maintain
a publicly accessible,
entity-level database of

allsupervisoryinterven-  Itsenforcementactionsfollowa from REs. This would
tions. Material actions  rigorous process but whatoften  provide a balanced pic-
may  nevertheless gethighlightedare penalty cases ture of the enforcement
become public through  thathavestirredadebateover  process.

RBIannouncementsor, whetherIndia needs an appellate Second, RBI could
in the case of listed enti- authority for RBI decisions. articulate the broad prin-
ties, through disclosures ciples governing supervi-

to stock exchanges.
There are sound rea-
sons for this approach.
Banking and financial
services are built on
trust. Public disclosure of
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Its supervisoryroleis relatively
opaque for aset of valid reasons
but RBImay find that the more
predictable and proportionate
it's viewed as by onlookers, the
easier its task would become.

every supervisory observation could create
unintended consequences, including repu-
tational damage and loss of depositor confi-
dence. Arelated point is often overlooked: a
clean enforcement record does not necessa-
rily mean that an RE hasa clean supervisory
record.

What can be done to make the framework
more transparent, predictable and propor-
tionate, without compromising confiden-
tiality or financial stability?

First,RBI could publish aggregate infor-
mation on enforcement cases in which the
proposed penalties were
subsequently dropped,
reduced or modified after
considering submissions

sory escalation. It need
not publish rigid thresh-
olds, but could explain
how concerns may
progress from observa-
tions and corrective-ac-

tionrequirements to enhanced monitoring
and, if necessary, restrictions or other inter-
ventions. This would help demonstrate that
supervisory action is the outcome of an esca-
lation processrather than a sudden decision.

Third, for particularly consequential
supervisory actions, an internal ‘second
look’ by a senior official or a group inde-
pendent of the original supervisory team
could provide an additional safeguard. This
need not be an appellate mechanism and
should not delay urgent intervention.

Fourth, for industry benefit, RBI could
also publish anonymised supervisory case
studies, explaining the nature of a defi-
ciency, why it was material, the corrective
action sought and the supervisory response.

Finally, RBI could drawupon global peers
such asthe European Central Bank, Bank of
England’s Prudential Regulation Authority
and the Federal Reserve to develop a struc-
tured protocol for the communication of
supervisory activities.

The debate should not be whether we
need another appellate authority, but how to
make the existing enforcement and supervi-
sory architecture more transparent, predict-
able, proportionate and accountable. Trans-
parency, though, should not weaken super-
vision, but strengthen confidence in it.
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Come September

Fed rate hike ups the ante for other central banks

he Federal Open Market Committee

concluded a watershed meeting on

Wednesday, when it raised its benchmark
funds rate by 25 basis points to 3.75-4 per cent, its
first hike after 2023. It also indicated that there are
more hikes to come in December and beyond.
Market observers would also have noticed that the
Fed under its new Chair Kevin Warsh, regarded as a
favourite of President Trump, is not keen to do what
Trump wants him to — whichis, to keep rates low.

Atlast month’s Jackson Hole meet,
Warsh made it clear that he would focus on
inflation — which has been above the
target 2 per cent level for 65 months —
above all else. The US Treasury
Department and the Fed are not on the
same page now. But first, the message
coming out of the FOMC September meet
to the world at large is that ‘higher rates
are here to stay for longer’. The Fed median
funds rate has been pegged at 4.1 per cent
in 2027, 3.9 per cent in 2028 and 3.6 per
centin 2029 (higher than June
projections), which suggests more hikes in
the next calendar year, to deal with 3.6 per
cent inflation in 2026. In fact, its members
expect arate hike of 25 basis points in
December, with a few even pushing 50 bps.
The wars and, of course, Trump’s tariff
tantrums have injected higher inflation
and volatility everywhere. With global
rates rising, the Reserve Bank of India will
have to decide whether it should prioritise
external stability over the domestic
economy. While FPI outflows have crossed
2025 levels already, the FCNR surplusis a
source of comfort. But arise in the dollar
immediately after the FOMC decision
suggests that RBI will have to be mindful of
the differentials between Indian and US
rates.

Assteep USyield curve is perhaps here to
stay for the next few years, for a variety of
factors. The 10-year US Treasuryyields are
hovering at 19-year highs of 5 per cent.
Whether this situation reduces elbow
room for manoeuvre in the rest of the
world will be a key question facing central
bankers. A rise in the overnight rate may
not flatten the US yield curve, as the
demand for long term funds from AI
hyperscalers is expected to rise in coming
years. The budget deficit of 6 per cent of
GDP ($1.9 trillion) too is raising the yields
of 10-year and 30-year paper. Higher
servicing costs and unrestrained spending
are acting as market triggers.

The Fed’s differences with the
government are evident. Warsh believes
that long-termyields are best left to
market forces without any need for
forward guidance. But Trump and his
Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent would
like to keep these under check, so that the
cost of servicing the budget deficit can be
reined in. A growth rate of 2.3 per cent with
strong labour data does not suggest that
growth needs a boost. But Trump believes
that overnight rates should be low,
possibly to offset the tariff impact. In these
times of flux, there will be more safe haven
investment and a rising dollar for the
world, and India, to contend with.

OTHER VOICES.

THE WALL STREET JOURNAL.

Mark Zuckerberg offers an Al dissent

Confronted by political pressure, companies can behave like a swarm of Al
bots. We saw that with the corporate embrace of the environmental, social
and governance agenda, and now with Al leaders calling for government to
regulate development. Credit to Meta CEO Mark Zuckerberg for injecting a
note of common sense into the debate. “Every lab has the responsibility and
incentive to move at the pace required to train its models safely, and the
ability to take its own actions to ensure that happens,” Mr. Zuckerberg wrote
on social media. He correctly explained that companies already have strong
incentives to build robust safeguards and not to rush out new models

without adequate testing. (vew York, SEPTEMBER 16)
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or more than seven decades,

the Central Government

Health Scheme (CGHS) has

provided healthcare security

to serving and retired
government employees and their
families. Long before health insurance
became a mainstream policy objective in
India, CGHS established an important
principle: illness should not expose
families to financial hardship and people
should have access to quality healthcare
when they need it.

That principle remains as relevant
today as it was in 1954. But the system
built around it needs to change.

The issue goes well beyond CGHS.
The Railways, the Ex-Servicemen
Contributory Health Scheme (ECHS),
the Central Armed Police Forces and
several State governments operate their
own health schemes for employees and
pensioners. Their institutional
arrangements differ, but many face a
common challenge: inadequate budget
provision, increasing pool of
beneficiaries, rising healthcare costs,
fragmented purchasing arrangements
and inadequate incentives for either
providers or beneficiaries to use
resources efficiently.

Ashealthcare costs continue to rise at
double-digit rates, this model cannot
remain fiscally sustainable indefinitely.

The government’s recent revision of
CGHS reimbursement rates was timely
and necessary. Hospitals cannot be
expected to provide quality care at rates
that bear little relationship to the cost of
delivering it. But periodically increasing
reimbursement rates without reforming
the underlying purchasing system risks
treating the symptom rather than the
disease.

PAYMENT PROCESS

The more fundamental question is not
simply how much government pays for
healthcare, but how it pays for it. This is
where reform must begin.

First, government schemes need to
move decisively away from
fee-for-service payment. Under
fee-for-service, every additional
consultation, investigation or procedure
generates additional revenue for the
provider. The incentives therefore
favour more services rather than better
outcomes or greater efficiency.

Wherever feasible, payment should
instead be based on well-defined
treatment packages. A hospital treating
apatient for a particular condition
should receive a predetermined amount
covering the entire episode of care,
rather than billing separately for every
investigation, procedure and
consumable. Over time, India should
move towards more sophisticated
systems such as diagnosis-related
groups, which adjust payments for the
complexity of patients while
encouraging efficient treatment.
Better-designed packages would reduce
both administrative complexity and
opportunities for over-treatment.

Second, medicines offer another
major opportunity for efficiency.
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schemes at a crossroads

OPTIMAL SPENDING. Better-designed treatment packages that reduce both
administrative complexity and opportunities for over-treatment are needed

Government should use its enormous
purchasing power far more effectively.
Generic medicines of assured quality
should be the default across government
schemes, supported by strong
formularies, bulk procurement, better
inventory management and prescription
audits.

The potential savings are substantial.
Medicine expenditure is one of the
fastest-growing components of CGHS
expenditure, with excessive dependence
on purchases through authorised local
chemists rather than more efficient
procurement channels. The objective
should not be to restrict access to
medicines but to obtain the same quality
at a substantially lower cost.

Third, gatekeeping needs to become
much more effective. A health system in
which patients can move directly to
expensive specialist and tertiary care
without appropriate clinical referral will
inevitably become costly.

CGHS already has an important asset
inits network of wellness centres. These
should become genuine coordinators of
care — providing strong primary care,
managing chronic diseases, ensuring
preventive screening and referring
patients to specialists when clinically
necessary. Similar mechanisms should
be strengthened in ECHS, Railways and
state employee schemes. Effective
gatekeeping is not about denying care. It

Public health programmes
ultimately depend

on partnerships.
Governments finance
healthcare, providers deliver
healthcare and patients
benefit from healthcare

is about ensuring that the patient
receives the right care, at the right level,
at the right time.

Fourth, we need a mature discussion
about beneficiary contributions. When
healthcare is completely free at the
point of use, with virtually unlimited
benefits, some degree of moral hazard is
inevitable. This does not justify
imposing substantial financial burdens
on pensioners or people with serious
illnesses. But modest and carefully
designed co-payments or deductibles for
selected services, particularly treatment
in private hospitals, deserve
consideration.

Such provisions can be differentiated
by income, age and type of service, with
appropriate exemptions for vulnerable
groups and chronic conditions. Evena
small element of cost sharing can
influence utilisation behaviour without
undermining financial protection.

STRUCTURAL ISSUE

There is also a larger structural
question. Why should different arms of
government separately empanel
hospitals, negotiate prices, process
claims, build IT systems and establish
anti-fraud mechanisms for essentially
similar populations?

Greater convergence across CGHS,
ECHS, ESI, Railways and other
government schemes could create larger
risk pools and vastly strengthen the
government’s purchasing power. This
effort should be led by the National
Health Authority that implements my
most cherished scheme Ayushman
Bharat. Complete institutional merger
may take time and may not always be
feasible, but common provider
networks, standard treatment packages,
shared technology platforms,
interoperable claims systems and

coordinated price negotiations should
be entirely achievable. State
governments could increasingly adopt
the same architecture.

None of this diminishes the
importance of fixing the operational
problems that providers rightly
highlight today. Payments must be
timely. Hospitals need visibility into the
claims lifecycle. Grievances and disputes
must be resolved within clearly defined
timelines. Digital platforms should
simplify rather than complicate
transactions. Fraud controls must be
strong but should not become an excuse
for delaying legitimate payments.

Public health programmes ultimately
depend on partnerships. Governments
finance healthcare, providers deliver
healthcare and patients benefit from
healthcare. When providers have
confidence in the system, they are more
willing to invest, innovate and expand
capacity. When confidence weakens, the
impactis eventually felt by beneficiaries.

CGHS has been one of India’s most
enduring healthcare success stories.

The opportunity before policymakers
today is not to dismantle what has
worked but to strengthen its
foundations for the future —and to
apply these lessons across government
health schemes.

The recent revision in CGHS rates
was an important first step. The next
step must be more ambitious: moving
from simply paying healthcare bills to
strategically purchasing healthcare.
That is the transition required to ensure
that the schemes relied upon by millions
remain affordable, efficient, transparent
and trusted by those who sustain them
every day.

The writer, a Senior Associate with Johns Hopkins
University, was founding CEO of Ayushman Bharat
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UPI backlash

Given the negative perception the

introducing charges becomes far

[]

The
National

Iran cannot have it both ways
Those observing the past few days in the Middle East will have witnessed

alarming Houthi gains in Yemen and the shelving of Iran-Gulf talks planned for

Oman. It is likely that those same observers will also perceive a clear

contradiction in Tehran’s approach; Iran cannot credibly seek better relations

with its Gulf neighbours while continuing to enable armed groups that

threaten and attack those same neighbours. The latest escalation in Yemen has
laid bare this contradiction. The Houthis — who enjoy Iran’s support — have
claimed responsibility for more attacks on Saudi Arabia. As well as displacing
an estimated 80,000 people, the fighting has come at the cost of any tangible

diplomatic progress. (su bHabl, SEPTEMBER 15)

This refers to ‘Balancing Act’
(September 17). A merchant MDR of
0.4 per cent on eligible transactions
above 32,000 is not expected to
impose any direct additional burden
on users. But more than the actual
financial impact, the psychological
pressure it has created among users
needs attention. Trader bodies have
already indicated that they may insist
on cash payments, while some
traders have said they may recover
the cost from consumers.

Hence, more than the actual impact,
the possible exploitation that this
levy could lead to is what the
government should be mindful of.

move has created, care should be
taken to ensure that it does not
encourage a shift back to cashand
take payment reforms back to
square one.

Srinivasan Velamur

Chennai

Difficult to opt out

UPI has become so deeply
embedded in everyday transactions
that opting out is increasingly
difficult. Its convenience has created
widespread dependence among
consumers and merchants. Oncea
digital payment system becomes
indispensable, the possibility of

more consequential. The concernis
whether users, after being
encouraged to shift away from cash,
will eventually have to pay for that
convenience.

UPI’s near-monopoly deserves close
scrutiny: when one payment
ecosystem dominates, consumer
choice weakens and the cost of
dependence canrise.

Harsh Pawaria ‘Noni’

Rohtak, Haryana

A cue for merchants
Apropos Ravikanth’s timely and
hilarious cartoon, ‘Sale: Any item
32,000 —now 1,999’ (September

17). With a 0.4 per cent charge on
UPI transactions above 32,000
effective October 15, merchants
may have a new reason to rethink
their pricing. The cartoon captures
the situation perfectly and is funny,
sharp, and very relevant. A good cue
for merchants to stay one step ahead
in business.

PV Prakash

Mumbai

Forexinflows

With reference to ‘Dollar deluge:
options for liquidity management’
(September 17). Large
foreign-currency inflows present
both an opportunity and a policy

challenge. Excess liquidity can ease
immediate pressures, but absorbing
it without creating distortions
requires careful calibration. The RBI
should assess the durability of the
inflows before choosing between
foreign-exchange swaps,
open-market operations and other
instruments.

Monetary management should avoid
creating incentives for short-term
capital while ensuring adequate
liquidity for productive economic
activity. Transparent communication
would help markets understand the
rationale behind policy choices.

SP Suganya Devi

Coimbatore
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GST on MDR debate

MDR may dent digital adoption, GST sharpens risk

|
Mohan R Lavi

UPI transactions, there is

consequently no GST.”
With these words, the Central
Board of Indirect Taxes and
Customs (CBIC) put torest, in
April 2025, rumours that UPI
payments above 32,000 would be
taxed. From October 15,
merchants will pay a Merchant
Discount Rate (MDR) of 0.4 per
cent for person-to-merchant UPI
payments above 32,000, capped at
%300, with a flat ¥5 for categories
such as railways, telecom, fuel and
insurance.

Where there is MDR, there is
GST at 18 per cent. The law
plainly permits the levy. The
question is whether it should be
imposed.

S ince no MDR is charged on

LEGAL POSITION

The MDR is the consideration
charged for processing and
settling a payment, and
constitutes a supply of service
under Section 7 of the CGST Act,
2017.1tis classified under
financial and related services and
istaxed at 18 per cent. GST is not
levied for the 350,000 paid for a
refrigerator; it applies only to the
%200 MDR fee, resultingina GST
0f%36. At the cap, the merchant
would pay 3300, along witha GST
of ¥54.

During the zero MDR years
since January 2020, banks were
compensated througha
budgetary incentive scheme. On
the GST Council’s
recommendation, CBIC clarified
via Circular No 190/02/2023-GST
that these incentives are subsidies
directly linked to price, excluded
from the value of supply under
Section 15.

Two justifications may be
offered for the levy: neutrality, on
the premise that a serviceisa
service regardless of its nature,
and revenue generation, with
practitioners estimating it to
between 3,500 crore to over
5,000 crore ayear.

The revenue figure is largely
illusory. A registered supplier
making taxable supplies will claim
input tax credit, so the
transaction is tax neutral. Net
revenue comes only from those
who cannot claim credit: the
unregistered trader whose UPI
receipts exceed X1 lakh a month,
but whose turnover is below the
registration threshold, the
composition dealer barred by
Section 10 from availing credit,
and those making exempt
supplies. Thus, the real burden

SMALL MERCHANTS.
Big challenges in store

falls on the small and the exempt
— the merchants the ¥2,000
threshold was meant to protect.
For them, GST becomes a cost
embedded in price, perpetuating
the very tax cascading that GST
was designed to eliminate, and
raises the effective charge to 0.472
per cent. That is a nudge towards
cash in trades with single-digit
margins. Retailers have warned
that MDR alone could reverse
hard won digital adoption as the
festival season approaches. GST
sharpens that risk.

Neutrality is equally
unpersuasive because GST law is
not neutral here. Notification No
12/2017-Central Tax (Rate)
already exempts services by an
acquiring bank for settlement of
amounts up to 2,000 per
transaction through payment
cards. Relief for small-value
digital settlement is already part
of the architecture — this should
be extended for consistency.

CONTRADICTIONS

When the government paid banks
for processing UPI payments, the
payment was a non-taxable
subsidy. When the merchant pays
for the same service, 18 per cent
GST applies — this contradiction
must be resolved. The state has
also designed the MDR. It
prescribes and caps the rate,
forbids its recovery from
consumers, and earmarks 5 per
cent of collections for expanding
acceptance among small
merchants.

In substance, it is a regulated
contribution to the upkeep of
public digital infrastructure, for
which the Budget provides 32,000
crore in FY27, against the
industry estimates of about
320,000 crore in annual running
costs. To tax a charge that exists
because budgetary support fell
short is to negate the effects of the
reliefs extended to certain
sections with respect to
applicability of MDR.

The writer isa chartered accountant
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GAIL favours market rates for gas pricing

While favouring a transparent mechanism for reaching a decision on pricing of
natural gas, GAIL (India) Ltd is of the view that gas should be available for sale
on equitable and non-discriminate basis to any buyer who is ready to pay
market price. As there are limited sellers and shortage of domestic gas and
with a large number of buyers pitching for same gas, the product should be
available to buyer who is willing to pay the market price, GAIL has said.

Chidambaram unveils plan for IMF reform

Mr P. Chidambaram, on Sunday unveiled a plan for the reform of International
Monetary Fund, even as the institution flagged off voting by its members on a
package that New Delhi had objected to. India, Brazil, Argentina and Egypt had
issued a joint statement on Saturday calling upon the IMF to shelve its own

reform package for now.

C-DOT Alcatel to roll out Wi-Max gear

The C-DOT Alcatel Research and Development Centre in Chennai is all set to
roll out the world’s first consumer premise equipment (CPE) for enabling
Wi-Max-based broadband services by April 2007. The research centre set up
last year to work on Wi-Max technology is planning to roll out 10 million units a

PVS SURYAKUMAR

ndia’s agricultural journeyis one
of the country’s great
development successes.
Foodgrain production increased
from 51 million tonnes in
1950-51 to nearly 358 million tonnes in
2024-25. The country now feeds more
than abillion people, and exports
agricultural commodities to global
markets. It is another matter that
production could come under stress this
kharif owing to El Nino, with 43 per cent
of the country facing a rain deficit amid
indications of an acreage drop.

GREEN REVOLUTION
Nevertheless, it can be said that output
has not posed serious concerns over
time. This achievement was built
through the efforts of farmers,
scientists, policymakers, extension
workers, cooperatives and public
institutions.

The Green Revolution transformed
Indian agriculture and helped secure the
nation’s future.

But if agricultural progress is
primarily measured by production, why
does farmers’ prosperity remain elusive?
Why have direct benefit transfers, such
as PM-KISAN and State-level income
support schemes, become enduring
features of agricultural policy? And why
do national surveys continue to indicate
that a significant proportion of farmers
would prefer to leave agriculture?

INCOME SOURCES

The changing composition of farm
household income tells its own story.
According to the NSS (SAS-77 round),
crop cultivation contributes about 37
per cent of household income, while
wages account for 40 per cent, with
livestock and non-farm activities
making up the balance. Rural
households increasingly had to diversify
their income sources in response to
changing economic realities and
growing risks.

Yet, the contrast is striking. Foodgrain
production has increased nearly
seven-fold since Independence, but
these gains have not translated into
commensurate improvements in farm
household incomes.

The challenge before Indian
agriculture today is very different from
that of the 1960s. Then, the overriding
concern was food security. Today, the
agenda is broader and more complex:
soil health, groundwater depletion,
climate resilience, market volatility,
nutritional security, farm incomes and
the ability of farming to attract the next
generation.

Taken together, these trends suggest
the need for a fresh assessment of Indian

More crops, but

gains for farmers

GROUND REALITY. India has solved the problem of food production,
but the next big challenge is farmers’ prosperity

agriculture — not merely its production
performance — but also the institutions,
policies and innovation systems that
support it.

India possesses one of the world’s
largest public agricultural research
systems. ICAR and the State
Agricultural Universities have generated
avast body of scientific knowledge and
released thousands of crop varieties
over the decades. Yet, the more
important question is: how many of
these varieties continue to find
widespread acceptance among farmers?
How many also remain relevant under
increasingly uncertain climatic
conditions?

WHY DISTINCTION MATTERS

How many of these varieties are
cultivated on a significant scale? Which
varieties account for the bulk of
cultivated area in major crops? Which
continue to be preferred by farmers and
why? And how many have demonstrated
resilience not merely in research
stations, but in farmers’ fields exposed

A variety released is an
output; a variety adopted
by farmers is an outcome.
The distinction matters.

toincreasingly erratic weather? After all,
avariety released is an output; a variety
adopted and sustained by farmers is an
outcome. The distinction matters.

These questions are not merely
academic. They help us understand
where innovation is succeeding, who is
driving it,and how its impact should be
assessed.

In hybrid vegetable crops, private
innovation has achieved notable farmer
acceptance. India is one of the world’s
largest vegetable producers and imports
substantial quantities of vegetable
seeds.

This raises important questions about
how well our broader innovation system
is responding to farmers’ evolving needs
and preferences. This is not about public
versus private. Rather, itisan
opportunity for the public system —
with its vast resources — to reflect on
what farmers value, and ensure that its
innovations remain relevant, resilient
and widely adopted.

NEED FOR EVOLUTION

Farmers adopt varieties that satisfy a
complex combination of yield, risk,
consumer preference, market
acceptance, shelf life and profitability.
As the challenges facing agriculture
evolve, our institutions, policies and
innovation systems must evolve with

them. The more relevant questions
today are whether they are responding
to farmers’ changing needs, anticipating
emerging risks and strengthening
resilience. Are we adequately preparing
agriculture for droughts, floods, heat
stress and erratic weather? Are we
helping farmers remain productive,
profitable and adaptable in a far more
uncertain environment?

These questions acquire added
significance in an era of climate
uncertainty. Agriculture today must
contend with droughts, extreme rainfall,
rising temperatures, volatile markets
and other emerging risks. Production
and productivity will remain important,
but they may no longer be sufficient
measures of success.

It may, therefore, be time to develop
composite metrics for the institutions
and agencies that shape and support
agriculture. Such metrics could track
farm incomes, farmer retention,
adoption of new technologies, soil
health, groundwater sustainability,
resilience under climatic stress and the
long-term performance of innovations
in farmers’ fields.

What gets measured often influences
what gets prioritised.

The writer is the former Deputy Managing Director of
Nabard. Views are personal

Trump backs Warsh, faults ‘hostile’ Fed Board for rate hike

Bloomberg

S President Donald Trump said
l | he still had confidence in

Federal Reserve Chairman
Kevin Warsh and criticised what he said
was a “hostile” board, even after the
central bank unanimously defied his
calls to lower borrowing costs. “I do, I
mean I’m relying on Kevin,” Trump
told reporters about his handpicked
Fed chief.

His comments came hours after the
Federal Open Market Committee voted
to raise rates by a quarter percentage
point, increasing the benchmark
federal funds rate to a range of 3.75 per
cent to 4 per cent.

Trump told reporters on Wednesday
that he had spoken to Warsh, though he
did not say when that conversation
took place. The President said he
“didn’t try to convince him”, adding
“you might as well vote with the board
because it’s not going to matter”.

“I'said do what you want,” said
Trump. “It doesn’t matter because he
doesn’t have the votes,” he continued.
“No matter how good a job, he’s got a
hostile board.”

UNANIMOUS VOTE

Despite Trump’s remarks blaming what
he sees as a “very political” board for
the rise, the vote to increase rates was
unanimous, with all 12 in favour of the
move. Trump’s comments suggest he is
willing for now to give his handpicked
chairman leeway, even as he increases
pressure on the central bank to lower
borrowing costs. That creates a
complicated dynamic for Warsh to
navigate going forward, despite Trump
asserting at his swearing-in ceremony
he wants the chairman to be “totally
independent”.

In a social media post earlier
Wednesday, Trump said that US rates
“should be 1%, or less” because “Our
Countryis BOOMING with new

US ECONOMY. What’s at stake?

Investment” and has “the Best Credit
in the World.”

Driving rates down to Trump’s
desired level would require the central
bank to make a significant reduction, a
move that typically only accompanies a
severe economic crisis. Trump, in his
post, continued to argue that interest
rates have put the US at a competitive
disadvantage to other world
economies, tying it to the nation’s

trade deficit by saying: “We are
‘carrying’ almost every country in the
world, and that cannot go on any
longer.”

‘FALL IN LINE’

In the past, the President has
threatened to cut off trade with
partners that have a trade surplus,
unless the Fed lowered rates. It’s
unclear how following through on that
threat would lead to lower borrowing
costs for Americans.

Wednesday’s rate hike, the first since
2023, came as policymakers lost
confidence inflation would cool on its
own. The Fed was expected to lift
interest rates after recent data showed
US consumer prices rising higher than
expected in August. Higher energy
prices from the US war with Iran —a
conflict nowin its seventh month — as
well as Trump’s tariff policies have
clouded the picture for the Fed’s
inflation targets.

year from its manufacturing unit in Chennai. Wi-Max is touted to be a fourth
generation technology that offers data speeds higher than 3G services.
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EASY NOT SO EASY

1 2 3 4 5 6 ACROSS DOWN ACROSS DOWN
1. Cutting-off, separation (9) 1. Awrench (7) 1. There’s never case for wriggling out of cut-off pay (9) 1. It was a wrench when the pens ran haywire (7)
5. Pull along with a rope (3) 2. Snake’s poison (5) 5. Give one a hitch to the West (3) 2.1t was spite that made me no other way after five (5)

7 8 7. A parent’s sister (4) 3. To nullify (6) 7. Relative to tease about losing head (4) 3. How to deny the unending teenage revolution (6)
8. Engine’s firing-system (8) 4. Wickedness (4) 8. It is turning one gin into method of firing in an engine (8) 4. It may be a misfortune to dwell upside-down (4)

9 10. Put name forward (8) 5. Trifling (7) 10. How to name a Tom - nine letters (8) 5.1t could rival it at being unimportant (7)

5 11 11. A metropolis (4) 6. Affected by strong breezes (5)  11. It appears, in Cyprus, to be where business is done (4) 6. 1s scared that it’s blowing up outside (5)

13. To reiterate (6) 9. To work flour into dough (5) 13. Again say that it’s a second viewing (6) 9. Work at making dough out of necessity, one is told (5)
12 15. Influenced one by strength of ~ 12. Be engaged in combat (5) 15. It is bequeathed to the French in an uncultivated area (6) 12. Box for gift that might contain heroin (5)

mind (6) 14. A sunshade (7) 18. Old jokes may be an indication of trouble afoot (4) 14. Father taking solar arrangement that would

13 14 15 16 18. Grain (4) 16. Great pleasure (7) 19. It will move side to side as it’s shaped like a swimmer’s protect him (7)
19. (Shaped like) caudal fin (4-4)  17. Unspeaking (6) rear (4-4) 16. Much pleasure around 3rd August it held, perhaps (7)

L 22.Inerror (8) 18. Punctuation mark (5) 22. Having the wrong idea, could create a stink with me (8) 17.1s up fast, and saying nothing (6)

18 19 20 23. Extended (4) 20. Sun-dried mud brick 23. Yearn to have more than the average number ina 18. A butterfly that may make one pause mid-sentence (5)

24.Thelot (3) construction (5) particular suit (4) 20. Nothing found in a bed made of sun-dried
21 25. Heraldic arms of a deceased ~ 21. To get money for 24. Everything is the same either side on court (3) mud brick (5)

person (9) cheque (4) 25. Arms of dead person that men set out around the church (9)  21.In short, cent has to be changed for ready money (4)

22 23
SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2737

24 25 ACROSS 1. Potent 4. Secret 9. Overdid 10. Tabor 11. lota 12. Burr 13. Due 15. Drip 16. Bank 19. Ill 21. Pole 22. Scan 24. Inter 25. Courier 26. Yarned 27. Ragged
DOWN 1. Profitability 2. Treated 3. Node 5. External 6. Rabid 7. Three-cornered 8. Odour 14. Disperse 17. Kicking 18. Flock 20. Later 23. Pupa
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Warsh-led Fed Starts
US War on Inflation

India will feel drag of higher global interest rates

USPFedchairKevin Warshled aunanimous12-0 vote torai-
se interest rate to 3.75-4%, defying Donald Trump’s calls
forlower borrowing costs. This is the Fed’s first interest
rate hike in 3 yrs, as central bankers across the world get
theiracttogether over controllinginflation. The dollar is
nestled higher, equities are shuffling after a dip, and sho-
rt-termbond yields have jumped on expectation of anoth-
er rate hike this year. A hawkish Fed could be spoilsport
for the Al party, as investors take stock of rich valuation.
Inflation expectations are up across the board as energy
pricesandbondyieldsstay high. G7central banks will ta-
ke their cue from the Fed. This will be a second round of
concerted interest rate hikes since the Ukraine conflict
as stagflation rears its head. Most emerging economies
will have to follow into an interest rate upcycle.

India will feel the drag of higher global interest rates
combined with trade friction and dis-
rupted energy supplies. Effects on Indi-
anequitiescould bemixed if AIvalua-
tionsmoderate, while its vulnerability
totheUS waronIranremainselevated.
Therupee willremain under pressure
from astrengtheningdollar. Global ca-
pital seeking safe harbour in US trea-
suries will affect India’s equity and commodity markets.
There issome cushion in domestic consumption. Butthat
comes at the cost of fiscal slippage and RBI’s tolerance
for inflation resurging soon after a painful spike.

RBIhasconsistently opted for alow growth sacrifice wh-
ile chasing inflation targets. The economy has shown re-
markableresilience during the West Asia crisis. But per-
sistent energy disruption will chip away at the momen-
tum. Separately, food inflation is on an episodic climb,
with second-order effects of energy inflation yet to work
their way through the system. Timelinesfor interestrate
changes may have to be foreshortened. This could throt-
tlecredit-led consumptionand arevival of private invest-
ment. But, as the Fed has shown, it’s better to strike first
inthe battle against inflation.

We Cannot Normalise
‘Orwellian Dystopia’

Last week, Allahabad High Court came down heavily onthe UP
government over alleged misuse of Uttar Pradesh Control of
Goondas Act1970. Cases before it, it noted, suggested the state
wasusingthelawasatool of harassment,addingthatsuchmis-
usewill invite punitive damages. The court made its statement
while quashing an order by the Gonda DM declaring a person
a ‘goonda’ and externing him for 6 mths. It reminded the exe-
cutive that a solitary case does not make a habitual offender,
and an acquittal can’t become a tool of surveillance and ins-
trument of harassment.

Appetitefor such procedural shortcuts isbecoming worrying-
ly systemic. Only weeks earlier, the high court had called Deo-
- ria police officials a ‘bunch of liars’ after

they claimed station CCTV cameras were

non-functional during alleged illegal de-

tention of fourindividuals. Itssplit verdict

on ‘bulldozerjustice’ also exposed the cons-

titutional tension around executive over-

o reach. Nowhere wasthismoreglaringthan

in the case of Aakriti Chaudhary. The 24-

yr-old DU student activist was slapped with NSA for advocat-

ing for low-wage workers protesting in Noida. Her preventive

detention paperwork was found to be generated after she had

been taken into custody,amovethe courttermeda ‘sham’. Find-
ingnoevidence of incitement, it quashed her detention.

Governments have theduty topreservelaw and order. Butlaw
enforcement without constitutional fidelity is coercion. Main-
taining public order doesn’t give the executive a blank cheque
to forgo fundamental rights without proof, evidence and due
process. When preventive laws are weaponised toquiet dissent,
or paperwork is forged to justify illegal custody, we risk slid-
inginto, as the court said, ‘Orwellian dystopia’.

af UST IN JEST

Industrial policy isfine, but India needs
to give the divine maker his due

Time to Bump Up
Vishwakarma

Indiahastried production-linked incentives, industrial cor-
ridors, startup missions, semiconductor missions.... But
oneelement of industrial policy remains scandalously un-
derutilised: Vishwakarma. ‘V-man’, whose puja was obser-
ved yesterday, is traditionally the divine architect and cra-
ftsman, honoured by engineers, mechanics, artisans and
factory workers. Machines and tools are duly venerated on
hisday in his honour. Yet, India continues to treat him like
anITIgraduate when he’s clearly more than qualified to be
Unionminister of manufacturing, heavy industry, MSMEs,
semiconductorsand Al

Policy is all very well. But what rational economic frame-
work neglectstheliteral divine maker? Economists obsess
over capitalformation, productivity and supply chains. Vish-
wakarma offers all three, without demandingretro taxati-
on. If anyone understands tech transfer, here’s the guy. Vish-
wakarmaneeds bigger pujas, better branding and his own
manufacturing PLI: puja-linked incentive. Before the next
semiconductor fab is inaugurated, forget ribbon-cutting.
Bringflowers, incense and alathe. The Greeks provideawa-
rning. They had Hephaestus, god of smiths, metalworking
and craftsmen. They allowed him to slip down the cultural
rankings. Result? Sovereign-debt crisis, and aMediterran-
eaneconomy thatnoteven Chris Nolan willmakeamovieon.
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Tokenisation can transform India’s bond market, but the bigger test is whether it broadens access

TOKEN, NOWSTIR

Oh, Let’s Look
Beyond AAA

Dinesh Patwari

aunch of Sebi-RBI’'s Demat

2.0 pilot for tokenised cor-

porate bonds on Sept 10 ma-

rkedasignificantevolution

in the architecture of Ind-
ia’sfinancial markets. The initiative
uses distributed ledger technology,
digital securities and central bank
digital currency (CBDC)to bring se-
curitiesand settlementlegsof atran-
saction closer together.

Thepilothasseen threeissuances,
raising around 1,025 cr, signalling
that tokenisation is moving from an
idea into a practical market experi-
ment. But there’s one question that
needs to be answered alongside tok-
enisation: can wemakebondsliquid
after they have been issued?

Considerthedilemmafaced by an
investor looking atan AA, A+, or A-
rated bond. Thebond may offer high-
er yield than a comparable AAA in-
strument. The investor may be com-
fortable with the additional risk.
But then there’s the key question: if
I need money before maturity, who
will buy my bond? That uncertainty
means investors demand an additi-
onal premium, or avoid the security.
Low liquidity leads to fewer inves-
tors, higher liquidity premium and
higher borrowing costs, further
shrinking investor base. The ans-
wer is not to tell investors to take
more risks, but to make the market
more liquid.

Equity marketsfacilitate continu-
ous buying and selling. Why should
the corporate bond market be differ-
ent? Anew generation of profession-
al corporate-bond market makers
could provide investors with some-
thing missing in many lower-rated
bonds: acredible2-way market. This
iswhereatargetedregulatory inter-
vention can make a difference.

Every new listed corporate bond
issue of %200 cr or more, rated AA
and below, should have a profession-
al market-making arrangement. A
Sebi-registered merchant banker
could be designated as the market
maker for 3 yrs, or until maturity if
the bond matures earlier. The mar-
ket maker would provide 2-way quo-
tes within a prescribed spread. The
proposed maximum spread could
range from about 75 bps for AA bon-
ds to 150 bps for lower-rated bonds,
reflecting greater risk and lower lig-
uidity of the securities.

The market maker would be com-
pensated for providing this service
through a transparentfee paid by the
issuer. This is not a guarantee aga-
inst losses or of the issuer’s credit
quality, buta commitmenttoprovide
afunctioning secondary market.

There’s a major advantage in
starting with new issues. Cost of
market-making can be built into the
economics of the bond at the time
it’s issued. The investor knows befo-
re subscribing that there’s a desig-
nated professional market maker.
The issuer knows the cost. The mer-
chant banker knows the obligation.
The regulator can monitor compli-
ance. And the market gradually bu-
ilds a stock of more liquid bonds.
This is preferable to imposing retro-
spective obligations on thousands
of existing securities.

A framework could have 5 pillars:
03200 crthreshold Smallerissues
may not have enough depth to justi-
fy themechanism initially.
® AA and below This is precisely
whereadditionalliquidity canmake
the greatest difference.

® 3-yrobligation Theobjectiveisto
establish secondary-marketliquidi-
ty without imposing an indefinite
balance-sheet commitment on the
market maker.
O Rating-linked spreads A higher-
risk bond should command a wider
market-making spread. The propos-
ed range could be 75-150 bps.
® Limit on number of mandates
Amerchantbanker shouldnotbeper-
mitted to undertake unlimited mar-
ket-makingobligations. A ceiling of
10bonds ata time would help ensure
thatmarket makingis genuinerath-
er than merely contractual.
Investors price liquidity risk alo-
ngside credit risk, so better liquidi-
ty can reduce the premium embed-
ded inyields.
Thebenefitcanflow back toissuers.
A company with a good credit profi-
le but a lower rating shouldn’t have
topay anexcessive premiummerely
because investors fear that the bond
will be difficult to sell. A deeper sec-

SriMisra

Credit Where
Credit’s Due

ingapore: On Sept 7, REC

raised %500 cr through In-

dia’s first pilot issue of tok-

enised corporate bonds un-

der Sebi’s regulatory sand-
box. Ownership sat on a permissi-
oned distributed ledger, settlement
was in wholesale CBDC, and pay-in,
allotment and listing finished the
same day.

The book drew %796 cr against a
%100 cr base issue, with 500 cr ac-
cepted. Two days later, L&T raised
%500 cr for 3 yrs, becoming the first
private issuer to follow, while ITFL
Finance raised %25 cr at 9.1%, the
firstnon-PSU.

¥1,025 cr in a week, against a cor-
porate bond market of roughly %59
lakh cr that privately placed 32.65
lakh cr across 603 issues between
Apriland July. Asashare of themar-
ket, itmaybenothing, butasanengi-
neeringresult, it’snot nothing.

Atomicsettlement, where securi-
ty and money change hands in one

Raise a glass t0 71,025 cr

ondary market can, therefore, redu-
ce the cost of capital while simulta-
neously improving investor choice.

This is important for India’s next
phase of growth. Its infrastructure,
manufacturing,logistics, RE, reales-
tate and financial-services sectors
will require enormous amounts of
long-term capital. Bankscan’t—and
shouldn’t — be expected to finance
everything. A deeper corporate bond
market is essential. But a bond mar-
ket dominated by AAA and quasi-
sovereign issuers cannot fully meet
financingrequirementsof arapidly
expanding economy. India needs a
broad credit spectrum.

The market should be able to fin-
ance strong companiesrated AA, A,
or BBB, not merely those fortunate
enoughtocarryan AAArating. That
requires investors to have confiden-
ce not only in an issuer’s creditwor-
thiness but also in liquidity of the
security.

The regulatory objective should,
therefore,betomake AA, A,and oth-
er appropriately rated corporate bo-
ndsmore investible, not by reducing
credit standards but by improving
market infrastructure. A transpar-
ent, regulated market-makingframe-
work for new issues above 200 cr co-
uld be an important step.

If successful, it could gradually ch-
ange investor behaviour. The result
would not be an abandonment of
AAA bonds but something better: a
shiftfrom rating-driven investing to
risk-adjusted investing.

The writer is former chairman, Metropoli-
tan Stock Exchange of India (MSEI)

transaction rather thanaday apart,
removes a class of settlement risk
the market has carried for decades,
and it was done inside the existing
regulatory perimeter with statuto-
ry protections intact.

What it settles is that domestic
plumbing can be upgraded without
breaking anything. What it leaves
open is harder. These were delibe-
rately closed loops: Indian issuers,
institutional investors, digital ru-
pee and a domestic ledger. The no-
tes have a 3-mth lock-in, with ex-
changes expected to build a trading
venue by December. So far, no one
outside the original buyers has bo-
ught or sold them.

Holdings cannot presently move
between conventional demat acco-
unts and Demat 2.0 ledger either, a
second closed loop inside the first.
Every party could reach every oth-
er before tokenisation, and issues
would have completed without it,
only more slowly. What improved
was issuance efficiency. What was
not tested was access.

Access is what tokenisation is go-
od at. MFs, ETFs and e-brokerage
didn’t invent new assets. They ch-
anged who could own existing ones.
Tokenisation extends that logic ac-
ross borders, and then into work-
flow. A tokenised bond shouldn’t be
a demat security with a new label.
On compliant programmable rails,
it can be pledged, financed, used in
treasury workflows, or moved into
collateral arrangements withouteach
participant rebuilding the same op-
erating stack.

Tokenised US treasury funds

stand at roughly $16 bn, inside a
non-stablecoin tokenised assetmar-
ket in the mid-$30 bn range. That
growth is not a fashion. The buyer
was capital already living onchain,
holding dollars that earned noth-
ing, while someone else kept the bill
yield. It could have wired out and
bought bills, but only by leaving the
rail its business runs on. Tokenisa-
tion removed that choice, and the
money arrived.

Tokenised credit is now roughly
$8 bn, but it too is concentrated in
US dollar assets. Emerging-market
corporate credit onchainremains a
roundingerror.

So, concentration isnotreally ab-
out asset class but about economy.
Whether the label says ‘treasury’ or
‘credit’, the cash flow is mostly dol-
lar-denominated, and US, exposed
toonecurrency, one centralbank and
onecreditcycle. Ten such instrume-
nts are not a portfolio.

India is where the gap is clearest.
Foreign capital does reach Indian
credit. EY recorded $3.5 bn of priva-
te credit investment in H12026, with
global funds at 26% of deal value,
down from 68% a year earlier. But
look at the channel carrying it. A
global fund stands up an offshore
vehicle, takes a registration, appo-
ints a custodian and a designated
bank, and writeslarge tickets. Each
step costsroughly the same.

The real minimum is not the in-
strument’s face value but the ope-
rating stack around it, which pri-
ces out everyone below institutio-
nal scale. Family offices, smaller
institutions, wealth platforms and
onchain treasuries may want the
exposure; the access cost keeps
them out.

The swing is the evidence. A ch-
annel carrying68% of amarketone
year, and 26% the next, isn’t a mar-
ketsomuchasasmallnumberof lar-
ge decisions. Demand is not in dou-
bt. Indian credit carries real credit
and liquidity risk, and a dollar in-
vestor must also hedge the rupee,
which is expensive. What survives
isareturn attached to a credit cycle
global portfolios don’t already own.

Which brings the question back
to the digital rupee. Settling a do-
mestic bond in wholesale CBDC
among domestic institutions im-
proves domestic market infrast-
ructure. The switch that matters
more lets tokenised Indian assets
be held by foreign capital, inclu-
ding the $300 bn pool of stablecoin
liquidity with no regulated path-
way into Indian markets today, and
keeps law and regulatory protec-
tion fully intact.

For India, the measure is direc-
tion. A global allocator in Singapo-
re, Dubai or NYC should be able to
hold Indian credit alongside US gov
debt, each asset governed by laws of
itshome market. Over time, that In-
dian credit should also be usable in
ordinary capital-markets workflo-
ws: collateral, financing, treasury
management and portfolio const-
ruction. That would bring in inves-
tors who cannot reach Indian mar-
ketstoday.

21,025 cr settled in digital rupee is
a good beginning. The larger prize
is adollar in Dubai that can lend to
an Indian company, and stay under
Indianlaw while it does.

The writer is founder-chief architect,
aarna.ai

Navigating Chinese Checkers
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Nilanjan Banik

In their one-on-one at the sidelines
of the New Delhi BRICS summitlast
weekend, Narendra Modi and Xi
Jinpingdiscussed the border issue,
with the two expressing ‘commit-
ment to afair, reasonable, and mutu-
ally acceptableresolution’. The
other important track, economics,
had little to cheer about, except for
resumption of direct flights between
Delhi and Guangzhou, amajor
sourcing hub for Indian apparel,
accessories and electronics traders.
InFY26, China overtook the US to
become India’slargest trading part-
ner. Bilateral merchandise trade
reached about $151 bn. But it’s how the
trade is split that tells the real story.
India imported well over $130 bn in
Chinese goods, while exporting
under $20 bn, leaving a deficit above
$112bn, the widest onrecord, and a
jump from about $99 bn the year
before. For every dollar of goods India
sells to China, it buys back $6-7 worth.
India hasn’t been able to leverage
China’s $18 tn economy effectively,
and the widening trade deficit is
largely organic, driven by Chinese
firms’ superior price and tech com-
petitiveness. The silver lining is that

Indian consumers gain access to
cheaper Chinese goods, with alarger
realisation of consumer surplus.
Much of what China sells India—
telecom equipment, semiconduc-
tors, lithium-ion batteries, solar
cells, industrial machinery, pharma
ingredients— are productive inputs
that Indian factories and assembly
lines depend on to make their own
products affordable and competiti-
ve. Cutting these imports off over-
night would raise costs across
Indian industry, not lower them.
Evena ‘Made in India’ smartphone,
EVorsolar panel carries a great
deal of Chinese content inside it.
Indiarelies on Chinafor a striking
share of inputs across sensitive
sectors. Nowhere is this dependen-
cemore exposed than inrare
earths. China controlsroughly
two-thirds of globalrare earth
mining, some 60% of processing
capacity, and close to 90% of mag-
net manufacturing, adominance

L

Get more toe-to-toe

built deliberately since the 1990s,
when Beijing designated rare
earths astrategic asset while Wes-
tern producersretreated from this
pollution-intensive sector.

In April 2025, Chinarestricted
exports of 7rare earth elements,
primarily asretaliation against US
tariffs, rather than amove aimed at
India. India was caught in the cross-
fire regardless, given how heavily its
EV, electronics, RE energy and defen-
ce sectorslean on these materials, for
which substitutes such asferrite
magnets perform noticeably worse.

What followed was a stop-start
sequence that has made planning
nearly impossible for Indian manu-
facturers. China eased curbson
magnets, fertilisers and tunnel-
boring equipment in August 2025
after diplomatic commitments from
its foreign minister Wang Yi duringa
visit to New Delhi—only toadd 5
more elements to its control list 2
mthslater, and to introduce arule
requiring approval for any product
containing even trace amounts of
Chinese-origin rare earths. By
December, restrictions covered 12
elements in total.

Indiais preparing an incentive
scheme worth about 73 bn forrare
earth magnet manufacturing, alongs-
idea35bn critical-mineralsrecyc-
ling initiative running through 2031.
Indiais also courting Australia,
Japan and South Korea as alternative
rare earth suppliers. Private capital
has begun to follow; with companies
raising fresh funds specifically to

invest in rare earth metals.

But domestic manufacturing capaci-
ty in electronics, batteries and critical
minerals takes years to build, and will
require sustained policy support well
beyond current incentive schemes.
Diversifying supply chains can
reduce dependency without elimina-
ting it. Indian negotiators have limi-
ted leverage to try open Chinese
markets for pharma, agriculture and
IT services. So, progress there islikely
tostay incremental.

Unlike blanket protectionism,
which risks sheltering inefficient
domestic producers, targeted mea-
sures— anti-dumping duties where
dumping is proven, security scree-
ning for genuinely sensitive tech-
nologies, incentives tied to measu-
rable gains in value addition rather
than mere assembly — offer amore
sustainable path.

With respect to China, what is
emerging isnot arelationship headed
for imminent decoupling. Trading in
local currency will help reduce trade
imbalances, mainly by lowering
exchange rate volatility, reducing the
need to hoard costly foreign reserves,
and cutting transaction costs for
cross-border trade. Alsorequired is
insistence on tech transfer.

Future rounds of negotiation will
require ambition, creativity and
willingness on the part of Indian
negotiators to make Chinaaccepton
theseterms.

The writer is head, Economic Policy Centre,
Mahindra University, Hyderabad

THE SPEAKING TREE

Judging
Others?

SANJAY TEOTIA

Appearances can be deceiving.
Often, we judge people by their
actions without understanding
thesilent battles they are fighting.
A person who seems angry may
be struggling with grief. Someone
who appears rude may be overwh-
elmed by stress, disappointment
or loneliness. Difficult circumst-
ances can cloud a person’s thou-
ghts, emotions and behaviour. This
does not mean we should accept
harmful actions, but it encoura-
gesustolook beyond the surface
before forming opinions.

Most spiritual traditions teach
that the soul isnaturally pure.
Fear; pain, attachment and ignor-
ance create negative actions. Just
asdark clouds temporarily hide
the sun without diminishing its
light, difficult phases in life can
temporarily hide a person’s kind-
ness and wisdom. With healing,
guidance and time, many people
rediscover their true nature.

AXkind word, alisteningear or
asimpleact of forgiveness can
become a turning point in some-
one’slife. At the same time, we
can protect our peace while still
wishing others well and recogni-
singthat their actions may ref-
lect their inner struggles rather
than their true character.

Lifemoves in cycles. Someone
struggling today may become a
source of inspiration tomorrow.
We, too, may one day need the pa-
tience and understanding of oth-
ers. The next time someone beha-
ves harshly, pause before labelling
them as a bad person. Consider
that they may be experiencinga
difficult chapter in their journey.
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Sunday Sofa-ing

Modern civilisation hasmade
acuriouserror: ithas confus-
ed movement with progress.
The ambitious must rise ear-
1y, count steps, answer emails
while walking, and spend Sun-
day ‘recharging’. Against this
self-imposed tyranny stands
one of humanity’s finest ins-
titutions: the sofa.

To spend an entire day on one
isasheer achievement of non-
achievement. Morning begins
with something resembling
coffee, and the vague intention
of stirringup. By noon, you've
dug deeper into the sofa.

ADbook lies open on the table,

e st UINread, but

~ S companion-
able. The ph-
{. one’sunexa-
* minedandre-
jected. Lunch
' ° arrivesinpa-
* cksof chips
= andnamkeen.
Outside, people are reversing
badly into parking spaces, whi-
le the blissful sofa-dweller has
attained sovereignty over time.
There areno appointments,
only naps. The distinction bet-
ween 2pm and 5pm becomes
academic. You watch half a
film, read three paragraphs,
consider getting up, and wise-
ly decide against rash action.
Thereisjoy in this surrend-
erbecause most days demand
that we become somebody:
employee, employer, ward,
guardian, colleague, spouse,
commuter, customer, seller,
person-who-replies-prompt-
ly.... The sofa asks nothing,
except that you occasionally
rearrange acushion.
By evening, remarkably, no-
thinghas been accomplished.
Which was the entire point.

Chat Room

India, Full-On
Chip Stake!

Apropos the Edit, ‘Chip Away In-
tothe Whole Ecosystem’ (Sep17),
India’s semiconductor ambitions
will succeed only when manufac-
turingis supported by a wider
ecosystem. Building fabrication
units is important, but equally
necessary are skilled technicians,
reliable suppliers, testing facili-
tiesand indigenous equipment.
Government incentives should,
therefore, extend beyond large in-
vestments and encourage small-
er firms to develop specialised
capabilities. Close collaboration
between industry, universities
and technical institutions can
create a steady talent pool. A long-
term policy framework, rather
than short-term subsidies, will
give investors confidence. The
objective should be to make In-
dianot merely a chip assembler
but a dependable and competiti-
ve semiconductor hub.

S M Jeeva

Chennai
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CONTRAPUNTO

I shall be an autocrat: that’s my trade. And the good
Lord will forgive me: that’s His

- CATHERINE THE GREAT

A

Tarift? Don’t Panic

Threat of US action shouldn’t put India off Russian oil,
which has served us well, and moderated global prices

president to impose up to 100% tariff on countries buying

Russian oil and gas. As the second-largest buyer, should
India be alarmed? No, because 1) Trump hasn’t signed it yet;
2) his signing doesn’t mean India is tariffed automatically; and
3)100% istheupperlimit, notthe defaulttariff. Some of the suspense
will end soon because Trump has 10 days to sign or veto the bill
that’s taken 17 months to get this far. If he vetoes, end of the story.
But what if he signs?

It’sabigif because, while US can demand Russia’s clients buy oil
elsewhere, what are the alternatives? West Asian supplies are choked.
Minus Russian energy, global prices will shoot up further, not sparing
US consumers either. With less than two months to midterm polls,
Trump doesn’t want that. Already, farmers—who vote Republican —
are sore because diesel prices have risen almost 70% in a year. This
is harvest season for maize and soy,
and filling up tractors and combines
at$6.2agallon ishurting them.

Do Republicans, and Trump, want
diesel totouch $8? So, Trump may hold
off onapplyingtariff pressureonIndia.
He also has to worry about inflation,
which has forced US Fed to hike rates
; for the first time in three years. Costlier
—H’“ fuel will only stoke inflation, so the
== tariff might not materialise soon.
Trump’s so concerned about the diesel situation, he’s even asked
Zelenskyy to “stop knocking out diesel fuel in Russia”.

India must prepare for the worst case —100% tariff —regardless.
After all, US is our biggest export market. Does that mean buckling
under pressure? No. As govt has said, energy security of 1.4bn
Indians is its priority. So, Russian crude — which made up 51% of
India’s basket in July - isn’t going anywhere. We have to worry
about our own inflation. As for exports, Trump had exempted
Indian pharma and some other Indian goods in his tariff war last
year, and he might again now. We’ve done well by diversifying
our markets. Analysts say instead of imposing a high tariff,
Trump might use it to push India towards signing the long-delayed
bilateraltradeagreement. Butisthe BTA worth thepainof inflation,
knowing how Trump has tariffed EU, Japan and South Korea
after signingtrade deals with them?

Birdsong, Pitch Askew

Himalayan Monal is driven to change its call, because
we have forced the mountain to sound like us

Both houses of US Congress have passed a bill that allows the
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rainbow on its body. And all the colours on the male Himalayan

Monal don’t just sit there, they glow. When sunlight catches it
moving through the mountain forests, it turns incandescent. The
female is understated, her mottled brown blending into the forest
floor when she nests. Their habitat is special too. Alpine to sub-alpine,
with oaks and rhododendrons, including hushed bugyals and
steep rocky slopes. We are disturbing their peace, of course we
are. One indicator is how our sounds are changing their sounds.
HNB Garhwal University research shows that, where human-made
noise increases, the birds have to call at a higher peak frequency
1 and for longer, to hear each other.

There are humans who will read all this to
mean that the birds are getting “louder and
longer”, which to them means, stronger. But
adaptation can’t always be understood as
resilience. Here, it’s the price their voice is
. paying for ours. It’s low-frequency urban and
traffic noise that’s pushing Himalayan Monals
to shift their vocal frequencies upward.

Of course, their natural habitat’s never been
acoustlca]ly qulet Wind has always moved through the conifers, oaks,
and rhododendrons. There are the sounds of streams and waterfalls,
and other birds, insects, and mammals. But there is a harmony to
all this, which SUVs, boomboxes, construction, and, increasingly,
helicopters spare no regard. Other avians also find their usual
communication disrupted by anthropogenic noise. This finding tells
us there is environmental stress, but not how it’s affecting mating
success, breeding behaviour, or long-term survival. Really bad things
could be happeningon all these fronts. Maybe biologically essential
signals are getting warped. Maybe, as the birds retreat to more
fragmented and increasingly smaller high-altitude refugia, it will
create dangerous genetic bottlenecks. We just don’t know. What merry
ignorance, while the bird on the mountain cries itself hoarse.

Well-bread Goa

The tiny state’s dining table displays
multiple varieties of the ‘staff of life’

Jug Suraiya

It’s jaw-droppingly gorgeous, carrying what looks like an entire

I’'m just back from a two-week visit there, and the taste of Goa
lingers on the palate of memory.

Though a tiny state, Goa with its tides and cross tides of
history;, its eclectic commingling of cultures, Portuguese and
Indian, Hindu and Christian, has a veritable feast of culinary

delights for those lucky enough to live there, and those
pr1v11eged tovisitthere periodically,asIam.

The coastal state’s munificent menu is far too comprehensive to be listed
here, so suffice to say that it hasnoless than four kinds of bread.

Aphilosopher, who must also have been afoodie, remarked that a civilisation
should be judged by the quality of its bread, rightly called the ‘staff of life’.

By this token, Goa is a very civilised place indeed. The traditional poder, or
baker, is a much-respected member of the community, and the alchemical art

of turning common grains into heavenly manna in secular avatar
is passed on, like a treasured family legacy, from generation to
“J generation.

As aprelude to daybreak, comes the musical jingle-jangle of the
poee man’s bicycle bell as he does the neighbourhood
- . rounds, delivering the staple of a Goan breakfast, the
lug u Iar\}e N baked bun made from wheat bran leavened with

coconut toddy.

With its stretchy, chewy texture, and stuffed with veggies or jam, or whatever
you fancy, the poee makes for a perfect start to another perfect Goan day.

Then there’s the pao, with its lightly toasted exterior and its inside as soft
and fluffy as a cumulus cloud drifted down to earth to become the ideal mop-up
accompaniment for a xacutior other gravy-rich dish.

Competing with the poee and the pao is the unndo, its crackly crust concealing
the secret of a yeasty interior, a delightful double take of taste and texture.

Complementing this wholly trinity is the sanna, the Goan idli, a steamed
rice cake infused with toddy.

My favourites are the poee and the unndo, the only problem being my inability
to choose between the two. SoI choose both, as being the well-bread thing to do.
Aswell asthe well-bred.

NSE Goes Public. 4 Things That Matter

To build a durable business, NSE needs to move towards subscription-based (data & index)
revenues, have independent regulation, and diversify

Krishnan Ranganathan

NSE’s IPO isn’t about raising money.
It doesn’t need cash. It’s debt-free
and earns a tidy sum just parking its
reserves. What it needs, instead, is a
story that justifies the price tag.

That tag is roughly %4.42L cr, arich
number for a business whose profit fell about 15% last
year, to ¥10,302cr. Today NSE is essentially a toll booth
on a very busy bridge: options trading. Transaction
fees make up nearly 80% of its revenue, and options
alone account for 60% of revenue — India’s favourite
way to treat the marketlike a casino.

The problem? Sebi controls the speed limit on

data giant of its own, it will have to buy up domestic
data and fintech firms piecemeal instead.

® Stop paying the sheriff outof the tavern’stakings.
Ten trading members generate nearly half of NSE’s
revenue — and NSE is their regulator. Exchanges that
keep both jobs eventually pay for it.

HongKong’s exchangelearned this in 2020, when its
IPO-vetting unit was rocked by a bribery scandal. NSE
knows the feeling: it has all but closed out a decade-old
case, paying Sebi Z1,491cr to settle allegations that some
brokers got faster access to its servers. That happened
with no public shareholders in theroom at all.

Noristheoversight machinery in greathealth: NSE
chairperson’s seat sat empty for 651 days, and past
delaysleftits board short of required composition, and

that bridge. And the bridge is already
narrowing: NSE’s share of equity
options premium turnover fell from
78.6% to 68.5% between June quarters
of 2025 and 2026. Buffett observed that
“only when the tide goes out do you
learn who’s been swimming naked.”
Sebi has been letting the water out for
two years now; NSE would like everyone
tostoplooking at the beach.

NSE knows all this. Nine strategic
pillars, says the prospectus. A company
with nine priorities has none. Four
things actually matter.

@ Stop selling umbrellas; start selling
the weather forecast. In 1850s, German
émigré Paul Reuter didn’t get rich breeding
faster carrier pigeons; he got rich selling
the news those pigeons carried.

seven years and Aus$250mn building a blockchain-based
settlement system before writing the whole thing off.
Nobody applauds a subway that runs on AlI; they only
remember the onethatdidn’trunatall.

Tokyo’s exchange learned this the hard way in 2020,
when a hardware glitch shut trading for a full day - its
CEOresigned within weeks. NSE has its own version: a
2021 outage cost it more than ¥70cr in settlements with
Sebi. And the threats are no longer just accidental - in
2025 its website absorbed some 395mn hits in 11 minutes
in adenial-of-service attack.

On its busiest day, NSE handled close to 22bn order
messages. As apublic company, any stumble gets marked
straight into the share price within minutes. Its only real
job is making sure the engine never stalls — glamorous
work for none, indispensable to all.

® Sell hot chocolate before winter
arrives. When equities crash, retail
trading dries up. World’s biggest
exchanges have somewhere else for
the money to go. During the 2008 crisis,
CME’s interest-rate business shrank,
but record equity-index volumes and
its timely purchase of NYMEX more
than covered the hole.

NSE has no such second engine.
It lost the last commodities war badly:
it still has under 1% of commodity
futures and options. The rematch has
begun - electricity futures, launched in
July 2025, took 71% of lots traded in a
segment that barely existed before, and
awholly-owned National Coal Exchange
was incorporated in June 2026. But

NSE’s transaction fees are weather:
they swing with sentiment. It needs climate: subscription
revenue that doesn’t care if traders are having a good
month. LSE made this pivot the modern way, spending
$27bn ondatagiant Refinitiv;stock tradingisnowaside
businessnexttoits dataand analytics arm.

NSE already rents server space, billed by the year, to
high-frequency traders (“co-location”), but the problem
is scale. The Nifty family underpins 9L cr of domestic
passive money, against barely %36k cr abroad (April
2025) spread across 33 funds - the global franchise is a
rounding error waiting to be built.

Index licencing and data subscriptions bring
roughly %150cr a year: under 1%. That isn’t pricing
power. Since the rulebook won’t let NSE buy a global

its nomination committee without quorum. Every such
appointment needs Sebi’s approval — so the exchange
cannot fix its governance alone, and the regulator
that must fix it is the one it would be lobbying.

Wall Street’s fix was to spin regulation off into
FINRA, an independent body. NSE has gestured at
this and incorporated a supervision subsidiary,
NASL, but keeps it alive with a loan from its parent.
The prospectus concedes that public responsibilities
“may, at times, conflict with commercial interests
of our shareholders”. Independence means the pay
cheque, not the letterhead.

® Boringistheproduct. Exchanges that chase novelty
for its own sake tend to regret it: Australia’s ASX spent

NSE’s electricity share has already
slipped to 54% in a single quarter. Winning a small
market isnot yetahedge against winter.

A publicmonopoly can’trun a casino without being
repriced when the regulator moves. A business that gets
three-fifths of its revenue from short-term derivatives
bets, lives at the mercy of a regulator’s pen. GIFT City
escapes that pen, but is too small to matter.

Buried in the risk factors is the sentence that
should frame this whole offering: despite diversification
efforts, “trading activities remain our primary
revenue source.” The morning after listing, the
clock starts. NSE’s problem is that it doesn’t hold
the stopwatch. Sebidoes.

The writer is former executive director, Nomura India

How To Plan A Cure For Private Hospitals

Patients are in no position to question high markups on drugs or consumables in a hospital bill.
Five suggestions how Centre and NPPA can make private healthcare prices fairer

Indu Bhushan

When a family sits outside an ICU, it is
not negotiating a contract - it is dealing
with fear and uncertainty. So when an
IV infusion set procured by a hospital
_ | forz11.05appears on thefinal bill at %325,
2 or a catheter bought for 29.41 carries
Founding an MRP of %310, it understandably
(former) CEO, feels less like healthcare pricing and
Ayushman Bharat 1,ore like exploitation.

A Maharashtra FDA survey found
markupsashighas2,841% on common hospital consumables.
Suchmargins are tough tojustify —but patients have neither
the information, nor the bargaining power to question
them. Thisisalegitimate areafor strongregulation. State
FDA commissioner Tukaram Mundhe, therefore, rightly
sought that Centre examine these pricing gaps, and
consider action. Centre has asked NPPA for areport.

But regulatory response must fit the problem.
Excessive markups on standardised consumables
are one problem. What a hospital should charge for
complex medical procedures, quite another. This
distinction matters. Parliament Standing Committee
on Health recently recommended a national statutory
body to impose a “rigid cap” on essential procedures
and diagnostics, fixed package rates for standard
medical & surgical procedures, and link hospital room
charges in metros to tariffs of nearby three-star hotels.
The committee has diagnosed a real problem. Parts of
its prescription may worsen matters.

An IV set is a standard product. Healthcare is not.
Two patients with the same diagnosis may require very
different treatment. Hospitals differ in staffing, infra,
tech, casemix and quality. A complicated cancer surgery
in a tertiary hospital cannot be priced the same way as
a standardised consumable, whose manufacturing
and distribution costs are ascertainable.

Administered prices can also create distortions. Too
high, the patient gains little. Too low, and providers
may avoid complex patients, cut corners, cross-subsidise
through other charges, or simply stop investing. Having
spent years building PMJAY’s architecture, I’'ve seen
firsthand how rigid price caps can backfire, driving

quality underground, while failing to curb wasteful care.

India cannot afford that outcome. Private providers
are integral to India’s health system, accounting for a
substantial share of patient care. Building hospitals,
particularly tertiary facilities, requireslarge investments
inland, equipment, tech and specialised manpower. We
need private investment, but we also need to protect
patients from opaque, unreasonable charges. These
objectives are not contradictory. What should we do?
Here’s afive-pronged approach.

® Make hospital prices transparent, predictable.
Every hospital should publish a ‘schedule of charges’ in
a comparable digital format. For planned procedures,
patientsmustreceivean upfrontestimate

committee cited, is instructive. Pooled procurement
of 40 oncology drugs across 23 centres led to savings
of %1,320cr, compared with MRP-based costs, with
median savings of 82%.

® Regulate utilisation. Price caps do not solve the
other key problem - fee-for-service rewards doing
more. More investigations, longer hospital stays
and additional procedures generate more revenue,
regardless of outcomes. A CT scan priced cheaply is
still wasteful if it wasnot clinically required.

Govt purchasers and insurers need to use
evidence-based treatment pathways, clinical audits
and data analytics to identify outliers — hospitals
with unusually high rates of caesarean

covering professional fees, diagnostics,
medicines, devices, consumables and room
charges. If the final bill is significantly
higher, hospital should have to explain
why, except where unforeseen medical
emergencies arise.
® Actfirmly against excessive mark-
ups on medicines, devices and consumables.
Maharashtra findings are relevant
here. Hospitals are entitled to recover
reasonable costs of procurement, storage,
wastage and supply. But large, unexplained
margins on standardised products
require scrutiny. Transparency in
procurement price, MRP and patient
price of high-value medicines, implants
and consumables would itself exert
pressure on unreasonable margins.

For essential consumables and medical devices with
persistent excessive markups, govt should consider
trade-margin rationalisation, reference pricing and
structured price monitoring, rather than automatically
fixingthe final price of every product.

Precedent exists. NPPA used trade-margin rationa-
lisation for 42 non-scheduled anti-cancer drugs in 2019 and
reported savings of upto90% across 526 brands. During
Covid, a similar approach was applied to oxygen
concentrators and five common medical devices.

Better procurement can produce dramatic savings.
The Tata Memorial Centre experience parliamentary

sections, ICU admissions, diagnostic
tests or particular procedures.

® Make quality as visible as price.
Priceregulation in isolation risks creating

aracetothebottom. Patientsneed toknow
not only what a hospital charges but
what outcomes it delivers.

Hospitals should disclose standardised
indicators such as hospital-acquired
infections, readmissions, mortality
for selected procedures, and patient
experience.

® Finally, strengthen the public
system. It remains the best protection
against excessive private-sector pricing.
It also provides govt with a benchmark
for understanding what efficient
healthcare actually costs.

Markups of the magnitude reported in Maharashtra
deserve investigation with transparency, and strong
action. But we should resist the temptation to treat
every healthcare pricing problem with the same
instrument. A rigid price cap tries to solve all these
problems with one number. The objective should not
simply be cheaperhealthcare, but better value—quality
care, with transparency, at a cost patients can understand
and afford. That would protect patients without choking
the investment and innovation that Indian healthcare
will increasingly need.

The writer is senior associate at Johns Hopkins University
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The phenomenon
develops calmly,
butitisinvisible,
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Leon Foucault

Every Belief Is Proof Of Conditioning

Sumit Paul

ome is whereyou were conditioned.
—Darnell Lamont Walker
It’s said that when the Great

for the touchstone.
This was the way he went about it:
He’d lift a pebble; if it was cold to the
touch, he’d throw it into the sea.
So, each day for hours on end

particular task. We're so heavily conditioned
that we forget that we have free will.
‘Religiously’ visiting places of worship,
unfailingly observing fasts in specific
months or incessantly chanting

victim of mind-manipulation doesnot
know that he isa victim. To him, the walls
of his prison are invisible, and he believes
himself to be free. His servitude is strictly
objective. We have been conditioned to

Library of Alexandria was burntdown,
only one book survived and it was sold toa
poor man who barely knew how toread.
The book was probably one of the most
valuable books, for on the inside of the back
cover, were scrawled in large, round letters,
afew sentences that contained the secret of
atouchstone, a tiny pebble that could turn
anything it touched into pure gold.

The writing declared that this precious
pebble waslying on the shore of Black
Sea among thousands of other pebbles
that were exactly like it, except all other
pebbles were cold to the touch; this one
was warm. The man rejoiced at his good
luck. He sold everything he had, borrowed
alarge sum of money that wouldlast him
ayear and made for Black Sea, where he
began the painstakingtask of searching

he persevered in his patient
endeavour: Lift a pebble, if it
felt cold, throw it into the sea;
liftanother...andsoon... the passage of time, we get
He spenta week, a = so obsessed with mechanical
month, ten months, a whole THE SPEAKING TREE actions that even if we bump
year at this tedious task. into god on the way, we still
Then he borrowed some will go to a shrine to search
more money and kept at it for him. If you believe in
for another two years. On something because you’re
and on he went, day after conditioned to believe,
day; week after week...still you’re being dishonest.
no touchstone. One evening Tobe conditioned is to be
hepicked up a pebble, and it imprisoned; it’s incarceration
was warm to the touch, and of your mind and being.
through force of habit, he Our conditioning is our
threw itinto Black Sea. enemy. Those who act under constraint
We, like that old man, are pathologically remain under the impression thatthey
conditioned and habituated to doing a areactingon their own volition. The

mantras without comprehending
7 theirimportarenothing but
conditioned behaviour. With

acceptthatdirection of the herd, and
authority —are alwaysright.

Conditioning instils structured
patterns even in our spiritual quest.
Religious belief is not proof of truth;
sometimes, it may simply reflect
conditioning. Such patterning can
limitthe range within which we
express our individuality. In that
sense, human beings can be remarkably
Pavlovian creatures.

Your parents, family, friends,
workplace, religion, are conditioning
you. They’re shaping and regulating
your destiny and life. Reclaim yourself;
itisaconstant process. Unless we
areready to overcome our inherited
assumptions, we can never have a true
relationship based on purelove.
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Modi at 76: From
longevity to legacy

As the BJP begins a month-long celebration of Modi’s 25
years in power, the milestone invites a larger reckoning:
what has his tenure changed, and at what cost?

Narendra Modi turned 76 on September 17th, and the BJP has
converted the date into a month-long liturgy. The Seva Sankalp
Abhiyan, launched on the birthday and running to October 17,
pairs blood donation camps and cleanliness drives with bike
yatras linking Vadnagar, his birthplace, to Varanasi, his
constituency. The arithmetic behind the campaign is real: on
October 7, he completes 25 years as a head of government -
Gandhinagar from 2001, New Delhi since 2014. An unbroken
quarter-century in executive office is rare in any democracy.
Rarer still is the scale on which one man has rewritten the terms
of a nation’s politics. The ledger has substantial entries. Bank
accounts, cooking gas, toilets, piped water and houses reached
households that had waited three generations for the state to
notice them. Digital public infrastructure — Aadhaar, UPI, direct
benefit transfer — turned welfare from patronage into
plumbing, and is now studied from Lagos to Lima.

Highways, ports and airports were built at a pace the licence-
permit republic could not imagine. Article 370, the Ram temple,
Chandrayaan-3, the G20 presidency and Operation Sindoor
supplied the emotional grammar of a self-assured India. The
economy grew 7.8 per cent in April-June, the fastest of any
major economy, through a tariff war that was supposed to break
it. In May, the BJP took West Bengal and a third term in Assam.

The NE borders need eyes in the sky

The Northeast’s borders cannot always be secured with fences. Shifting rivers, porous terrain and difficult frontiers demand
something more agile: space-based surveillance that can turn satellite data into timely, actionable and legally usable
intelligence. Assam’s experience shows why the next frontier of border security is not more fencing, but faster information

In ariverine char (sandbar) of the Dhubri sector,
perhaps 400 families might live in one season,
but by the next season, it could be completely
obliterated. The Brahmaputra creates and
destroys land at its own will. When the char dis-
appears, the families move away, and with
them, the border too changes. This is the actual
functional reality of approximately 61 kilometres
of Assam’s border with Bangladesh, where elec-
tronic surveillance has to be adopted instead of
fencing, because there is no hard soil there to erect
afence. You cannot puta fence in water. You can
only monitor it.

I was reminded of this while chairing a recent
discussion organised by SIA-India in Guwahation
‘Space Technology for National Security and
Border Protection’. This panel included a former

telecom administrator and scientist, a national
security expert, and representatives of two new

ASSAM HAS
Army Commander of the Eastern Theatre,asenior APPROXIMATELY 263
KILOMETRES OF

accountable for it. What is received at the dis-
trict level is, in most cases, merely briefing mate-
rial. Itis not verifiably guaranteed information
— the failures of which we discuss the least.
Before a Foreigners Tribunal or a Magistrate, the
question is never how striking the image is; the
question is its provenance and whether the
chain of custody holds up during cross-exam-
ination. We built extraordinary capabilities, but
we forgot to make them admissible in court.

operational domain. The Indian Space Policy
of 2023 and IN-SPACe opened this sector to
private-sector capabilities, and 52 satellite
surveillance programmes are currently under-
way. A decade ago, none of this was clear. But
forreaching the ‘last mile’, the robust manage-
ment of institutional rules and procedures is
essential. Two mishaps this year make this clear:

In January, due to a launch failure, a DRDO
Earth observation system was lost.

Two months after entering orbit, a historic
Indian private satellite (the world’s first to
combine radar and optical sensors) was
destroyed due to a geomagnetic storm.

Self-reliance is not just the ability to build a
satellite once; itis the ability to rapidly replace
new satellites, coupled with indigenous launch
speed, domestic hardware and procurement
processes completed in 90 days instead of 90
weeks.

What should this region do?

The Northeastern states should issue a stand-
ing order by allocating budgets for all-weather
radar coverage of rivers and flood-prone areas
from Indian satellites. For this necessary plat-
form for geo-stationary satellites/constellations
must be put in place. Demand builds an
industrial base, and at the state level, ‘self-
reliance’ begins with a purchase order for satel-

However, there have been gaps as well. Growth has not Indian satellite-manufacturing enterprises — BORDER WITH What can change this is not more hardware lite products.
translated into work: unemployment among graduates under institutions that did not exist a decade ago. BANGLADESH, A or more sensitive sensors. For this, four  Leverage Existing Infrastructure: Instead of
25 runs near 40 per cent, and a quarter of India’s youth are Assam has approximately 263 kilometres of LARGE PORTION OF unglamorous butindispensable requirements  building a new centre from scratch, work

neither studying, training nor employed. Parliament legislates
with less debate than it did in 1952. Investigative agencies

border with Bangladesh, a large portion of
which is riverine. To our east, we have a 1,643-kilo-
metre border with Myanmar, where governmen-

WHICH IS RIVERINE.
TO OUR EAST, WE

must be met:
Standing Authority: A Superintendent of
Police (SP) in Dhubri or Karimganj should have

upon the existing mechanism. The North
Eastern Space Applications Centre (NESAC),
based in Umiam, is already serving these eight

move with a partisanship the opposition calls persecution, and tal authority has largely collapsed, and the HAVE A 1,643- standing authority to monitor a specific river- ~ states; provide it with a border-and-disaster
the Election Commission’s roll revisions have drawn charges the resulting drug economy fuels insurgency. Toour KILOMETRE BORDER  ine area. wing operated jointly by the state police,
ECI has failed to convincingly answer. Federalism has shrunk to north, we have a neighbouring country that WITH MYANMAR, Analysis Cells: An interpretation cell at the border security forces and disaster manage-
an argument over transfers. refuses to recognise Arunachal Prgxdesh asIndian WHERE range level, beca_use_: itisunfair to hand a satel- ment teams. )
Polarisation has been an instrument rather than an accident and has established 628 border villages near the GOVERNMENTAL lite image to a district-level officer and expect Build a Geospatial Cadre: Develop our own
Lo o o Line of Actual Control (LAC), the majority of which accurate analysis from them. analysts and commentators through a geospa-
and minorities have been at the receiving end. Demonetisation are located opposite Arunachal. And this country AUTHORITY HAS Legal Procedures: Procedures for evidence tial cadre trained in our own institutions,
remains the costliest experiment no one has been held plans to construct a dam on a river upon which LARGELY preservation and custody, granting formal because sovereignty depends equally on

accountable for. Then came June. A satirical outfit calling itself

70 million Indian people depend.

COLLAPSED, AND

legal status to specialised satellite imagery.

people as it does on hardware. Enforce

the Cockroach Janta Party turned an exam-leak scandal into the Three borders, three distinct problems. Our dif- THE RESULTING Dedicated Budgets: A dedicated financial Sovereign Contracts: Incorporate sovereignty
licatinn i ficulty is not a lack of military strength. Our head in the state budget for this purpose. conditions into contracts; there should be no
largest youth mobilisation in decades, and a government primary problem is ‘latency’ — that is, the time DRUG ECONOMY ‘Self-reliance’ - Atmnirbharata in the space ‘shutter control’, no geographical restrictions,

famous for never conceding, conceded - a minister resigned,
demands were met, a task force was announced. It was the first
genuine retreat since the farm laws. It exposed the single
constituency that remains defiant: young Indians who have
known no other prime minister and cannot find a job.

But then such challenges are part of the deal. What occupies
him now? Viksit Bharat 2047 is the stated horizon. The nearer
listis harder - closing the American trade agreement without
surrendering agriculture; the 2027 census and the delimitation
that follows, which risks setting a growing North against an
already resentful South; and the succession he refuses to
discuss, the seventy-five rule he once applied to Advani having
quietly lapsed for himself. Longevity is not legacy. The question
at 76 is whether the coming years are spent consolidating what
he built, or making it survivable without him.

Daiv Vani
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WISDOM FOR A MEANINGFUL LIFE

The Boy Who Won by
Staying Home

Once, Ganesha and his brother Kartikeya were chal-
lenged to a race around the world, with the prize going
to whoever completed the circuit first. Kartikeya immedi-
ately set off on his peacock, eager to cover every continent
and ocean.

Ganesha, instead, simply walked around his parents, Shiva
and Parvati, seated together, and declared himself finished,
explaining that they represented the entire universe to him,
making a literal journey around the world unnecessary. His
parents, moved by the depth of his understanding, declared
him the winner.

We often equate achievement with distance covered, hours
logged, or effort visibly displayed, mistaking motion for
meaning. Ganesha's wisdom lay in recognizing that some
truths do not require circling the globe to be understood, only
clarity about what truly matters.

We chase external milestones, promotions,
recognition, achievements, believing they will bring us closer
to fulfilment, while overlooking the people and truths
already within our reach.

Today, pause and ask whether whatyou're chasing is truly
necessary, or whether what matters most is already present,
closer than you think.

-DAIV

i ln'="!'= S =

renowned Sri Meenakshi Sundareshwarar Temple, in Madurai
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Priests perform ‘abhishek’ during the Maha Kumbabhishekam ceremony, of the
PHOTO: PTI

gap between an event occurring on the ground
and the right person becoming aware of it. This
is where aerospace or space technology becomes
necessary.

Whatwould remain if space-based communi-
cations, navigation and imaging technologies
were disrupted for 72 hours in the Eastern
Theatre? If the adversary is using state-of-the-art
satellite systems and we revert to older methods
inan eventuality, the enemy won’t even need to
defeat us; rather, we ourselves would be handing
them the initiative.

Satellite-derived information today is neither
intelligence nor evidence for a police officer. In

FUELS INSURGENCY

the sense an operational officer understands it,
itis not intelligence, because intelligence must

The writer is a former

DGP of Assam

arrive in a timely manner and have someone

sector is often being talked about, dwelling on
many geo-strategic ramifications. Presently, the
focus of discussions on this is limited merely
to manufacturing capabilities. We do not
need to manufacture everything. We must
reach a stage where no one can block or veto
us.

The path ahead for the Northeast

The encouraging truth is that the framework
for this is largely ready. The anti-satellite (A-SAT)
demonstration of March 2019 placed India in
the group of 4 prominent nations of the
world. That same year, the Defence Space
Agency was established, and last September,
the nation released its first Joint Military Space
Doctrine, treating space as an independent

orany such conditions that give a foreign sup-
plier the authority to dictate what and when
we see.

The satellite surveillance system that exposes
illegal infiltration or crossing can also reveal the
condition of river embankments and the like-
lihood of breaches. The same imagery that
serves border agencies in January can assist
District Commissioners (DCs) in August. In a
state where floods render more people home-
less every year than any enemy attack could,
this is not a minor facility to be mentioned in
passing. The necessity of satellites in the
Northeast should not only be proven in a ‘war
room’; it should also be considered an integral
part of wartime preparations to be undertak-
en during the monsoon season.
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When community ends at the gate

SANJAY
CHANDRA

2ND OPINION

We recently attended a few Ganesh Chaturthi celebrations
at the homes of friends in our condominium complex.
Tower lobbies were buzzing with people in their best ethnic
wear, carrying offerings for Lord Ganesh. At one home, our
host had invited a flautist friend, who rendered a few
bhajans on his flute. These intimate gatherings also
allowed guests to mingle. Such gatherings at home are,
of course, nothing new. What made me think was some-
thing else. The larger community celebration itself appears
to be changing. Increasingly, in our urban centres, it seems
to be moving from the wider neighbourhood into gated
residential complexes. I remember that the only large com-
munity celebration during my childhood was the Ram Leela,
held on whichever was the biggest available ground in the
neighbourhood. Much later, | witnessed the Durga Puja

pandals in the east, Ganesh Chaturthi celebrations in the
west and Dussehra festivities in the south. Beyond their
religious and cultural significance, they performed another
function. Minor acquaintances, or even strangers, bumped
into each other. Conversations began. Some developed into
lifelong relationships. There were no gates defining who
belonged to that community.

Urban living has changed since then. High-rise condo-
minium complexes have created neighbourhoods of
their own, comprising hundreds or thousands of families.
Almost everything we need is available within the bound-
aries. Groceries and meals arrive at our doors. There are
shops, clubs, gyms and play areas. We want entertainment
within the complex and, increasingly, even religious
places and festivities within walking distance of our homes.

Convenience is undoubtedly a part of this change.
Security is another. After a tiring day, few of us want to travel
across the city for something that can be found downstairs.
But I sometimes wonder whether, without consciously
intending it, we are also shrinking the boundaries of what
we consider our community. The neighbourhood once
extended beyond the people we knew. A festival took us
into public spaces where we encountered people from dif-
ferent backgrounds and circumstances. Today, the gates
ofa condominium can quietly determine whom we meet,
whom our children play with and, increasingly, whom we
celebrate with.

Digital technology may be reinforcing this tendency in
another way. Residential groups allow us to communicate

instantly and have made community management far
easier. But they have also given everyone the ability to cri-
tique virtually every decision immediately. Resident
welfare associations can consequently find themselves
trying to accommodate every demand and appease
every section, forgetting that this is rarely possible. The dis-
cussion then becomes increasingly about what should or
should not happen inside our gates.

None of this means that condominium communities are
undesirable. They provide companionship, security and a
sense of familiarity that is valuable in increasingly imper-
sonal cities. Nor is there anything wrong with celebrating
festivals within them. The issue is whether these commu-
nities are becoming substitutes for the wider neighbour-
hood rather than a part of it. Perhaps the change is subtle
enough for us not to notice. The neighbourhood becomes
the condominium, the condominium becomes the tower,
and gradually our social world begins to end at the gate.

I enjoyed those intimate Ganesh Chaturthi evenings
immensely. Yet they left me with a question quite unre-
lated to the celebrations themselves. Are the gates around
our homes also slowly becoming gates around our idea
of community? And if everything we need — social, cultur-
al, recreational and even religious — must increasingly come
within those gates, are we developing an exclusivity without
even recognising it?

The writer is a founder of Kala - Krazy About Literature And Arts, and
t is an author, speaker, coach, arbitrator and strategy consultant

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Bamboo can build a greener future

As we approach World Bamboo Day on September 18, it
is time to recognise a remarkable plant that holds
immense cultural and ecological value. Known various-
ly as ‘green gold’ and ‘poor man’s timber’, bamboo is an
environmental powerhouse, with over 1,500 species
capable of thriving across diverse climates.

Globally, bamboo is deeply woven into human tradi-
tions, symbolising uprightness in China, friendship in India,
prosperity in Japan, and standing proudly as the nation-
al plant of St Lucia.

Economically, China leads global production, closely
followed by India. Beyond traditional uses such as con-
struction, paper and furniture, bamboo serves as food,
medicine, musical instruments, martial arts equipment
and even a medium for seawater desalination. More
importantly, it is a vital ally in combating climate change.
Bamboo absorbs carbon dioxide, improves soil health and
prevents erosion.

To fully harness these benefits, institutions such as
India’s Forest Research Centre for Bamboo & Rattan
(FRCBR), established in Aizawl, Mizoram, in 2004, are
leading crucial research into sustainable cultivation.
Promoting bamboo is not just an ecological choice; it is
an economic necessity for a truly greener tomorrow.

M PRADYU | KANNUR

Celebrating service through action

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s birthday on September
17 has been accompanied by several programmes
centred on public service and social welfare. Across the
country, activities related to cleanliness, health, voluntary
service and community participation are being organised.
Such initiatives provide an opportunity to draw attention
to issues that directly affect everyday life.

The observance also coincides with the nationwide
Swachhata Hi Seva campaign, which seeks to encourage
citizens to participate in cleanliness drives and improve
public spaces. Special attention to sanitation workers is
another important aspect of the programme. Clean sur-
roundings require regular public participation and
cannot be achieved through government efforts alone.

Service-oriented activities such as blood-donation
drives and community programmes can encourage Cit-
izens, particularly young people, to contribute to society.
Participation by students, voluntary organisations and local
communities can also strengthen awareness of civic duties
and social responsibility.

Their impact should extend beyond the celebrations.
Sustained attention to cleanliness, public health and com-
munity service can give greater meaning to
public service.

RUKMA SHARMA | JALANDHAR

Youth campaign takes aim at UP

“Uttar Pradesh, once known for its culture, struggle and
unity, has today become identified with hatred and bull-
dozers,” AISA president Neha Bora said in a speech in
Lucknow on Wednesday, September 16, launching a
fresh attack on the Yogi Adityanath government as her
‘Gen Z Rising’ campaign drew a large gathering of young
people. Bora’s remarks came at a programme at
Gandhi Bhawan, where the sizeable gathering raised
slogans in her support. Her campaign, which began at
Allahabad University last month, has travelled through
several districts and is now seeking to build wider youth
mobilisation across the state.

Bora has emerged as one of the more visible young
voices directly challenging the state government
through the campaign. The campaign is also attempt-
ing to move beyond campus politics by taking up wider
issues concerning young people, including education,
employment and governance.

Its progress through different districts is aimed at cre-
ating a network that can sustain the mobilisation
beyond individual programmes. The campaign’s focus
on youth participation reflects an effort to bring edu-
cation, employment and governance into broader
public discussion.

BHAGWAN THADANI | MUMBAI
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Delhi’s unsafe buildings:
Disaster is round the corner

Delhi’s recurring building collapses expose gaps in enforcement, emergency access and disaster preparedness.
The article argues for identifying high-risk structures, strengthening safety regulations, using technology for
monitoring, and training local communities so that disasters can be prevented rather than managed afterwards

A building has col-
lapsed in Satya
Niketan, there have
been casualties, and
rescue operations are
on in full swing. But
soon enough, as always
happens in such situa-
tions, debris will be
cleared and media
attention will shift to
something else. However, what needs to be asked is:
“Does the risk apply only to the collapsing building,
or does it also involve all the other buildings which
still stand strong?”

In case another building were to collapse, or in case
another fire or earthquake were to occur in this area,
would Delhi’s emergency services machinery be able
to respond in time to save those caught inside? This
is precisely what went through my mind when I visited
Satya Niketan after the last incident. What I saw was
very disturbing indeed: densely populated buildings,
narrow pathways which appear to be obstructed, and
no open ground where fire engines, ambulances or
any other emergency vehicle can rush to the spot. The
tragedy, thus, may not just be one of a collapsed build-
ing but much more than that.

Building collapses, fires and other disasters of the
kind have been happening too frequently in our
national capital. From our analysis of several such dis-
asters in the past that took place in the Delhi/NCR
region, we know that the same story keeps repeat-
ing itself — the lack of authorisation in construction,
alterations in the structure, extra floors, poor-quality
materials, overcrowding, lack of fire safety measures
and, most importantly, the failure of enforcement.
While each such incident brings about shock, state-
ments from politicians, investigations and promises,
the truth is that the risk does not stay confined to the
particular structure.

The issue is not that there are not enough rules in
Delhi. There are the Unified Building Bye-Laws, the Fire
Safety Regulations, the Planning Provisions and the
Disaster Management Act. There are municipal cor-
porations, development authorities, fire services
and other organisations charged with responsibili-
ty for the respective urban security issues. However,
the frequent emergencies demonstrate a critical lack
of correlation between the written laws and their
enforcement. It may happen that a construction
begins without appropriate permission, a building is
given extra floors, a residence is turned into a busi-
ness place, or structural modifications are done
without the necessary technical assessment.
Sometimes, complaints have been filed and notices
have been sent, but there is no effective reaction. The
outcome is a dangerous situation in which the
private gain from hazardous construction is achieved
by a few individuals, while the threat itself is faced
by residents, students, neighbours, firefighters and
the whole community.

The problem is much more acute in crowded areas.
A building may look sturdy under ordinary circum-
stances, but could become highly susceptible under
the effect of fire, rain, an earthquake or any such
sudden impact. Narrow alleys or crowded roads could
exacerbate the situation. An emergency vehicle
such as a fire engine, an ambulance or heavy machin-
ery would not be able to access the building in time.
If there are no available exits, or stairways are insuf-
ficient or crowded, then even a minor incident
could cause a catastrophe. The crucial minutes at the
beginning are those that could be lost because of a
lack of proper planning and preparation.

This is precisely why Delhi needs to shift gears from
the reactive mode to the preventive mode. Emergency
operations are required but should not be the
primary means to address the problem of unsafe
buildings. It is impossible to fix an unsafe building by
conducting a better rescue operation once people get
stuck inside. What needs to be done is to pinpoint the
potential risk areas prior to any accident. High-risk
buildings and clusters of high-risk populations need
to be identified and tested for structural soundness
and fire safety standards. Defective buildings will need
to be either fixed, strengthened, modified or even
demolished. These assessments should not degener-
ate into just another paperwork exercise. There has
to be accountability and timeliness attached to

SATENDRA SINGH

SATYA NIKETAN IS
NOT MERELY AN
EXAMPLE OF YET

ANOTHER
COLLAPSE; IT IS

ALSO A REMINDER

OF THE TYPE OF
URBAN GROWTH WE
ARE SEEING IN
DELHI. THE CITY
CANNOT AFFORD TO
ACCEPT HAZARDOUS
BUILDINGS AS A
PART AND PARCEL
OF URBAN GROWTH.
ECONOMIC GROWTH
AND SAFETY ARE
TWO ENTIRELY
DIFFERENT
CONCERNS; IN
TRUTH, THERE CAN
NEVER BE ANY
ECONOMIC
DEVELOPMENT
WITHOUT
STRUCTURAL AND
FIRE SAFETY
MEASURES

The writer is Former Executive Director,
National Institute of Disaster
Management, Government of India

them. These processes can become more streamlined with
the use of technology. Plans and permissions granted for
construction must be digitised and easily verifiable. Any
construction that violates the approved plan must attract
an immediate inspection. Where negligence can be
proven, liability must extend beyond the owner of the prop-
erty to include the approving agencies, among others.
Enforcement cannot be selective or based on the level of
media interest after an accident.

But there is one more aspect that cannot be neglected
- the community. In every disaster situation, local residents
become the first responders. Before the arrival of fire ser-
vices, policemen, ambulances or any rescue team, local res-
idents may be involved in rescuing people, giving first aid,
informing the services about the situation and finding out
who could still be trapped. Their reaction in the initial
minutes of a disaster can determine whether people will
survive. But the preparations of communities to respond
to disaster situations in most vulnerable localities remain
mostly informal and disorganised.

Thus, Delhi needs to build the capacities of communi-
ty-based organisations, local residents, volunteers, market
associations and other local networks in disaster-prone
areas. They do not need much equipment in the beginning.
What they require is some basic training in evacuation, first
aid, dealing with fires, emergency communications, iden-
tification of vulnerable people and coordination with ser-
vices such as policemen, firemen and health profession-
als. They should practise emergency drills in schools,
markets, residential colonies and other crowded places.
Volunteers should be aware of the emergency numbers,
access roads and safe assembly points in their area. This
is a relatively inexpensive but effective measure.

The government should not only focus on individual
buildings but also consider neighbourhood risks. In cases
where new high-density developments and activities
need to take place, the local authorities should consider
some very basic questions: Can emergency vehicles reach
the building? Are there any safe means of evacuation? Can
firefighters go up the floors in case of an emergency? Are
the buildings strong enough to withstand the stress? What
will happen if more than one building is affected in the
event of an earthquake or fire?

Satya Niketan is not merely an example of yet another
collapse; it is also a reminder of the type of urban growth
we are seeing in Delhi. The city cannot afford to accept haz-
ardous buildings as a part and parcel of urban growth.
Economic growth and safety are two entirely different con-
cerns; in truth, there can never be any economic develop-
ment without structural and fire safety measures.

Disaster readiness is not about how quickly we manage
to rescue people from a collapsed building; it is about pre-
venting a disaster before the collapse. Satya Niketan should
not end up being another entry on Delhi’s list of tragic
stories. It should be a lesson that results in change. The next
building should not collapse before we find out its dan-
gerous condition.

India’s energy transition:
Managing redistribution

India’s energy transition discourse is
often portrayed as a singular shift away
from a fossil-centric energy regime
towards a low-carbon energy system.
In reality, itis a far more complex trans-
formation, dynamically unfolding across
resources, technologies, industries,
markets and regulations. Coal is being

AN gradually replaced (and often supple-
GOPAL K mented) by solar and wind; internal
PANDEY SARANGI combustion engines are giving way to

electric mobility; centralised electricity
systems are evolving towards distrib-
uted, decentralised energy systems; industries are adopting cleaner and more efficient
production processes; and governance is shifting from state-led planning towards com-
petitive markets, private finance and carbon-based investment mechanisms.

Policy instruments for renewable energy have also undergone a profound transfor-
mation, from historical incentive structures such as accelerated depreciation (AD) and
generation-based incentives (GBI) to feed-in tariffs and, more recently, market-deter-
mined reverse auctions. However, these transition pathways are disruptive in nature,
often dismantling existing fossil-based supply-chain architectures and forging new supply-
chain linkages. For instance, India’s existing energy regime is slowly and systematical-
ly becoming disconnected from fossil-heavy energy pathways, shifting towards low-
carbon options such as moving from coal to renewables, from traditional cooking fuels
to modern cooking options, and from diesel-based irrigation facilities to solar PV-based
irrigation systems. At the same time, new linkages are being established in many dis-
tinct ways, such as through the electrification of transport systems using electric vehi-
cles (EVs), sourcing critical minerals for batteries, and forging new resource linkages for
green hydrogen systems.

Each of these transition pathways, while generating new opportunities for econom-
ic growth and climate action, also disrupts socio-economic structures and functions by
redistributing costs, risks and benefits across workers, communities, firms and
regions. These effects appear in the form of both first-order and second-order impacts,
often conceptualised as implementation risks and consequential risks.

Effects of the

transition

The first-order effects of
India’s energy transition
are relatively visible, direct
and immediate. They arise
directly from changes in
resources, technologies,
policies and markets.
When coal production "

declines, miners, contract & i >|f\r (
workers, transporters, coal- -

bearing districts and state governments dependent on mining royalties face immedi-
ate socio-economic losses. Around 13 million workers are tied to the coal value chain
in India and are expected to bear the brunt eventually. In the same vein, such a shift in
resources from fuels to metals could generate stranded assets. Estimates suggest that
close to 10 per cent of new coal units in India will remain unused by 2030. Conversely,
renewable energy developers, equipment manufacturers, financial institutions, tech-
nology providers and regions endowed with high solar and wind potential become the
primary beneficiaries of new investment flows. The more consequential risks often emerge
as second-order effects that unfold over time. The loss of coal-based livelihoods can weaken
local economies, reduce public revenues and trigger migration, potentially disturbing
existing local economic structures. Meanwhile, renewable investments may generate
jobs in different regions and require entirely different skill sets, potentially widening
regional inequalities. Battery energy storage systems require adequate supplies of scarce
critical minerals, which are largely imported by India. This could aggravate supply-secu-
rity risks for a country like India. The production of green hydrogen is contingent upon
a continuous supply of green energy, adequate supplies of pure water and other asso-
ciated resources, which are again either inadequate or scarce. Competing demands for
such resources could generate negative spillover effects for India if not managed well.

Managing the redistribution

As the energy transition is fundamentally a redistribution of economic value, policy must
focus beyond carbon accounting towards distributional governance. The redistribution
is not limited to income; it encompasses employment, investment, public revenues, assets,
economic opportunities and transition risks. These are likely to shift across sectors, regions
and communities. A robust institutional framework is therefore required to assess not
only the aggregate impacts of the transition, but also their magnitude, distribution and
incidence. Given that coal still accounts for around 70 per cent of India’s electricity gen-
eration, itis also important to mainstream distributional impact assessments into energy
policymaking, ensuring that the economic winners and losers of major energy reforms
are identified before implementation. Coal also makes significant contributions to the
government’s exchequer. In 2024-25, coal mining generated around %1.10 lakh crore in
royalties, DMF, NMET, GST, coal cess and other payments. A transition benefit-sharing
framework needs to be developed that channels a part of clean-energy dividends into
coal-dependent regions through investments in economic diversification, skills, social
protection and local infrastructure.

Equally important is investing in people rather than just projects by supporting reskilling,
local enterprises and regional supply chains so that transition benefits remain embed-
ded within affected communities.

History reminds us that no great economic transformation has ever been neutral. When
factories replaced farms during the Industrial Revolution, prosperity grew, but so did
inequalities. When India liberalised its economy in 1991, new industries flourished, cities
expanded and millions found opportunities, while others struggled to adapt to a rapidly
changing marketplace. India’s clean-energy transition is writing the next chapter of that
story. It promises cleaner air, energy security and
new economic opportunities. Its success will ulti-
mately be measured not only in gigawatts
installed or tonnes of carbon avoided, but also
by whether the prosperity it creates is as widely
shared as the climate benefits it delivers.

Jay Ganesh Pandey is Research Associate,
TERI and Gopal Krishna Sarangi is Associate
Professor, Department of Policy and
Management Studies, TERI School of
Advanced Studies
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BRICS Summit success reflects India’s rising global leadership

The successful con-
clusion of the 18th
BRICS Summit in
New Delhi has once
again demonstrat-
ed India’s growing
influence in
shaping the global
conversation. More
importantly, the
summit reflected
the vision, diplo-
matic maturity and
decisive leadership of Prime Minister Narendra
Modi, under whose guidance India has increasing-
ly emerged as a confident and constructive voice
on the world stage.

Held under the theme “Building for Resilience,
Innovation, Cooperation and Sustainability”, the
summit brought together leaders of the expand-
ed BRICS grouping at a time when the world is
facing geopolitical tensions, economic uncer-
tainty, technological disruption and growing
challenges to multilateral cooperation. The adop-
tion of the New Delhi Declaration by consensus
was one of the most significant outcomes of the
summit and a strong endorsement of India’s lead-
ership. The success becomes even more significant
considering the diversity of the expanded BRICS
grouping. Its members have different political
systems, economic structures, strategic interests
and regional priorities. Bringing such a diverse
group together around a common agenda requires
sustained dialogue, mutual respect and the ability

o
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to build consensus. India demonstrated pre-
cisely these qualities during its chairship.

Prime Minister Modi has consistently
advocated a foreign policy based on dia-
logue, cooperation and strategic autonomy.
This approach was clearly visible during the
BRICS Summit. Rather than allowing differ-
ences among member countries to over-
shadow areas of common interest, India
focused on practical cooperation in areas
that directly affect the lives and liveli-
hoods of people.

The scale of India’s BRICS chairship itself
underlines the seriousness with which
the country approached the responsibility.
More than 400 meetings and engagements were
held across 30 cities, involving ministers, parlia-
mentarians, officials, experts, businesses and
civil society representatives. The wide geograph-
ical spread of these engagements helped take
BRICS beyond a leaders-only platform and brought
different sections of society into the process.

A particularly important aspect of India’s lead-
ership was its emphasis on the Global South. India
has repeatedly argued that developing and
emerging economies must have a stronger voice
in institutions of global governance. The New Delhi
Declaration reaffirmed the BRICS commitment to
greater representation of emerging markets and
developing countries in global decision-making
structures. It also called for reforms in institutions
such as the United Nations, the IMF, the World Bank
and the WTO.

This is consistent with Prime Minister Modi’s

broader vision of India as a bridge between devel-
oped and developing nations. India’s own devel-
opment experience gives it credibility when it
speaks about digital inclusion, financial inclusion,
technology, sustainable development and afford-
able solutions for developing societies.

Economic cooperation was a major pillar of the
summit. Under India’s chairship, BRICS advanced
work on the Economic Partnership Strategy 2030,
resilient global value chains and greater econom-
ic cooperation. Discussions on cross-border pay-
ments and local currencies also continued.

India’s emphasis on innovation was equally sig-
nificant. Technology and science are increasing-
ly important to economic competitiveness and
social development. The summit placed innova-
tion, science and technology at the heart of
BRICS cooperation, including emerging technolo-
gies and knowledge sharing.

The summitalso focused on sustainable
development, climate action, healthcare,
urban development, women-led develop-
ment and youth cooperation, highlighting
BRICS as a platform for cooperation on
issues directly affecting ordinary citizens.
India’s chairship also highlighted the impor-
tance of people-to-people relations.
Business, youth, women, academic, parlia-
mentary and civil society forums formed an
important part of the year-long engage-
ment. Such initiatives can help BRICS evolve
from an intergovernmental platform into
a broader partnership among societies.

Prime Minister Modi’s leadership has been
particularly important in maintaining India’s
ability to engage simultaneously with countries
that may have competing interests. India’s
approach has been to keep channels of dialogue
open, protect national interests and seek areas
where cooperation is possible. This balanced diplo-
macy has enhanced India’s credibility as an inde-
pendent and reliable partner.

The New Delhi Summit therefore represents
more than the successful hosting of an internation-
alevent.Itis a reflection of India’s changing place
in the world. The fact that BRICS leaders specifi-
cally commended India’s 2026 chairship and
expressed gratitude to the Government and
people of India for hosting the summit is an impor-
tant recognition of the country’s stewardship.

The summit has also strengthened the idea
that the Global South need not remain merely
an observer in the making of the international

order. India has increasingly sought to ensure
that developing nations have a meaningful
voice in discussions on global finance, trade, tech-
nology, climate change, development and inter-
national security. For Prime Minister Modi, the
successful BRICS Summit is another milestone
in India’s continuing diplomatic journey. His
emphasis on consensus, cooperation, innovation
and inclusive development has helped India
project itself as a country willing to shoulder
greater responsibility in global affairs. The
message from New Delhi is clear: India is no
longer simply responding to changes in the inter-
national system; it is increasingly helping shape
the conversation about its future.

The successful conclusion of the BRICS Summit,
the unanimous adoption of the New Delhi
Declaration, the extensive programme conduct-
ed during India’s chairship and the broad agenda
covering economic growth, technology, sustain-
able development and Global South cooperation
together make the summit a significant achieve-
ment. It is, above all, a testament to India’s
growing diplomatic confidence and Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s leadership at a time when the
world needs greater dialogue, cooperation and
trust.

The New Delhi Summit has strengthened India’s
position as a key voice of the Global South and as
an important force in building a more balanced,
inclusive and cooperative global order.

( The writer is a political analyst J
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Warsh on thejob

Global uncertainty and interest rates may remain elevated

The Federal Open Market Committee (FOMC) of the United States (US) Federal
Reserve on Wednesday increased the target range for the federal-fund rate by a
quarter of a percentage point to 3.75-4 per cent. Given that financial markets had
priced in abouta 90 per cent chance ofa rate increase, the decision hardly surprised
anyone. Although the FOMC'’s decision was unanimous, it can be seen as another
stepin establishing Fed Chairman Kevin Warsh’sindependence inleading the most
important central bankin the world. Many had raised doubts a few months ago over
his appointment, questioning whether he would follow President Donald Trump’s
line on interest rates. Mr Trump has long argued for lower interest rates. Although
he did not really criticise the decision this time, his comments are unlikely to make
life any easier for Mr Warsh. Mr Trump said he told Mr Warsh that he might vote with
the board because it would not matter, and that the board was very hostile.

The case forarate hike was building for quite some time. The outlook on inflation
hasworsened with increased uncertainties in West Asia and higher energy prices.In
any case, the US inflation rate has been running above the 2 per cent target for over
five years, and the Fed is expected to raise the policy interest rate further. It is worth
notingthata Fed rate adjustment doesn’t usually end with one increase. Interestingly,
Mr Warsh said in the post-policy news conference that the Fed had removed a “dose
of accommodation”. However, he did not answer whether the rate was now close to
“neutral” and noted that it was an academic matter. A neutral rate is the real interest
rate that is neither accommodative nor restrictive. The Fed board members’ econ-
omic projections, also released on Wednesday, showed that they expected another
rateincrease thisyear, and the inflation rate was expected to remain above target even
next year. Although the US inflation problem predates the crisis in West Asia, future
rate action will, to an extent, depend on what happens in the region. It is also worth
notingthat the Fed isnotalone in this fight against inflation. Last week, the European
Central Bank raised interest rates for the second time this year. The Bank of Japan
(BoJ) is expected to follow on Friday. There is considerable pressure on the yen, and
thus, the BoJ’s decision will be keenly followed across the world.

An environment of increasing global interest rates tends to create macroecon-
omic management difficulties in emerging market economies that depend on for-
eign capital to supplement domestic savings. A higher cost of funds in advanced
economies, particularly the US, affects capital flows and tightens global financial
conditions. Even before the Fed action, market interest rates had moved consider-
ably. Theyield on the 10-year US government bond has increased by abouta percen-
tage point since the beginning of the West Asia crisis, and higher inflation is not the
only factor driving it. Higher demand for funds by both the government and the pri-
vate sector, particularly companies in artificial intelligence-related businesses, is
pushing up yields. All this has put considerable pressure on the rupee. Faced with
the prospect of another year of a deficit in the balance of payments, India mobilised
fundsunder a concessional swap scheme. The response has been encouraging, but
the Reserve Bank of India would do well to use this buffer judiciously. Global uncer-
tainty and interest rates may remain elevated for some time. Inflation projections
alsodemand monetary tightening in India, which could help improve the yield dif-
ferential, though it may not be sufficient to attract adequate capital flows given the
global circumstances.

Dorms to degrees

India needs a well-regulated student-housing market

The recent collapse of a building in Delhi’s Satya Niketan, Killing seven people,
includingstudents, has brought the question of student accommodation into focus.
Organised housing for students remains small in India. An industry assessment esti-
mated that professionally managed student accommodation serveslessthan 0.5 per
centofthose enrolled, compared with 13-15 per cent in the United States (US) and 17-
19 per cent in the United Kingdom (UK) in 2023-24. This points to a growing need for
suitable housing as more students move away from home toeducation hubssuch as
Delhi. Anindustry study estimated 9.08 million migrant students nationally in2018-
19. It also found that 50 per cent of Delhi-National Capital Region’s 745,000 higher-
education students were from outside the region, suggesting demand for an
additional 250,000 professionally managed beds. While these figures are dated, they
underline the need for a more systematic assessment of student-housing demand.

The problem is not only the shortage of hostels. It reflects inadequate institu-
tional capacity, pushing students towards expensive, overcrowded and unregulated
private accommodation, raising safety concerns. Clearly, universities need to accept
greater responsibility — conducting an annual housing-demand audit, recording
the number of outstation students, hostel applications and rejections, and the
number of students dependent on rented accommodation. Such data would help
identify where shortages are most acute and enable institutions to plan capacity
based on actual demand.

Thus, the supply response needs to begin with universities. The issue is particu-
larly visible at Delhi University (DU), where recent reports suggest there are only
about 7,000 hostel beds for roughly 250,000 students. The Delhi government’s plan
tobuild hostels for 10,000 students will be auseful addition, butit meanslittle if sanc-
tioned projects continue to face long delays. At DU, for instance, a hostel project had
already been delayed by 31 months before construction began. Universities, there-
fore, need to fast-track sanctioned hostel projects and make more efficient use of
underutilised institutional land. Where building hostels is financially or physically
difficult, institutions could partner accredited private student-housing operators
and maintain verified lists of safe off-campus accommodation. International prac-
tice provides useful examples. In Australia, providers of higher education have a
formal duty of care for the accommodation they own, operate, manage or are affili-
ated with. Inthe UK, the 2025 Accommodation Code covers safety, security, sustain-
ability, and student wellbeing.

The government, meanwhile, also needs to regulate the private market. The
Delhi government’s draft Paying Guest (PG) Accommodation Regulation and Safety
Bill, 2026, which seeks to bring PG establishments within a regulatory framework,
is, therefore, a step in the right direction. The draft Bill, according to reports, seeks
to establish common standards for PGs, covering fire and structural safety, sanita-
tion, caps on maximum occupancy and rent, along with a grievance redress mech-
anism. Registration should also be linked to periodic inspections to ensure
continued compliance. Delhi’s proposed GovPG portal, which envisages registra-
tion, occupancy and rent information, safety documents, and grievance mechan-
isms, could provide a useful model. Ultimately, student housing must become part
of educational infrastructure. Better-quality data, institutional accountability, and
credible regulation can make the expansion of higher education safe and inclusive.
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The economics of a ‘strong rupec’

Our currency policy is costly for people and generates

small benefits for a subset

Another column on the dollar-rupee! Isn’t everything
hunky-dory, after $136 billion of inflows? Not really.

Perhaps there was more of a rationale for doing
such things in the past. But things have changed. The
Reserve Bank of India (RBI) hasgone up the escalatory
ladder from spot market intervention to intervention
in the currency derivatives market to complex finan-
cial engineering. Opacity is going up, costs are going
up, and the chances of a big mess are going up.

From September, 1, 2023 to December 16, 2024,
macroeconomic policy operated as a closely man-
aged dollar-rupee (USD/INR) exchange
rate. This phase was not formally
announced by the RBI, but the pattern is
visible in the data. The USD/INR volatil-
ity dropped to near-zero levels. But run-
ning an exchange rate policy involves
economic tradeoffs. No country can sim-
ultaneously maintain an open capital
account, a managed exchange rate, and
an independent monetary policy. When
the currency is managed, the central

bankloses control over domestic interest AARTH IKAM
CHINTANAM

economic system and the pursuit of g p KrRISHNAN

rates. Administrative choices on the cur-
rency thus affect the broader macro-
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vention in the forward market. But this became too hard
and the central bank moved to financial engineering
and an operation involving Foreign Currency Non-Resi-
dent (Bank) deposits. This, along with two other smaller
schemes, generated a capital inflow of a little over $136
billion. We can separate this operation into its fiscal
dimension and its macroeconomic consequences.

The first part of the operation involves a state sub-
sidy. The capital flow of $136 billion is brought in by
providing currency hedging to commercial banks at
no cost. A forward guarantee on the exchange rate cre-
ates a contingent liability for the state. If
macroeconomic fundamentals guide the
exchange rate to X110 per dollar in three
years, the RBIwill pay 15 per dollar. This
isa cost of approximately X2 trillion.

The central bank will invest the
incoming $136 billion in foreign assets
and earn a return. The gap between the
interest earned abroad and the losses on
the promised hedging makes a net out-
come. A central bank does not have its
own independent money; its balance
sheetisaconsolidated part of the govern-
ment finances. Financial losses on the
central bank balance sheet reduce the

domestic objectives.

In a market economy, an exchange
rateisarelative price. It links the purchasing power of
two currencies across time and geography, reflecting
the economic realities of both jurisdictions. Since 2015,
India has operated under a legislatively mandated
inflation-targeting framework with a target of 4 per
cent. Advanced economies generally target an infla-
tion rate of 2 per cent. A structural depreciation of the
nominal exchange rate of roughly 2 per cent a year
should then generally arise.

TheRBItried toresist the rupee’s depreciation using
spot market intervention. It then moved to using inter-

transfer of seigniorage income to the gov-
ernment. This functions as a quasi-fiscal
cost. Asubsidy is extended to foreign capital providers,
which alters the fiscal position. Parliament does not
vote on this expenditure, yet there are large but less
visible fiscal implications.

The second part of the operation relates to
domestic monetary stability. When $136 billion flows
into the Indian economy, it increases the local supply
of dollars. This generates pressure on the rupee to
appreciate. An appreciating currency alters the com-
petitiveness of the tradable sector. It affects exporters
and domestic producers who compete with imported

goods. To limit this appreciation, the central bank
buys the incoming foreign exchange.

This ricochets into monetary policy. When the cen-
tral bank purchases dollars, it injects rupee liquidity
into the domestic financial system. An increase in
liquidity pushes short-term interest rates down. The
Indian economy currently faces inflationary press-
ures. These conditions normally require tight monet-
ary policy. The exchange rate intervention, however,
addsliquidity tothe market, which influences interest
rates. The objective of exchange rate management
therefore directly conflicts with the primary mandate
ofthe 4 per cent inflation target.

Such tricks have been done before. India Develop-
ment Bonds 1991 raised an estimated 0.6 per cent of
gross domestic product. Resurgent India Bonds of
1998 raised 1 per cent, and India Millennium Deposits
2000 raised 1.2 per cent of GDP. The 2013 FCNR(B)
exercise raised 1.4 per cent of GDP. The 2026 FCNR(B)
raised 3.5 per cent of GDP. The scale, the opacity, the
complexity have gone up.

John Maynard Keynes suggested that economists
could be “humble, competent people, on a level with
dentists”. The organising concept of central banking
in successful economies is harmonious, predictable
behaviour. The market should understand the reac-
tion function of the authorities, as happensinasimple
inflation-targeting system. The central bank ideally
should never make headlines, it should quietly ensure
macroeconomic stability.

The RBI has escalated through spot market to for-
ward market trading to more fancy footwork of gifting
currency protection to banks. We are struggling to
artificially remove the local monetary impact of an
artificial capital inflow. But would all this deliver the
goods? Itis doubtful. None of these tricks change any-
thingabout the state of the Indian economy. The econ-
omic forces of the world economy are large, as was
pointed outinarecent column by Ajay Shah. The daily
inflow and outflow across India’s borders is $11 billion.
The global daily trading volume on the rupee is $140
billion. Throwing just $2 billion a day at the problem
for 250 days will burn through $500 billion.

We should instead take one step back and ask the
foundational question: All this drama is in return for
what? Recent research by Hande et al. (2026,
https://bit.ly/4dIXP5d) indicates that the natural
annualised volatility of the USD/INR exchange rate,
without intervention, is approximately 7.5 per cent a
year. The apparatus of intervention generates arealised
volatility of roughly 5 per cent a year. We suffer fiscal
risk, distorted monetary policy, instability, and con-
straints on financial development, which impact the
people through inferior economic growth. In return,
we get a 2.5 percentage point reduction in currency
volatility, which benefits a small set of business users.

The fiscal cost of FCNR(B) reflects the cost that
policymakers force the Indian people to pay for delay-
ing the perception problems that they will face when
INR hits a century.

Time to revisit and reconsider the policy.

The writer is an honorary senior fellow at the Isaac
Centre for Public Policy, and a former civil servant

What the Himalayas need

The Himalayas are often called the third pole, since
after the Arctic and Antarctic, they hold the largest
store of snow and ice on the planet. This poleisinhab-
ited: Roughly 50 million people across 13 states and
Union Territorieslive in the region and depend oniits
glaciers and rivers. When such a system is destabil-
ised, the damage arrives immediately, as Nepal
learned last month when a glacier collapse unleashed
catastrophic flooding along the Trishuli Valley. India’s
ambition for Viksit Bharat rests, in no small part, on
the stability of this third pole.

The Himalayan states and Union Territories pro-
duce roughly 4.5 per cent of India’s gross domestic
product, but that does not capture their importance.
Recent work by Systemiq, in partnership with the
Integrated Mountain Initiative, esti-
mates that more than 20 per cent of
national output depends on the
Himalayan ecosystem. This esti-
mate includes the wheat and rice of
the Indo-Gangetic plainirrigated by
Himalayan rivers, the tea estates of
Assam and Bengal, hydropower in
the Northeast, and the pilgrimage
economies downstream.

Indiahasseveral agenciestosafe-
guard the Himalayas. The National
Mission for Sustaining the Hima-
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structural gap. Conservation, resilience, and growth
across the Himalayan ecosystem must, therefore, be
managed in an integrated manner, with the cost of
unsafe choices visible to those who make them.
Conservation protects the glaciers, springs, forests,
and watersheds on which water, food, and energy
security downstream depend. Resilience anticipates
risks that can no longer be avoided and reduces them
through better intelligence, risk-based planning, and
early action. Regenerative growth builds economic
activity that works with the mountains, from higher-
value tourism to nature-positive infrastructure. Sys-
temiq identifies 10 such transitions, from spring
restoration to artificial intelligence-driven disaster
intelligence, and estimates roughly I8 of adjusted
return for every rupee invested.
Theideaofanintegrating institu-
tion has a long lineage. An expert
group chaired by S Z Qasim recom-
mended a Himalayan Development
Authority and a dedicated Hima-
layan fund in 1993. In 2018, NITI
Aayog called for a Himalayan Auth-
ority for coordinated development
and set up the Regional Council in
response. India has understood this
need for three decades, but we have
not yet built an institution with the

layan Ecosystem runs climate cellsin

the Himalayan states. The NITI Aayog set up a Hima-
layan State Regional Council. The National Disaster
Management Authority has a glacial lake committee
and the Central Water Commission now monitors
2,843 glacial lakes and water bodies. Each of these
entitiesis responsible only forits own area. Noinstitu-
tion tracks — orisaccountable for — theresilience and
prosperity of the Himalayan system as a whole.

The benefits of a new road, a hydropower project,
or a tourism corridor are local and immediate. The
risksthey add toaslopeorariverbasin are delayed and
shared downstream, often in another state. That is a

incentives, information, and finan-
cial leverage to make integration real. An empowered
Himalayan Development Authority (HDA) can be that
institution: Accountable for the resilience of the whole
system, with a professional secretariat, deep scientific
capability, and predictable funding,.

The HDA should have a dedicated multi-year fund-
ing channel, combining budgetary support, user
charges, payments for ecosystem services, and dedi-
cated levies. Its financing should be conditional on pro-
jectsmeetingcommon Himalayan risk standards. Land
use, forests, water, and transport infrastructure sit
across state, concurrent and Union jurisdictions, while

parts of the Northeast have Constitutionally protected
tribal institutions; the HDA would override none of
them. Its value would come from common risk stan-
dards, capital allocation, and system-wide information.

The HDA must work across borders, because the
Himalayan system does. Glaciers, rivers, and disaster
risk flow between India, Nepal, and Bhutan, and the
wider Hindu Kush Himalaya spans eight countries.
Cooperation with Nepal and Bhutan isdeepest, sojoint
action on water, glacial monitoring, and early warning
should begin there, while scientific cooperation and
data sharing with all eight countries should continue
through the International Centre for Integrated Moun-
tain Development, an intergovernmental organisation
working on sustainable mountain development.

The government cannot protect the Himalayas
by itself. Those who conserve a forest or a watershed
in the hills are not paid for the water and flood pro-
tection they provide to the plains. We propose a
Himalayan Catalyst, outside the government, to fix
this: It would design payments for stewardship and
blend public, philanthropic, and private capital
behind them. On tourism, for instance, it could
bring states, communities, operators, and investors
together around a model that raises local jobs while
directing more visitor revenue to the landscapes
visitors come to see.

The Himalayas are one ecological system needing
differentiated solutions: Ladakh, Uttarakhand, and
Sikkim share amountain system but have profoundly
different ecologies, economies, and institutions.
What they can share is an institution accountable for
the whole. Governments, businesses, and philan-
thropy should build it now, before the next disaster
makes the case. Viksit Bharat cannot be built on a
foundation that is melting.

The writers are, respectively, senior director at
Systemiq; and president, Everstone Group, and
visiting professor in practice at the London
School of Economics

China message, building a nar-
rative of a benign, developed

Hard calculations on Tiktok’s soft power

BOOK
REVIEW

GUNJAN SINGH

Inrecent years, Tiktok has been the focus
of geopolitical manoeuvring. During his
second presidential term, US President
Donald Trump pushed for achange in the
ownership citing concerns over data and
privacy because of Bytedance’s owner-
ship and its closeness to the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP). In 2024, Wash-
ington had approved a law that banned
the app unless the ownership moved out
of Chinese control. The app faced restric-
tions between January 2025 and January

2026. The ban was lifted after the majority
ownership (80.1 per cent) moved to
American investors. Tiktok was one of the
59 Chinese apps to be banned by India as
aresponse to Chinese aggression during
the Galwan clashes in 2020, and remains
proscribed even today.

Given this backdrop, Shaoyu Yuan’s
book Reframing China: TikTok, Soft
Power, and the Battle for Global Nar-
ratives is an interesting read. The central
argument rests on how Beijing exploits
Tiktok’s popularity to push its political
and socio-cultural narratives. The book
argues that, ... in order to implement its
ideological strategy, China employs
three primary channels: international
organizations, education, and media,
each serving a distinct purpose while
contributing to the broader objective of
redefining the global order”.

In addition to Tiktok, the book also
analyses Confucius Institutes and the

Chinese media’s global presence. The
author elaborates this with the help of the
Power Transition Theory while arguing
that, “Chinais utilizing TikTok as a
powerful instrument to challenge the
United States’ cultural and ideological
dominance”. One of the central themes of
the book s to provide an insight into the
role of soft power as an essential tool in
today’s geopolitical rivalry.

Though the book offers a detailed
analysis of the way Tiktok works as an
important soft power tool for Beijing, it
gets stuck in the loop of its own precon-
ceived conclusion. Another drawback is
that the book is quite repetitive even
though the author engages with arange
of arguments and numerous examples.
However, his conclusion and the analy-
sis remain the same: Tiktok’s primary
task and goal is to engage in extending
and propagating Chinese government’s
agenda and pro-China narrative build-

ing. He writes, “... TikTok represents one
of the most successful and efficient
instruments China has ever deployed in
its quest to reshape global perceptions.”
Thisis not to say the author’s method-
ology and research are weak, but the sub-
jective bias is hard to ignore. In two
detailed chapters, Yuan provides a
nuanced comparison of the quality and
type of videos related to China that are
regularly uploaded on Tiktok, Youtube,
and Google Trends. The topics chosen for
this study are Xinjiang, Xi Jinping, and
Hanfu. The major challenge with such an
analysis is that Youtube and Google
Trends are banned/blocked in mainland
China. The author indicates that he
employs content analysis and artificial
intelligence-assisted sentiment analysis
to study the popularity of videos and
topics related to China, especially in the
United States. He concludes that Tiktok
tends to highlight videos with a pro-

and culturally-rich nation.

The author does acknowl-
edge that the reason Tiktokis a
geopolitical and security issue is
about the ownership and secur-
ity of the user data. The idea of
internet sovereignty, which is
being pushed by Xi Jinping,
links the ownership of the data
tothestate storing it. The
author asserts that the Chinese
state, “..effectively transforms
the appinto asubtle, yet stra-
tegictool inits broader endeav-
our to challenge the existing
power balance”.

The author also discusses
how Tiktok and its reach and
influence among younger
Americans can become a tool

in the hands of the Chinese state to
manipulate the elections, undermining
one of the major tenets of aliberal demo-
cratic order. “The platform is able to
easily facilitate the creation and propa-

gation of succinct, easily
digestible political messages
that can gain significant trac-
tion rapidly, thereby molding
public sentiment and poten-
tially influencing electoral
outcomes,” he writes.

The author’s arguments
about Tiktok’s security and
soft power agendas are valid,
and the author explores vari-
ous policy recommendations

$ﬁ22?23€;2$ orand mitigate this challenge. The
the Battle for Global censorship employed by Beij-
Narratives ingisreal, both domestic and
by Shaoyu Yuan global. However, a genuine soft
Published by Palgrave ~ POWer culture is yet to develop
Macmillan in China. For China to enjoy

103 pages 4,426 the fruits of soft power, the
party will need to give it space
tothrive. Acommand and con-
trol outlook makes it easy for
the world to see through the CCP’s
agenda and counter it.

The reviewer is associate professor,
OP Jindal Global University
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Social security

EPFO widens its protective net

HE Union Cabinet’s decision to raise the
mandatory EPFOwage ceiling from Rs 15,000
to Rs 25,000 is a structural shift in the labour
welfare landscape. Marking the first revision
since 2014, this correction bridges a 12-year
gap shaped by relentless inflation and rising baseline
wages. By expanding the net, the government is bringing
over 51 lakh additional workers into the formal social
security fold, a vital step for a nation navigating an
expanding workforce with minimal universal safety nets.
From a long-term retirement perspective, the policy is
highly beneficial. The parallel boost to the Employees’
Pension Scheme (EPS) cap guarantees a more dignified
retirement corpus for lower- and middle-income groups.
Furthermore, the massive influx of locked-in domestic
savings offers a stable pool of capital for national infra-
structure development. However, the policy is a double-
edged sword that introduces immediate economic fric-
tion. In India’s dominant cost-to-company (CTC)
ecosystem, higher employer matching contributions
mean a reduction in immediate take-home pay for the
newly included segment. At a time when everyday living
costs are high, forcing workers to trade current liquidity
for future security will pinch household budgets. Simul-
taneously, the shock will hit MISMESs and small business-
es operating on thin margins. The sudden bump in com-
pliance costs per employee could trigger entry-level
hiring freezes or aggressive salary restructuring.
Ultimately, while the policy is a progressive leap
towards a robust social safety net, its success hinges on
execution. The EPFO must urgently upgrade its notori-
ously glitch-prone digital infrastructure to handle mil-
lions of new accounts. EPFO members routinely struggle
with timely settlement of claims, transparent records,
responsive grievance redress and accessible information.
Otherwise, this well-intentioned pro-worker mandate
risks choking in its own bureaucratic bottlenecks.

Disability pension

Veterans forced to fight avoidable battles

HE Supreme Court has dismissed 271 appeals
filed by the Centre against disability pension
orders that were issued in favour of ex-service-
men. The question arises: why are disabled
ex-soldiers being compelled to fight pro-
longed legal battles? The cases concerned retired person-
nel whose disabilities had been classified by the Release
Medical Board as “neither attributable to nor aggravated
by military service”; subsequently, the Armed Forces Tri-
bunal or High Courts granted them relief. The apex
court’s intervention has clarified the legal position under
the Entitlement Rules, while also questioning why litiga-
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Power shift ails science agencies

This trend could lead to the hollowing out of expertise and talent in public-funded R&D bodies

DINESH C SHARMA
SCIENCE COMMENTATOR

recent statement by
Pawan Goenka, chair-
person of IN-SPACe
(Indian National
pace Promotion and
Authorisation Centre), about the
future of India’s space pro-
gramme caused a controversy. In
an unprecedented move, associ-
ations of Indian Space Research
Organisation (ISRO) scientists
expressed their  concerns.
Though both Goenka and ISRO
promptly clarified the statement
and denied any plans for privati-
sation of the space agency, the
episode points to critical policy
gaps. It has deep implications
not just for ISRO but for all scien-
tific agencies and the overall
direction of research and devel-
opment (R&D) in India.
IN-SPACe is an anachronism
created by the Central govern-
ment without taking into confi-
dencethe scientificleadership and
community, as is evident from the
letter written by nine staff unions
on September 4. IN-SPACe was set
up about five years ago, but its role
is still unclear and not backed by
any statutory provisions. The gov-
ernment and ISRO leaders have
repeatedly described it as “an
enabler and a regulator”. While its
enabling role as a single-window
point for startups is obvious, call-
ing it a regulator is misleading.
The government pushed pri-
vate sector entry without a legal-
ly binding regulatory frame-
work. Space activities involve a
plethora of international obliga-
tions and regulations, ranging
from allocation of orbital slots for
satellites to liability and insur-
ance in the case of accidents on
Earth or in orbit. A proper regula-
tory system, therefore, is a must.
ISRO first proposed a space law
in 2015, and while deliberations
were ongoing, the government
announced a new space policy in
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FACILITATOR : ISO nd its commercial arms have been interfacing with the private sector for decades. p1i

2023, forming IN-SPACe. The
space Bill was finally ready in
2025, to provide for “a compre-
hensive legal framework for reg-
ulating private space activities”.

There are other issues with IN-
SPACe. It is categorised as an
autonomous centre working
under the Department of Space
(DoS), which is also the adminis-
trative ministry for ISRO. If IN-
SPACe is to act as a regulator,
there is an inherent conflict of
interest here because the ISRO
chairperson is also the DoS Sec-
retary. Suppose IN-SPACe gets
legal authority under the pro-
posed space law to be a regulator,
can it continue to be a facilitator
and enabler too (as it does now)?

Itisacardinal principle that reg-
ulation and facilitation cannot go
hand in hand. That’s why regula-
tory functions of the Department
of Telecommunications (DoT)
were taken away, and a statutory
Telecom Regulatory Authority of
India (TRAI) was formed when
private players were allowed to
operate in the 1990s.

While creating IN-SPACe, the
government placed it on a par
with ISRO in a way. It is headed
by a chairperson, just like ISRO,
while other autonomous bodies
of DoS are helmed by directors.
The result is two power centres,

tion that the government had itself recommended be
withdrawn continues to burden disabled veterans.

The Court’s reference to the 2015 Defence Ministry
report is particularly significant. That report had noted
that disabled soldiers were being denied benefits on
hyper-technical grounds and had recommended the
immediate withdrawal of such appeals. Yet, as the SC
Bench observed, the recommendation was not faithful-
ly implemented. The burden of establishing that a dis-
ability is neither attributable to nor aggravated by serv-
ice continues to rest on the employer. At the same time,
the SC has stressed that the medical board’s opinion
deserves due weight and must be examined carefully
rather than routinely overridden by judicial views.

What should now follow is administrative reform,
not another cycle of litigation. The Court has rightly
emphasised the need for rules governing pension ben-
efits to be transparent and unambiguous. Such clarity
1s essential not merely for legal consistency but also for
the confidence of serving and retired personnel. A sol-
dier who leaves service with a disability should not have
to spend years for an entitlement. The government
must ensure that the 2015 recommendation does not
remain another well-intentioned reform confined to
official files. Respect for veterans is best demonstrated
by a pension system that is consistent and fair.

ON THIS DAY...100 YEARS AGO

Che Tribune.

LAHORE, SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 18,1926

Motilal Nehru explains

IF Pandit Motilal Nehru thought that the publication of the terms
offered by him to Pandit Malaviya would improve his position, he
was clearly mistaken. So far from improving his position, it undoubt-
edly makes it worse. That those terms went considerably beyond the
Sabarmati Pact, even a child can see. What is his explanation of that
simple fact? There is no attempt at explaining it in the long state-
ment issued by him, except in one single sentence; and that sen-
tence palpably fails to explain it. “It will be clear to the public,” he
says, “that after the unfortunate differences which arose as to the
true interpretation of the pact, the position I took with regard to the
publication of the conditions of taking office was the only reasonable
one.” If this means anything, it means that at the conversations that
recently took place between the two leaders, Nehru’s sole anxiety
was to have the conditions of accepting office reduced towriting and
published/broadcast, so that there might be noroom for subsequent
misunderstanding, or prevarication, or backing out. Were this real-
ly the case, we for our part should go along way with him in this mat-
ter. We do agree with Nehru that at least the main conditions contem-
plated in the pact should be both specified in the pact itself and made
available to the public instead of being left to be specified by mem-
bers of the party in the legislature concerned or even a Central Com-
mittee. Only a cursory glance at the statement, however, shows that
hewanted a great deal more than this specification of the conditions
of accepting office as contemplated in the pact.

The Department of
Science & Technology,
which was the nodal
agency for scientific
research, has lost its
primacy with the setting
up of the Anusandhan
national foundation.

both headed by chairpersons, at
least in public perception. The
IN-SPACe chairperson’s state-
ments relating to broader space
policy and direction should be
seen in this context. This
anachronism was generated
through hurried policy changes.
Such changes undermined a
time-tested multi-tiered policy-
making framework that existed

since the inception of ISRO. At
the top is the policymaking body,
the Space Commission, then
DoS as the administrative min-
istry and ISRO as the scientific
and implementation agency.

If private sector facilitation is all
that IN-SPACe is doing, then
ISRO and its two commercial
arms — Antrix Corporation and
New Space India Limited —were
better placed to do that with their
cumulative experience of inter-
facing with the private sector,
gained over the past four
decades. Private sector engage-
ment and technology transfer
are functions that the three agen-
cies have handled internally all
along. This mandate could have
been easily expanded to include
organising private access to
ISRO facilities. Even now;, all that
IN-SPACe is handling is the
front-end of this facilitation; the
execution is done by ISRO.

Other scientific agencies are
witnessing a power shift similar
tothat seen in ISRO. The Depart-
ment of Science and Technology
(DST), which was the nodal
agency for scientific research
and funded projects through the
Science and  Engineering
Research Board, has lost its pri-
macy with the setting up of anew
body, the Anusandhan National

Research Foundation (ANRF),
whose Governing Council is
chaired by the Prime Minister.

The ANRF has been given mas-
sive outlays — Rs 50,000 crore
over five years for public-funded
research and Rs 1 lakh crore
over six years for the Research,
Development and Innovation
(RDI) Fund exclusively for the
private sector. The DST will have
a nominal role in deciding how
this money is spent or in steer-
ing the course of R&D.

The Executive Council of the
ANRF provides overall direction
for the RDI scheme, with the
DST merely being an implemen-
tation agency. The power to
make changes in the scope or
selection of sectors or type of
projects lies with the Empow-
ered Group of Secretaries
chaired by the Cabinet Secre-
tary. A generalist administrator
would thus decide the course of
R&D, sidelining the expertise of
a scientific and technical agency
(DST). In fact, the website of the
RDI fund describes DST as an
“Independent Business Unit of
ANREF”. Its job is only to get the
funds from the government and
funnel them to the ANRE

A similar move is underway to
undermine the powers of the
Indian Council of Medical
Research (ICMR). Instead of med-
ical scientists and public health
specialists  guiding  health
research, the national health
research agenda will now be set by
a centralised National Health
Research Stewardship Commit-
tee headed by the Principal Scien-
tific Adviser (PSA) and having
bureaucrats as members. The
Department of Health Research
will act as the implementing
agency, and the ICMR will be at
thelast tier as the in-charge of ““sci-
entific and technical execution.”

All these instances of a power
shift are highly disturbing. They
place decision-making powers in
the hands of non-technical peo-
ple, centralise decision-making
and undermine the autonomy of
scientific agencies. All this could
eventually lead to the hollowing
out of expertise and talent in
public-funded R&D bodies. The
ISRO scientists’ letter is a wake-
up call for all such institutions.
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That government is best which governs least. —HenryDavid Thoreau

Much ado about
my heartbeat

L] SINGP_I

P ] OST of my company’s ships used to have a long
stay in Calcutta for cargo loading, maintenance
and repairs before sailing overseas. On one

such ship, where I was the Chief Engineer, a routine

medical check-up of the officers and crew was carried
out a few days before departure.

The company-appointed medical officer became con-
cerned when he sensed that my heart was skipping a
beat. He asked me whether I had experienced it before.
I told him that I had no idea as it was the doctor’s job,
not mine, to monitor my heartbeat. He smiled at my
reply, but still looked worried.

Although I apparently had no health problems, the doctor
advised me to undergo a thorough medical examination at
a hospital. On his recommendation, I signed off the ship
and was admitted to a hospital for tests and observation.
Meanwhile, the Second Engineer was asked to “hold the
fort” until I was declared medically fit to sail. The ship was
scheduled to leave shortly for a voyage to the US.

At the hospital, one test after another was conducted.
To complicate matters further, my wife had been allowed
— at my request — to accompany me on the upcoming
trip. She was scheduled to travel from Amritsar by train.
I called her up and asked her to cancel the reservation,
as there was uncertainty over whether I would be
declared fit before the ship set sail.

Another problem soon emerged: finding a Chief Engineer
to replace me at short notice. Fortunately, the medical offi-
cer gave me some hope. Since nothing abnormal had been
detected in the tests completed so far, he felt that I would
likely be fit to rejoin the ship within a week.

Our Bombay head office was informed, and the ship’s
departure was delayed. Some additional cargo was
loaded for another port on the same route. Eventually, it
was established that my heartbeat was simply weak, and
I was declared fit to sail.

The Calcutta office then helped arrange for my wife to
fly from Amritsar. When the ship finally left Calcutta and
began transiting the Hooghly river towards the sand-
heads, where the river meets the sea, my wife wondered
how a Chief Engineer’s “missing heartbeat” could delay
an entire ship. The joke was repeated several times dur-
ing the long voyage. In fact, she began checking my pulse
every day, probably worrying less about my heartbeat and
more about the possibility of the ship being sent back to
its last port of call.

The writer is a retd Chief Engineer, Merchant Navy

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

All India judicial services needed
Refer to ‘Collegium system plagued by nepo-
tism’; judiciary’s independence revolves pri-
marily around the tenure and emoluments
enjoyed by judges. In the US, the appointment
and removal of SC judges is subject to confir-
mation by the Senate. In Switzerland, judges
are elected by the legislature. In Britain,
judges hold office on the basis of good conduct.
Executive arbitrariness and legislative impru-
dence are rarely heard of. Institutionalised
judiciary tends to delay justice which is tanta-
mount to denial of justice. Judges are no Red
Queens of Alice in Wonderland series. An All
India Judicial Services is a viable solution.
ANIL BHATIA, HISAR

Judicial appointment panel viable
There is a selection process for appointments
in the lower judiciary. It's the selection at
higher levels, which is a cause of heartburn
for many talented knowledgeable bearers of
law. The system of hand-picking judges in
the name of judicial independence is inher-
ently flawed. Anyone, who is not within the
arc light or has no networking at the top,
does not stand a chance to reach the higher
echelons of the system. Even the appoint-
ment of the CJI is not above suspicion. A
well-defined transparent body like a judicial
appointments commission can go along way
in ruling out inadequacies.

DEEPAK TAAK, PANCHKULA

Strengthen collegium system
Refer to the ‘Judicial Appointments’ Two
Views segment; the debate on ensuring fair,
merit-based appointments of judges and
restructuring the apex court deserves promi-
nence. An independent, efficient and accessi-
ble judiciary is essential not only for safe-
guarding the Constitution but also for
ensuring a robust justice delivery system.
Instead of getting rid of the collegium system,
it must be strengthened by introducing
greater transparency, wider consideration of
merit and integrity and appropriate institu-
tional safeguards against any perception of
favouritism or nepotism.

SHUBHAM MAHAJAN, BILASPUR

No licence for profiteering
Refer to ‘Price shock’; a hospital charging
patients Rs 325 for an intravenous infusion set
purchased for just Rs 11 is shocking. This is
not an isolated case; medicines are routinely
sold at prices far exceeding their procurement
costs. Even at Rs 11, the manufacturing com-
pany must be earning a profit. The enormous
difference between purchase and selling
prices is evidently perpetuated across the sup-
ply chain, while the helpless patient bears the
brunt. The government must urgently inter-
vene, rationalise medicine MRPs and ensure
that the changes reasonably reflect in manu-
facturing costs, distribution expenses and
legitimate margins. Healthcare must not
become a licence for profiteering.

BS KAKKAR, JALANDHAR

Give party workers a chance
Apropos of ‘Cong must strengthen its grass-
roots organisation’; the party does not neces-
sarily have to abandon the Gandhi family, but
it must demonstrate that the family is no
longer the gateway to political advancement.
The real test is whether an ordinary party
worker can rise from booth to block, district to
Assembly, Parliament and eventually nation-
al leadership through merit, performance and
public acceptance. Healthy competition, trans-
parent advancement and a credible confi-
dence of party workers should be considered.
COL SS CHAUHAN (RETD), ZIRAKPUR

Farm incentives help
Refer to ‘First soil-carbon payments reach
2,550 farmers’; this step is a practical shift
from policy discussions to tangible farm-level
incentives for sustainable farming. For years,
Punjab and Haryana farmers have been criti-
cised for stubble burning and groundwater
depletion. The Grow Indigo programme, guid-
ed by ICAR, provides the motivation. By
awarding Rs 2.9 crore to 2,500 farmers for
adopting technologies like Direct Seeded Rice
(DSR), reduced tillage and proper crop residue
management shows that ecological services
have economic value. This initiative will part-
ly tackle Delhi-NCR’s winter pollution.
ASHOK AGGARWAL, KURUKSHETRA

Letters to the Editor, typed in double space, should not exceed the 200-word limit.
These should be cogently written and can be sent by e-mail to: Letters@tribunemail.com
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MANISH KUMAR
PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR, DEPT OF
DEFENCE AND STRATEGIC STUDIES, MDU

ITH the intro-

duction of the

Agnipath

scheme in June

2022, the armed
forces replaced their regular
recruitment models for the other
ranks (ORs — sepoy and equiva-
lent) with Agniveers (AGVs). The
first batch is completing its four-
year contract in December this year,
with 25% being absorbed and the
remaining 75% set to be released
into civil life.

Thewayit has been implemented
lacks validation through a pilot
study and proper consideration of
its socio-economic implications on
military employment-dependent
societies like Haryana. Thisleads to
adecrease in financial security and
a decline in the social prestige of
military service in the state, which
results in a decline in recruitment.

While analysing the recruitment
of the past six years, a comparison
of three years each pre-Agnipath
launch (2017-20) and post-Agnipath
(2022-25) was made. The publicly
available data suggests that recruit-
ment in Haryana was 11,941 and
6,153, respectively, suggesting a
decline 0f48.47%. Rural Haryanais
considered a nursery for producing
military personnel. As government
data suggest, every seventh OR in
the Army is from this state.

The financial constraints of the
scheme are related to salary,
allowances, service benefits, etc.
that are significantly less attractive
than those available to regular sol-
diers. Aregular soldieris entitled to
allowances such as military service
pay, transportation allowance, dear-
ness allowance, maintenance and
hygiene allowance, rum and ciga-
rette and house rental allowance.

N
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An AGV is paid Rs 2.69 lakh per
annum less than a sepoy.

The AGVs are alsonotentitled toa
pension (including disability pen-
sion). While an AGV is entitled to
treatment in military hospitals dur-
Ing service, he is not entitled to dis-
ability pension and is not permitted
to join the ECHS or get the canteen
faciltiy after release, unlike the life-
time entitlement enjoyed by regular
soldiers. Importantly, the ECHS cov-
eris extended to the AGV and not to
his family, unlike regular soldiers.

Should an AGV be killed or
injured, neither he nor his family
is entitled to the ex gratia pay-
ments and benefits that a regular
soldier or his family would
receive. They are not given bene-
fits entitled to martyrs. This is
despite the Parliamentary Stand-
ing Committee on Defence in
2024 recommending that these
benefits should be extended to
AGVs and their dependents.
There should be no discrimina-
tion in awarding benefits based
on recruitment categories within
the same organisation.

While aspiring candidates feel
they are made to go through the
same selection procedures as those
before Agnipath was introduced,
the output is significantly different.

Retentionisalsoanissue. With the
provision of only 25% retention, the
affected ones have sought that it be
increased it to at least 60-75%, if not
full absorption. Although the forces

ADVANTAGE : The state’s villages are co

-OPED
Agnipath’s rural Haryana fallout
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The social impact can
be witnessed in
villages, where the
fittest people are not
opting for Agnipath
due to uncertainty,

lack of financial
benefits, etc.

have proposed to increase the reten-
tion to 50% each in the Army and
the Air Force and 75% in the Navy,
there has been no change in the
political stance on this issue.
Soldiering has long been a mark
of social prestige in rural Haryana.
Under Agnipath, this has changed:
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the number of aspirants has
declined, social respect for AGVs
has diminished in villages.

The social impact can be wit-
nessed in rural Haryana, where the
fittest people are not opting for
Agnipath due to uncertainty, lack of
financial benefits, lower social
respect, etc. Restrictions, such as
the prohibition on marriage during
the four-year tenure and the sanc-
tion of only 30 days of leave per year
(compared with 90 days for regular
soldiers), have further disturbed
the AGVs as they are less available
to their families.

Moreover, in their units and vil-
lages, they are perceived as low-
grade contract soldiers, which
undermines their social security.
These factors leave AGVs and their
families in a state of socio-econom-
ic uncertainty that is in need of
urgent attention from stakeholders.

Whilelooking for remedies, people
concerned refer to this scheme as
"exploitation of youth", "discourag-
ing","less candidates are interested to
opt", "reduced recruitment’, etc.

They gave recommendations that
range from scrapping Agnipath and
reverting to the old scheme, to major
reforms, including raising retention
to a minimum of 60-75%, improving
salary and allowances, increasing
leave entitlement, extending lifetime
ECHS and CSD benefits, and ensur-
Ing the same ex gratia provisions for
families in cases of death or injury as
those of regular soldiers.

Glacial lakes and
loomingrisks

AANCHAL SETH
PHD RESEARCHER, DEPT OF POL
SCIENCE, PANJAB UNIVERSITY

NDIA does not need to wait for a

disaster like the one that hit

Nepal on August 26 in Nepal to

understand the warning. The

Himalayas are being watched
more closely than ever before. Satel-
lites track expanding glacial lakes, sci-
entists study changes in snow and ice,
and governments work on early warn-
ing systems for floods and avalanches.
Yet, at the same time, the same moun-
tains are being opened up to tunnels,
barrages, hydropower projects and
river diversions.

On May 10, Union Home Minister
Amit Shah directed that 60 lakes be
included in a plan to develop early warn-
ing systems for 30 high-risk glacial lakes
across J&K, Ladakh, Uttarakhand,
Himachal Pradesh, Arunachal Pradesh
and Sikkim. But warning people about
danger is only one part of the question.
We must also ask what is being built in

the path of that danger.
ISRO examined 2,431 glacial lakes of
more than 10 hectares across

Himalayan river basins and found that
676 had expanded significantly. Of
these, 601 had more than doubled in
size. Ghepang Ghat, a glacial lake in
Himachal Pradesh's Lahaul and Spiti
district, grew from 36.49 hectares in 1989
t0101.30 hectaresin 2022. It lies at about
4,068 metres in the Indus basin.

The location matters. Ghepang Ghat
isnot anisolated scientific site. Sissu lies
about 11 km downstream and 1,000m
below the lake. A National Remote
Sensing Centre assessment has exam-
ined the possible consequences of a gla-
cial lake outburst along this corridor.
The question, therefore, is also who and
what lies below it.

Lahaul Spiti is also a lived landscape.
Its tribal communities depend on roads,
agriculture, tourism, water and season-

al access through difficult terrain. When
abridge is washed away, or a road is cut
off, the loss can interrupt access to mar-
kets, schools, hospitals and supplies.

The National Mission for Sustaining
the Himalayan Ecosystem (NMSHE)
was created to strengthen scientific
understanding of the Himalayan envi-
ronment and support responses to eco-
logical change. Yet the Centre told Par-
liament in August 2025 that it has no
separate allocation for the mission, even
though Rs 111.63 crore has been sanc-
tioned under NMSHE since July 2018.
For Himachal Pradesh, the figures show
sanctions of Rs 1.91 crore in 2018-19, Rs
0.80 crore in 2019-20, Rs 2.81 crore in
2020-21 and Rs 1.12 crore in 2021-22, fol-
lowed by no recorded state-wise sanc-
tion in 2022-23, 2023-24 or 2024-25.

Monitoring cannot
become an exercise
that becomes urgent

after every disaster
and quiet in between.

Thesefiguresraisea serious policy ques-
tion. Why should a state at the frontline of
glacier change, landslides and extreme
rainfall not have sustained support for
understanding and protecting its moun-
tain environment? Monitoring cannot
become an exercise that becomes urgent
after every disaster and quiet in between.

The contradiction becomes sharper at
Koksar, in the same broad Lahaul-Spiti
landscape.The proposed Chenab Beas
Link Project envisages a 19 metre con-
crete barrage near Koksaronthe Chandra
river, at an altitude of about 3,140 metres.
An 8.7-km tunnel through the Pir Panjal
would divert water towards the upper
Beas basin around Dhundi, Palchan or
Solang near Manali. The proposed project
costis Rs 2,352 crore. The NHPC's tender
documents cover the barrage, river diver-
sion arrangements, power intake struc-
tures and the water diversion tunnel.

The juxtaposition is difficult to miss.

The lesson from Nepal is not that
India needs fewer satellites or fewer
warning systems. It needs both. But it
alsoneeds to ask what happens afterthe
warning is received.

Original sin catching up with Gurugram ‘'monster’ city

MG DEVASAHAYAM
EX-CHIEF ADMINISTRATOR,
HUDA

DECADE ago, 1
had written in
The Tribune a
piece titled "Mil-
ennium  City:
Minimal planning, maxi-
mum chaos". It was written in
the context of a traffic jam so
long and so bad that it had
earned Gurugram nee Gur-
gaon the epithet 'Gurujam'.
A full 10 years later, the picture
seems to be getting worse as
could be seen from the chaos
created by therecentrains. Such
chaos has become an annual
feature. Roads turn into rivers,
vehicles stall and commuters
are forced to wade through
water. The recurring problem
has raised questions over the
effectiveness of the city's

The Gurugram Police and
the District Disaster Manage-
ment Authority had issued a
work-from-home advisory for
corporate offices and private
establishments. The advisory
reduced vehicle movement on
flooded roads, allowing civic
agencies to manage waterlog-
ging and repair damaged infra-
structure even as office atten-
dance was disrupted and the
business continuity affected.

The Industrial Develop-
ment Colony (IDC) in Sector
16 was waterlogged, causing
rainwater to enter factory
floors and warehouses. Pro-
duction had come to a near-
complete halt across the belt,
translating into significant
financial losses for the area
that houses roughly 250
industrial units and employs
thousands of workers.

The horror extended to
schoolchildren, who were
trapped inside school buses for
hours. Subhash  Chowk
emerged as one of the worst-
affected stretches, with several
school buses unable to move
through the waterlogged
roads. Parents who tried to

children home had to wade
through 3.5 feet of water for
several hundred metres.

This is in a city hailed as an
economic powerhouse. Guru-
gram is India's second-richest
district, with a per capita GDP
of roughly Rs 9 lakh. It con-
tributes 20% of Haryana's
GDE 70% of its revenue and
65% of its income tax. More
than 250 global and Indian
Fortune 500 companies call it
home. But a single spell of
heavy rain —anything over 75
mm in an hour or two — is
enough to bring the city to a
standstill and chaos.

Gurugram's annual mon-
soon floods cost the city and its
residents hundreds of crores of
rupees in lost productivity,
damaged vehicles, private
emergency repairs and soaring
transport surge pricing. Along-
side, over Rs 1,400 crore have
been spent by public authori-
ties on drainage infrastructure
over the past decade.

A recent research report
from a group of engineers has
this to say: "An empirical
study of Gurugram in
Haryana, India, has clearly

The conclusion on
Gurgaon was simple
—theareahad no
natural drainage and
very poor water
resources, thereby
making it unfit for
any major city
development,
particularly of the
high-rise, high-
density’ type.

have become a common phe-
nomenon each year.

Analysis of the topographi-
cal data reflects that no due
diligence has been paid to the

drainage network of the city
is unpalatably planned and
designed. It also highlights
that no comprehensive evalu-
ation of land use planning
from flood risk point of view
has been made."

Why is this happening? To
understand this, we have to
go back to the 1980s when
DLE, possessing 3,000 acres
of agricultural land in the
sleepy village of Gurgaon,
bought at very cheap rates,
wanted to develop a 'private
urban colony'.

As the then Haryana's Direc-
tor, Town and Country Plan-
ning (DTCP)-cum-Chief
Administrator, Haryana Urban
Development Authority
(HUDA), I studied the propos-
al. Since Gurgaon and Farid-
abad were hotspots for urbani-
sation, I had already made an
assessment of these outlying
towns of the capital, New Delhi.

The conclusion on Gurgaon
was simple — the area had no
natural drainage and very
poor water resources, there-
by making it unfit for any
major city development, par-
ticularly of the ‘high-rise,

In the event, the Haryana gov-
ernment had no intention of
allowing private "colonisation"
since HUDA was capable of
managing the "low-rise-low-den-
sity" development in Gurgaon.

I had advised the Minister,
Brig Ran Singh (retd), and
Chief Minister Bhajan Lal
accordingly and they had
agreed. But then the political
chemistry in  Haryana
changed, with Indira Gandhi
returning to power in 1980.
She took up the cause of DLF
tomake Gurgaon into a"world-
class super-city"! The pressure
was so much that sometime in
mid-1980, I was eased out of
the job and posted as State
Transport Controller.

Soon thereafter, in 1981,
the first "private" licence was
given and the "DLF City"
came up. In 1985, DLF start-
ed plotted development.
Other realtors joined in and
there was no stopping Gur-
gaon from 'developing' into
a 'conclave of colonies' with-
out integrated city/infra-
structure planning, drainage
system or water resource.
This is the ‘Original Sin’.

worthwhile to note that the
city 1s being governed by a
triple engine sarkar', ie the
BJP controlling the Central
and state governments as well
as the Municipal Corporation
of Gurugram (MCQG). It is said
the MCG has spent more than
Rs 550 crore on drainage in
the last few years.

The Gurugram Metropolitan
Development Authority is exe-
cuting projects worth around
Rs 119.31 crore for the master
stormwater drainage systemin
Sectors 76 to 80. But stormwa-
ter drains, that at best absorb
20-25% of rainwater, cannot
substitute for natural drainage,
like in Chandigarh, where rain-
water drains out fast. Hence,
the heavy floods and chaos in
the Millennium City'.

It looks as if the Original Sin
is catching up. Added to thisis
the unsustainable way Guru-
gram has 'developed. The
'monster city' with 2,000 high-
rise buildings, 16 under-pass-
es and 25 commercial centres
is the antithesis of urban
development. The ‘Original
Sin’, coupled with real estate
greed, could be the undoing of
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drainage infrastructure. reach the buses to escort their  revealed that urban floods contours of the city and the high-density’ type. Coming torecent times, itis  this Millennium showpiece.
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Modi at 76: From
longevity to legacy

As the BJP begins a month-long celebration of Modi’s 25
years in power, the milestone invites a larger reckoning:
what has his tenure changed, and at what cost?

Narendra Modi turned 76 on September 17th, and the BJP has
converted the date into a month-long liturgy. The Seva Sankalp
Abhiyan, launched on the birthday and running to October 17,
pairs blood donation camps and cleanliness drives with bike
yatras linking Vadnagar, his birthplace, to Varanasi, his
constituency. The arithmetic behind the campaign is real: on
October 7, he completes 25 years as a head of government -
Gandhinagar from 2001, New Delhi since 2014. An unbroken
quarter-century in executive office is rare in any democracy.
Rarer still is the scale on which one man has rewritten the terms
of a nation’s politics. The ledger has substantial entries. Bank
accounts, cooking gas, toilets, piped water and houses reached
households that had waited three generations for the state to
notice them. Digital public infrastructure — Aadhaar, UPI, direct
benefit transfer — turned welfare from patronage into
plumbing, and is now studied from Lagos to Lima.

Highways, ports and airports were built at a pace the licence-
permit republic could not imagine. Article 370, the Ram temple,
Chandrayaan-3, the G20 presidency and Operation Sindoor
supplied the emotional grammar of a self-assured India. The
economy grew 7.8 per cent in April-June, the fastest of any
major economy, through a tariff war that was supposed to break
it. In May, the BJP took West Bengal and a third term in Assam.

The NE borders need eyes in the sky

The Northeast’s borders cannot always be secured with fences. Shifting rivers, porous terrain and difficult frontiers demand
something more agile: space-based surveillance that can turn satellite data into timely, actionable and legally usable
intelligence. Assam’s experience shows why the next frontier of border security is not more fencing, but faster information

In ariverine char (sandbar) of the Dhubri sector,
perhaps 400 families might live in one season,
but by the next season, it could be completely
obliterated. The Brahmaputra creates and
destroys land at its own will. When the char dis-
appears, the families move away, and with
them, the border too changes. This is the actual
functional reality of approximately 61 kilometres
of Assam’s border with Bangladesh, where elec-
tronic surveillance has to be adopted instead of
fencing, because there is no hard soil there to erect
afence. You cannot puta fence in water. You can
only monitor it.

I was reminded of this while chairing a recent
discussion organised by SIA-India in Guwahation
‘Space Technology for National Security and
Border Protection’. This panel included a former

telecom administrator and scientist, a national
security expert, and representatives of two new

ASSAM HAS
Army Commander of the Eastern Theatre,asenior APPROXIMATELY 263
KILOMETRES OF

accountable for it. What is received at the dis-
trict level is, in most cases, merely briefing mate-
rial. Itis not verifiably guaranteed information
— the failures of which we discuss the least.
Before a Foreigners Tribunal or a Magistrate, the
question is never how striking the image is; the
question is its provenance and whether the
chain of custody holds up during cross-exam-
ination. We built extraordinary capabilities, but
we forgot to make them admissible in court.

operational domain. The Indian Space Policy
of 2023 and IN-SPACe opened this sector to
private-sector capabilities, and 52 satellite
surveillance programmes are currently under-
way. A decade ago, none of this was clear. But
forreaching the ‘last mile’, the robust manage-
ment of institutional rules and procedures is
essential. Two mishaps this year make this clear:

In January, due to a launch failure, a DRDO
Earth observation system was lost.

Two months after entering orbit, a historic
Indian private satellite (the world’s first to
combine radar and optical sensors) was
destroyed due to a geomagnetic storm.

Self-reliance is not just the ability to build a
satellite once; itis the ability to rapidly replace
new satellites, coupled with indigenous launch
speed, domestic hardware and procurement
processes completed in 90 days instead of 90
weeks.

What should this region do?

The Northeastern states should issue a stand-
ing order by allocating budgets for all-weather
radar coverage of rivers and flood-prone areas
from Indian satellites. For this necessary plat-
form for geo-stationary satellites/constellations
must be put in place. Demand builds an
industrial base, and at the state level, ‘self-
reliance’ begins with a purchase order for satel-

However, there have been gaps as well. Growth has not Indian satellite-manufacturing enterprises — BORDER WITH What can change this is not more hardware lite products.
translated into work: unemployment among graduates under institutions that did not exist a decade ago. BANGLADESH, A or more sensitive sensors. For this, four  Leverage Existing Infrastructure: Instead of
25 runs near 40 per cent, and a quarter of India’s youth are Assam has approximately 263 kilometres of LARGE PORTION OF unglamorous butindispensable requirements  building a new centre from scratch, work

neither studying, training nor employed. Parliament legislates
with less debate than it did in 1952. Investigative agencies

border with Bangladesh, a large portion of
which is riverine. To our east, we have a 1,643-kilo-
metre border with Myanmar, where governmen-

WHICH IS RIVERINE.
TO OUR EAST, WE

must be met:
Standing Authority: A Superintendent of
Police (SP) in Dhubri or Karimganj should have

upon the existing mechanism. The North
Eastern Space Applications Centre (NESAC),
based in Umiam, is already serving these eight

move with a partisanship the opposition calls persecution, and tal authority has largely collapsed, and the HAVE A 1,643- standing authority to monitor a specific river- ~ states; provide it with a border-and-disaster
the Election Commission’s roll revisions have drawn charges the resulting drug economy fuels insurgency. Toour KILOMETRE BORDER  ine area. wing operated jointly by the state police,
ECI has failed to convincingly answer. Federalism has shrunk to north, we have a neighbouring country that WITH MYANMAR, Analysis Cells: An interpretation cell at the border security forces and disaster manage-
an argument over transfers. refuses to recognise Arunachal Prgxdesh asIndian WHERE range level, beca_use_: itisunfair to hand a satel- ment teams. )
Polarisation has been an instrument rather than an accident and has established 628 border villages near the GOVERNMENTAL lite image to a district-level officer and expect Build a Geospatial Cadre: Develop our own
Lo o o Line of Actual Control (LAC), the majority of which accurate analysis from them. analysts and commentators through a geospa-
and minorities have been at the receiving end. Demonetisation are located opposite Arunachal. And this country AUTHORITY HAS Legal Procedures: Procedures for evidence tial cadre trained in our own institutions,
remains the costliest experiment no one has been held plans to construct a dam on a river upon which LARGELY preservation and custody, granting formal because sovereignty depends equally on

accountable for. Then came June. A satirical outfit calling itself

70 million Indian people depend.

COLLAPSED, AND

legal status to specialised satellite imagery.

people as it does on hardware. Enforce

the Cockroach Janta Party turned an exam-leak scandal into the Three borders, three distinct problems. Our dif- THE RESULTING Dedicated Budgets: A dedicated financial Sovereign Contracts: Incorporate sovereignty
licatinn i ficulty is not a lack of military strength. Our head in the state budget for this purpose. conditions into contracts; there should be no
largest youth mobilisation in decades, and a government primary problem is ‘latency’ — that is, the time DRUG ECONOMY ‘Self-reliance’ - Atmnirbharata in the space ‘shutter control’, no geographical restrictions,

famous for never conceding, conceded - a minister resigned,
demands were met, a task force was announced. It was the first
genuine retreat since the farm laws. It exposed the single
constituency that remains defiant: young Indians who have
known no other prime minister and cannot find a job.

But then such challenges are part of the deal. What occupies
him now? Viksit Bharat 2047 is the stated horizon. The nearer
listis harder - closing the American trade agreement without
surrendering agriculture; the 2027 census and the delimitation
that follows, which risks setting a growing North against an
already resentful South; and the succession he refuses to
discuss, the seventy-five rule he once applied to Advani having
quietly lapsed for himself. Longevity is not legacy. The question
at 76 is whether the coming years are spent consolidating what
he built, or making it survivable without him.

Daiv Vani
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WISDOM FOR A MEANINGFUL LIFE

The Boy Who Won by
Staying Home

Once, Ganesha and his brother Kartikeya were chal-
lenged to a race around the world, with the prize going
to whoever completed the circuit first. Kartikeya immedi-
ately set off on his peacock, eager to cover every continent
and ocean.

Ganesha, instead, simply walked around his parents, Shiva
and Parvati, seated together, and declared himself finished,
explaining that they represented the entire universe to him,
making a literal journey around the world unnecessary. His
parents, moved by the depth of his understanding, declared
him the winner.

We often equate achievement with distance covered, hours
logged, or effort visibly displayed, mistaking motion for
meaning. Ganesha's wisdom lay in recognizing that some
truths do not require circling the globe to be understood, only
clarity about what truly matters.

We chase external milestones, promotions,
recognition, achievements, believing they will bring us closer
to fulfilment, while overlooking the people and truths
already within our reach.

Today, pause and ask whether whatyou're chasing is truly
necessary, or whether what matters most is already present,
closer than you think.

-DAIV
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renowned Sri Meenakshi Sundareshwarar Temple, in Madurai

e

Priests perform ‘abhishek’ during the Maha Kumbabhishekam ceremony, of the
PHOTO: PTI

gap between an event occurring on the ground
and the right person becoming aware of it. This
is where aerospace or space technology becomes
necessary.

Whatwould remain if space-based communi-
cations, navigation and imaging technologies
were disrupted for 72 hours in the Eastern
Theatre? If the adversary is using state-of-the-art
satellite systems and we revert to older methods
inan eventuality, the enemy won’t even need to
defeat us; rather, we ourselves would be handing
them the initiative.

Satellite-derived information today is neither
intelligence nor evidence for a police officer. In

FUELS INSURGENCY

the sense an operational officer understands it,
itis not intelligence, because intelligence must

The writer is a former

DGP of Assam

arrive in a timely manner and have someone

sector is often being talked about, dwelling on
many geo-strategic ramifications. Presently, the
focus of discussions on this is limited merely
to manufacturing capabilities. We do not
need to manufacture everything. We must
reach a stage where no one can block or veto
us.

The path ahead for the Northeast

The encouraging truth is that the framework
for this is largely ready. The anti-satellite (A-SAT)
demonstration of March 2019 placed India in
the group of 4 prominent nations of the
world. That same year, the Defence Space
Agency was established, and last September,
the nation released its first Joint Military Space
Doctrine, treating space as an independent

orany such conditions that give a foreign sup-
plier the authority to dictate what and when
we see.

The satellite surveillance system that exposes
illegal infiltration or crossing can also reveal the
condition of river embankments and the like-
lihood of breaches. The same imagery that
serves border agencies in January can assist
District Commissioners (DCs) in August. In a
state where floods render more people home-
less every year than any enemy attack could,
this is not a minor facility to be mentioned in
passing. The necessity of satellites in the
Northeast should not only be proven in a ‘war
room’; it should also be considered an integral
part of wartime preparations to be undertak-
en during the monsoon season.
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When community ends at the gate

SANJAY
CHANDRA

2ND OPINION

We recently attended a few Ganesh Chaturthi celebrations
at the homes of friends in our condominium complex.
Tower lobbies were buzzing with people in their best ethnic
wear, carrying offerings for Lord Ganesh. At one home, our
host had invited a flautist friend, who rendered a few
bhajans on his flute. These intimate gatherings also
allowed guests to mingle. Such gatherings at home are,
of course, nothing new. What made me think was some-
thing else. The larger community celebration itself appears
to be changing. Increasingly, in our urban centres, it seems
to be moving from the wider neighbourhood into gated
residential complexes. I remember that the only large com-
munity celebration during my childhood was the Ram Leela,
held on whichever was the biggest available ground in the
neighbourhood. Much later, | witnessed the Durga Puja

pandals in the east, Ganesh Chaturthi celebrations in the
west and Dussehra festivities in the south. Beyond their
religious and cultural significance, they performed another
function. Minor acquaintances, or even strangers, bumped
into each other. Conversations began. Some developed into
lifelong relationships. There were no gates defining who
belonged to that community.

Urban living has changed since then. High-rise condo-
minium complexes have created neighbourhoods of
their own, comprising hundreds or thousands of families.
Almost everything we need is available within the bound-
aries. Groceries and meals arrive at our doors. There are
shops, clubs, gyms and play areas. We want entertainment
within the complex and, increasingly, even religious
places and festivities within walking distance of our homes.

Convenience is undoubtedly a part of this change.
Security is another. After a tiring day, few of us want to travel
across the city for something that can be found downstairs.
But I sometimes wonder whether, without consciously
intending it, we are also shrinking the boundaries of what
we consider our community. The neighbourhood once
extended beyond the people we knew. A festival took us
into public spaces where we encountered people from dif-
ferent backgrounds and circumstances. Today, the gates
ofa condominium can quietly determine whom we meet,
whom our children play with and, increasingly, whom we
celebrate with.

Digital technology may be reinforcing this tendency in
another way. Residential groups allow us to communicate

instantly and have made community management far
easier. But they have also given everyone the ability to cri-
tique virtually every decision immediately. Resident
welfare associations can consequently find themselves
trying to accommodate every demand and appease
every section, forgetting that this is rarely possible. The dis-
cussion then becomes increasingly about what should or
should not happen inside our gates.

None of this means that condominium communities are
undesirable. They provide companionship, security and a
sense of familiarity that is valuable in increasingly imper-
sonal cities. Nor is there anything wrong with celebrating
festivals within them. The issue is whether these commu-
nities are becoming substitutes for the wider neighbour-
hood rather than a part of it. Perhaps the change is subtle
enough for us not to notice. The neighbourhood becomes
the condominium, the condominium becomes the tower,
and gradually our social world begins to end at the gate.

I enjoyed those intimate Ganesh Chaturthi evenings
immensely. Yet they left me with a question quite unre-
lated to the celebrations themselves. Are the gates around
our homes also slowly becoming gates around our idea
of community? And if everything we need — social, cultur-
al, recreational and even religious — must increasingly come
within those gates, are we developing an exclusivity without
even recognising it?

The writer is a founder of Kala - Krazy About Literature And Arts, and
t is an author, speaker, coach, arbitrator and strategy consultant

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Bamboo can build a greener future

As we approach World Bamboo Day on September 18, it
is time to recognise a remarkable plant that holds
immense cultural and ecological value. Known various-
ly as ‘green gold’ and ‘poor man’s timber’, bamboo is an
environmental powerhouse, with over 1,500 species
capable of thriving across diverse climates.

Globally, bamboo is deeply woven into human tradi-
tions, symbolising uprightness in China, friendship in India,
prosperity in Japan, and standing proudly as the nation-
al plant of St Lucia.

Economically, China leads global production, closely
followed by India. Beyond traditional uses such as con-
struction, paper and furniture, bamboo serves as food,
medicine, musical instruments, martial arts equipment
and even a medium for seawater desalination. More
importantly, it is a vital ally in combating climate change.
Bamboo absorbs carbon dioxide, improves soil health and
prevents erosion.

To fully harness these benefits, institutions such as
India’s Forest Research Centre for Bamboo & Rattan
(FRCBR), established in Aizawl, Mizoram, in 2004, are
leading crucial research into sustainable cultivation.
Promoting bamboo is not just an ecological choice; it is
an economic necessity for a truly greener tomorrow.

M PRADYU | KANNUR

Celebrating service through action

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s birthday on September
17 has been accompanied by several programmes
centred on public service and social welfare. Across the
country, activities related to cleanliness, health, voluntary
service and community participation are being organised.
Such initiatives provide an opportunity to draw attention
to issues that directly affect everyday life.

The observance also coincides with the nationwide
Swachhata Hi Seva campaign, which seeks to encourage
citizens to participate in cleanliness drives and improve
public spaces. Special attention to sanitation workers is
another important aspect of the programme. Clean sur-
roundings require regular public participation and
cannot be achieved through government efforts alone.

Service-oriented activities such as blood-donation
drives and community programmes can encourage Cit-
izens, particularly young people, to contribute to society.
Participation by students, voluntary organisations and local
communities can also strengthen awareness of civic duties
and social responsibility.

Their impact should extend beyond the celebrations.
Sustained attention to cleanliness, public health and com-
munity service can give greater meaning to
public service.

RUKMA SHARMA | JALANDHAR

Youth campaign takes aim at UP

“Uttar Pradesh, once known for its culture, struggle and
unity, has today become identified with hatred and bull-
dozers,” AISA president Neha Bora said in a speech in
Lucknow on Wednesday, September 16, launching a
fresh attack on the Yogi Adityanath government as her
‘Gen Z Rising’ campaign drew a large gathering of young
people. Bora’s remarks came at a programme at
Gandhi Bhawan, where the sizeable gathering raised
slogans in her support. Her campaign, which began at
Allahabad University last month, has travelled through
several districts and is now seeking to build wider youth
mobilisation across the state.

Bora has emerged as one of the more visible young
voices directly challenging the state government
through the campaign. The campaign is also attempt-
ing to move beyond campus politics by taking up wider
issues concerning young people, including education,
employment and governance.

Its progress through different districts is aimed at cre-
ating a network that can sustain the mobilisation
beyond individual programmes. The campaign’s focus
on youth participation reflects an effort to bring edu-
cation, employment and governance into broader
public discussion.

BHAGWAN THADANI | MUMBAI
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Delhi’s unsafe buildings:
Disaster is round the corner

Delhi’s recurring building collapses expose gaps in enforcement, emergency access and disaster preparedness.
The article argues for identifying high-risk structures, strengthening safety regulations, using technology for
monitoring, and training local communities so that disasters can be prevented rather than managed afterwards

A building has col-
lapsed in Satya
Niketan, there have
been casualties, and
rescue operations are
on in full swing. But
soon enough, as always
happens in such situa-
tions, debris will be
cleared and media
attention will shift to
something else. However, what needs to be asked is:
“Does the risk apply only to the collapsing building,
or does it also involve all the other buildings which
still stand strong?”

In case another building were to collapse, or in case
another fire or earthquake were to occur in this area,
would Delhi’s emergency services machinery be able
to respond in time to save those caught inside? This
is precisely what went through my mind when I visited
Satya Niketan after the last incident. What I saw was
very disturbing indeed: densely populated buildings,
narrow pathways which appear to be obstructed, and
no open ground where fire engines, ambulances or
any other emergency vehicle can rush to the spot. The
tragedy, thus, may not just be one of a collapsed build-
ing but much more than that.

Building collapses, fires and other disasters of the
kind have been happening too frequently in our
national capital. From our analysis of several such dis-
asters in the past that took place in the Delhi/NCR
region, we know that the same story keeps repeat-
ing itself — the lack of authorisation in construction,
alterations in the structure, extra floors, poor-quality
materials, overcrowding, lack of fire safety measures
and, most importantly, the failure of enforcement.
While each such incident brings about shock, state-
ments from politicians, investigations and promises,
the truth is that the risk does not stay confined to the
particular structure.

The issue is not that there are not enough rules in
Delhi. There are the Unified Building Bye-Laws, the Fire
Safety Regulations, the Planning Provisions and the
Disaster Management Act. There are municipal cor-
porations, development authorities, fire services
and other organisations charged with responsibili-
ty for the respective urban security issues. However,
the frequent emergencies demonstrate a critical lack
of correlation between the written laws and their
enforcement. It may happen that a construction
begins without appropriate permission, a building is
given extra floors, a residence is turned into a busi-
ness place, or structural modifications are done
without the necessary technical assessment.
Sometimes, complaints have been filed and notices
have been sent, but there is no effective reaction. The
outcome is a dangerous situation in which the
private gain from hazardous construction is achieved
by a few individuals, while the threat itself is faced
by residents, students, neighbours, firefighters and
the whole community.

The problem is much more acute in crowded areas.
A building may look sturdy under ordinary circum-
stances, but could become highly susceptible under
the effect of fire, rain, an earthquake or any such
sudden impact. Narrow alleys or crowded roads could
exacerbate the situation. An emergency vehicle
such as a fire engine, an ambulance or heavy machin-
ery would not be able to access the building in time.
If there are no available exits, or stairways are insuf-
ficient or crowded, then even a minor incident
could cause a catastrophe. The crucial minutes at the
beginning are those that could be lost because of a
lack of proper planning and preparation.

This is precisely why Delhi needs to shift gears from
the reactive mode to the preventive mode. Emergency
operations are required but should not be the
primary means to address the problem of unsafe
buildings. It is impossible to fix an unsafe building by
conducting a better rescue operation once people get
stuck inside. What needs to be done is to pinpoint the
potential risk areas prior to any accident. High-risk
buildings and clusters of high-risk populations need
to be identified and tested for structural soundness
and fire safety standards. Defective buildings will need
to be either fixed, strengthened, modified or even
demolished. These assessments should not degener-
ate into just another paperwork exercise. There has
to be accountability and timeliness attached to

SATENDRA SINGH

SATYA NIKETAN IS
NOT MERELY AN
EXAMPLE OF YET

ANOTHER
COLLAPSE; IT IS

ALSO A REMINDER

OF THE TYPE OF
URBAN GROWTH WE
ARE SEEING IN
DELHI. THE CITY
CANNOT AFFORD TO
ACCEPT HAZARDOUS
BUILDINGS AS A
PART AND PARCEL
OF URBAN GROWTH.
ECONOMIC GROWTH
AND SAFETY ARE
TWO ENTIRELY
DIFFERENT
CONCERNS; IN
TRUTH, THERE CAN
NEVER BE ANY
ECONOMIC
DEVELOPMENT
WITHOUT
STRUCTURAL AND
FIRE SAFETY
MEASURES

The writer is Former Executive Director,
National Institute of Disaster
Management, Government of India

them. These processes can become more streamlined with
the use of technology. Plans and permissions granted for
construction must be digitised and easily verifiable. Any
construction that violates the approved plan must attract
an immediate inspection. Where negligence can be
proven, liability must extend beyond the owner of the prop-
erty to include the approving agencies, among others.
Enforcement cannot be selective or based on the level of
media interest after an accident.

But there is one more aspect that cannot be neglected
- the community. In every disaster situation, local residents
become the first responders. Before the arrival of fire ser-
vices, policemen, ambulances or any rescue team, local res-
idents may be involved in rescuing people, giving first aid,
informing the services about the situation and finding out
who could still be trapped. Their reaction in the initial
minutes of a disaster can determine whether people will
survive. But the preparations of communities to respond
to disaster situations in most vulnerable localities remain
mostly informal and disorganised.

Thus, Delhi needs to build the capacities of communi-
ty-based organisations, local residents, volunteers, market
associations and other local networks in disaster-prone
areas. They do not need much equipment in the beginning.
What they require is some basic training in evacuation, first
aid, dealing with fires, emergency communications, iden-
tification of vulnerable people and coordination with ser-
vices such as policemen, firemen and health profession-
als. They should practise emergency drills in schools,
markets, residential colonies and other crowded places.
Volunteers should be aware of the emergency numbers,
access roads and safe assembly points in their area. This
is a relatively inexpensive but effective measure.

The government should not only focus on individual
buildings but also consider neighbourhood risks. In cases
where new high-density developments and activities
need to take place, the local authorities should consider
some very basic questions: Can emergency vehicles reach
the building? Are there any safe means of evacuation? Can
firefighters go up the floors in case of an emergency? Are
the buildings strong enough to withstand the stress? What
will happen if more than one building is affected in the
event of an earthquake or fire?

Satya Niketan is not merely an example of yet another
collapse; it is also a reminder of the type of urban growth
we are seeing in Delhi. The city cannot afford to accept haz-
ardous buildings as a part and parcel of urban growth.
Economic growth and safety are two entirely different con-
cerns; in truth, there can never be any economic develop-
ment without structural and fire safety measures.

Disaster readiness is not about how quickly we manage
to rescue people from a collapsed building; it is about pre-
venting a disaster before the collapse. Satya Niketan should
not end up being another entry on Delhi’s list of tragic
stories. It should be a lesson that results in change. The next
building should not collapse before we find out its dan-
gerous condition.

India’s energy transition:
Managing redistribution

India’s energy transition discourse is
often portrayed as a singular shift away
from a fossil-centric energy regime
towards a low-carbon energy system.
In reality, itis a far more complex trans-
formation, dynamically unfolding across
resources, technologies, industries,
markets and regulations. Coal is being

AN gradually replaced (and often supple-
GOPAL K mented) by solar and wind; internal
PANDEY SARANGI combustion engines are giving way to

electric mobility; centralised electricity
systems are evolving towards distrib-
uted, decentralised energy systems; industries are adopting cleaner and more efficient
production processes; and governance is shifting from state-led planning towards com-
petitive markets, private finance and carbon-based investment mechanisms.

Policy instruments for renewable energy have also undergone a profound transfor-
mation, from historical incentive structures such as accelerated depreciation (AD) and
generation-based incentives (GBI) to feed-in tariffs and, more recently, market-deter-
mined reverse auctions. However, these transition pathways are disruptive in nature,
often dismantling existing fossil-based supply-chain architectures and forging new supply-
chain linkages. For instance, India’s existing energy regime is slowly and systematical-
ly becoming disconnected from fossil-heavy energy pathways, shifting towards low-
carbon options such as moving from coal to renewables, from traditional cooking fuels
to modern cooking options, and from diesel-based irrigation facilities to solar PV-based
irrigation systems. At the same time, new linkages are being established in many dis-
tinct ways, such as through the electrification of transport systems using electric vehi-
cles (EVs), sourcing critical minerals for batteries, and forging new resource linkages for
green hydrogen systems.

Each of these transition pathways, while generating new opportunities for econom-
ic growth and climate action, also disrupts socio-economic structures and functions by
redistributing costs, risks and benefits across workers, communities, firms and
regions. These effects appear in the form of both first-order and second-order impacts,
often conceptualised as implementation risks and consequential risks.

Effects of the

transition

The first-order effects of
India’s energy transition
are relatively visible, direct
and immediate. They arise
directly from changes in
resources, technologies,
policies and markets.
When coal production "

declines, miners, contract & i >|f\r (
workers, transporters, coal- -

bearing districts and state governments dependent on mining royalties face immedi-
ate socio-economic losses. Around 13 million workers are tied to the coal value chain
in India and are expected to bear the brunt eventually. In the same vein, such a shift in
resources from fuels to metals could generate stranded assets. Estimates suggest that
close to 10 per cent of new coal units in India will remain unused by 2030. Conversely,
renewable energy developers, equipment manufacturers, financial institutions, tech-
nology providers and regions endowed with high solar and wind potential become the
primary beneficiaries of new investment flows. The more consequential risks often emerge
as second-order effects that unfold over time. The loss of coal-based livelihoods can weaken
local economies, reduce public revenues and trigger migration, potentially disturbing
existing local economic structures. Meanwhile, renewable investments may generate
jobs in different regions and require entirely different skill sets, potentially widening
regional inequalities. Battery energy storage systems require adequate supplies of scarce
critical minerals, which are largely imported by India. This could aggravate supply-secu-
rity risks for a country like India. The production of green hydrogen is contingent upon
a continuous supply of green energy, adequate supplies of pure water and other asso-
ciated resources, which are again either inadequate or scarce. Competing demands for
such resources could generate negative spillover effects for India if not managed well.

Managing the redistribution

As the energy transition is fundamentally a redistribution of economic value, policy must
focus beyond carbon accounting towards distributional governance. The redistribution
is not limited to income; it encompasses employment, investment, public revenues, assets,
economic opportunities and transition risks. These are likely to shift across sectors, regions
and communities. A robust institutional framework is therefore required to assess not
only the aggregate impacts of the transition, but also their magnitude, distribution and
incidence. Given that coal still accounts for around 70 per cent of India’s electricity gen-
eration, itis also important to mainstream distributional impact assessments into energy
policymaking, ensuring that the economic winners and losers of major energy reforms
are identified before implementation. Coal also makes significant contributions to the
government’s exchequer. In 2024-25, coal mining generated around %1.10 lakh crore in
royalties, DMF, NMET, GST, coal cess and other payments. A transition benefit-sharing
framework needs to be developed that channels a part of clean-energy dividends into
coal-dependent regions through investments in economic diversification, skills, social
protection and local infrastructure.

Equally important is investing in people rather than just projects by supporting reskilling,
local enterprises and regional supply chains so that transition benefits remain embed-
ded within affected communities.

History reminds us that no great economic transformation has ever been neutral. When
factories replaced farms during the Industrial Revolution, prosperity grew, but so did
inequalities. When India liberalised its economy in 1991, new industries flourished, cities
expanded and millions found opportunities, while others struggled to adapt to a rapidly
changing marketplace. India’s clean-energy transition is writing the next chapter of that
story. It promises cleaner air, energy security and
new economic opportunities. Its success will ulti-
mately be measured not only in gigawatts
installed or tonnes of carbon avoided, but also
by whether the prosperity it creates is as widely
shared as the climate benefits it delivers.

Jay Ganesh Pandey is Research Associate,
TERI and Gopal Krishna Sarangi is Associate
Professor, Department of Policy and
Management Studies, TERI School of
Advanced Studies
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BRICS Summit success reflects India’s rising global leadership

The successful con-
clusion of the 18th
BRICS Summit in
New Delhi has once
again demonstrat-
ed India’s growing
influence in
shaping the global
conversation. More
importantly, the
summit reflected
the vision, diplo-
matic maturity and
decisive leadership of Prime Minister Narendra
Modi, under whose guidance India has increasing-
ly emerged as a confident and constructive voice
on the world stage.

Held under the theme “Building for Resilience,
Innovation, Cooperation and Sustainability”, the
summit brought together leaders of the expand-
ed BRICS grouping at a time when the world is
facing geopolitical tensions, economic uncer-
tainty, technological disruption and growing
challenges to multilateral cooperation. The adop-
tion of the New Delhi Declaration by consensus
was one of the most significant outcomes of the
summit and a strong endorsement of India’s lead-
ership. The success becomes even more significant
considering the diversity of the expanded BRICS
grouping. Its members have different political
systems, economic structures, strategic interests
and regional priorities. Bringing such a diverse
group together around a common agenda requires
sustained dialogue, mutual respect and the ability

o
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to build consensus. India demonstrated pre-
cisely these qualities during its chairship.

Prime Minister Modi has consistently
advocated a foreign policy based on dia-
logue, cooperation and strategic autonomy.
This approach was clearly visible during the
BRICS Summit. Rather than allowing differ-
ences among member countries to over-
shadow areas of common interest, India
focused on practical cooperation in areas
that directly affect the lives and liveli-
hoods of people.

The scale of India’s BRICS chairship itself
underlines the seriousness with which
the country approached the responsibility.
More than 400 meetings and engagements were
held across 30 cities, involving ministers, parlia-
mentarians, officials, experts, businesses and
civil society representatives. The wide geograph-
ical spread of these engagements helped take
BRICS beyond a leaders-only platform and brought
different sections of society into the process.

A particularly important aspect of India’s lead-
ership was its emphasis on the Global South. India
has repeatedly argued that developing and
emerging economies must have a stronger voice
in institutions of global governance. The New Delhi
Declaration reaffirmed the BRICS commitment to
greater representation of emerging markets and
developing countries in global decision-making
structures. It also called for reforms in institutions
such as the United Nations, the IMF, the World Bank
and the WTO.

This is consistent with Prime Minister Modi’s

broader vision of India as a bridge between devel-
oped and developing nations. India’s own devel-
opment experience gives it credibility when it
speaks about digital inclusion, financial inclusion,
technology, sustainable development and afford-
able solutions for developing societies.

Economic cooperation was a major pillar of the
summit. Under India’s chairship, BRICS advanced
work on the Economic Partnership Strategy 2030,
resilient global value chains and greater econom-
ic cooperation. Discussions on cross-border pay-
ments and local currencies also continued.

India’s emphasis on innovation was equally sig-
nificant. Technology and science are increasing-
ly important to economic competitiveness and
social development. The summit placed innova-
tion, science and technology at the heart of
BRICS cooperation, including emerging technolo-
gies and knowledge sharing.

The summitalso focused on sustainable
development, climate action, healthcare,
urban development, women-led develop-
ment and youth cooperation, highlighting
BRICS as a platform for cooperation on
issues directly affecting ordinary citizens.
India’s chairship also highlighted the impor-
tance of people-to-people relations.
Business, youth, women, academic, parlia-
mentary and civil society forums formed an
important part of the year-long engage-
ment. Such initiatives can help BRICS evolve
from an intergovernmental platform into
a broader partnership among societies.

Prime Minister Modi’s leadership has been
particularly important in maintaining India’s
ability to engage simultaneously with countries
that may have competing interests. India’s
approach has been to keep channels of dialogue
open, protect national interests and seek areas
where cooperation is possible. This balanced diplo-
macy has enhanced India’s credibility as an inde-
pendent and reliable partner.

The New Delhi Summit therefore represents
more than the successful hosting of an internation-
alevent.Itis a reflection of India’s changing place
in the world. The fact that BRICS leaders specifi-
cally commended India’s 2026 chairship and
expressed gratitude to the Government and
people of India for hosting the summit is an impor-
tant recognition of the country’s stewardship.

The summit has also strengthened the idea
that the Global South need not remain merely
an observer in the making of the international

order. India has increasingly sought to ensure
that developing nations have a meaningful
voice in discussions on global finance, trade, tech-
nology, climate change, development and inter-
national security. For Prime Minister Modi, the
successful BRICS Summit is another milestone
in India’s continuing diplomatic journey. His
emphasis on consensus, cooperation, innovation
and inclusive development has helped India
project itself as a country willing to shoulder
greater responsibility in global affairs. The
message from New Delhi is clear: India is no
longer simply responding to changes in the inter-
national system; it is increasingly helping shape
the conversation about its future.

The successful conclusion of the BRICS Summit,
the unanimous adoption of the New Delhi
Declaration, the extensive programme conduct-
ed during India’s chairship and the broad agenda
covering economic growth, technology, sustain-
able development and Global South cooperation
together make the summit a significant achieve-
ment. It is, above all, a testament to India’s
growing diplomatic confidence and Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s leadership at a time when the
world needs greater dialogue, cooperation and
trust.

The New Delhi Summit has strengthened India’s
position as a key voice of the Global South and as
an important force in building a more balanced,
inclusive and cooperative global order.

( The writer is a political analyst J
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OPINION

The Zero-Risk Society Has Arrived

Evidence
abounds that
most college-
educated
Americans
have lost the
ability to as-

UNRULY .
REPUBLIC 5€58 nsk..An
By Barton exaggeration,
Swaim maybe, but
that thought
— has haunted

me since the pandemic years of
2020-21, when otherwise sane
people embraced draconian in-
terventions of minimal benefit
while showing no interest in
costs. The very few advocates
of shutdowns and school clos-
ings willing to acknowledge
those policies as misjudgments
mostly excuse themselves by
noting how little we knew of
the virus in its early days.
Well, sure—although some
of us knew folly when we saw
it. Anyway, the maniacal de-
mand for a clinically neat solu-
tion to the pandemic, and the
concomitant failure to ac-
knowledge cost-benefit trade-
offs, suggests a cultural pa-
thology predating Covid-era
safetyism. In fact, its roots go
back nearly a century, as Man-
hattan Institute economist Al-
lison Schrager makes clear in
“Worth the Risk,” to be pub-
lished next week by Yale.
America’s global economic
dominance, achieved in the
1950s and enduring still, is
largely thanks to the young
country’s risk-welcoming
ethos. The few provisions that
shielded economic actors from
ruin in the 19th century—
bankruptcy protections, lim-
ited-liability laws—didn’t deter
risk-taking but encouraged it.
Then came the New Deal’s

dramatic expansion of the wel-
fare state. Social Security, un-
employment insurance and an
assortment of jobs programs
aimed to make economic life
less risky and more predict-
able. Three decades later, be-
ginning with the Great Society
and its attendant War on Pov-
erty—Medicare, Medicaid, ex-
panded food stamps, school
lunch programs, housing
vouchers—the federal govern-
ment tried to abolish risk for
the working class: the class,
that is, from which the coun-
try’s boldest entrepreneurial
risk-takers had always sprung.
The trend continued when
consumer-protection and
product-liability laws made
America a more litigious soci-
ety and forced companies and
public institutions to think
constantly about safety and
risk-avoidance.

After the 2008-09 financial
crisis and the shutdowns of
2020-21, wealthy democracies
all over the world, including
the U.S., expanded their role as
citizens’ primary insurer.
“Regulatory policy changed to
restrain banks from lending
and taking on risk, and indus-
trial policy, tariffs, and reshor-
ing efforts were billed as ‘de-
risking the economy,” ” Ms.
Schrager writes. Rather than
insuring against a specific risk
that went badly in the past,
“the government started head-
ing off opportunities for risk
altogether, explicitly forfeiting
growth in exchange for safety.”

The aversion to risk pervad-
ing American life in the 2020s
creates problems of its own. At
the top, the Federal Reserve
has long assigned itself the
task of navigating the economy

away from busts. But reces-
sions rid economies of the in-
efficiencies and excesses that
stop them from achieving ro-
bust growth postrecovery. At
the bottom, few public play-
grounds these days feature
seesaws or monkey bars.

Ms. Schrager debunks sev-
eral myths that she says keep
Americans of all ages and sta-
tions from taking healthy
chances. Among those myths:

The U.S. achieved
dominance by taking
big chances. Where
has that ethos gone?

the belief on the progressive
left and populist right that U.S.
workers face more economic
risk than they did two or three
generations ago. The odds of
being laid off, for example, ha-
ven’t changed appreciably since
the 1950s. Or this: “Conven-
tional wisdom says that Millen-
nials don’t have the cash to buy
a home because, unlike their
parents’ generation, they have
too much student loan debt. But
there is actually a positive cor-
relation with student debt and
homeownership, since people
with more student debt tend to
earn more.”

And bear in mind, Ms.
Schrager says, the reason mil-
lennials carry that debt in the
first place: because politicians
starting in the "80s presented
college as a risk-free road to fi-
nancial security. Federal and
state governments made loans
easy, borrowers felt less price
sensitivity and colleges re-

sponded rationally by bumping
up tuition. “When college is
touted as a ticket to a certain
lifestyle,” she writes, “it seems
smart to agree to almost any
price tag and any amount of
debt.”

Read U.S. politics through
the lens of Ms. Schrager’s book
and some things make more
sense. The terrorized response
to the pandemic six years ago
has normalized alarm, with the
consequence that U.S. politics
now goes from one moral panic
to another. Yesterday, the Omi-
cron variant; today, data cen-
ters and the AI apocalypse.

I don’t pretend to know the
motivations of Anthropic’s
Dario Amodei and other tech ti-
tans who last weekend an-
nounced their view that the de-
velopment of artificial
intelligence requires govern-
ment oversight to avert global
catastrophe. Probably they rea-
son that panic always leads to
regulation and want to appear
reasonable and well-intentioned
to their eventual regulators.

But I'm not sure they
counted on some politicians’
talent for stoking and capital-
izing on irrational fear. A poll
published Wednesday by Polit-
ico finds that 46% of Ameri-
cans think there’s a moderate
or significant risk that “Al will
destroy humanity.” Another
17% think it’s all but certain.
This is, to use a technical term,
bananas. In technological inno-
vation as in financial mar-
kets—and in everyday life—ex-
cessive fear of risk comes at
the cost of growth. Mr. Amodei
et al. would do themselves and
the country a service by ex-
plaining that commonplace
principle to Washington.

Why I’'m Voting for a Texas Democrat

By Karl Rove

dent in Darrell K. Royal-

Texas Memorial Stadium
will remember for life. Forty-
one seconds into the final
quarter on Saturday, No. 4
ranked University of Texas at
Austin was down 23-3 against
No. 1 ranked Ohio State. Quar-
terback Arch Manning brought
the Longhorns alive with a 91-
yard drive that ended with a
touchdown pass to wide re-
ceiver Ryan Wingo. That cut
the margin to 13. And the
Longhorns weren’t done.

Mr. Manning picked apart
Ohio State’s defense with a 72-
yard drive followed by a 73-
yard drive, each ending with
running back Hollywood
Smothers scoring. Texas went
up 24-23.

The Buckeyes had 25 sec-
onds on the clock, time enough
for their explosive offense. But
Texas held, leaving Ohio one
second to try for a miracle
with a long bomb. That’s when
Longhorn defensive back
Graceson Littleton made the
interception, the clock ran out,
the cannon boomed, and the
stadium went wild.

So how did Bo French—a
UT grad and Republican state-
wide candidate for Texas Rail-
road Commission, which regu-
lates the oil and gas industry—
mark this special moment?

He posted a picture of
screaming, joyous, celebrating
burnt-orange-clad students.
Referring to students who ap-
peared to be South Asian or
Hispanic in the photo’s fore-

I t was a moment every stu-

By Jack Butler

hen I proposed to my
then-girlfriend, I was
delighted she said

yes. But as wedding planning
began, I followed up her yes
with a no: No wedding cake for
me. Not since Marie Antoinette
had cake caused such contro-
versy. The fault was entirely
mine.

At age 13, I swore off pop,
junk food and, most relevant
for my nuptials, dessert. Nary
a bar of chocolate, a spoonful
of ice cream, nor a piece of
cake had (knowingly) crossed
my lips in the 20 years since.

My resolution derived from
a desire to give myself every
possible advantage as a cross-
country runner. The competi-
tion, the course, the weather:
All are out of a harrier’s hands.
But his diet he can control. Un-
like most decisions I made as a
teenager, this one stuck.

You could say I was MAHA
before MAHA. You could also
say I was deranged. Plenty of

ground, he declared, “I heard
UT graduation this year looked
like this. I didn’t believe it. The
problem is now obviously far
worse than anyone imagined.”

Mr. French’s not-so-subtle
claim that UT has too many
Hispanics and South Asians—
he later said his issue is too
many “foreigners”—is raw, un-
cut bigotry. UT admissions are
based on merit, not race, and
90% of each class comes from
Texas.

Some Republican leaders
immediately denounced Mr.
French. U.S. Sen. John Cornyn
condemned his “intolerance
and racism,” warning “this is
how great political parties
self-destruct.”

State House Speaker Dustin
Burrows said Mr. French’s post
“crossed the line” by “demean-
ing people because of their
race or ethnicity.” Other GOP
state legislators called the post
“racism, plain and simple,”
“disgusting” and “well below
the standard set by Christ.”
One said it made him “sick.”

A few Republicans de-
fended Mr. French. One law-
maker reposted an X post as-
serting that “anyone telling
you to stay home or pull sup-
port from Bo is an enemy who
supports gay race commu-
nism.” Another said Republi-
cans criticizing Mr. French
were “contemptible.”

This isn’t the first time Mr.
French has made bigoted com-
ments. When the wife of an
Asian-American Democratic
state representative posted on
X a picture of herself and their
children visiting him on the

floor of the House chamber, Mr.
French responded, “Families de-
ported together stay together.”

Mr. French also has prob-
lems with non-Christians. In
2025, as Tarrant County Re-
publican chairman, he posted
a poll on X: “Who is a bigger
threat to America?” The
choices were “Jews” or “Mus-
lims.” Lt. Gov. Dan Patrick
called for his “immediate res-
ignation,” and the Republican
mayor of Fort Worth, the
county’s biggest city, la-
mented there are “too many

Bo French’s bigoted
tweet after a football
game is part of a long
and ugly pattern.

examples” of Mr. French’s
“bigotry and hate.”

Mr. French also has issues
with women. When Kamala
Harris posted a 2024 campaign
plea on X to “trust” women “to
make decisions about their
own body, health care, and fu-
ture,” he responded, “There
are just some things where you
can’t trust women.” He has
also opined that “no one hates
themselves more than edu-
cated white women. This ha-
tred drives them to hate every-
thing else too.”

When I came to Texas in De-
cember 1976, the state was so
blue that you could almost hold
a GOP state convention in a
phone booth. After elections
that year, there were 18 Repub-

Let Others Eat Cake

people live healthily while oc-
casionally treating themselves
to a brownie or tiramisu. But
for me, moderation in pursuit
of health was no virtue, and
extremism in rejecting junk
was no vice. My future be-
trothed noticed this quirk
early. It was mostly upside for
her. Striving for chivalry on

I’d sworn off sweets.
But my wedding
posed a dilemma.

those early dinner dates, I'd
pay for our meals and a des-
sert only she would eat. A
healthy diet and continued
running regimen were signs of
a disciplined character.

My stubbornness supplied
an early test case for negotiat-
ing marital disagreement.
Marriage compels us, men es-
pecially, to mature—to become
worthy of the occasion, the in-
stitution and our spouses. But

I didn’t want to compromise.
Against what I considered a
powerful case, the woman I
had asked to be my wife rea-
soned skillfully that a forkful
of dessert wouldn’t kill me, but
the absence of cake altogether
or my not eating any would
unnecessarily deprive our
wedding reception of an essen-
tial and fun ritual.

Back and forth we went, Iin
persistent eccentricity, she
with tremendous patience.
Would a fruit tart do? No. A
pie? No. The Catholic priest
who conducted our marriage
preparation mentioned that
the purpose of the wedding-
cake cutting was to inaugurate
the domestic life of the new
couple. So I suggested lasagna,
a dish I'd prepared throughout
our relationship. Think of it as
a layer cake of meat and
cheese, I said. Nope. She likes
my lasagna but wouldn’t ac-
cept it there.

As the wedding approached,
the cake lingered as an unre-
solved item. I realized I was to

licans in the 150-seat House and
three in the 31-seat Senate. We'd
gone over a century without
electing a Republican governor.

Republicans turned Texas
red by fielding candidates who
understood the strength of our
state’s diverse population and
welcomed voters who shared
our conservative values.

The GOP has a growing
number of Bo Frenches—and
not only in Texas. Conserva-
tism and the party it domi-
nates have an increasing num-
ber of bigoted advocates of a
“heritage America” composed
of white descendants of the
original European settlers.
There are “just asking ques-
tions” Jew-haters, misogy-
nists who worship hypermas-
culinity, conspiracy nuts
seeking clicks for profit, and
religious bigots who won’t
differentiate between Muslim
terrorists and Muslim Ameri-
can patriots.

These people are diminish-
ing the Republican Party, not
building it. I'll have no part of
it. This November, I'll vote for
only the second Democrat in
my life. The first was Lt. Gov.
Bob Bullock in 1994, because I
thought he would work with
Republicans. The second will
be Mr. French’s opponent, Jon
Rosenthal. The GOP’s stables
need a cleaning. This is a good
place to start.

Mr. Rove was senior adviser
and deputy chief of staff for
President George W. Bush and
is author of “The Triumph of
William McKinley” (Simon &
Schuster, 2015).

blame. I was being weird; she
was being normal. I thought I'd
sworn off self-indulgence, but
here I was asking my soon-to-
be-wife to indulge me.

So I suggested a solution:
Get whatever cake you want,
but make sure there’s fruit on
the top. Ill give you a piece of
cake, and you can give me
some fruit. No one, not even
family and friends in atten-
dance, would be the wiser.
Having had the same idea, my
fiancee agreed and selected a
delectable strawberry-topped
confection.

Ilearned an important les-
son from this before my veiled
bride even walked down the
aisle: when, and how, to com-
promise. Il never know
whether that strawberry she
fed me had some whipped
cream on it. But if it did, I
think I'll live—till death do us
part.

Mr. Butler is deputy editor
of WSJ Opinion’s Free Expres-
sion newsletter.

BOOKSHELF | By Andrew Stark

Successful
Circumstances

Profits, Prophets, Coaches, and Kings

By Jared Diamond
Mariner, 288 pages, $32

declared in 1947, “but it would have been much bet-

ter had he never lived.” Baldwin, one of Churchill’s
predecessors as British prime minister, had slow-walked
the country’s rearmament during the 1930s while Nazi Ger-
many was building up, leaving Britain unprepared when
World War II broke out. No wonder that Churchill, who had
been asked to send a greeting for Baldwin’s 80th birthday,
offered his terse judgment instead.

In “Profits, Prophets, Coaches, and Kings,” Jared Dia-
mond tackles the question of how much individual leaders

matter to the course

of events. Mr. Diamond

is best known for his

1997 book, “Guns, Germs,

and Steel,” which argued

that accidents of envir-
onment and geography,

not any kind of innate

superiority, explained

why Eurasian powers colo-
nized the peoples of Africa
and America. His latest book
examines leaders in gov-
ernment, business and other
fields to determine how
the interplay of personal
talent and historical circum-
stance shapes success or
failure.

Seretse Khama, the heredi-
tary chief of Botswana’s largest tribe, became the coun-
try’s first president in 1966. By voluntarily transferring
ownership of all diamond mines on his tribe’s lands to the
government, Khama convinced the smaller tribes to do the
same, thus providing the state with revenue to build
roads, schools and hospitals. For several decades, Bot-
swana boasted the world’s fastest-growing economy. No
one besides Khama, Mr. Diamond argues, could have
achieved that success, because no one else was the chief
of the largest tribe.

Leaders matter in religion too. “Why, among all those
competing Jewish sects in the first century,” Mr. Diamond
asks, “were Christians the ones to found a world religion?”
The answer starts with Jesus, but much of the credit
belongs to St. Paul, who dispensed with Jewish dietary
law, circumcision requirements and prohibitions against
intermarriage, thus broadening the appeal of early
Christianity.

While leaders with unique strengths sometimes make a
difference no one else could have, Mr. Diamond says that
many others often would have had similar achievements
under the same circumstances. Consider the business
giants of our time. Jeff Bezos, the founder of Amazon, is
a skilled strategic planner with a keen attention to detail.
He’s a risk-taker, a hard-driving boss and a tireless worker.
Yet those qualities are shared by many Americans. It is
likely that had Mr. Bezos never lived, another visionary
would have created an online “everything store” once the
internet arrived.

Mr. Diamond revisits the conquests of Genghis Khan,
the leader of the Mongol empire from 1206 to 1227. The
decades of Genghis’s rise, the author tells us, were Central
Asia’s rainiest in 2,000 years. That meant “more grass for
grazing animals, hence more sheep and goats to eat, more
mares’ milk to drink, more horses to ride into battle, and
more Mongol babies to rear to adulthood and to ride those
horses. While Genghis may have been the most skilled chief
among his Mongol contemporaries, his skills would have
been wasted if he had been born 20 years earlier, or 200
miles to the south.”

‘ I wish Stanley Baldwin no ill,” Winston Churchill

Favorable weather aided Genghis Khan’s
conquests. Bill Belichick won six Super Bowls
with the Patriots but also had Tom Brady.

Switching to sports coaches, Mr. Diamond tells us that
their effect on outcomes, while significant, is “not over-
whelming.” Other factors—such as whether their teams
have great players or the financial resources of the front
office—matter as much if not more. Bill Belichick, the coach
of the New England Patriots from 2000 to 2023, won six
Super Bowls with Tom Brady at quarterback. When Mr.
Brady left the team in 2020, he quickly won another Super
Bowl with the Tampa Bay Buccaneers as the Patriots strug-
gled. Much of Mr. Belichick’s success may derive from the
fortuitous circumstance of having coached the game’s best
quarterback.

Mr. Diamond’s book would have benefited from a break-
down of leadership into various traits—humility, arrogance,
decisiveness—and a discussion of their bearing on success
or failure. The author looks at such characteristics in his
individual profiles, but he doesn’t report any studies that
examine them across many cases, possibly because they
don’t lend themselves to social-scientific measurement.
Take “ego,” a word that is strangely absent from Mr. Dia-
mond’s book but is an important factor in determining
some of the most consequential actions of leaders.

Mr. Diamond’s emphasis on common benchmarks for
success—a country’s economic growth, a corporation’s
profits—leaves unexplored the possibility that each unique
leader might harbor his or her own criterion of achieve-
ment. Some chief executives, for example, might not view
earnings as the most important thing. They might care
more about technological innovation, employee welfare or
even winning an award from their peers. Or think of reli-
gion, where Mr. Diamond’s criterion of success—widespread
devotion by millions—is hardly the only point.

“Profits, Prophets, Coaches, and Kings” demonstrates
how individual leaders have succeeded in meeting chal-
lenges, from preparing for war to winning games. If we
apply such criteria to Stanley Baldwin, we might judge him
a failure. Yet scholars deem Baldwin to have displayed
many admirable leadership qualities—magnanimity, politi-
cal astuteness, trustworthiness—and he was successful
by his own lights, having passed reforms in housing
and pensions.

Appearing in public for the final time in 1947, the year
of Churchill’s cutting comment, Baldwin noticed an ani-
mated throng reacting to his arrival. By now long since
deaf, he asked if they were booing him. In fact they were
cheering.

Mr. Stark is the author of “The Consolations of Mortality”
and “Conflict of Interest in American Public Life.”
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REVIEW & OUTLOOK

Kevin Warsh Is an Inflation Hawk

as Elizabeth Warren sent her apology

yet? We mean the letter to Kevin Warsh

saying she was wrong to say the new
Federal Reserve Chairman
wouldn’t be independent. Af-
ter Wednesday’s decision by
the Federal Open Market Com-
mittee (FOMC) to raise inter-
est rates a quarter point, she
isn’t the only one who should
be offering mea culpas.

The herd of independent minds in the Fed
press corps spent the summer hyping a sup-
posed staring contest between Mr. Warsh and
President Trump, with the Fed’s credibility as
the stakes. Mr. Trump famously prefers lower
rates, as does any elected politician if we’re
honest. The FOMC’s decisions to stand pat at
Mr. Warsh’s first two meetings as its leader be-
came supposed evidence that Fed credibility
was in doubt.

It was a silly argument, and it obscured much
more consequential developments at the Fed.
Mr. Warsh is the most hawkish chairman since
Paul Volcker, with a long record in our pages
and elsewhere of explaining his views. One sus-
pects the real challenge for him has been to
bring on board all those FOMC participants who
dovishly supported former Chairman Jerome
Powell’s rate cuts in 2024 and 2025 despite per-
sistent inflation.

In this light, a conspicuous feature of this
week’s decision to raise the fed funds rate to
3.75%-4% is that it was 12-0. In the three
months since Mr. Warsh’s first meeting, he has
persuaded committee members who in June
voted unanimously to stand pat into the oppo-
site conclusion.

What changed? Mr. Warsh was clear at his
wonderfully brief press conference that the in-
flation evidence has moved in the wrong direc-
tion. The main inflation indicators are still
higher than 3% after five years above the Fed’s
2% inflation target. Mr. Warsh also cited rising
commodity prices as an important price signal,
a welcome note not heard at the Fed since its
glory days of the 1990s. He is paying attention
to prices in the real economy.

This is continuing evidence of the broader
reform project Mr. Warsh is launching at the
Fed. The most visible instances are the five task
forces he’s established on matters such as the
central bank’s balance sheet and its inflation
models, and his refusal to provide forward guid-
ance about future policy moves.

The press corps and
Wall Street still don’t
get the new Fed Chair.

The changes are already showing up in mon-
etary policy. An important element on display
at this meeting and in Mr. Warsh’s speech last
month at Jackson Hole, Wyo.,
is his conviction that inflation
is always the Fed’s problem.
His Fed is less likely to cling to
excuses such as supply-chain
shocks as reasons to “look
through” inflation above its
2% target. Wednesday’s rate increase is consis-
tent with this view.

Mr. Warsh also rejects the old Phillips Curve
theory that monetary policy requires a trade-off
between inflation and unemployment. In explain-
ing Wednesday’s rate decision, he said flatly that
he doesn’t believe he must harm the current good
labor market to get inflation down.

No doubt Wall Street and the press will have
trouble dropping their speculation about Mr.
Warsh’s relationship with Mr. Trump. The Fed
chairman rightly declined to answer several
questions about this at his press conference.
The recent climb in longer bond yields, particu-
larly the 10-year Treasury, is creating political
heartburn across Washington as the govern-
ment grapples with an all-but-certain $1 trillion
interest bill for the year and politicians fret
about mortgage rates.

Many of the factors causing those rate in-
creases are outside the Fed’s control—particu-
larly expectations about future economic
growth, competition for capital from booming
artificial-intelligence investment, and worries
about the Iran war. Mr. Warsh is wise not to try
to guide those markets overtly.

But note that long rates stayed mostly flat
after the Fed’s policy move Wednesday. The 30-
year yield stayed nearly the same, while the 10-
year moved up modestly. Had the Fed failed to
raise rates, the risk is that there would have
been much sharper moves upward.

A White House official called the increase
“rather unfortunate”—a mild protest. But Mr.
Trump ought to be reassured by Mr. Warsh’s view
that the economy is strengthening. Retail sales
for August came in strong Wednesday, rebound-
ing from July. The Atlanta Fed’s GDPNow growth
estimate for the third quarter was revised up
Wednesday to 5.1%.

Mr. Trump inherited stubborn inflation from
Joe Biden, and the Powell Fed let it stay too high
for too long. Kevin Warsh seems determined to
get it down faster, and that will mean faster real
wage gains sooner for the American people.

Kathy Hochul’s ‘Energy Rebate Checks’

ew York Gov. Kathy Hochul had a biting

reaction to President Trump’s bonkers

promise last week of $5,000 “dividend”
checks if the GOP holds Congress in the Novem-
ber midterms. She called this a “campaign
bribe.” Hilariously, Ms. Hochul is now telling
New Yorkers to watch the mailbox for state “en-
ergy rebate checks” that will start going out
next week to 8.2 million households.

“What we’ve done working with the Legisla-
ture is invest $1 billion—a billion dollars—going
out to New Yorkers all across the state, so we
can put that money back into your pockets,” Ms.
Hochul said at an event Monday. “Checks up to
$200 to help families keep pace with the rising
cost of energy. And you know what? You don’t
have to do a thing. No application, no paper-
work, no hoops to jump through. If you’re eligi-
ble, the check is coming to you.”

Have we mentioned Ms. Hochul is on the bal-
lot, seeking re-election to a second full term?

The polls show her leading the Republican nom-
inee, Nassau County executive Bruce Blakeman,
yet the campaign could always tighten as voters
begin to tune in seriously, and Ms. Hochul isn’t
exactly a dynamo, as the rest of her press con-
ference showed.

She blamed Mr. Trump’s war in Iran for rais-
ing gas prices and made sure to bring up “Lake
Ontario,” which she said while leaning into the
microphone for effect. That’s the body of water
Mr. Trump now calls Lake America. She also at-
tacked utility companies and data centers.
“Since I've taken office, we’ve provided over
$6.6 billion in direct utility-bill relief,” she said.
The Governor offered few words about why
New York’s power prices are high to begin with,
such as ill-conceived climate policies.

Ms. Hochul attributed elevated costs to “lim-
ited energy sources.” Gee, who might have al-
ready had five years in Albany to do something
about that?

Americans Are Getting Richer*

ost Americans got richer last year, at

least by statistical measures, accord-

ing to the Census Bureau’s annual in-
come and poverty report. The

higher earnings reduced welfare. That’s good.
One caveat: President Trump’s deportations
may have inflated median incomes by reducing
the number of lower-wage

median  inflation-adjusted Median incomes rose in  workers. The Census Bureau
household income rose 2.6% in reported a 10.6% decline in the
2025 to a record $87,460. But 2025’ though many had number of workers with no
the report’s details also show to work more hours. high school diploma—equal to
why so many Americans feel —— about one million workers. No

glum about the economy.

The Census Bureau’s annual report released
Tuesday provides an economic snapshot in time.
The look-back on 2025 doesn’t account for most
of last summer’s tax cuts and the recent surge
in energy prices from the Iran war. But it does
show that, as of last year, inflation-adjusted in-
comes for most Americans had surpassed pre-
pandemic levels.

One reason is Americans worked more. The
number of men working full-time grew 1.3 mil-
lion, and by 800,000 for women. However, the
total number of workers increased by much
less—230,000 for men and 130,000 for women.
This suggests that part-time workers increased
their hours, perhaps because wages weren’t
keeping pace with inflation.

Median earnings for full-time male workers
fell $690, while rising $1,900 for full-time female
workers. The gender pay gap fell as a result,
though declining earnings for men isn’t a cause
for celebration. One culprit may be a slowing la-
bor market in manufacturing last year, alongside
continued strong job and wage growth in ser-
vices that employ relatively more women.

In any case, the overall increase in incomes
drove the poverty rate to an historic low of
10.2%. The childhood poverty rate also declined
by one percentage point to 13.4%. Although the
so-called supplemental poverty rate—which
takes into account transfer payments and geo-
graphical disparities in housing costs—stayed
roughly flat at 13.1%, that’s largely because

wonder restaurants can’t find
employees.

At the same time, the number of workers
with a college degree or higher last year in-
creased by 1.8 million, while their median earn-
ings declined 1.1% By contrast, earnings for high
school grads increased 5.5%. This seems to be
more evidence that too many young people are
going to college, and not enough are training for
trades that pay well.

Even so, lower- and middle-income Ameri-
cans have suffered the brunt of inflation. Since
2019, pre-tax inflation-adjusted incomes have
increased by a mere 0.6% for the bottom 10th
percentile ($110), versus 3% ($5,400) for those
at the 80th percentile and 5.6% at the 95th per-
centile ($18,700). The data doesn’t include capi-
tal gains, which have mostly benefited higher
earners who own assets as individuals rather
than in tax-free retirement accounts.

These disparities are smaller after adjusting
for income transfers and taxes. Americans in the
95th percentile paid on average $85,700 in in-
come and payroll tax, while those at the 10th
percentile gained $130 on net from tax credits.
Adding the value of other transfer payments like
Medicaid would further reduce the income dif-
ferences.

Still, a large share of Americans have experi-
enced stagnating real incomes since the pan-
demic. Joe Biden’s inflation and its persistence
is the biggest culprit, but the Federal Reserve
is on that case (see nearby).

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

New York Protects Unions at Teachers’ Expense

Regarding your editorial “A New
York Union Protection Trick” (Sept.
10): Some surveys have shown that
most teachers don’t know that they
have the right to opt out of union
membership.

The Supreme Court ruled in
Janus v. Afscme (2018) that no pub-
lic employee can be forced to join a
union or pay any dues to a union.
This right is rarely presented to
teachers as an option.

Now that New York Gov. Kathy
Hochul has signed legislation that
silences outside organizations from
sharing truthful information on this
subject, many teachers will never
truly understand their rights. This
new law gives our politically moti-
vated attorney general the power to
investigate groups that want to in-

form public-school teachers in New
York of union alternatives.

Strong organizations retain mem-
bers through results, not by limit-
ing information members receive.
Voluntary membership, by an in-
formed consumer, tests whether the
product is worth the price. As New
York teachers learn of their rights
and options, thousands have chosen
to leave and bring their hard-
earned money with them. This law
was designed to keep money in the
unions’ pockets and keep their
members in the dark. If New York
State United Teachers offers such a
great product, why is the union so
fearful of a mass exodus?

EricA MCDERMOTT
Public-school teacher
Fairport, N.Y.

Don’t Blame Children for Education Failures

In her column “Yes, Children Really
Are Getting Dumber” (Life Science,
Sept. 14), Allysia Finley laments the
decline in our education system. She
writes: “Grade inflation has become
so endemic that 44% of students who
scored below 1000 on the SAT—
roughly the bottom half—reported re-
ceiving all or mostly A’s.”

How much of this is due to teachers
unions controlling our public-school
system? When teachers are paid based
on seniority rather than performance,
incentives are skewed. Observe indus-
tries controlled by big unions—auto,
steel and shipbuilding, to name a few.
These industries have been hollowed
out by restrictive union rules and poor
management. Now, finally, we’re awak-
ening to the similar effects that
unions have on students.

The push for equity has also con-
tributed to the problem. The U.S. built
the most successful, diverse and in-
clusive economy in the world by re-
warding the best performers. But over
time, the progressive mantra of “fair-

ness” has overwhelmed success. As a

result, we are seeing the decline of

the U.S. and our educational system.
CHARLES H. GESSNER
Marblehead, Mass.

Children aren’t getting dumber.
Testing only shows they aren’t learn-
ing. Children are born with an inherent
ability to learn. Their ability to suc-
ceed depends on what they are ex-
posed to and who is teaching.

Ms. Finley writes that about “one-
third of students on average in devel-
oped countries reported that noise
and disorder disrupted lessons, with
29% saying classmates don’t listen to
teachers.” In any type of leadership,
it is necessary to firmly establish who
is in charge—in this case, the student
or the parent and teacher.

Are students really to blame? They
aren’t being taught by competent
teachers and parents, and they aren’t
being held accountable.

B.J. KHALIFAH
Grosse Pointe Park, Mich.

Congress Can Restructure the Supreme Court

Regarding James Piereson’s op-ed
“Is Court Packing Constitutional?
Don’t Be So Sure” (Sept. 8): Members
of Congress have fought bitterly over
the composition, and even the num-
ber, of Supreme Court seats because
everyone, however loath to admit it,
understands that the court is an in-
herently political institution.

Mr. Piereson nevertheless argues
that expanding it would be unconsti-
tutional. As he recounts a century of
congressional adjustments to the
court’s size, he objects to partisan
expansion.

That makes motive the operative
test, and it amounts to an unwritten
rule under which courts may void an
exercise of an enumerated power once
they detect a political purpose behind
the actions. No such doctrine exists.
Article III says nothing about the
number of justices, leaving the judi-
ciary’s structure entirely to Congress.

Such a doctrine would also devour
itself. If partisan motive voids a
change to the court’s size, then the
1866 act shrinking the court to deny
Andrew Johnson his appointments
was void, and so was the 1869 act
that undid it once it was clear to Re-
publicans in Congress that a Republi-
can president would be making the
appointments. The nine-member court
Mr. Piereson seems to hold sacrosanct

We Need Permitting Reform

I agree with Jane Flegal and Pavan
Venkatakrishnan’s op-ed “Dems Should
Permit Trump a Win” (Sept. 11). I hate
the idea that one party might be de-
terred from doing something good for
our country because it would hand a
win to the other party’s president.

Permitting reform is important. A
deal needs to be signed into law as
soon as possible, assuming it’s writ-
ten with the necessary language and
riders. My wife and I, along with over
800 other volunteers from Citizens’
Climate Lobby, visited the District of
Columbia in July to discuss this sub-
ject in House and Senate offices.

The permitting process delays
most projects. It can take over a de-
cade to approve new long-distance
transmission lines, and more will
need to be built for the expected
electricity growth across our nation.
Streamlining this should be a no-
brainer. Companies often take on the
financial risk of new projects and
then wait for a permit and corre-
sponding funding—in some cases
only to find the process gets stopped
years later. This is unsustainable. For
people on both sides of the aisle, re-
duced wait times should be welcome.
I hope both sides can find a reason-
able compromise.

JONATHAN LIGHT
Laguna Niguel, Calif.

Letters intended for publication should
be emailed to wsj.ltrs@wsj.com. Please
include your city, state and telephone
number. All letters are subject to
editing, and unpublished letters cannot
be acknowledged.

becomes, by his own doctrine, the res-
idue of an unconstitutional statute.
Congressional Republicans appear
to understand this, which perhaps is
why they recently voted for a consti-
tutional amendment fixing the
court’s size at nine. (It failed.) One
doesn’t amend the Constitution to
forbid what the Constitution already
forbids.
NicHOLAS CREEL
Assoc. prof. of business law
Georgia College and State University
Milledgeville, Ga.

Mamdani’s Response to 9/11
Is an Unhelpful Distraction

As a first-hand beneficiary of the
government response to 9/11, I whole-
heartedly agree with the premise of
your editorial “Zohran Mamdani’s 9/11
Conspiracy” (Sept. 10). The health of
the many thousands who worked in
the city, including my co-workers, was
responsibly addressed in a timely way.

The accusatory finger instead
should be turned to one who fails to
use the 25th anniversary of 9/11 to
focus on the overarching threat of
terrorism. Is the interesting timing of
Mayor Mamdani’s charge against the
alleged failings of other leaders
meant to be a distraction from the
much larger threat of terrorism? For
me, it certainly undermines Mr. Mam-
dani’s credibility as a politician.

MicHAEL KAPLAN
Edison, N.J.

Nuclear-Era Lessons for AI

Regarding Paul Tudor Jones’s op-
ed “Al May Become the Third Super-
power” (Sept. 10): Instead of trying
to limit or ban Al—a fool’s errand—
perhaps the focus should be the same
as it was during the development of
nuclear weapons in the 20th century:
mutual assured destruction. May the
best AI win. Let’s hope it’s ours.

Davip Ross
San Diego

Pepper ...
And Salt
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“That ad will sell a ton of hot dogs.
I just don’t think we’re required
to list all the possible side effects.”
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DOGE Works. Let’s Keep It Going

By Tyler Hassen

arly on Jan. 23, 2025, I left

a Washington hotel for my

first day leading the De-

partment of Government

Efficiency team at the In-
terior Department. I had no idea
what lay ahead. I didn’t know how
hard it would be to change our na-
tional government, especially in a
vast department.

The Interior Department man-
ages more than 500 million acres of
federal land, the national parks, In-
dian affairs, federal water systems,
our fish and wildlife, and more than
2 billion acres offshore. For many
Americans, the department is vital.
That January, it was the most inef-

A cadre of gifted, creative

and patriotic thinkers can
uncover wasteful spending
and reduce federal debt.

ficiently run organization I had
ever seen.

My DOGE colleagues and I found
that Interior had 50 human-re-
sources offices with more than 2,000
HR staffers for about 65,000 full-
time employees. There were 18 dif-
ferent chief information officers and
more than 2,000 IT staffers across
the department. There were more
than 1,000 contract officers for
roughly 10,000 active contracts.

What we found was disheartening

but also motivating. For example, a
$4.2 million contract to assess the
groundwater in the Islamic Republic
of Mauritania, in Africa, and a re-
quest for $830 million to spend on
customer surveys so simple a grade-
schooler could have created them.

When I graduated from college in
2005, the national debt was about $8
trillion. It recently passed $40 trillion
and is on pace to surpass $100 trillion
by the time my 5-year-old daughter is
in her mid-20s. Yet what are we doing
about it as a country?

Not all lawmakers seem serious
about solving this crisis. But I saw
what can happen when talented peo-
ple leave their private-sector lives
for a mission to eliminate the deficit.
Did we achieve it? Of course not.
DOGE’s inability to dent the debt
materially has been written about.
Striving for a balanced budget be-
came a partisan phenomenon. Critics
questioned whether every dollar of
the $215 billion on our public sav-
ings tracker was real. But by quib-
bling over line-item labels and the
definition of “savings” while the
debt compounded, they missed the
point.

To address the debt, we need to
recruit more creative thinkers,
whether business leaders, analysts,
entrepreneurs or builders. We need
people who love our country so
much that they are willing to accept
the challenge—and the inevitable
carping. That was DOGE. I was lucky
to be among such a talented group of
people working together this way. I
had read books and articles about
our leader, Elon Musk. My experi-

/

ence of him? He cares tremendously
about humanity and understands
that an insolvent U.S. can’t solve our
problems. I believe that’s why he
championed DOGE.

We didn’t get everything right
and we made some mistakes. But we
put America’s national debt—the
biggest long-term threat the country
faces—at the forefront of millions of
minds, albeit briefly. We also in-
spired people like the journalist Nick
Shirley, who has identified fraud in
Minnesota and California, to con-
tinue the crusade against waste and
abuse.

I found substantial waste at Inte-
rior, and our team worked to elimi-
nate much of it. We canceled more
than $3 billion of wasteful contracts
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and led Interior through the largest
functional reorganization in recent
government history.

To some, $3 billion of waste isn’t
much compared with $40 trillion in
debt and entitlement programs
growing every year. But what if we
thought about this differently? What
if we encouraged our most gifted en-
trepreneurs, engineers, lawyers and
others to spend a year or two in
public service at the federal and
state levels?

What if it were a bipartisan privi-
lege to be chosen for an elite group
pressing DOGE’s cause of asking gov-
ernment to “defend the spend”? The
group would help pare a national defi-
cit that eventually will crowd out much
of what government should be doing.

How would it work? Congress
could create an efficiency and tech-
nology office with data access across
agencies. This permanent group
would issue a public report every
year and consist of a rotating corps
of private-sector talent serving one-
or two-year tours. Governors in ev-
ery state capital should create simi-
lar offices, coordinating with federal
contacts to track taxpayer dollars.

DOGE proved the model works.
This shouldn’t be a partisan issue,
but something everyone who loves
our country can celebrate—not
criticize. Presidents Clinton and
Obama had their own efficiency
and federal spending initiatives, all
Esupportecl by Democrats at the
Stime.
=~ DOGE found that waste was
Sreal—and sometimes absurd. Many
of our technology systems are de-
cades out of date. We need solutions
to stop wasteful spending, to close
inefficient organizations, and to
track dollars moving from federal
taxpayers to fraudsters. We can find
those solutions by embracing what
DOGE did well and learning from our
mistakes. Mr. Musk, the greatest en-
trepreneur of my lifetime, was right
about the mission. Now it’s up to the
rest of us to make it permanent.
Don’t just drain the swamp. Flood it
with talent.

A Al

Mr. Hassen served as acting assis-
tant interior secretary for policy,
management and budget (2025),
where he led the department’s DOGE
mission. He is author of “Inside
DOGE,” forthcoming Sept. 22.

An Al Antitrust Exemption Would Invite Collusion

By Madhavi Singh

nthropic’s Dario Amodei has

called on the world’s leading

artificial-intelligence labs to
slow down development and asked
Washington to grant an antitrust ex-
emption so they can coordinate on
safety without being treated as a car-
tel. OpenAl’s Sam Altman, SpaceXAI's
Elon Musk and Google’s Demis Hassa-
bis were quick to support the slower
pacing. But why do AI labs need an
antitrust exemption?

When competitors agree on stan-
dards the rest of the industry is ex-
pected to meet, the law becomes sus-
picious. Responsible self-regulation
can also be a way of deciding who gets
to compete and on what terms.

Yet antitrust law doesn’t treat ev-
ery instance of coordination among
competitors as suspicious. A sports
league couldn’t function without
some coordination. Rival clubs must
agree on rules, schedules and eligi-
bility criteria; without them, there
are no games and no league. Joint
ventures, in which coordination
among rivals creates a new technol-
ogy or market that none could pro-
duce alone, are also allowed under
antitrust law. Professional and indus-
try associations that set standards to
ensure quality rather than exclude
competition also survive antitrust
scrutiny.

By John Spencer

efore landing in Thailand for

a brief respite early this

month, the USS Abraham
Lincoln had spent a record 9%
months at sea. Reports of mental
health issues among its crew of
5,000 went viral. A few sailors re-
portedly tried to jump overboard.
At a meeting with Navy leaders,
one sailor’s wife said her husband
had texted from aboard the aircraft
carrier that “he hopes he doesn’t
wake up tomorrow.”

Much of the reporting came from
family members receiving messages
from their deployed loved ones.
Connectivity allowed those families
to call their congressmen or con-
tact media to sound the alarm. The
reports should also prompt leaders
to ask why fellow sailors didn’t
identify and address the danger
sooner.

There is a misconception that
greater connectivity with family
and friends acts as a kind of salve

In short, coordination is lawful
when it creates value rather than ex-
cludes rivals or exploits consumers.
If Al labs’ coordination is needed to
create value and isn’t exclusionary or
exploitative, they need not worry
about antitrust liability.

So why demand an exemption?
The labs appear to have in mind an
agreement among competitors to re-
strict output and set a safety stan-
dard collectively rather than com-
pete to produce the safest product.
That is classic cartel conduct. The
Federal Trade Commission has re-
cently flagged advertiser coalitions
for colluding to set “brand safety”
standards. Similar concerns have
been raised about social-media plat-
forms and traditional media organi-
zations acting as “truth cartels” and
coordinating to set content-modera-
tion standards.

Al labs’ sudden concern about an-
titrust compliance also seems suspi-
cious. Like most of Big Tech, they
care about antitrust compliance
about as much as social-media com-
panies care about privacy. They have
acquired rivals, cut off competitors’
access to infrastructure, signed ex-
clusive distribution agreements, and
continued the platform-era monopo-
lization playbook with little hesita-
tion. Antitrust enforcement has be-
come a cost of doing business rather
than a meaningful deterrent. If these

for longer deployments. I remem-
ber this vividly serving as a com-
pany commander in Iraq from
2008-09. Many of the 150 men and
women serving under me had just
completed back-to-back deploy-
ments lasting 12 to 15 months. No
wonder they were stressed and ex-
hausted. My bosses thought daily
contact with loved ones would help
protect my soldiers from mental-
health duress or disruptions in
unit cohesion. What I found is that
greater connectivity can have the
opposite effect.

Perversely, the constant link to
the outside world often deepened
feelings of isolation within a unit
and led to poor teamwork, apathy
toward standards, online personas
(one soldier used Facebook to claim
falsely that he killed Iragis and was
the victim of an IED attack) and an
unwillingness to carry out missions
because of mental-health problems.
Leaders often had no idea what sol-
diers were feeling or thinking each
day because many of those conver-
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firms have long viewed antitrust lia-
bility as a manageable risk, why do
they need permission in advance?
An antitrust exemption would al-
low the leading AI labs to entrench
their positions by setting the rules of
the game and determining who gets
to compete. As open-source and Chi-
nese Al models close the quality gap,

The law already allows
Anthropic and OpenAl

to collaborate if their

real objective is safety.
I

coordinating over safety becomes an
easy and time-tested way to exclude
rivals. The Supreme Court has seen
this strategy before. In Allied Tube v.
Indian Head (1988) and Radiant
Burners v. Peoples Gas (1961), incum-
bent firms were shown to have used
the pretext of safety standards to ex-
clude competing products. In con-
centrated markets, companies have
every incentive to avoid competing
aggressively because competition
erodes margins. Collusion becomes
the best way to milk customers for
profit.

In a healthy market, companies
compete on safety, quality and price.
Carmakers compete on crash-test

sations were happening online with
people thousands of miles away,
rather than with the fellow soldiers
around them.

War is first and foremost a col-
lective endeavor. It demands team-
work, whether aboard a nuclear-
powered aircraft carrier or holed
up in a bombed-out Iraqi city. Since
Roman times soldiers have endured
combat because of the bonds they
form through shared hardship. They
experience the ups and downs of
combat together, along with its
boredom, monotony and loneliness.
This group becomes their family
and support network in ways that
even their loved ones at home
can’t, despite the reach of digital
technology. Only the men and
women directly beside them can of-
fer immediate support. I saw this
firsthand in all my tours.

Consider also the 2024-25 de-
ployment of the USS Harry S. Tru-
man, during which mental-health
strain contributed to the loss of
three F/A-18 Super Hornets and a

ratings. Children’s products, water
filters and power tools also compete
on safety. But once competitors
agree on what is “safe enough,”
safety ceases to function as a com-
petitive metric. Courts have repeat-
edly emphasized that the Sherman
Act reflects the view that competi-
tion lowers prices and produces bet-
ter and safer products.

True, markets sometimes race to
the bottom. Competition among so-
cial-media platforms hasn’t produced
stronger privacy protections. Tik-
Tok’s competitive advantage over
Facebook was engagement, not pri-
vacy. But Al seems different. Con-
sumers value Al safety as they value
the safety of cars. Nobody wants a
system that goes rogue, deceives us-
ers, steals data or acts maliciously. A
lab that can demonstrate its models
are safer has every reason to com-
pete on safety rather than coordinate
around a common floor. If safety
standards deserve protection from
market pressure to prevent a race to
the bottom, the more defensible solu-
tion is for governments, not competi-
tors, to establish the safety floor.

The labs’ apparent belief that
competition will inevitably produce
a race to the bottom is an awkward
admission by OpenAl and Anthropic,
both of which were founded to serve
the public interest and premised on
the idea that AI could be developed

Can Military Morale Survive Smartphones?

collision with a merchant vessel. A
Navy investigation identified fatigue,
stress, undermanning, training gaps
and leadership failures among the
ship’s crew. But the report also un-
covered something that had been
overlooked: Many sailors spent their

The crisis on the USS
Lincoln illustrates the
dangers of connectivity

for U.S. service members.
.|

downtime on phones instead of
studying for qualifications. “This
lack of motivation,” investigators
said, was also attributable to “Wi-Fi
availability” on the ship.

No, technology didn’t create all
the problems aboard the Truman—
just as it didn’t aboard the Lincoln.
There, the stress of the combat op-
erations, repeated deployment ex-
tensions and uncertainty about

Notable €9 Quotable: Al

Louise Perry writing for WSJ Opin-
ion’s Free Expression, Sept. 16:

Both AI “doomers” and Al “accel-
erationists” . . . seem drawn to radi-
cal visions of the future. These vi-
sions are attractive to them on an
emotional and spiritual level, even if
only subconsciously.

For most of human history, power
was held by the men with the greatest
martial prowess. Only in the modern
era have brains become vastly more
important than brawn, and the digital
revolution has elevated the nerdy to
new heights of power and prestige in
recent decades, even if “tech bros”

are still regarded with disdain or even
revulsion by the general public. It is
understandable that people who tend
to languish in other status hierarchies
would be attracted to a worldview
that places them front-and-center in
humanity’s greatest drama. Apocalyp-
tic Al predictions cast the nerd as
both the greatest threat to mankind
and the savior who might offer us a
route out of disaster, or even toward
utopia. All of these visions rely on
atheist assumptions that cast humans
as simultaneously cosmically insignif-
icant—and therefore easily snuffed
out—but also the potential creators of
Godlike technologies.

safely. Anthropic in particular es-
poused that safety would be its com-
petitive advantage against rivals. If
these companies genuinely believe
slower development serves the pub-
lic interest, nothing prevents them
from slowing down unilaterally.

The strongest counterargument
asserts that a coordinated slow-
down solves a collective-action
problem: A lab that slows down
alone risks losing market share to
rivals willing to cut corners. But
this is precisely the problem Ope-
nAl’s capped-profit structure and
Anthropic’s public-benefit charter
were supposed to solve by insulat-
ing their public-interest missions
from competitive pressure.

Why do these companies now
claim they need an industrywide
agreement to do what their own gov-
ernance structures were designed to
make possible? Blaming antitrust
law rather than their own choices is
at best a convenient excuse for aban-
doning the principles they were
founded to uphold. At worst, the ex-
emption is a Trojan horse: a vehicle
to insulate incumbents from compe-
tition while doing far more than co-
ordinate on safety.

Ms. Singh is deputy director of the
Thurman Arnold Project and a resi-
dent fellow at the Information Soci-
ety Project, both at Yale.

when they would return home all
contributed to deteriorating stan-
dards, discipline and group norms.
Families also reported intolerable
living conditions and a lack of food
and hygiene supplies. One sailor
posted a video online that went vi-
ral showing filthy toilets.

Both cases show how too much
connectivity left unchecked can fos-
ter a lack of cohesion, duty and dis-
cipline. No doubt parents of young
children can relate.

The answer isn’t to eliminate
connectivity. It can provide a re-
lease valve and serve as critical
support for service members and
their families. At the same time,
the U.S. military needs to acknowl-
edge how technology has reshaped
deployments and design ways to
build and fortify the cohesion so
critical to combat tours. That need
will only accelerate with advances
in artificial intelligence.

Leaders can take a first step by
prohibiting  technology during
meals, fitness or other routines.
Service members need time to de-
compress and come together with-
out phones. After traumatic events,
they also need to process what
happened face to face before re-
turning to screens. This will allow
leaders to identify signs of isolation
and withdrawal before they esca-
late into a major mental health cri-
sis (or a damaging headline that
emboldens our enemies).

The Lincoln’s crew accomplished
its mission under extreme condi-
tions. Their experience is another
wake-up call our military needs to
answer.

Mr. Spencer is chairman of war
studies at the Madison Policy Fo-
rum and author of “Connected Sol-
diers: Life, Leadership and Social
Connections in Modern War.”
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Britain’s unsustainable pensions lock

It would be better to link
state retirement benefits
to earnings growth

It seems paradoxical, to say the least,
that UK pensioners living on the state
pension should from next year — in
theory — have to pay tax on part of it;
the state would be giving benefits with
one hand and taking some back with the
other. In practice, even though the state
pension will exceed the tax-free income
threshold for the first time in April, the
Burnham government has said people
relying on the basic pension will not pay
tax during this parliament. But the situ-
ation highlights how unsustainable it
has become to maintain the overgener-
ous “triple lock” on pension increases
when public finances are so tight and
income tax thresholds frozen until 2031
— hittingworking people above all.
Introduced in 2011, the triple lock —
which ensures the state pension rises

annually by the highest of inflation,
earnings growth or 2.5 per cent — was
intended to address decades of relative
decline in retiree incomes. Britain’s
state pension was also well below most
OECD peers, though then, as now, it had
more developed occupational and pri-
vate pensions than many counterparts
where state provision dominates.

The lock has partially achieved its
aims. The state pension had dropped to
about 16 per cent of mean earnings by
2010 but is about 26 per cent now,
though still ungenerous by OECD stand-
ards. Pensioner poverty is well below
1990s levels, and below working-age
poverty, though it has ticked up again in
recent years. But the cost has been huge.
State pension spending is £16bn a year
higher than if there had been no triple
lock, says the Institute for Fiscal Stud-
ies. At £154bn a year, pension costs
roughly equal defence and education
spending combined.

The triple lock also means that the
second-largest line item in the UK

budget after health ratchets up inexora-
bly even if earnings growth or inflation
is low. Those increases compound over
time. It has strained social cohesion,
protecting state payouts for an expand-
ing elderly cohort while the relatively
shrinking working population who
pay for them have faced ever-higher tax
burdens.

But the political cost of ditching the
lock has caused successive governments
to balk. For the new Burnham govern-
ment, it would mean breaking a Labour
manifesto pledge from 2024. No gov-
ernment likes to do this, and every
instance erodes trust in the political
class. The previous Starmer govern-
ment also discovered the perils of mess-
ing with benefits for the elderly, forced
into a U-turn on its mishandled plan to
m test the winter fuel all =,

Andy Burnham’s government should
not underestimate, though, the rum-
bling discontent among working people,
especially the young, over the relative
largesse towards pensioners. Linking

A totemic move
to make rises in
one of the
government’s
biggest

costs more
affordable

would send a
strong message
to investors

state pensions to earnings growth —
potentially with an adjustment mecha-
nism if inflation is high — would be
fairer. It would better align growth in
working-age and pensioner incomes,
and tax revenues. About one in eight
pensioners receives income only from
the state pension and benefits, and cam-
paign groups have warned that losing
the triple lock could push more into
poverty. But some of the savings could
be funnelled into targeted support for
the most needy.

While the total direct savings in this
parliament may not be huge, a totemic
move to make rises in one of the govern-
ment’s biggest costs more sustainable
would send a strong message to inves-
tors. It would help ease pressure on
bond yields and give the government
more headroom to raise long-term
investment in areas such as defence —as
well as helping consumers, for example,
through lower mortgage costs. The tri-
ple lock has become unsustainable, but
itneedsabold politician to breakit.

Opinion Economics

Where do new
jobs come from?

Ann Kiernan

Soumaya
Keynes

here donew jobs come
from? The economist
Joseph Schumpeter
had an answer: waves
of technology destroy
old work, making way for the newer
sort. Perhaps older readers remember
punch-card operators and video rental
shop managers, now made obsolete by
the computer and digital revolutions.
And maybe younger readers wonder
whether they will live long enough for
the only jobs left to be Al engineers.
Some 250 years ago, the economist
Adam Smith emphasised a different
source of new work: specialisation.
Jobs are essentially bundles of tasks.
Big markets allow people to unbundle
those tasks, divide them up, and pro-
duce much more. Like his famous pin
factory, which split manufacturing
into parts (cutting wire, pointing it,
etc), specialists vastly increased out-

Past trends could reverse
if Al makes specialist
subjects so accessible it is
easier to do them in-house

put over artisanal pin makers doing
everything on their own.

So . . . who is right? The answer is
complicated by the two stories being
hard to separate. Technology could
enable specialisation, as when the
computing revolution made it easier
to co-ordinate between faraway facto-
ries. Advances in knowledge could
push specialisation too, as it becomes
unreasonable to expect one person to
be an expert in everything.

Economic historians have tried to
see through the fog, analysing past
labour market revolutions to get a
sense of which dynamics mattered.
One group used court records to find
evidence in favour of Smith, docu-
menting how the job in Britain of
“clock maker” in 1550 had fractured
into tens of jobs including “watch
engraver”, “watch gilder” and “watch
spring maker” 200 years later. Over
that period, bigger British markets
saw more specialisation.

A recent study of the US labour mar-
ket used a large language model to
indicate whether jobs were “technolo-
gy-related”. (A wind turbine erector
would qualify, whereas a drama thera-
pist would not.) Of the new employ-
ment introduced between 2011 and
2023, they calculated that the tech-re-
lated share was roughly a third. Sub-
stantial, though not a majority.

A new study of the Swedish labour
market takes a longer view, armed
with detailed data on jobs between
1880 and 2019 — using Al to assign
every occupation two scores out of
five. The first is a “Smithian” score,
indicating whether the job is the result
of specialisation. (Wholesale traders
and radiologists get high marks.) The
second is a “Schumpeterian” score, to
reflect how strongly the job is associ-
ated with a new technology. (Big num-
bers for computer programmers and
electricians.)

With the caveat that the lines
between technology and specialisa-
tion can be blurry, the researchers get
some interesting results. Over time,
jobs with both high Smithian and
Schumpeterian scores have become
more important as a share of the total.
But the jobs associated with the
division of labour have contributed
the bulk of the change. Between 1990
and 2019, strongly Smithian jobs
accounted for 60 per cent of employ-
ment, compared to just a third for
strongly Schumpeterian ones.

Relatedly, Smithian jobs seem much
more likely to last than their highly
Schumpeterian counterparts. Tech
jobs are important for the jobs else-
where that they enable. But they seem
relatively vulnerable to becoming
obsolete. Those punch-card operators
were at the cutting edge . . . until they
got replaced. Although we might fret
now about Al sweeping away jobs in a
wave of creative destruction, thinking
about how it will affect specialisation
could be more instructive. The Swe-
den study’s authors calculated that
around 70 per cent of employment
between 1990 and 2019 was in occupa-
tions that existed at the end of the 19th
century. What matters now is which
tasks stay bundled within jobs and
which move elsewhere.

As Luis Garicano, an author of the
book Messy Jobs, put it to me, some
bundles of tasks are only weakly held
together, and are therefore ripe for AI
disruption. He also noted that past
trends could reverse if Al makes spe-
cialist subjects so accessible that it
becomes easier to bring them in-
house, rather than suffer the cost of
co-ordinating with other experts.
(Think of an economics columnist
deciding to build her own website
rather than pay a freelancer.)

The toe-treading has already begun.
Data from OpenAl suggests that of
work-related messages, around 17 per
cent are already about tasks associ-
ated with another occupation. If the
division of labour reversed, “that
would be an unusual feature of this
revolution relative to all the previous
progress in science”, Garicano told me.
But a final message of the research is
that technological revolutions do not
tend to be alike.

soumaya.keynes@ft.com
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Questions Anthropic needs to answer ahead of its IPO

Madhumita Murgia’s outstanding
report (“Anthropic’s $2tn IPO puts
trustees in spotlight”, Report,
September 9) revealed some of the
secret workings of Anthropic’s Long-
Term Benefit Trust. We already knew
that the trust is meant to balance
Anthropic’s purpose (“the long-term
benefit of humanity”) with profit and
that the trust’s main power (on paper)
is to appoint a majority of the board
of directors.

It was Murgia’s reporting that

revealed it currently takes 85 per cent
of investors’ voting power to fire a
trustee. We also now know that the
trust meets weekly and with Anthropic
leadership as often as every other
week.

For a company as risky to humanity’s
existence as Anthropic (“Anthropic
scientist quits amid fears for
humankind”, Report, September 10),
many other questions remain about
the rigour of its oversight body. Why
are there no longer any trustees who

are experts in the attempt to align AI
with human values? When (if ever) will
the trust return to five members? Are
the trust members working full-time in
their role? How can conflicts of interest
be managed when trustees can receive
revolving-door employment at
Anthropic? How exactly are new
trustees selected or existing trustees
renewed after their one-year term
expires?

Presumably Anthropic will be asked
to reveal more about the Long-Term

Benefit Trust when it releases an
official prospectus prior to any IPO. If
Anthropic wants to maintain
credibility as the Al lab most serious
about safety, transparency and
accountability it ought to go much
further than the requirements of the
Securities and Exchange Commission
in its disclosures about the trust.
Ewan Kingston

Assistant Professor, Management and
Entrepreneurship Department,

Santa Clara University, San Jose, CA, US.

Closing infrastructure gap
requires more than finance

The £258bn shortfall in Britain’s
infrastructure funding identified in a
report by the Public Private
Partnership Commission, chaired by
Sir John Armitt, is a significant
challenge (Report, September 15). But
closing that gap will require more than
securing additional finance.

First, certainty around long-term
priorities and a credible and
committed pipeline of projects that
industry can plan around is key to
enabling the private sector to invest in
the skills, technology and capacity
required to deliver at scale. If this could
be backed by political consensus, so
much the better.

Second, Britain’s water, energy,
transport and housing systems are
closely connected, and investment
needs to be planned accordingly.
Homes and major developments can
have funding and planning permission
in place, but still be held back if the
water, energy or transport capacity
they depend on is not ready. So an
integrated approach to planning
infrastructure is critical.

The prize could be an infrastructure

BANX

Ep
SHEER AN
U‘VPLUGGED

network which delivers economic and
social benefits and is resilient to
climate change. The alternative is
supporting declining infrastructure
which is holding back vital growth in
the UK.

Paula Walsh

Arup’s MD for Europe, India, Middle East
and Affica, London W1, UK
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Poetic counterpoint to
Trump’s election ‘dividend’
President Donald Trump’s promise of a
$5,000 “dividend” for every adult
citizen if his party retains Congress in
November (September 11) recalls the
penniless but unbowed voter in John
Greenleaf Whittier’s poem “The Poor
Voter on Election Day”, who declares
that “The wide world has not wealth to
buy / The power in my right hand!”

How true, and how ironic. It is the
self-styled chief executive and
distributor of dividends, richest of men
and master of tariffs, who now comes
courting the seemingly lowly voter. In
offering $5,000 a head to buy an
election he appears to believe is all but
lost, he displays not his strength but his
weakness and his need.

If voters are the shareholders in the
American democratic enterprise, then
the only dividend they are truly owed
is the one Whittier long ago declared:
“[their] palace is the people’s hall /
The ballot-box [their] throne”.

That is a dividend no tariff can fund,
and no president, however rich, can
buy.

John Gaffney
Newmarket, County Cork, Ireland

Masters in Marxist norms?

FT Business Education has ranked
Shanghai Jiao Tong University’s Antai
school third worldwide among 100
masters in management courses
(FT.com, September 7).

Nothing wrong with being Chinese in
China, of course, but we are entitled to
more on the school’s “global” vocation.
You report that 95 per cent of the
faculty are Chinese, while the school’s
website suggests that the 10-person
“Executive Team” and the 36-strong
“Academic and Academic Degrees
Committees” are 100 per cent Han
Chinese.

It would be useful to know what
proportion are members of the Chinese
Communist Party, and perforce
propagate the party’s singular lines on
economics, society and geopolitics.
Antai ranks 21st for “ESG and net zero”
teaching, the hours spent on “ethics,
social and environmental issues and
climate solutions”. Do these resemble
what might be heard in most countries,
or do they refract the CCP’s views, say
on ethnicity and “Marxist” norms?
Matthew Olex-Szczytowski
'MBA Insead (4th in the FT rankings),
Warsaw, Poland
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BETHLEHEM

Bach choir is
a rare symbol

of unity in a
US swing state

by Ilya Gridneff

n a Monday night in late
August, Ryan Morrow
joined 120 other
members of the Bach
Choir of Bethlehem to
take solace in song and transcend a
country filled with political discord.

“We all may sing a different voice
part within the hymn but we still sing
one hymn, right?” he says.

Morrow, a 40-year-old music
teacher, can trace his family roots
back to the early Moravian settlers
who founded Bethlehem in 1741 after
fleeing what is now part of Germany
and the Czech Republic. But he is the
first of his family to join the choir.

For more than 125 years, the Bach
Choir of Bethlehem has made this
small city famous for its voice. It is the
oldest Bach choir in the US,
championed by the industrial tycoon
Charles Schwab, who was president of
both the Bethlehem steel mill and the
Bach choir in the early 20th century.

From Carnegie Hall to the BBC
Proms to Bachfest in Leipzig, the
volunteer ensemble has performed at
some of the world’s best-known
venues and festivals. Closer to home,
it has become a rare symbol of unity
in a divided state.

Bethlehem is one of the key
electoral battlegrounds in the US.
Donald Trump won this post-
industrial Pennsylvania city’s district
by three points in 2016, lost by less
than a point in 2020 and then won
again by three points in 2024.

In July, the president sought to
galvanise support for Republican

Congressman Ryan Mackenzie with a
rally in Macungie, a 30-minute drive
south from Bethlehem, ahead of a
tight race in November’s midterms.

In the same month, Quinnipiac
University, a non-partisan university
pollster, found that 56 per cent of
Pennsylvanian voters approved of
Democrat Josh Shapiro’s performance
as governor (although this was a four-
point dip from last year).

It does not take long for choir board
member Anthony Thompson, an 80-
something former attorney, to state
that he voted for Trump in the past
three elections. “Who else could you
have voted for?” he says. “I did not
want the alternatives,” he adds.

Even so, Thompson insists that all
politics are left at the choir door.
Fellow board member Harold Black
says people are fed up with talking
about Trump. “When you're singing in
a choir, or listening, you're not fretting
over existential problems,” he says.
“You let the sound wash over you,
to be free.”

Choir master Christopher Jackson
agrees. He says the choir “transcends
the blue and red divide”. Via outreach
and school programmes it tries
instead to be useful to the community.
“It is a refuge,” he says. “It presents an
opportunity for people to come
together, to step away from the
divisions.”

Unlike other rustbelt towns across
the US, Bethlehem did not face dismal
decline after the closure of its steel
mill in 1995. This is partly due to the
arrival of companies like B Braun,

Mack Trucks and Crayola. This month
yoghurt-maker Chobani announced a
five-year plan to invest $1.2bn in the
Lehigh Valley, creating 900 jobs.

But there is notable poverty here,
with low home-ownership levels and
nearly 16 per cent of people living
with an income that is below their
basic needs. Rising housing costs and
inflation are concerns that could
increase political divergence. Census
data shows that Bethlehem is split
between a non-Hispanic white
majority and a growing Latino
population, at 56.1 per cent and 28.7
per cent respectively. Hispanic
working-class families are becoming
the new political battleground.

Still, Morrow believes that there
is a unity in the Moravian faith that
he thinks underscores the town’s
politics. A Protestant denomination,
it calls for “in essentials unity, in
non-essentials liberty, in all things
charity”.

This seems to chime with the choir’s
executive director Leela Breithaupt’s
claim that significant donor support
“entrusts the Bach choir continues as
a central part of the fabric of our
community for generations to come”.

But Chip Dangelmajer, a 60-
something small-business owner and
choir board member, is more
pragmatic about life in both
Bethlehem and Trump’s America. “I
really don’t care about red or blue,”
he says, before leaning in with a joke:
“Ijust want to see the green.”

ilya.gridneff@ft.com
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Opinion

Robert
Armstrong

A\

he new folding-screen

iPhone will set you back

$1,999 for the base model —

new territory for an Apple

handset. Apple’s stock is
even more expensive, though. Trading
at 36 times the coming years’ expected
earnings, its valuation multiple is higher
than it has been since the early days of
the iPhone, when the company was
growing like wildfire.

This summer, Apple has opened up a
big, sustained valuation premium over
Microsoft (25), Alphabet (26), Amazon
(27), Nvidia (18) and Meta (21). Among
the “Magnificent Seven” only Tesla has a
richer price-to-earnings ratio — and only
becauseitisinflated by low earnings.

Apple never approached the top spot
on the valuation table, even briefly,

Apple’s trust premium in the age of Al

before late last year. For many years, its
multiple was depressed by fears that its
dominance in phones would prove fleet-
ing, as Nokia’s and BlackBerry’s did.
And then its growth rate was slow by big
tech standards. That latter point
remains true: the market expects
Apple’s earnings to grow at a high single-
digit rate in the next few years, slower
than its big peers. The company also
faces new challenges, notably input cost
inflation and slowing growth in its serv-
ices business. And yet its valuation is
pullingaway. Why?

Explaining stock markets is more art
than science, but here’s an informed
guess: Apple’s valuation reflects inves-
tors’ desire to own tech stocks that are
not concentrated bets on Al “Apple
tends to be countercyclical from a risk
appetite perspective,” says David Vogt
of UBS. A year or two ago, when enthusi-
asm for Al was running hot, there was
no Apple premium to speak of. “What
has changed is the view that doing bil-
lions in capex to support the AI model
makers might not be the best invest-
ment.” Apple is more or less sitting out
the ATmoney fight.

Even before the latest wave of worries
about the existential risk from self-im-
proving frontier Al models, then, mar-
kets were signalling discomfort with the
Al trade by giving Apple a premium.
Having Al chief executives concede that
they might lose control of their own
technology, just as they are preparing
for public listings, will not put anyone at
ease. But there is more to the Apple pre-

Other tech businesses
cannot even promise that
their product will not go
rogue and harm you

mium than the absence of Alrisk in a
market crammed with the stuff; Apple
is selling trust in a world that is increas-
ingly shortof it.

Privacy is a cornerstone of Apple’s
sales pitch. Former boss Tim Cook
almost never made a public presenta-
tion without hammering on Apple’s
promise to keep customers’ data safe,
even from Apple itself. The new CEO

John Ternus followed the pattern at the
start of the new phone launch. “Apple
Intelligence” — the Al tool that the com-
pany is building into its devices — runs
locally where it can, and uses an
encrypted “private cloud” when more
computer power is required. Other
companies “see [your] data as some-
thingto collect”.

The pitch has worked brilliantly at
keeping Apple customers loyal; iPhone
users almost never switch to other
brands. And trust is exactly what the AT
companies are missing right now and
will need to establish if they are to live
up to Wall Street’s dizzy expectations.

Trust is built on accountability, but
the AI companies — from hyperscalers
like Google to model builders like
OpenAI and Anthropic — have been
unable and unwilling to make them-
selves accountable. Apple, in the inter-
net age, promised: “your data will be
safe.” The Al companies cannot even
promise that their product will not go
rogue and harm you. Instead, they have
focused on what someone else — the
industry as a whole, third-party moni-
tors, the government — needs to do to

make sure their technology stays under
control. Anthropic CEO Dario Amodei’s
letter calling for an industry “pause” is
best read as an effort to socialise, rather
than accept, accountability for product
safety at his company. Until he and his
company start making hard commit-
ments, in the way Apple did with pri-
vacy, trust will remain beyond reach.

This is not to say that the Apple pre-
mium is safe in the age of AL The com-
pany wants its devices to be the best
host for Al services. In order to do that
without spending hundreds of billions
on its own Al infrastructure, its founda-
tion models will run on Google’s infra-
structure. It remains to be seen whether
this collaboration, and the attendant
loss of complete control, can deliver a
great experience while honouring the
promise of privacy.

Apple is often described as a “walled
garden” where the user experience is
carefully cultivated. But Al does not like
walls. So while Al companies should look
to Apple’s trust-building model, Apple’s
own model is going to have to change too.

robert.armstrong@ft.com

The UK right's
patriotism
problem

POLITICS

Janan
Ganesh

adiq Khan says it is time to

defend London against hos-

tile propaganda from the

American right. No. Just

brush it off. It is beneath the
dignity of the best city on Earth to rebut
hate videos that someone called
RedPill3000 or whatever posts from a
ghastly Sun Belt condo. (Or from Mos-
cow.) Also, the hatred is a perverse
compliment. Which other city, century
after century, unhinges people like
this? Which has got inside the heads of
tsars and French officials and now
Maga? I don’t know but the interest is
notreciprocated.

It is at least nice to see whose side
Khan is on. Others in British politics,
further to the right, leave some doubt.
Nigel Farage is tongue-tied whenever
Americans smear his nation. Perhaps
the Reform UK leader doesn’t want to
contradicthis friends. Perhaps he agrees
with them.

This month, two of Farage’s col-
leagues stepped down after a television
sting. In the footage, each seems to
propose ways around British electoral
law in order to receive a donation from
an American. Soon after, Reform UK
accepted a total of £72mn from two

entrepreneurs who had until recently
been living in Hong Kong and Thailand.
As with Farage’s silence about Maga’s
anglophobia, these gifts seem odd for
a British nativist movement. This
blessed plot, this earth, this realm, this
Koh Samui.

The British right has a patriotism
problem. Or would, if Andy Burnham
chooses to make an issue of it. Whatever
else is wrong with the Labour prime
minister — a certain glibness, for exam-
ple — he seems at ease in his own
country.

So do most of his compatriots. Some
57 per cent of Britons are “fairly satis-
fied” with life. You have to add up those
who are “not at all satisfied” and “not
very satisfied” just to reach 31 per cent.
That share could be enough to elect
Farage, of course, given the fragmenta-
tion of politics, but he would need to
mobilise quite a lot of it and hope the
more-or-less content majority doesn’t
consolidate behind a cheerier party.

British voters, like American ones, are
glum about their country in the abstract
but not about their own lives. And so an
opposition politician has to proceed
with care. Bashing a vague “status quo”
is fine. Cross into all-purpose negativity,
however, and people start to ask ques-
tions. For example, if things are so irre-
deemable, what would be the point of a
new government? Also, do I want to
spend five years with this person?

If the right becomes what the left has
stereotypically been — a drag to be
around — it will lose. Ask yourself who
was the last incoming elected prime

Carl Godfrey

minister who was a downer. Sir Keir
Starmer became one in office and never
recovered. The correct answer is
perhaps Ted Heath in 1970, and even
he just had a lugubrious personal man-
ner rather than an apocalyptic view
of Britain.

“Life is crap, vote for us” is a losing
message. The first half is not true
and, even if it were, the second does
not follow. Farage, who built his career
on studied bonhomie, used to know
all this. Two things have changed
since then. One is that he has grown
morose with age. The other is that a
movement of even bleaker people
has grown around him: not just billion-
aires of a millenarian cast of mind buta
voter base that likes very little about
modern Britain. More Labour, Liberal

Bashing a vague ‘status quo’
is fine. Cross into overall
negativity and people
start to ask questions

Democrat and Green voters approve
of King Charles than do Reform UK
voters, whose view of other national
institutions, and of their fellow citizens,
isnosunnier.

Ifasocialist is someone who loves The
People more than actual persons — the
unsmiling Lenin being the classic case —
a nationalist is not so different. An
abstraction called Britain is dear to
them, just not many currently existing
three-dimensional elements of it. Even
Kemi Badenoch can seem uncomforta-
ble with the country as it is. According
to the Conservative leader, Britain must
never become “multicultural”. First of
all, too late. Second, if the alternative
is “assimilation”, as she suggests, where
has it worked? France? She should
state which of the following she regards
as more harmonious, and less of a pow-
der keg: London or Paris, Manchester
or Marseille.

Years ago, some western conserva-
tives got it into their heads that Russia,
which has alower fertility rate than Brit-
ain, was a fortress of Christian tradition.
The constant need to believe that some-

where else has got things right is rather
suspect. Oikophobia, the fear or rejec-
tion of one’s own, is seen as a disease of
the liberal left. Looking at Khan stick up
for London, that seems unfair. Last year,
Ed Miliband told Elon Musk to “butt out
of our politics” while British conserva-
tives stared at their shoes.

To run on patriotism from the left is
audacious, but there are successful
precedents. Mark Carney in Canada and
Anthony Albanese in Australia did it,
with some unwitting help from Donald
Trump. Burnham is a more natural
demagogue than either. He could stig-
matise Reform as the plaything of
Trump-smitten exiles and bitcoin bros
whose first loyalty is to their purses. Itis
crude stuff and might arouse primal
emotions among voters, but he is not
going to win the next election with a
flutter of those eyelashes alone. “Love it
or leave it,” jingoes used to say to critics
of their country. We love it, you left it,
Burnham can say to at least a few
Reform donors.

Jjanan.ganesh@ft.com

Ben
Judah

e are standing on the

threshold of pushing

global temperatures up

by 1.5°C, a level the

Paris Agreement identi-
fies as significant for the tipping points it
could trigger in the climate system. And
yet, ironically, one of the most alarming
of those tipping points, and one we are
least prepared for in the UK, has to do
with making part of the north Atlantic
Ocean colder.

A string of scientific studies has
shown that the Atlantic Meridional
Overturning Circulation, or Amoc,
which brings vast amounts of warm
water from the tropics to northern
regions and makes them remarkably
more habitable than they would other-
wise be at such latitudes, is weakening.
Today a growing body of scientists
believes this system is at risk of collapse

We need an observatory for the cooling north Atlantic

if current warming continues through
rising emissions.

Britain is particularly exposed. The
science says that a collapse of the Amoc
would lower London’s average winter
temperature to about 2°C, with once-a-
decade extremes of -20°C. Across the
country it could reduce the nation’s
share of arable land through severe dry-
ing from 32 per centtojust 7 per cent.

While we pursue net zero carbon
emissions and are committed to Nato’s
target of spending 3.5 per cent of GDP by
2035 to guard against the threat of war
with Russia, this long-term risk needs
diplomatic attention. Such a risk is too
great for north Atlantic states not to
take seriously.

Consider the research. As it stands,
this is currently scattered and often
contradictory. There is no single gold-
standard research centre that can be
used as a reference point for such a
debate. We need more than our existing
array — we need a consortium to con-
duct the full range of analysis and meas-
urements to understand them and
provide governments with an early
warning system. The issue is distinctly

lacking a political champion. This is an
opportunity for Ed Miliband as foreign
secretary to showcase effective climate
diplomacy.

There is a diplomatic opening here
that Britain should seize upon. Not just
climate scientists but increasingly gov-
ernments are alarmed. In 2025, the Ice-
landic National Security Council desig-

There is no gold-standard
research centre that can be
used as a reference point
for such a debate

nated the collapse of Amoc a national
security risk. Meanwhile, Norwegian
experts have suggested doing the same
while academics in Denmark have
pushed for Amoc to be better included
inIPCC research and the Nordic Council
has published an official report on the
risks of collapse.

The UK should convene a coalition of
concerned north Atlantic states to
establish an Amoc Observatory, with an

early warning system to be the global
reference point on the issue. A highly
respected, impartial reference body,
regularly updating concerned nations,
could do for Amoc what disease-surveil-
lance networks already do for pandem-
ics. The World Health Organization’s
Global Influenza Surveillance and
Response System, running since 1952,
flags dangerous new virus strains to
governments long before they can
spread unchecked. An Amoc Observa-
tory could perform the same function
for tipping-point risk, sustaining and
building the case for action. The poten-
tial coalition would include Iceland,
Denmark, including the autonomous
government of Greenland, Norway,
Sweden, Finland, Ireland, the Nether-
landsand Canada.

Establishing an Amoc Observatory
would not mean starting from scratch.
The UK is already investing £80mn in
improving early warning methods and
creating new technologies — such as
constellations of low-cost ocean and ice
sensors, data-gathering robots and
drones — to monitor north Atlantic
tipping points through Aria’s Forecast-

ing Tipping Points programme.

Centres of excellence like Exeter Uni-
versity have a longstanding global lead-
ership role in modelling in this area.
Both Exeter and Aria work closely with
Nordic scientific and academic part-
ners. A new Amoc Observatory would
bring together these existing projects.
With the Foreign Office cutting budgets,
this could be achieved primarily
through leveraging existing resources.

Picture the foreign secretary, assem-
bling his peers from across the north
Atlantic in London to launch such an
observatory. After a summer of shock-
ing, unprecedented heatwaves, with
many Labour voters still considering
the Greens, such an occasion would ena-
ble the government to renew the case for
net zero under assault from President
Donald Trump and the climate-sceptic
right. The UK government would not be
pursuing action because of some vague
global temperature but to avert a tip-
ping point that risks making life in Brit-
ain colder, drier and harsher.

The writer is a visiting fellow at Chatham
House and a former Labour special adviser

EU should not
boost resilience
at the expense
of its partners

Kazutoshi
Aikawa

emember the Inflation

Reduction Act? The Biden

administration’s objective

then was clear: to accelerate

the green transition and
strengthen America’s industrial resil-
ience. Yet some of its provisions caused
an outcry among US allies, particularly
in Europe, because they risked disrupt-
ing investment and supply chains
involving trusted partners.

The EU’s proposed Industrial Acceler-
ator Act appears to go further down the
same path. It intends to strengthen
European competitiveness and reduce
strategic vulnerabilities. However, there
are elements of the legislation that simi-
larly risk creating unintended conse-
quences for Europe’s closest partners,
includingJapan.

Consider the proposed conditions in
the IAA for financial support for corpo-
rate electric vehicles. Eligibility would
depend on detailed EU content require-
ments, which are dubious in the light
of WTO rules. Those overlook the real-
ity of today’s integrated supply chain
ecosystem, inadvertently penalising
trusted partners that are already deeply
integrated into Europe’s industrial
base. Moreover, if EU-made compo-
nents are sent outside the bloc and later
return as finished products but are no
longer treated as EU products, Euro-
pean companies themselves could also
be affected.

An automobile is the product of years
of research and development, which
requires long-term capital investment
and a network of suppliers across bor-
ders. A vehicle may be designed in one

An Industrial Accelerator
Act would risk creating
unintended consequences
for allies, including Japan
country, contain components and tech-
nologies developed and produced in

several others, and the whole be assem-

bled somewhere else.
bil

p at have
long invested in Europe. In 2025, they
produced approximately 614,000 vehi-
cles within the EU. They currently oper-
ate 13 manufacturing bases and 19 R&D
centres with 160,000 European work-
ers. In effect, they are contributing to
Europe’sindustrial strength.

What is needed to enhance European
competitiveness is to create a more reli-
able and secure supply-chain process
encompassing trusted partners such as
Japan — not simply focusing on the
nationalities of car brands or where one
part of the process, such as final assem-
bly, takes place.

Today, competitiveness and eco-
nomic security are increasingly two
sides of the same coin. And Japan and
the EU are showing how this works in
practice.

Take critical minerals. France’s Care-
mag rare earth refining project is being
supported by Japan’s Jogmec and Iwa-
tani. Japan and France are investing up
to €206mn together and have secured a
long-term supply agreement for heavy
rare earths, while the project will also
process recycled materials. This is pre-
cisely what resilient supply chains
should be: European industrial capacity
combined with trusted international
investment, technology and long-term
commitments.

Europe has every right to promote
domestic investment and strengthen its
industrial base. It is also not unreasona-
ble for governments to attach condi-
tions to public support in accordance
with international rules. The question,
however, is whether those conditions
recognise the realities of today’s cross-
border supply chain ecosystem and the
value of international partnerships.

The IAA should not — even inadvert-
ently — penalise the companies of close
partners, which have invested deeply in
Europe and become part of its industrial
networks simply because their head-
quarters happen to be elsewhere.
Trusted international partners are part
of Europe’sindustrial strength.

In today’s increasingly challenging
geopolitical and geoeconomic environ-
ment, Japan and the EU will be stronger
together. We have repeatedly proven
that challenges can be overcome
through collaboration and co-opera-
tion, and should do the same this time
around.

The writer is Japan’s ambassador to the EU
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Burke’s plan is what he
should already be doing

Labor is playing politics, not leading on planned cuts to immigration

Thebig question that must be asked of Tony
Burke in the wake of Labor’s planned
immigration changes announced on
Thursday is: What has he been doing? While
the issue of immigration has burned up the
national conversation and helped to feed
One Nation's popularity, net overseas
migration in the three months to March
jumped by almost 45,000 people from the
previous quarter.

Finally, we are told, the selection criteria
for skilled migrants will focus on the skillswe
actually need to build houses and grow the
economy. And there will be a crackdown on
students who study their way down the
value chain simply to stay in the country,
family in tow. More galling is the fact that, as
Mr Burke made clear, visitors from safe,
wealthy countries who do not want to leave
can simply lodge a humanitarian claim safe
in the knowledge it will allow them to stay
for up to a decade as they wind their way
through the system. The bureaucratic and
judicial waste of resources is enormous.

Itis not good enough for Labor to blame
the Coalition for not being able todo
something about it. Equally unsatisfying is
the redefinition given by Mr Burke to the
housing shortage. With Angus Taylor
wanting to calibrate migrant numbersto
housing availability, Mr Burke hassaid it is
not migrants who are to blame but greedy
homeowners who no longer want to share
their space, with fewer people living per
dwelling. What next, a bed tax for people to
keep living in their own home with empty
bedrooms? Orisitsimply political
misdirection because we are building more
units that skew down the statistics on the
number of people per dwelling?

Mr Burke is correct to say that debate
over migrant numbers suffers from anacute
form of NIMB Yism in which people only
want other people’s migrants to be cut. This
is why business owners, farmers and
regional centres are all pushing back against

cuts that will impact them directly. He is also
right to question the approach of One
Nation to stop temporary work visa holders
from bringing their families because it would
discourage the skills we need. Mr Burke said
half of the doctors and construction workers
applying to come to Australia sought to
come with their family, while two-thirds of
nurses and aged-care workers come with
family attached to their application.

But thereis good reason to be more
selective about who is allowed to come to
Australia and the rules about how long they
will be allowed tostay. A lot of the heavy
lifting to allow Labor to meet its previously
announced immigration target will come
from cracking down on backpacker
numbers in the second and third years of
their stays via a ballot process. The number
of people able to stay for asecond year will
be cut from 57,000 to 45,000, and those
remaining for a third year will fall from
3L000 tojust 5000.

To avoid the political flak this will bring
from those using the skills they provide,

Mr Burke said the government would end its
go-slow on processing backpacker visas and
add agriculture to a list of priorities for
processing. The government will also use
Ministerial Direction 119 to tweak the skilled
migration processing system to encourage
fast processing for workers in key sectors
including healthcare, construction,
education, law enforcement, defence,
resources, agriculture, aquaculture and
fishing.

This is where the focus must be. Australia
has a housing problem and a skills shortage,
both of which can be sheeted home to the
government. Immigration is not the whole
problem, and only part of the solution, but
must be addressed. The fact it has been
neglected to the point of community
distress is a failing that will have long-term
consequences for our future prosperity and
sense of national self-belief.

IMF big squeeze demands action

Chalmers must heed the warnings of US rates and international fund

Thebig squeeze is here and the Albanese
government must take seriously the
warnings of the International Monetary
Fund that we must get our economic house
inorder. The IMF's latest advice comes as
Federal Reserve chairman Kevin Warsh has
set an upward trajectory for ratesinthe US
in the face of inflationary pressures and
demanding financial markets. The lift comes
as the Reserve Bank of Australiais grappling
with the domestic inflation challenge, which
markets predict sets the scene for
consecutive rate rises here. As business
editor-at-large Eric Johnston has noted, a
rate hike by the US Federal Reserve, the
world’s most powerful central bank, does not
automatically force Australia to follow. But
he says the two central banks are grappling
with the same underlying problem: inflation
that's getting away, made worse by a Middle
East-driven oil and commeodity price shock,
against a backdrop of resilient jobs markets.
These issues are compounded for
Australia by the malaise in productivity
growth, which reflects an overindulgence in
the public sector. These failings are evident
at both commonwealth and state level, and
are not going unnoticed by ratings agencies
and institutions such as the IMF. In its latest
review of Australia, the IMF implored Jim
Chalmers and state treasurers totighten
their fiscal positions, redouble efforts to lift
productivity, and enact wider tax reform
amid the highest costs of Australian
government debtin 15 years. The debt

pressure is set toworsen as bond markets
reprice the cost of money. The IMF expects
Australia’s GDP growth to slow in the
second half of this year, bringing the annual
rate to 1.9 per cent in 2026 and L6 per cent in
2027 with inflation to remain elevated this
vear. Without corrective action, Dr
Chalmers is caught in a bind where even
modest growth will feed into inflation,
making the RBA's challenge more difficult.
The remedy, as was again highlighted by the
IMF, is to lift productivity growth. Necessary
reforms include restoring workplace
flexability, tax reform to restore incentive,
and reducing the size of bureaucracy.

The sobering fact is Dr Chalmers will
deliver the worst decade of productivity
since records began in 1960 at a time when
financial markets arefinally losing patience
with debt. Uncertain energy markets dueto
the war in Iran are one factor in the current
inflation challenge, but not the major one,
particularly given Australia is abig exporter
of energy. Just as the Alboom mightbea
positive for productivity growth in the
future, as wasidentified by the IMF,
deployment poses inflation risks given our
challenged electricity networks.

Rather than point to difficulties,
governments must heed the advice of the
IMF and embrace a more ambitious reform
strategy that cutsred tape, reduces taxes and
restores productivity growth. As things
stand, the indicators are all pointing in the
wrong direction.

Not just a Piddington problem

Piddington, a quiet village of thatched-
roofed houses in the bucolic Oxfordshire
countryside 106km from London, home to
350 people, is an unlikely place for a political
uprising. But that is what isbeing seen
following Wednesday's “independence”
referendum in which its people voted
overwhelmingly - 285to 26 - to “secede
from the UK and pursue self-determination’
in a protest against ill-conceived plansby
Britain’s Labour government to implant
1250 to 3000 male asylum-seekers from
countries such as Afghanistan, Eritrea, [ran,
Sudan and Somalia in their midst.

The vote by the “village that roared” may
be largely symbolic and the ambition of
residents to create an independent
“Principality of Piddington™ may be
unrealisable. But that does not detract from
the significance of the vote to Britain and to
countries elsewhere amid signs of growing
sentiment against asylum-seekers.

It would be hard to think of a sillier or
potentially more catastrophic plan than to
try to house hundreds of mainly young men
(nowomen) in a disused military camp that,
as Jacquelin Magnay reported, adjoins
children’s playing fields in a village where
130 of the residents are women. With the
newcomers set to outnumber locals four to
one, reports that women have been in the
forefront of opposing the government'’s

plans, with many joining self-defence
classes, are no surprise.

In the deepening crisis over unwanted
migration, the irresolute British Labour
government appears to be hoist by its own
petard. Having dumped the previous
Conservative government's plans to process
asylum-seekers in Rwanda, and - incredibly
—unable to staunch the flood of refugees
arriving by boat across the English Channel
from France, the government has been
facing staggering bills amounting to billions
of dollars to house unwanted migrantsin
hotels. Last year alone, housing them in
hotels cost a staggering $3.2bn.

Hence the attempt to place them in
unused military camps such as Piddington’s
where, like all asylum-seekers stepping
ashorein Britain, they will receive a weekly
stipend of $92 and have full access to the
National Health Service and free education.

Tiny, picture-postcard Piddington’s
reaction to the prospect of hundreds of
young men from different cultures,
languages and religions being implanted in
their midst 1s understandable. Britain’s
Labour government needs to urgently find a
different way to stop the boats carrying
unwanted migrants across the channel. If it
doesn't, the likelihood is it will be confronted
by many more Piddingtons and the only
winner will be Nigel Farage's Reform party.

LETTERS

Indigenous kids need help now, not more red tape

Good on Indigenous elder Doris
Eaton for challenging the bureau-
cratic inertia around rampant
child neglect in Frisby Court,
South Hedland (*Voice of reckon-
ing”, 16-17/9). In her view, this is
due to timidity around creating
another Stolen Generation. She’s
ready to call out parents and com-
munities, and suggests another
name be found for when children
need to be removed.

The Lost Generation risks ne-
gating any future that can be sal-
vaged for these children, and the
MNeglected Generation, while it
puts the blame where it belongs,
also risks attaching stigma to the
child. I believe Eaton's plea for an-
other name is a simple one: Child-
ren First.

Janette Sinclair, Doonan, Qld

Following the latest revelations of
neglect in Port Hedland, it is clear
that Australians can expect more
platitudes from Indigenous Af-
fairs Minister Malarndirri McCar-
thy. It's what we got in the wake of
the murder of Kumanjayi Little
Baby a few short months ago (“Al-
banese must wake from post-
voice torpor and act™, 17/9).

It's a sad fact that these events
are the product of the despair and

hopelessness that exist in many
remote Aboriginal communities.
The voice referendum was a
marker that Australians of all
backgrounds and ethnicity should
be afforded equal opportunity. It
can only happen in remote com-
munities if school attendances in-
crease exponentially.

Mainstream education should
be the destination of almost every
dollar spent on Indigenous affairs

in an effort to break the nexus.
Kim Keogh, Claremont, WA

“Thisis not another Stolen Gener-
ation — that was Kkids being taken
away from good parents. We need
to take kids away from bad par-
ents.” Wise words from Indigen-
ous elder Doris Eaton. [ hope the
appropriate agencies take note.

Penni Seignior, Mudgeeraba, Qld

Is Linda Burney seriously suggest-
ing that if Anthony Albanese’s
voice referendum had been suc-
cessful, then we would have ex-
perienced an improvement in
outcomes for Indigenous people,
particularly in outback settle-
ments? It would appear that Bur-
ney's answer to the problems
facing Indigenous folk in these
settlements is to create more red

tape and administrative appoint-
ments. If that is the case, then she
has misread the current crisis.
Burney as a former senior mem-
ber of the Labor government had
ample opportunity to improve
whatwas going on in the Outback.
Unfortunately it would appear
that she achieved very little. This
is a case of not hearing anything
substantial until the horse has
bolted and the stable door well
and truly closed. It is time to de-
vote some very serious thought on

this most serious crisis.
Peter Surkitt, Sandringham, Vic

Geoff Chambers is spot-on to note
that since the defeat of the voice
referendum, Anthony Albanese
has “lost his voice”. Indeed failing
to take responsibility for the out-
come of the referendum, together
with no plan B for its failure, Alba-
nese has no policy agenda — aside
from more funding — for the Indi-
genous Australians he supposedly
was tryving to help. This is unac-
ceptable and lazy conduct, writ
large. Jacinta Nampijinpa Price
made the call during the refer-
endum campaign, for which she
arguably has a mandate, And that
is to fix the structures that exist by
“applying accountahbility to bloat-

ed bureaucracies while they ac-
cept responsibility for failure”.
Mandy Macmillan, Launceston, Tas

Amber-Jade Sanderson, the West
Australian minister responsible
for the Pilbara, might be correct in
saying “a considerable amount of
time and money” would be re-
quired to address the problems of
children in her region.

There has been a clear failure
of extant and already-funded
child protection authorities; sure-
ly those neglected, abandoned
and abused kids living in places
such as Frisby Court need urgent
protection and care right now?
They shouldn't be left to fend for
themselves until Closing the Gap
is achieved. With “more Indigen-
ous peak bodies and commissions
today than we've ever had”
(“Abandoned kids and a missing
Prime Minister”, 17/9), it’s so dis-
appointing to find that advocates
for the failed voice referendum,
including Linda Burney and
Thomas Mayo, still insist that yet
another comfortable and well-
paid representative Indigenous
body, in remote Canberra, would
have made any difference to this
difficult situation.

Paul Prociv, Mt Mellum, Qld

More solutions, less
politics in lifting our
poor productivity

The International Monetary
Fund has applauded the recent
tax changes introduced by Jim
Chalmers in the May budget. But
the fund expresses concern about
our “weak productivity”. Global
energy prices will rise with the
continuation of the Middle East
war and cause inflation to lift,
along with interest rates: a diffi-
cult environment for increasing
productivity (“IMF points to am-
bitious reform in Aussie econ-
omy ; "IMF tells Chalmers ‘'more
ambition” needed on pro-
ductivity”, 17/9).

There will be the usual criti-
cism of Labor from the Liberals
and One Nation, but how to
achieve productivity? Will it be by
creating more data centres with
their enormous costs in energy
and land, and the degradation of
the lives of local residents? Will it
be by laying off staff and using
more machines? How about pro-
motion of more research and de-
velopment and investment to lure
capital to Australia to develop
these inventions. Solutions are
needed, not political pointscor-
ing.

Jan Marshall, Brighton, Vic

Unfortunately, the International
Monetary Fund’s sensible advice
for comprehensive tax reform to
promote economic growth will
only fall on deaf ears within the
Albanese Labor government.
Perhaps the IMF didnt notice
Treasurer Jim Chalmers’ recent
budget? You can forget any re-
duction in the income tax take
since it is Labor’s chief means of
paying for its reckless spending
habit.

Ron Hobba, Camberwell, Vic

S,

Better late than never

The government has been too
timid to tackle immigration pol-
icy, when a housing shortage,
overstaying visa holders and
dubious students made the issue
obvious. Net overseas migration
has been too high for far too long.
This also means that the selection
criteria have been too slack to se-
lect the best candidates, with a
knowledge of English, who are
potentially future citizens. Fur-
thermore, too many settle in al-
ready-crowded areas of
Melbourne and western Sydney,
rather than where they are more
needed in other areas. The best
that can be said about the belated
policy release by the government
is that it is better very late than
never.

Ken Moore, Chapel Hill, Qld
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manitarianism. It has been ex-
posed for what it is.
Lee Smith, Kenmore, Qld

‘Gazaholics’ silent

Brendan O'Neill exposes the
antisemitism and pro-Hamas
sympathies of activists obsessed
with Gaza ("When do we get a
break from the ‘Gazaholics™”,
17/9). Their outrage whenever
Palestinians suffer is understand-
able. But where was their outrage
when Hamas slaughtered inno-
cent Israelis on October 7, 20237
Where was their anger at the ap-
palling antisemitic scenes outside
the Sydney Opera House on Oc-
tober 9, while the bodies of
Hamas's victims were still being
recovered? Innocent women and
children are being Kkilled in
Putin’s barbaric war against
Ukraine. The same voices are
strangely muted. Where was their
condemnation when the Iranian
regime reportedly killed tens of
thousands of its own citizens?
Again, silence.

Enough of this selective hu-

BOOKSHELF | LAURA LAND
‘Sickle-cell warriors’: the fight to cure a genetic horror

Patients with sickle-cell disease
have described their pain as “stab-
bing, pulverising”, as if “bones
were being sawed by a rusty
blade”. Itis, one said, “like being hit
by a truck and struck by lightning
atthe same time”.

In Curved Air, Kevin Davies
chronicles the remarkable history
of one of medicine’s most devas-
tating inherited diseases. Its ori-
gins lie in a genetic mutation that
arose thousands of years ago in re-
gions of sub-Saharan Africa. Car-
rying a single copy of the mutation
confers protection against severe
malaria. But people who inherit
two copies develop a disabling,
life-threatening blood disorder.
Sickle-cell disease, also called
SCD, disproportionately appears
in people of African ancestry.

Davies synthesises an enor-
mous body of scientific literature
and history in this book, placing
SCD at the intersection of biotech-
nology, medicine, race and public
policy. Little understood until the
mid-20th century, the disease
eventually became a catalyst for
breakthroughs in molecular medi-
cine. The book’s title is a poetic ref-
erence to the crescent-shaped red
blood cells that characterise the
disease. In 1949, Linus Pauling,
who would later be awarded the
Mobel prize in chemistry, worked

with a group of colleagues to estab-
lish the molecular basis for SCD.
They discovered that its causeis an
abnormal form of haemoglobin,
the oxvgen-carrying protein in-
side red blood cells. The defective
haemaoglobin sticks to itself, caus-
ing normally flexible cells to stiffen
into sickle shapes — a process
sometimes called sickling — that
block blood flow, damage organs
and trigger excruciating pain.

Symptoms take time toemerge.
Babies born with two copies of the
sickle-cell mutation initially pro-
duce foetal haemoglobin, which
does not stick together. This pro-
tects them during the first months
of life. As foetal haemoglobin gives
way to adult haemoglobin, how-
ever, the disease begins to exert its
damaging effects. Many advances
in SCD treatment have sought to
prevent red blood cells from sick-
ling by restoring protective hae-
moglobin. For decades, treatment
focused on controlling painful cri-
ses, preventing infections and
using blood transfusions to reduce
complications such as stroke.

The work of advocacy organis-
ations and civil rights groups led to
stronger calls for a curefor SCD by
the 1970s. US president Richard
Nixon proposed increased federal
funding for research into the dis-
ease in 1971 but was accused of

Doctrine of distortion

Macklemore and his supporters,
including the withdrawing sup-
port acts, have variously accused
[srael of genocide, colonialism
and apartheid. These allegations
are demonstrably untrue. Geno-
cide is the intent to destroy a
group. Israel warned Gazan civil-
ians of impending attacks and
evacuated them to safe zones.

In more than two years of
fighting terrorists embedded
among civilians, Israel’s powerful
army is estimated to have killed
roughly as many civilians as
[ran’s regime did in a week of sup-
pressing protests. Israel is the
Jewish homeland, where Jews are
indigenous and have lived for
thousands of years. It represents
Jewish self-determination in
their own land, not colonialism.
All Israeli civilians, Jewish or
Arab, have equal civil rights, and
restrictions on Palestinians in the
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West Bank are for security — to
stop rampant terrorism, not for
any racial doctrine like apartheid.
Robbie Gore, Brighton, Vic

In China’s crosshairs

Defence Minister Richard Marles
gave this response to former US
congressman Michael McCaul's
claim that US submarines rotat-
ing through Perth could carry nu-
clear weapons: “We are always
aware of exactly what activities
are being undertaken by foreign
defence forces on Australian soil”
(“US subs ‘could carry nuclear
weapons in Australia’™, 17/9). The
problem is that Marles cannot
give the same assurance with re-
spect to the joint US-Australia
defence facility at Pine Gap. Of
the 800 staff, only one in 10 is em-
ployed by the Australian govern-
ment. But with Pine Gap's
satellite-imaging capability
bound to be deploved in any fu-
ture US-China conflict we can
conclude China will have Austra-
lia firmly in its nuclear crosshairs.
Vincent Zankin, Rivett. ACT

doing so only to win the black vote.
The Black Panther Party mounted
its own education campaign, “part
of which was to undermine any
trust the black community might
have in a program designed by the
white establishment”, Davies
writes.

In 1983, an eight-yvear-old girl
with SCD and leukaemia received
a bone-marrow transplant from
her brother. Because the donor
marrow produced normal red
blood cells, her SCD was cured.
Transplantation is now a poten-
tially curative treatment for the
disease, although it remains an in-
tensive procedure with significant
risks. Hydroxyurea, a drug that
stimulates production of foetal
haemoglobin, has been shown to
reduce pain crises and other com-
plications —but it isnt a cure.

Gene therapy has offered a
more promising path. One strat-
egy, born out of experiments in the
19905 and brought to fruition in
2014, uses a meodified, disabled
form of HIV as a delivery vehicle
to insert an anti-sickling haemo-
globin gene into the patient’s own
blood-making cells. A more trans-
formative discovery came in 2008,
when researchers identified the
genetic switch that stops the pro-
duction of protective foetal hae-
moglobin after birth. Using
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A simple solution to get
Anthony Albanese more
interested in Aboriginal affairs
would be to hold the Australian

Tennis Open at Port Hedland.
Paul Haege, Darling Point, NSW

Surely the child protection
authorities in Western Australia
must act now. When elders are
pleading for help it is past time
for the bureaucrats to get out of
their comfortable offices and do
their job. If these abandoned
children were in any other
place, or dare [ say were white,
action would have already been
taken.

Don Paul, Buderim, Qld

Things will never change in
WA’s Department of Child
Protection while there are no
consequences for poor
performance by those being
paid to help those least able to
help themselves. Let the WA
Premier send the message —
sack the minister and reduce the
grade of the Department
secretary.

Roger Dace, Greenway, ACT

In his biography of Lowitja
O'Donoghue, Stuart Rintoul
refers to her early role with the
Board of Aboriginal Hostels,
whose annual budget increased
15-fold to $17m by 1986. In the
40 years since, multiple
agencies acting on behalf of
Indigenous Australians have
spent that amount too many
times over. So, perhaps the
solution doesn't lie in Canberra?
John Mullavey, Howrah, Tas

Tony Burke has flagged that
there will be a restriction of
family reunion visas for
students. When our children
studied overseas, they certainly
didnt want us tagging along,
and we didn't expect to.

Roseanne Schneider,
Toowoomba, Qld

To allow us to prepare, can the
doomsayers tell us which will
take us out first — climate
change or AlI?

lan Morison, Forrest, ACT

Call me outdated, but what can
these horribly expensive Al data
centres do that libraries and a
chat with colleagues can't do.
Ed Turner, Sinnamon Park, Qld

Brendan O'Neill nails it about
moral grandstanding, so
perhaps with so many artists
moonlighting as activists, they
should issue trigger warnings
about their art. One suggested
trigger warning: “The artist is
liable to indulge in a rant about
‘X’ at any time during the
performance and some people
might be offended/distressed by
this rant.”

Peter McRenzie, Gracemere, Qld

While Al isstill inits
developmental stage, it would
make sense to establish an Al
policing organisation. Fight fire
with fire, or combat
criminalised Al with Police Al.
Keith O’'Dempsey, Clontarf, Qld
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CRISPR, a therapy called Casgevy
was developed to target this switch
and was approved by the US Food
and Drug Administration in 2023,
Davies offers valuable insights
into the role played by biotech and
pharmaceutical companies, such
as Vertex Pharmaceuticals and
Crispr Therapeutics, in opening
doors to new treatments.

Radio interviews given by Vic-
toria Gray, an SCD patient, were,
Davies writes, an inspiration for
this book. Diagnosed as an infant,
Gray endured years of painful cri-
ses and repeated hospitalisations.
sheagreed in 2019to take partina
pioneering CRISPR-based clinical
trial led by Haydar Frangoul and
was the first person with SCD to
receive the treatment that would
eventually become Casgevy.

Davies’ formidable command
of his subject is also the book’s
weakness: his ambition to en-
compass so much science some-
times overwhelms the narrative.
At times, he indulges in the use of
medical and scientific jargon likely
to leave general readers behind.
But Curved Air illuminates the
trauma and triumphs of the “sic-
kle-cellwarriors™, as some patients
proudly refer to themselves, and
the researchers who continue to
search for a widely accessible cure.
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HENRY ERGAS
Don’t blame

the curriculum
for classroom

mediocrity e

In 2012, the Gillard government’s
white paper on Australia in the
Asian Century declared, as Na-
tional Objective 9, that "By 20125,
Australia will be ranked as a top
five country in the world for the
performance of our students in
reading, science and mathematics
literacy .

Together with the Gonski re-
port, that objective helped justify a
spending splurge that, in inflation-
adjusted terms, increased public
expenditure per student by 24 per
cent — 2% times the increase in per
capita GDP.

That the splurge benefited
teachers, the teachers unions and
our sprawling education bureauc-
racies is beyond doubt. But the re-
sults of PISA 2025 show that it
failed miserably to boost Austra-
lian students into the uppermost
ranks of the education ladder.

Not only did Australia miss the
“top five” target in all three sub-
jects; the distance between its
scores in mathematics and science
and those of the top five more than
doubled. But it is not our ahsence
from the medal podium that is
truly worrying: it is the cata-

strophic deterioration in our per-
formance over time.

Since 2015, the declines in our
maths and reading scores are, on
the OECD’s calculations, each
equivalent tolosing a year of learn-
ing — as if one previously worth-
while year of school were now
being entirely wasted. Compared
to 2003, the loss is larger still: some
two previously worthwhile years
of schooling now produce no mea-
surable gain in skills.

We are, moreover, equal oppor-
tunity education vandals: just as
the performance of our best stu-
dents fell by more than that of their
counterparts across the OECD
panel, so did that of our worst.
Kneecapping the best students is
bad enough; but what has hap-
pened to the laggards is surely un-
conscionable,

The OECD defines a baseline
score corresponding to the mini-
mum needed to take part mean-
ingfully in a technologically
advanced society. Only half of
Australian 15-year-olds clear that
very low bar in all three subjects —
science, reading and mathematics
—compared to nearly 80 per centin

RANA DADPOUR

How Iran recruited
Al for surveillance
and propaganda

Anthropic’s latest threat intelli-
gence report traces three influence
operations that used its Claude
models to three Iranian-linked in-
stitutions: the Islamic Culture and
Communications Organisation,
the Islamic Propaganda Office of
Khorasan Razavi and the Bina
Cultural Observatory.

From a seminary in Mashhad
to the cultural attache network
abroad, commercial Al was being
incorporated into the bureaucracy
of state propaganda. Despite
Claude not being officially avail-
able in Iran, it used it to plan misin-
formation campaigns, compile
target databases, draft ministerial
documents and even prepare plans
for the supreme leader’s funeral.

For Australia, these findings
raise questions about both the in-
formation circulating in public de-
bate and the safety of people who
speak out against Tehran's regime.

The propaganda operators in-
voked Jihad al-Tabyin, or “ex-
planatory jihad", treating

propaganda as a religious and stra-
tegic duty. Claude helped them
disguise official narratives as inde-
pendent commentary and attri-
bute false claims to Western
research institutions.

It is without question that the
regime already hasthe networksto
distribute and amplify its messa-
ges. Al can reduce the labour of
adapting material across langua-
ges and audiences, and increases
the capacity to influence debate
while concealing co-ordination
and origin. The same report de-
scribes units linked to the Islamic
Republic regime developing sur-
veillance tools and interfaces for a
shared case-management system
called Arman. Files included iden-
tities, beliefs and social accounts,
alongside a disturbing “action” tab.
One unit developed an identity-
harvesting browser extension dis-
guised as a prayer-time utility.

Identifving someone’s social
accounts can also reveal whom
they know. Those connections can

Singapore. Put slightly differently,
one Australian 15-vear-old in two
lacks at least one core skill needed
to be a productive member of so-
ciety.

Predictably, the reaction to
those results has been loud calls to
reform the curriculum. That there
is scope to do so is undeniable, but
it is important to be realistic.

For Australia to reach fifth
place in the rankings, the scores of
Australia’s 15-year-olds would
need to improve by about 48
points. However, very few studies
of educational reforms find im-
provements exceeding 20 points,
with gains of that magnitude de-
pending on the reforms reaching
every child and their effects lasting
through to age 15. But even were
those gains achievable, most
would be spent standing still: the
20 points would merely offset our
trend decline of about 16 points a
decade in mathematics.

Nor should we assume that the
curriculum explains the difference
between Australian students and
their better-performing counter-
parts. Japanese secondary stu-
dents, for example, greatly
outperformed Australian students
in every international test admin-
istered in the late 1960s and early
1970s — a time when rote learning
was still a central part of the Japa-
nese curriculum.

The contrast in parental expec-
tationsis a crucial part of the expla-
nation. Japanese parents, research
conducted in that period showed,
were far more demanding than
parents in the Anglosphere. Thus,
one study found that 40 per cent of
American parents thought their
children were performing satisfac-
torily, compared to only 5 per cent
of parents in Japan. And unlike
American parents, Japanese par-
ents placed twice as much weight
on effort as on ability, insisting that
their children could and should do
better by trying harder.

Still today, those differences in
the emphasis on achievement are

lead to relatives who could be
threatened to put pressure on the
person under scrutiny.

I participated in Iran’s 1999 stu-
dent protests and the 2009 Green
Movement, and witnessed the re-
gime’s brutality. Reading about
these systems brings back the deci-
sions surrounding participation:
whom to trust, whether to attend,
how much to tell those close to
yvou. People need confidence in
one another before they can act to-
gether. Surveillance of their re-
lationships can undermine that
confidence.

Anthropic separately identified
an MEK/NCRI-aligned operation
that impersonated an activist in
conversations with his contacts.
Those contacts could disclose poli-
tical views or personal information
without knowing who was receiv-
ing them. Opposition to Tehran's
regime does not excuse such a
breach of trust as the damage ex-
tends beyond those directly de-
ceived. Knowing a familiar voice or
writing styvle can be reproduced
can introduce suspicion into genu-
ine relationships, and requests for
help become harder to assess. Peo-
ple documenting repression may
face the additional burden of prov-
ing their testimony is their own.

Anthropic reveals targeting ex-
tended beyond Iranian dissidents.
It identified an Iran-linked actor
using Claude to profile hundreds
of individuals and organisations in
Israel and the Jewish diaspora to
expand an existing target list. The
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reflected in the investment East
Asian parents make in after-hours
tutoring. Participation in tutoring
is close to universal, covering
somewhere between 80 and 90 per
cent of students in Korea, Taiwan
and Hong Kong.

What participation buys is, in
effect, a second school system: by
the age at which Korean students
sit PISA, they will have spent the
equivalent of about 4% school
yvears being tutored. Moreover, be-
cause there is intense competition
between tutoring schools, the
quality of that instruction is likely
to be high.

It is conventional to claim that
the greater focus on education in
East Asia reflects the legacy of
Confucianism. But while that has
an element of truth, the far more
important factor is that so much is
atstake.

To take just one example, in
Singapore, an employee in the top
15 per cent of the skill distribution
earns 2.6 times as much over a
working life as one in the bottom 15
per cent; and that takes no account
of better working conditions,
greater job security and much
higher social standing. In Austra-
lia, by contrast, those in the skill
ranking’s top 15 per cent earn just
L5 times as much over a working
life as those in the bottom 15 per
cent.

Differences in growth rates
compound the effects of those dif-
ferences in the skill premium. Ult-
imately, an earnings premium is a
percentage: its value depends on
the earnings to which it applies.
Faster growth makes a given per-
centage premium worth more in
dollars; and because acquiring
skills requires an outlay now, faster
growth lifts the future income
stream without altering the up-
front cost — which means the in-
vestment becomes markedly more
attractive.

The effect is anything but triv-
ial: had earnings in Australia kept
rising at reform-era rates, the extra

activities also extended into mili-
tary reconnaissance against US
naval forces, revealing the striking
breadth of the regime’s Al misuse.
Australia has particular reason
to examine these findings closely.
[tis home to a dynamic Iranian di-
aspora and Jewish communities.
In 2023, the federal government
disclosed surveillance in an Irani-
an-Australian’s home and investi-
gation of their family. In August
2025, it announced ASIO’s assess-
ment that Iran’s regime had direct-
ed attacks on Lewis Continental
Kitchen in Sydney and Mel-
bourne’s Adass Israel Synagogue.
Although these disclosures do
not establish that Al enabled those
incidents, they reveal a history of
regime operations on Australian
soil. Anthropic’s unsettling report
describes capabilities that could
extend the reach of actors already
willing to cross borders and cause
harm. For [ranian-Australians
with relatives in Iran, speaking
freely here can mean calculating
risks to loved ones. Australia’s
promise of political freedomis test-
ed by that vulnerability, which Al-
assisted surveillance has deepened
considerably.
This gives Australia's Al debate
a concrete question: How do we
protect people when a foreign state
can use these tools to identify its
critics, map their relationships and
reach into the lives they built here?
Anthropic acknowledges that
its safeguards allowed some sur-
veillance-related software devel-

lifetime earnings from moving to
the top sixth in the skill distri-
bution from the middle of the pack
would be about 50 per cent greater
than they are today.

That is not to suggest future
earnings are all that matters. Rath-
er, the point is that we have done
everything we possibly can to re-
duce the stakes: failure rates are
low; just about any school leaving
score qualifies for university en-
trance; and only a minute share of
the assistance tertiary students re-
ceive depends on academic per-
formance. Meanwhile, the merit
principle plays little role in hiring,
promotion and dismissal deci-
sions, while high marginal tax
rates erode the gains from having
superior skills. As if that were not
enough, every government policy
seems designed to entrench econ-
omic stagnation, reducing the re-
turn on acquiring skills.

Little wonder, then, that PISA
shows astonishingly low levels of
aspiration among Australian 15-
yvear-olds. The motivation score of
Australian students from non-im-
migrant backgrounds is less than
half that of their US counterparts;
and while the scores of students
who are first-generation immi-
grants are significantly higher,
they too remain well below the US
benchmark.

We are, in short, firmly back at
what Keith Hancock, in his mas-
terpiece, Australia (1930), called
the worship of the “middling stan-
dard”. *Australian democracy,” he
famously wrote, “is properly anx-
ious that everybody should run a
fair race. It is improperly resentful
if anybody runs a fast race. Indeed,
it dislikes altogether the idea of a
race, for in a race victory is to the
strong. Its solicitude is for the
weak, and its instinct is to make
merit take a place in the queue.”

No amount of spending on
schools or tinkering with the cur-
riculum can cure that malady. It is
not an unfortunate error: it is me-
diocrity by design.

opment. Australia’s Al Safety In-
stitute should therefore work with
providers to test whether safe-
guards can recognise a wider pur-
pose across related requests,
without making intrusive moni-
toring of ordinary users a condi-
tion of safety. According to
Anthropic, one state organisation
in Iran claimed to have surveilled
and profiled 6388 Iranians in a
yvear. The company then banned 16
accounts linked to the operation.

But closing accounts does not
erase collected information or dis-
able tools already developed. Peo-
ple entered in security databases
may never know what information
has been collected about them,
who can access it or how it will be
used. Providers and democratic
governments should measure
their response partly by the protec-
tion those exposed to Al-assisted
surveillance receive, including
confidential reporting and practi-
cal specialist support.

For people facing repression,
Al safety is bound up with whether
they can speak, organise and trust
one another without exposing
themselves or their families to
danger. Keeping Al under human
control is therefore an incomplete
ambition unless we also ask whose
control it strengthens, and what
protection people have when that
power is used against them.

Rana Dadpour is a research fellow
at James Cook University. She
came to Australia from Iran in 2012,
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TONY ABBOTT

War Memorial not
the place to fight
the ‘frontier wars’

Because it commemorates the ser-
vice and sacrifice of the men and
women who have fought for our
country, the Awustralian War
Memorial is our greatest national
monument and shrine. It was orig-
inally conceived by Charles Bean,
to honour the men whose exploits
he'd described in the official his-
tory of the Great War.

What these men did, he wrote,
nothing now can alter: “The good,
the bad, the greatness and small-
ness of their story will stand ... It
rises, as it will always rise, above
the mists of ages, a monument to
great-hearted men, and for their
nation a possession forever.”

That's been the role of the War
Memoaorial ever since: to chronicle,
to mourn, occasionally to admit
and to explain, but above all to
honour the deeds of the Austra-
lian armed forces, of the nation-in-
uniform. It's been intended as a
place of unity and pride, rather
thandivision and shame; a placeto
record and to remember what
Australians have done together to
defend our commonwealth, to
support our allies, and to uphold
our values. It's never been intend-
ed as a place to note, other than
perhaps in passing, the fights of
some Australians against other
Australians; and even then, say
with the conscription debates,
only in the context of our military
campaigns.

That's why the current cam-
paign to make the so-called “fron-
tier wars” a key element of the
expanded and revamped Mem-
orial is so misconceived. If the un-
doubted bloodshed between
settlers and tribespeople is to be
included, because the critics of co-
lonialism now choose to charac-
terise much of our history as a
“war” between the British Empire
and “First Nations”, what about
the fights between “First Nations”,
which were frequent and often
deadly? How could events such as
the Eureka Stockade or even the
apprehension of the Kelly gang be
excluded, as at least they involved
official direction, in a “war mem-
orial” that would then have
evolved from honouring our sol-
diers to eroding our conception of
the nation for which they fought?

Recent claims that the " Austra-
lian wars” of the 19th century
could have killed up to 100,000
Aboriginal people, largely based

on projections and assumptions
about the bloody work of the
Queensland native mounted
police, are entirely speculative.

Even the Newcastle University
Massacre Map puts the Aboriginal
death toll at about 11000, from
some 400 massacres around the
country. And because this figure is
often derived from subsequent
oral history, it's best described as a
guesstimate — although that's not
to minimise the bloodshed that
took place, such as around Bath-
urst, in Gippsland, western Victor-
ia, the Kimberleys, outback
Queensland, and particularly in
Tasmania.

In the 1820s, Tasmania en-
dured what were described, even
then, asthe “Black Wars”, with fre-
quent attacks on isolated shep-
herds and homesteads,
culminating in a declaration of
martial law and the “black line”,
where some 2000 soldiers and set-
tlers attempted to corral the resist-
ance.

Historian Henry Reynolds
says that the martial law declar-
ation plus the scale of settler casu-
alties (almost 200 dead in a
population of scarcely 20,000
with perhaps three times as many
Aboriginal deaths) justifies it
being called a war. On the other
hand, benign interactions contin-
ued, with widow Sarah Birch inter-
vening on at least two occasions to
save the warrior Kickerterpoller
from prison or execution. And
governor George Arthur, along
with most of the citizens of Hob-
art, received the remaining warri-
ors with honour after the eventual
truce.

If the undoubted violence of
those much harsher times really
constituted a war between two
peoples, it's hard to explain the
eagerness of Aboriginal men to
join their fellow Australians in the
First AIF. At least a thousand Ab-
original men talked their way past
racial bans on recruitment, with
up to 30 of them decorated for val-
our. Hundreds were killed in ac-
tion, including a son of 1930s
activist William Cooper, who cited
these deaths for king and country
in his bid for Aboriginal people’s
full civic rights.

It's this Aboriginal contri-
bution to Australia’s military cam-
paigns, well before official
discrimination ended, that has

LACHLAN VASS

Migration policy
ripe for reform; all
we got were tweaks

Economists are fond of pointing
out that there’s no such thing as a
free lunch. Nowhere is this more
true than in migration policy,
where the system is complex and
the trade-offs particularly sharp.

These trade-offs provide the
context for Tony Burke’s Nation-
al Press Club address on Thurs-
day, where the Home Affairs
Minister delivered his much-
awaited update on the govern-
ment’s migration policy -
something other parties have yet
to seriously grapple with.

While expectation of signifi-
cant changes built ahead of the
announcements, the policies
eventually announced turned out
to be a light touch. More in the
bucket of bureaucratic tweaks
than systemic reform, with the
difficult trade-offs and discus-
sions involved in substantial mi-
gration reform largely avoided.

The focus of the government’s
changes are the temporary mi-
gration system. This is under-
standable. As my co-author,
Henry Sherrell, and I point out in
a recent essay, the stock of tem-
porary migrants in Australia has
risen from around two million in
2018 to three million in 2025. We
estimate that around 30 per cent
of 25-29-year-olds in Australia
are on atemporary visa.

This is partially a result of the
temporary system being “"demand
driven”, with governments choos-
ing to exercise less control over it
than the permanent migration
system. The major types of tem-
porary visa holders are interna-
tional students (and graduates),
working holiday-makers, tem-
porary skilled workers and bridg-

ing visa holders. In an attempt to
curb numbers, the policies an-
nounced are designed to target
some of these categories directly.
The number of visas for sec-
ond- and third-year working holi-
day-makers will be capped and
allocated based on a ballot (build-
ing on announcements in the
budget), following a surge in num-
bers from around 140,000 pre-
Covid to 220000 In recent
months. Secondary visa holders

Thursday’s
announcements
appear to be more
piecemeal than
fundamental

(eg, partners of student and
graduate visa holders) — which
currently account for around
140,000 visa holders — will be re-
stricted.

Limits will be placed on the
ability to hop from some tempor-
ary visas to others in an attempt to
restrict students and other tem-
porary visa holders from extend-
ing their time in Australia beyond
that initially expected. And ad-
ditional resourcing will be dedi-
cated to encouraging the
departure of migrants who have
overstayed their visa.

These new policies aren’t ex-
pected to reduce net migration to
Australia beyond previous fore-
casts, rather ensuring net mi-
gration remains on the path laid
out in the May budget. The hope
appears to be that continued tidy-

long been remembered and justly
celebrated at the Australian War
Memorial.

Of course, it has to be accepted
that we let ourselves down as a
country, and betray our best ide-
als, when we fail to confront the
whole story of our past.

For instance, even though the
subject matter of the Brereton Re-
port is far from the whole story of
our Afghanistan campaign, how-
ever contested, it is a part of it. So
that’s a possible blot on our hon-
our as a nation that cant be ig-
nored, even in a place dedicated to
the ideals of duty, service and sac-
rifice.

And ves, for too long, the
bloodstained frontier was am-
nesed from our history, in what
WEH Stanner called the “great
Australian silence”. Yet official
goodwill dated from the very start
of settlement, with governor Ar-
thur Phillip enjoined by the British
government to “live in amity” with
the native peoples. When speared
at Manly Cove while searching for
Bennelong, he put it down to a
misunderstanding and refrained
from the show of punitive force
that might have been expected at
that time.

Then there were the explorers
who could not have traversed ter-
ritory unseen by British eyes with-
out Aboriginal guides, the settlers
who could not have farmed with-
out Aboriginal help, and all the
Australians from mission times to
these who've dedicated their lives
to Aboriginal advancement, that
make any modern re-characteri-
sation of our history as one of in-
vasion and near genocide a wild
pendulum swing too far.

Of course, Tasmanian resist-
ance leader Tongerlongeter is no
less a part of our national story
than Simpson with his donkey,
and we should admire the spirit
with which he defended a doomed
way of life. No less than the An-
zacs, he belongs to all Australians,
whether their ancestors have been
here for tens of thousands of years,
or whether they've just emerged
from their citizenship ceremony.
The only question is: Where
should it be enshrined?

Given that none of the partici-
pants in any “frontier war” had
Australian uniforms or the auth-
orisation of an Australian govern-
ment, the place to recall and to
regret might be at the Australian
National Museum, or perhaps ata
new wing of the National Centre
for Indigenous Studies at the ANU
as Reynolds suggested recently,
but it's not here at the Australian
War Memorial

Tony Abbott served as Australia’s
28th prime minister. He is the
author of Australia: A History
(HarperCollins,2025) Thisisa
condensed version of aspeech he
delivered at the Australian War
Memorial on Friday.

ing up of the system will help con-
tinue to bring net migration down
to 225,000 over time.

The proof will come in time.
But a quiet, managerial response
to one of the defining political is-
sues of the era is likely to do little
towin hearts and minds.

This approach stands in con-
trast to the government’s Mi-
gration Review, headed by former
Treasury secretary Martin Par-
kinson, which concluded: “Aus-
tralia’s migration program is not
fit for purpose” and “successive
governments and policymakers
have responded to challenges
through piecemeal reforms which
have not addressed fundamental
underlying issues”.

Thursday's announcements
appear to be more piecemeal than
fundamental. Beyond the work
on curbing net overseas mi-
gration, a number of policy areas
that offer an opportunity to im-
prove the selection and the econ-
omic outcomes of migration
remain outstanding.

Burke referenced work under
way on reforming the indepen-
dent skilled points test, which had
a discussion paper released in
April 2024 and a commitment to
reform in this year’s budget. De-
velopments here offer the chance
to improve the economic out-
comes of the migrants selected as
well as the incentives that flow
through to the temporary mi-
gration system.

A review of regional migration
settings has also been under way
since June 2024. Regional visa
holders tend to live in capital cities
and earn less than other skilled
migrants. This is another area
that appears ripe for reform,
though two years later we're still
waiting.

Migration policy isn't easy.
There are difficult trade-offs to be
made, and vested interests to be
overcome. We should beware
those who sell easy solutions.
However, the government’s poli-
cies announced on Thursday are
closer to procedural tweaks than
systemic reform.

Lachlan Vassis research manager
at ebl Institute.
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Hong Kong's first five-year plan helps
chart development vision of the SAR

ong Kong Chief Executive John Lee
Ka-chiu presented the First Five-Year
Plan for Economic and Social Develop-
ment of the Hong Kong Special Admin-
istrative Region (2026-30) at the Legislative Council
on Wednesday, outlining the city’s development
vision and strategic directions for the five years.

The document covers the economy, industries,
infrastructure and the green transformation, as
well as livelihood sectors including healthcare,
education, housing, welfare, and elderly care. It
focuses on Hong Kong’s unique advantages under
the “one country, two systems” framework, and
seeks to strengthen the SAR’s position as an inter-
national financial, maritime and trade center.

By launching the five-yvear plan, the SAR is
seeking to align its development with that of the
country as a whole. The Chinese central govern-
ment launched the 15th Five-Year Plan (2026-30)
for National Economic and Social Development
this vear. This alignment will enable Hong Kong
to seize the opportunities presented by the Chi-
nese mainland’s high-quality development and
high-standard opening-up, while also forging
consensus and uniting different segments of soci-
ety to promote Hong Kong’s transition from sta-
bility to prosperity.

The SAR’ plan looks to leverage the mainland’s
shift toward innovation-driven growth, its progress-
ing green transition and deeper global integration
to make the most of Hong Kong’s complementary
strengths as an international center.

Hong Kong, as a financial center, is the world’s
largest cross-border wealth management hub. Asa
shipping center, it hosts around 1,200 maritime-re-
lated companies offering high-value professional
services. And as a trading center, the city ranks
among the worlds largest commeodity trading
economies and is one of the freest economies glo-
bally. The SAR’s five-year plan seeks to consolidate
these advantages, including by building a com-
modity trading ecosystem and a high value-added
supply chain services center.

A key focus is on innovation and technology. By
transforming the Northern Metropolis — a major

strategic development project in Hong Kong —
and the Guangdong-Hong Kong-Macao Greater
Bay Area into research and high-value industry
hubs, Hong Kong aims to diversify its economy,
create quality jobs and secure future competi-
tiveness.

As the mainland opens its markets wider and
moves up the value chain, Hong Kong can serve
as a bridge and gateway for capital, talent and
ideas to flow in both directions, connecting the
mainland to the world and the world to China’s
next phase of modernization. This is not only an
economic opportunity, but also a defining test of
how well the SAR can consolidate its position
while contributing to national development.

Given its aim to create employment opportuni-
ties and foster upward mobility, the plan has pro-
found significance for all Hong Kong residents. The
SAR government organized multiple consultation
sessions over the past several months to gather
inputs from Legislative Council members, sectoral
representatives and the general public. Ideas from
all sections of society have proved invaluable in
shaping a shared vision for Hong Kong’s future.

Moreover, the Hong Kong SAR government has
also studied the experiences of the Macao SAR
and mainland cities, sending teams to various pla-
ces to learn from them before drawing up its first
five-year plan. Addressing concerns that the plan
might change Hong Kong's system, the chief exec-
utive assured that the plan will uphold Hong
Kong’s rule of law and capitalist system, imple-
ment the Basic Law and adhere to the principle of
“one country, two systems” without altering the
SAR’s identity. “The five-vear plan is not a planned
economy. It is a plan which tells us where the stra-
tegic directions are, where we are heading, and
what the priority areas are,” he said.

The plan will help the SAR navigate global uncer-
tainties and the changes brought by the latest tech-
nological revolution. With strong support from the
central government and active participation from
all sections of society, Hong Kong is well-positioned
to effectively draw on its traditional strengths while
complementing them with new ones.

Chinese answer to security dilemma

unich’s 2026 security conference

adopted “Under Destruction” as its

theme, reflecting anxiety about a

fraying international order and
uncertain transatlantic relations. The Shangri-La
Dialogue in Singapore, meanwhile, was dominat-
ed by concerns about strategic competition, alli-
ances and regional defense commitments.

Much of modern Western security thinking
was forged in a world of rival European powers,
colonial frontiers, industrial warfare and limited
economic interdependence. It treats internation-
al anarchy and power competition as enduring
facts, with alliances among like-minded states
the bulwark to protect privileges.

NATO remains the clearest expression of this. But
collective protection for alliance membersis not the
same as security for everyone. A system designed
for the strategic anxieties of the Cold War cannot
automatically answer the needs of a world in which
threats and interests cross almost every border.

Today’s dangers do not respect cozy club mem-
bership. Climate change, pandemics, cyberat-
tacks, supply-chain disruptions, terrorism and
the risks associated with artificial intelligence are
shared hazards. Economic globalization has
made national prosperity dependent on distant
markets, energy routes and production net-
works. A disruption in one region can quickly
become inflation, unemployment or political
instability in another.

The 13th Beijing Xiangshan Forum, as illustrat-
ed by its theme — “Build Consensus on Stability,
Advance Security Governance Together” — is less
downbeat and more constructive than the
Munich and Singapore security gatherings. Its
agenda places the inclusion of developing coun-
tries in global rule-making, as well as Al govern-
ance and the security of maritime corridors and
of cyber and outer space, alongside conventional
questions of strategic stability.

At the opening of the forum on Wednesday, Chi-
na’s Defense Minister Dong Jun noted that stability
should be defended through true multilateralism,
with the United Nations at the center and interna-
tional law as the rule book. The lessons of two world
wars and today’s conflicts, he said, point to the
importance of preventing crises before they erupt.
He also urged vigilance against hegemonism, mili-
tarism and historical revisionism.

Yet the security policy of some developed coun-
tries often reaches first for the old instruments:
alliances and exclusive partnerships, higher mili-

tary spending and forward deployments. In this
way the security dilemma becomes self-perpetuat-
ing. Measures presented as defensive by one side
are interpreted as offensive by another, producing
countermeasures that prompt further actions
from the other side, leaving evervone less secure.
The history of NATO’s post-Cold War enlargement
and the subsequent conflict in Ukraine illustrates
how incompatible security narratives can become
mutually reinforcing. In Asia, Japan's importing of
similarly exclusive strategic logic risks turning a
region of extraordinary economic interdepend-
ence into a theater of bloc rivalry.

China’s Global Security Initiative offers a differ-
ent framework. Its principles of common, com-
prehensive, cooperative and sustainable security
place dialogue above confrontation, partnership
above alliance and shared security above zero-
sum games. It stresses sovereignty, the UN Char-
ter, attention to the legitimate security concerns
of all countries and the integration of traditional
and nontraditional security. Development, in this
conception, is not separate from security, but one
of its foundations.

The appeal of this approach is particularly evi-
dent to the Global South, where economic develop-
ment, political stability, food and energy security
often outrank military threats. The wide support
for the approach suggests a demand for security
arrangements that are less exclusive and more
responsive to countries outside established strate-
gic clubs.

Hegemonism — whether justified in the lan-
guage of intervention or an allegedly exclusive
“rules-based order” — remains dangerous. So
does the new militarism and historical revision-
ism of Japan’s Sanae Takaichi government, which
risks reviving anxieties about that country’s
aggression in the Asia-Pacific.

The questions are unavoidable. In an age of glo-
balization, why persist with zero-sum security? If
the UN system, forged in the crucible of two
world wars, is treated as optional, has humanity
forgotten the price of its past follies? And why
allow Al, outer space and cyberspace to become
new battlegrounds for old strategic habits? These
domains should be arenas for cooperation, collec-
tive rule-making and common security, not the
next frontiers of an arms race.

The future will not echo the voice broadcasting
the loudest warnings, but will instead belong to
whoever recognizes that true security never mis-
takes the world of yesterday for the world of today.
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Luo Jie

Opinion Line

EU should avoid mistaking
true partner for strategic rival

European Commission President
Ursula von der Leyen reportedly pro-
poses to establish a European Securi-
ty Council. That may prove to be one
of the most consequential ideas in
her State of the Union address on
Wednesday.

However, some have questioned
whether that will become less a
forum for defining Europe’s own
security concerns and more another
mechanism for turning China intoa
de facto permanent strategic target.

The European Union needs great-
er strategic autonomy, not another
institution organized around some-
one else’s rivalry.

The distinction matters because
the EU’s security problems are not
caused by China. The EU faces con-
flict on its eastern flank, energy inse-
curity, migration pressures, cyvber
threats, supply-chain vulnerabilities
and technological dependence.

It also faces a profound competi-
tiveness problem. The euro area’s
GDP only grew by 0.3 percent year-
on-year in the first half of 2026.
Annual growth is forecast at only 1.1
percent. Germany, France and Italy
are barely moving. Energy-intensive
EU industries such as chemicals,
steel and aluminum have lost com-
petitiveness.

Energy policy is perhaps the clear-
est pain point. After the Ukraine eri-
sis, Europe moved away from
relatively cheap Russian gas without
securing equally affordable alterna-
tives. So renewables accounted for
just 46 percent of electricity genera-
tion in the EU in the first quarter of
2026, leaving more than half of
Europe to source its energy from
imported fossil fuels. The Interna-
tional Monetary Fund estimates that
internal EU barriers are equivalent
to a 44 percent tariff on goods and a

110 percent tariff on services.
Former European Central Bank
president Mario Draghi’s 2024 com-
petitiveness report identified weak
innovation investment, fragmented
markets and inadequate financing
among Europe’s central problems.

Nearly two years later, only 15.7
percent of the report’s 383 recom-
mendations have reportedly been
fully implemented. Europe does not
need a new strategic institution to
explain these failures. It needs to
implement the reforms it already
knows are necessary.

German Chancellor Friedrich
Merz visited China in February and
saw firsthand both the scale of Chi-
nese industrial competition and the
pressures facing German companies.

Yet, in recent months, he has been
supporting tougher EU trade meas-
ures against China and urging the
European Commission to refine its
trade policy toolbox ahead of the
October consultations with China.
The political pressure from the oppo-
sition Alternative for Germany is
obvious. But European security
should not be defined by the domes-
tic electoral pressures of individual
governments.

The German government should
address the genuine concerns the
AfD is raising — rising energy costs,
deindustrialization, migration pres-
sures and stagnant living standards
— rather than allow them to be con-
verted into a permanent search for
foreign antagonists.

A Bertelsmann Stiftung survey of
228 European companies, pub-
lished on Monday, found that more
than half had no plans to diversify
away from China; only 4 percent
planned to reduce direct invest-
ment there and 3 percent to cut
research and development.

Businesses are not ignoring geopo-
litical risks. They are seeking resil-
ience. That is what “de-risking”
should mean. It should not automati-
cally mean “decoupling”.

This distinction should guide the
proposed European Security Council.
If founded, it should examine genu-
ine security vulnerabilities arising
from dependence on energy, critical
minerals, technology, military capa-
bilities or external coercion. A securi-
ty institution that begins with the
assumption that China is the prinei-
pal “threat” would quickly become
an instrument of geopolitical align-
ment rather than European strategic
autonomy.

Von der Leyen’s proposal therefore
faces a simple test. Will the council
help the EU find the resolve to tackle
its internal challenges? The EU
needs the capacity to think for itself,
not another institution through
which someone else’s strategic rival-
ry is imported into EU policy.

A European Security Council
should be a council for European
security — not another China-tar-
geting mechanism by another name.

As Chinese Foreign Minister
Wang Yi emphasized in telephone
talks with French Foreign Minister
Jean-Noel Barrot on Monday, Chi-
na and Europe should properly
address the current economic and
trade frictions through construct-
ive dialogue and avoid escalating
confrontation.

Of late, whenever the EU runs up
against intractable problems at
home, it drags the China-related
issues into the discussion to take
the pressure off Brussels. That is
irresponsible, and it does nothing
to help China-EU relations develop
steadily.

— LI YANG, CHINA DAILY

What They Say

Safety framework covering Al agent risks necessary

Editor’s note: The Chinese government issued the Artificial Intelligence Safety Governance Framework 3.0 at the
opening ceremony of the 2026 China Cybersecurity Week on Monday in Jinan, capital of East China’s Shandong
province. The framework outlines principles for artificial intelligence governance, identifies potential risks and
recommends measures to mitigate these risks. China Central Television spoke to Wen Yuheng, an associate profes-
sor of the Al law research institute at the China University of Political Science and Law, about what’s new in ver-
sion 3.0 of the framework. Below are excerpts of the interview. The views don’t necessarily represent those of

China Daily.

The release of three versions of
the Al Safety Governance Frame-
work in as many years reflects the
country’s efforts to adapt its govern-
ance strategies to the rapidly evolv-
ing Al landscape.

Framework 1.0 released in 2024
focused on the inherent risks of
both Al and the application of the
technology.

Framework 2.0 expanded on this
by addressing derivative risks, such
as challenges to employment and
ethical considerations, while estab-
lishing fundamental principles for
trustworthy Al

Since then, the world has wit-
nessed major leaps in Al's capabili-
ties. Large models have moved
beyond merely answering questions
and entered a new phase where
agents can autonomously perform
tasks. Therefore, Framework 3.0
pays closer attention to the safety

risks posed by Al agents.

Framework 3.0 clearly identifies
the risks associated with agentic
and embodied Al, signaling a struc-
tural shift in Al governance.

Previously, during the informa-
tion age and the internet era, prac-
tices and information were
projected from the real world onto
virtual cyberspace. But now, as Al
agents’ capabilities advance,
actions generated by the agents in
the virtual space have a tangible
impact in the real world, introdue-
ing new risks.

Although Framework 3.0 is not
mandatory, it serves as a benchmark.
Regulators may follow this guideline
when managing the risks of Al prod-
ucts and overseeing related business
activities.

Also, the framework will help
companies win the trust of users if
they adopt the recommendations

in the newly released guideline.

Framework 3.0 also calls for
strengthening the management of
open-source ecosystem safety and
supply chain safety. When it comes
to safety and innovation, the goal is
not to find a fixed balance point.
Instead, a dynamic approach is
needed. The level of safety measures
should be determined by the level of
specific risks identified during the
process of innovation, thus main-
taining a balance between safety
and innovation.

The emphasis on safety does not
stifle innovation. Without ensuring
safety, innovation could become a
potentially destructive force.

To promote international coopera-
tion on Al technology and govern-
ance, major countries need to build
mutual trust. They should also learn
from each other and draw on each
other’s governance practices.
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HKSAR plans coherent path to progress

n Wednesday, the Hong

Kong Special Administrative

Region government simulta-

neously released its 2026
Policy Address and Hong Kong’s first
Five-Year Plan (2026-30). These releas-
es signal a new stage in Hong Kong’s
development and the practice of the
“one country, two systems” principle.
Their significance is manifold.

In recent
years, follow-
ing the reso-
lution of the
2019-20
unrest, a col-
laborative
effort among the central government,
the SAR government and various seg-
ments of society has been underway to
chart Hong Kong’s future development
strategy. This collaboration has culmi-
nated in a consensus that considers the
challenging international environment
Hong Kong faces, while also leveraging
the city’s unique strengths.

At the same time, the central govern-
ment wants Hong Kong to better lever-
age its unique advantages under “one
country, two systems” to contribute to
national development.

Hong Kong’s first Five-Year Planis a
response to both the central govern-
ment’s expectations and the aspira-
tions of the SAR’s residents.

The Five-Year Plan outlines a strate-
gic focus on industrial transformation
and upgrading, aiming to propel all
industries toward knowledge-based,
high-tech and high-value-added devel-
opment. Central to this plan is the
enhancement of Hong Kong’s innova-
tion and technology sectors. With
robust support from the central gov-
ernment, Hong Kong enterprises can
access a wealth of resources, fostering

" Global
Lens

collaboration with mainland enterpris-
es to drive innovation and technology.
This synergy will enable Hong Kong’s
financial, legal and professional servi-
ces to bolster innovation and technolo-
gy development in the mainland.

Regional economic cooperation has
become crucial amid deglobalization,
and Hong Kong will seek new roles with-
in key regional cooperation mechanisms.

The eity is set to play a pivotal role in
building the Guangdong-Hong Kong-
Macao Greater Bay Area and the “Belt
and Road Initiative”, serving as a hub
for finance, services, information,
logistics, legal and high-end profes-
sional services.

Hong Kong is expected to further con-
solidate its strategic position as a gateway
for mainland enterprises going global.

A key objective of the plan is the
improvement of people’s livelihoods.
The plan addresses pressing social
issues such as population aging, land
and housing shortage, poverty, medical
services, welfare provisions and upward
mobility of young people, aiming for
tangible improvements in these areas.

With the introduction of the Five-
Year Plan, the nature of the SAR gov-
ernment’s Policy Address has also
changed. The Five-Year Plan outlines a
long-term policy framework that aligns
with and supports the national devel-
opment strategy. The Five-Year Plan
therefore has a higher position than the
Policy Address in the governance of the
SAR and Hong Kong’s development.

The annual Policy Address will no
longer be a stand-alone policy blue-
print but will implement the policies
and projects specified in the Five-Year
Plan. This alignment will ensure that
Hong Kong’s governance, development
direction and major policies are more
coherent, predictable and effective.

The Five-Year Plan signifies a trans-
formative shift in Hong Kong’s govern-
ance. In recent years, the SAR
government has moved from a passive
governance model to a more proactive
approach, emphasizing long-term stra-
tegic thinking over short-term fixes.

This shift has brought about greater
certainty, coherence and continuity in
policy direction and objectives,
enhanecing the systematic integration
of various policy initiatives. The Five-
Year Plan itself is a testament to this
proactive governance mindset, mark-
ing an irreversible change in Hong
Eong’s governance philosophy.

Additionally, the Five-Year Plan
enriches the practice of the “one coun-
try, two systems” principle. In the past,
both internal and external hostile for-
ces, as well as some residents, have
misunderstood or distorted the rela-
tionship between Hong Kong and the
mainland under this framework.

Anti-China elements have continu-
ously opposed strengthening Hong
Kong’s economic ties with the main-
land, spreading unfounded fears that
such integration would erode Hong
Kong’s autonomy and increase the cen-
tral government’s control.

However, Deng Xiaoping, chief archi-
tect of the “one country, two systems”
policy, had envisioned Hong Kong lever-
aging its unique advantages to support
the country’s socialist modernization.
The Five-Year Plan will deepen Hong
Kong’s integration into the national
development strategy, aligning its
objectives with those of the country.

Hong Kong will leverage its systems
and policies to functionally connect
with and serve the nation’s develop-
ment strategy, advancing and achiev-
ing shared objectives, particularly in
promoting the internationalization of

the renminbi, supporting mainland
enterprises’ global expansion, develop-
ing the Greater Bay Area, integrating
countries along the Belt and Road Ini-
tiative into a dynamic regional econo-
my, and “telling China’s story well” on
the international stage.

Finally, the Five-Year Plan promises
to strengthen the relationship between
the Hong Kong SAR government and
the central government. The synergy
between the central government’s
overall jurisdiction over Hong Kong
and the SAR’s high degree of autonomy
played a crucial role in resolving Hong
Kong’s past unrest and reshaping its
political and governance structure.

Close cooperation between the cen-
tral government, the SAR government,
and all segments of society is vital for
ensuring the comprehensive and accu-
rate implementation of the “one coun-
try, two systems” policy in Hong Kong.

This cooperation will help combat
internal and external hostile forces,
safeguard national security, maintain
prosperity and stability, promote devel-
opment, transform Hong Kong into
various international centers and
address social challenges.

As the Five-Year Plan prioritizes Hong
Kong’s integration into the overall devel-
opment of the nation, support and coop-
eration from the central government and
the mainland will not only be essential
but are expected to increase, ensuring
seamless alignment between national
and local development strategies.

The author is professor emeritus of
soctology at The Chinese University of
Hong Kong and a consultant in the
Chinese Association for Hong Kong &
Macao Studies.

The views don’t necessarily reflect those of

Jose Ramon G. Albert

Building bridges for cross-border digital trade

dried-mango exporter in

Cebu, Philippines, can close a

sale with a buyer in Nanning,

capital of Guangxi Zhuang
autonomous region, in about the time it
takes to finish a cup of coffee.

The order comes through a digital
platform, the price is settled in a chat
window, payment is confirmed on a
phone. Then the shipment reaches the
border and the clock changes gears.

The electronic invoice has to be re-en-
coded. The digital signature that is valid
in Manila is not recognized on the Chi-
nese side. The certificate of origin trav-
els as paper. The money moves through
a chain of correspondent banks. Min-
utes of commerce, followed by weeks of
paperwork.

This gap is the real subject whenever
we talk about connecting digital econo-
mies. People from both countries are
online. Both countries have functioning
payment systems, competent customs
services and modern e-commerce laws.

‘What they do not have, reliably, is the
willingness to treat each other’s docu-
ments, identities and assurances as val-
id. Genuine digital integration is less
about coverage than about recognition,
that is, whether one system will accept
what another system says is true.

The Association of Southeast Asian
Nations-China Free Trade Area (ACFTA)
3.0 Upgrade Protocol, signed in Kuala
Lumpur in October 2025, added a dedi-
cated digital economy chapter to a rela-
tionship that had been organized
mainly around tariffs.

In late May 2026, in Manila, ASEAN
negotiators closed the last open issues
in the ASEAN Digital Economy Frame-
work Agreement, which is due to be
signed in November.

The 23rd China-ASEAN Expo opens
in Nanning on Thursday. Within rough-
ly a year, the region will have committed
itself, on paper, to a great deal of digital
cooperation. The harder question is
whether any of it will change what hap-
pens to that shipment from Cebu.

There is a cautionary lesson in the
tariff story. Intra-ASEAN tariffs are now
effectively zero. Yet the share of intra-
ASEAN trade in the region’s total trade
fell from about 25 percent in 2003 to 22
percent in 2023.

Removing the visible barrier did not,
by itself, deepen the relationship,
because the costs that remained were
the ones sitting behind the border —
divergent standards, licensing, incon-
sistent procedures, regulatory distance.

The Philippine experience with digital
trade repeats the pattern almost exactly.
Policy research by several colleagues at
the Philippine Institute for Develop-
ment Studies and me found that Philip-
pine tariffs on digital goods imported

"Global
Lens

Micro and small
enterprises make up the
overwhelming majority
of businesses in the
Philippinesand in

most of ASEAN.

from the Asia-Pacific had fallen to 0.09
percent by 2019, with more than 92 per-
cent of tariff lines duty-free.

On that measure the country is as
open as any economy in the region. On
other measures it is not, and the pace of
change tells the story.

Foreign equity limits in sectors adja-
cent to digital trade, and procurement
rules still favor domestic bidders.

Telecommunications had the most
visible barrier of all: a new entrant
needed its own law, a franchise grant-
ed by Congress, before it could build
anything.

That requirement survived until the
Konektadong Pinoy Act removed it for
data transmission providers, with the
rules taking effect only this vear.

Barriers behind the border are not
removed by signing anything,

They are removed one statuteata
time, slowly, and usually long after the
case for removing them has been won.

This is why interoperability is not a
technical footnote.

It is a distributional question. A large
company can absorb non-recognition: it
hires local counsel, registers a subsidi-
ary, keeps parallel compliance teams,
re-encodes documents.

These are fixed costs, and fixed costs
are trivial when spread across large vol-
umes. But they are crushing when
spread across small ones.

Micro and small enterprises make up
the overwhelming majority of business-
es in the Philippines and in most of
ASEAN.

Every document that must be pro-
duced twice is, in effect, a regressive tax
on the smallest exporters. When we ask
whether the digital economy can genu-
inely benefit small firms, we are really
asking whether we are prepared to
remove duplication the cost of which
only small firms feel the weight of.

The data question follows the same
logic. Governments restrict cross-border
data flows less out of hostility to data
than out of fear of losing visibility and
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jurisdiction. Tax law is built on physical
presence, and digital commerce dis-
solves it. A separate PIDS study map-
ping the flows of value in Philippine e-
commerce found that platforms and
payment providers sit at the center of
the network. They touch nearly every
transaction, and information concen-
trates with them.

That is where cooperation should be
designed. If regulators and revenue
authorities can obtain verifiable records
and mutual assistance from those inter-
mediaries, they lose less by allowing
data to move, and the case for hard
localization weakens on its own terms.

None of this argues for a single har-
monized rulebook, which the region will
not produce and does not need.

It argues for stacked, narrow recogni-
tions, each testable: e-invoices, e-signa-
tures, business identity, connected
customs windows, interoperable pay-
ment codes. The way to build them is
one route at a time.

Take a single trade lane, say, agricul-
tural exports from Mindanao in the
Philippines to Guangxi, have both sides

agree to accept one document type elec-
tronically, then measure the only two
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things the exporter cares about: the days
between order and release, and what
the paperwork costs. If those numbers
fall, extend the arrangement to the next
document and the next route.

If they do not, we will at least know.
Signed agreements are easy to count.
Clearance times are harder, and they are
the number that tells us whether any of
this is working.

The Philippines chairs ASEAN this
year, which gives it an unusual chance
to insist on that discipline.

The test of everything signed in Nan-
ning and Kuala Lumpur will not be the
number of agreements. It will be wheth-
er the exporter in Cebu actually spends
less time proving its credentials.

The author is a senior research fellow
at the Philippine Institute for Develop-
ment Studies. He was chief statistician
of the Philippines and secretary-gener-
al of the now defunct National Statisti-
cal Coordination Board, which got
consolidated with other statistics offi-
ces into the Philippine Statistics
Authority.

The views don’t necessarily reflect
those of China Daily.

Cheng Ming Yu

Moving from
innovation to impact
on artificial intelligence

efore dawn on Aug 30, runners gathered on the

streets of Kuala Lumpur to participate in the

Malaysia Marathon 2026. Among them was an

extraordinary participant who needed neither
running shoes nor drinking water.

A Chinese-built humanoid robot set off from Pavilion Kua-
la Lumpur and completed the entire 10-Kilometre course.

This remarkable feat occurred just days after the 2026
‘World Robot Conference in Beijing, where over 300 compa-
nies from across the world showcased more than 3,000
robots and related products, including 311 new products.

China’s artificial intelligence industry is expanding rapidly.
In 2025, the country’s core Al industry exceeded 1.2 trillion
yuan ($179 billion) and comprised more than 6,200 compa-
nies, according to the Ministry of Industry and Information
Technology. What truly sets China apart is the speed with
which innovations move from ideas to real-world applications.

Supported by an extensive industrial ecosystem, from
sensors and batteries to factories and supply chains, Chi-
na can rapidly test, improve and mass-produce Al prod-
ucts. China also leads in open-source Al, making powerful
models available for others to download and adapt, lower-
ing barriers for countries that lack the resources to devel-
op their own technologies.

As technologies move from laboratories to factories,
the focus must shift from what machines can do to
whether they can enhance human capabilities, solve
practical problems and enable more countries and people
to share the benefits of progress. This requires responsi-
ble governance. China’s establishment of the World Artifi-
cial Intelligence Cooperation Organization, of which
Malaysia is a founding member, reflects a commitment to
making Al safe, fair and beneficial worldwide.

Together with the World Data Organization and Chi-
na’s “Al Plus” International Cooperation Initiative, WAI-
CO highlights China’s effort to emphasize access,
capacity-building and shared governance over mere

technological advancement.

For Southeast Asia, this effort
comes at a crucial moment. Dpen—suu_rce Al
Analysts expected the digital
economy of Southeast Asia to models may
exceed $300 billion in gross reduce the cost
merchandise value by 2025,
potentially reaching $2 trillion of EIT!IY, but
by 2030 if the ASEAN Digital ~ Simply having
Economy Framework Agree-  500egs doesn't
ment is fully implemented.

With its young population, guarantee
diverse languages, and fast- effective use.

growing markets, the 11-mem-

ber Association of Southeast

Asian Nations has huge poten-

tial for Al in agriculture, manufacturing, logistics, tour-
ism, healtheare, and urban management, spelling rich
opportunities for cooperation.

These opportunities, however, are not evenly shared.

‘While some ASEAN members have advanced infrastruc-
ture, strong research institutions, and a highly skilled
workforce, others are still developing basic capacities, lead-
ing to different levels of technological readiness, national
priorities, and perspectives on data and Al governance.

China and ASEAN are important partners. Stronger
collaboration that takes into account the diverse langua-
ges, industries and development needs across ASEAN can
help Chinese technologies better meet local conditions,
foster practical Al applications, and build more resilient
regional supply chains.

Deeper cooperation has become more important than ever.

In September 2025, both sides held their first ministeri-
al-level roundtable on Al in Nanning, capital of China’s
Guangxi Zhuang autonomous region, and began building
the China-ASEAN Countries Artificial Intelligence Appli-
cation Cooperation Center. This center focuses on improv-
ing infrastructure, creating open platforms, developing
talent and promoting equitable access to Al technologies.

This January, China and ASEAN adopted a five-year
plan to build a sustainable and inclusive digital ecosys-
tem. By May, they established the China-ASEAN Al
Industry Innovation Center, and efforts are underway to
establish a digital academy this year.

‘While the progress in cooperation is promising, the
benefits of Al are not automatic. Open-source Al models
may reduce the cost of entry, but simply having access
doesn’t guarantee effective use.

Proper infrastructure, reliable local data, skilled profes-
sionals, and trusted governance are essential for free
technology to deliver real impact.

Hence, China and ASEAN need to work together more
closely to identify real-world challenges and develop Al
solutions that make a tangible difference. Cooperation on
the development of talent is also important, especially
sustainable training programs that keep up with the rapid
evolution of Al and help cultivate an Al-ready workforce.

Considering the diverse languages and cultures within
ASEAN, both sides could strengthen collaboration to
adapt Al products to meet the specific needs of different
ASEAN member countries.

Enhanced cooperation is also necessary in governance
to ensure the safety of Al technologies, the security of
data and eybersecurity and help ASEAN become an active
participant which shapes AT's future, instead of just a
market for finished technologies.

The finish line in a marathon is not the destination for
humanoid robots. The real test is putting them to work
in everyday life. Though Al is advancing at a stunning
speed, it is still in the early stages of a much longer jour-
ney. As technology crosses borders, so should knowl-
edge, skills and responsibility.

The focus of Al cooperation should be on making peo-
ple’s lives better, such as adopting the technology to cre-
ate better jobs, strengthen public services and expand
opportunities for all, rather than creating new divides.

By moving from talking about Al to working together
on Al, China and ASEAN can turn the technology into a
bridge for shared progress.

The author is chairperson of the Belt and Road Strategic
Research Centre at Universiti Tunku Abdul Rahman,
Malaysia.

The views don’t necessarily reflect those of China Daily.
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Detense Priorities has its Indo-Pacific priorities wrong

Retreating to the
second island chain

IS tantamount to
surrendering to Beijing

Stephen R. Nagy

Defense Priorities, a Washington-based think
tank, recently released a policy paper that
couldn't be more wrongheaded.

Innocuously titled “A second island chain
strategy for Asia,” it argues for a new Indo-
Pacific strategy that “shifts U.S. military com-
mitments and presence from the vulnerable
‘first island chain’ toward a more defensible
‘second island chain.”

What does that look like in reality? The
United States would end its mutual defense
treaties with Japan, South Korea, the Philip-
pines and Australia; adopt a declared nonin-
tervention policy on Taiwan and pull its forces
back to Guam, Palau and the Marshall Islands.

To put it bluntly, this is surrender dressed
up as strategy.

The proposal is elegant in its simplicity but
rests on a fatally flawed premise: that China
1s a permanent, unstoppable peer whose
sphere of influence must be accommodated.
The evidence — economic, political and
regional — points in precisely the opposite
direction. This is the worst possible moment
to pull back, because it is the moment when
a coordinated, allied strategy has the greatest
chance of succeeding.

China’'s weakness

Start with the economics. In a recent essay
in Foreign Affairs titled “China’s Moment
of Weakness,” Logan Wright dismantles the
assumption of China's inexorable rise that
underpins the retrenchment case. Wright,
who leads Rhodium Group’s China research,
describes not a crisis but something more
corrosive, “a steady decay of its capacity to
influence its economy through its fiscal and
financial systems.” Beijing’s policy tools for
generating growth are, in his words, “fun-
damentally broken.” After adding $27 tril-
lion in new bank assets between 2008 and
2017, credit expansion equivalent to a third of
global gross domestic product, China is now
rolling over trillions in bad debt indefinitely,
strangling new lending. Rhodium's alterna-
tive estimates suggest China's cumulative dol-

lar-term expansion since 2021 may be around
2%, against 28% for the U.S. China peaked at
18.5% of global GDP in 2021 and has declined
since; the U.S. has risen to roughly 26%.

The strategic implication is the mirror
image of what Defense Priorities recom-
mends. Precisely because domestic demand
has collapsed, China is “entirely dependent
on exports for its growth,” running a record
$1.2 trillion trade surplus. That dependence
is leverage for Washington and its allies, not
for Beijing. As Wright puts it, “an economy
that is dependent on global demand for
growth cannot remain in perpetual trade
conflict with its customers.” Threats from
China are now “contingent, time-limited
and more deterrable than inexorable.”
Withdrawing U.S. commitments and forces
at this moment does not hedge against

Chinese power; it throws Beiljing a lifeline,
relieving pressure on a decaying system and
inviting coercion such as rare-earth embar-
goes and other supply-chain blackmail that
Wright warns will intensify if the West fails
to respond collectively.

Advocates of pullback will point to the
Pew Research Center's July 2026 survey of 36
countries that found more publics now view
China favorably than the United States, and
more express confidence in Chinese leader Xi
Jinping than in U.S. President Donald Trump.
Read carefully, however, that data isan indict-
ment of a particular American style, not of
American alliances. Pew's own analysis shows
the reversal is “driven by shifting views of
both superpowers: Improving views of China
coupled with worsening views of the US."

Indeed, the collapse in America’s standing

tracks directly with Trump’s damaging tar-
iffs, his transactional treatment of allies and
the perception that Washington no longer
respects even its own freedoms. The share
of Swedes saying the U.S. respects personal
freedoms fell from 61% in 2021 to 27% today.
But this is by no means an embrace of Bei-
jing. Notably, even at Trump’s nadir, the ULS.
is still viewed more positively than China
in Japan, South Korea, the Philippines and
India, the very frontline states Defense Pri-
orities proposes to abandon. The remedy for
self-inflicted reputational damage is better
statecraft, not strategic amputation.

The deeper flaw in the second island chain
argument is that it treats the first island chain
as America's burden rather than as a commu-
nity of societies that have reached theirown
verdict on China. The Genron NP(O's annual

The pushback against Al songs is music to the ears

DAVE LEE
BELOOMBERG

Good news for fans of music produced by
actual musicians: Some important victories
are being won in the war against Al slop and
trickery.

In November, I wrote a column implor-
ing Spotify — the leading music streaming
platform — to make it possible for me to
block any music made with Al from reach-
ing my ears. The column was provoked by an
entirely artificial Al song reaching the top of
the country charts. It wasn't an isolated inci-
dent. The New York Times reported recently
that about a dozen Al-generated songs have
hit various Billboard charts since 2022. Many
of them were created by the leading Al music
creation app, Suno, which built its model by
scraping millions of songs written and per-
formed by humans.

At the time, Spotify was sitting some-
what on the fence. It said it was working on
a shared industry standard for disclosing
when Al was used in the creation of music.
So far, nothing has been implemented —but
now that's set to change.

One argument against Al labeling is that
separating Al from “real” is complex. If artists
use Al to fill a drum track, but they composed
and performed the music themselves, should
that be considered AI? Perhaps not? But where
that line is drawn is absolutely open to debate.

Some highly respected figures in music see
Al as a great opportunity. Hip-hop icon Dr.
Dre called it “a new tool for creativity.” When
I discussed Al with ABBA's Bjorn Ulvaeus for
this column last year, he said Al helped him
quickly imagine how it would sound when
vast orchestras were playing a new com-

position. “It's like

Fans of an extension of my
: mind,” he said.
I'Eiﬂ I{I&IS’I‘:E Still, even with
SEHOR Il' that nuance, I
have their believe that music
experience generated entirely
adulterated. by Al created with
Theserecent ~ Prompts rather
. than talent, is an
pﬂllC’y’ changes abomination—and
areaclear finding it placed by
win for those Spotify’s algorithms
who cherish into a playlist is, as I
genuine wrote, a “deeply vio-
cr EﬂtlUlt}’ lating experience.”

I'm pleased to
report there have
been some encour-
aging developments since. Earlier this
summer, music streaming platform Tidal
announced that under its new Al policy, Al
tracks could be put on the platform but that
the use of Al would be clearly labeled and,
here’s the best bit: Al-made tracks could not
be monetized. Tidal is drawing the line at
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music that is “wholly or substantially” gen-
erated by Al. The company has said it will
keep revisiting its policy as the technology
evolves.

Tidal's approach is the strictest so far, but
other platforms are taking important steps,
too. Starting in mid-September, Spotify has
said Al-generated “personas” will be labeled
clearly and excluded from appearing in algo-
rithmic playlists. Apple has pledged to do
the same, promising to clearly label Al-made
music on Apple Music. These measures fol-
low the pleas of influential music groups,
including the International Federation of the
Phonographic Industry, which in July issued a
joint proposal calling for a clear and standard-
ized labeling system for Al-generated music.

In Australia, in what I think should be a
model for other chart companies worldwide,
things have been taken even further. There,
the Australian Recording Industry Associa-
tion has flatly banned wholly Al-generated
music from appearing in its charts. The move
was prompted by the popularity of an Al-
created Madonna cover. ARIA defines that as
a song in which “the entirety or the primary
portion of the creative elements” has been
generated by Al. ARIA Chief Executive Offi-
cer Annabelle Herd acknowledged the rap-
idly evolving landscape but said “a chart that
rewards unlicensed Al output would under-
cut the very basis of the recorded music we
exist to represent.”
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An obvious challenge is that those making
Al music might just lie about it. Stats from
streaming site Deezer showed that in June,
more than 50% of tracks uploaded to its plat-
form were detected as Al-generated.

As the technology improves, it will
become harder to detect Al use. Thankfully, a
number of legal challenges and the threat of
more to come mean Suno is having to devise
ways it might help. As a starting point, it has
introduced export restrictions to make it
more difficult for bad actors to mass-export
hundreds of songs from its platform to flood
streaming services with tracks designed only
to suck up royalties. Suno also said it is plan-
ning to work on a shared standard with the
streaming platforms to add “watermarking
and fingerprinting technology” to help iden-
tify Al tracks. “These tools are designed to be
durable and resistant to tampering, without
affecting the listening experience,” the com-
pany’s CEO, Mikey Shulman, wrote in a blog
PoOsL

Another approach might be to prove the
opposite: that a human has put the work in.
The rapper and producer willi.am can some-
times sound a little nutty when describing
his tech ideas, but he might have been on
to something when he suggested to Bloom-
berg’s Mishal Husain there might be a way to
prove the human touch. “How can you vali-
date human sweat? We need a lived experi-
ence file,” he said, suggesting the physical

The Burke-class
guided-missile
destroyer USS John
Finn and destrovers
from South Korea
and Japan sail
together duringa
trilateral ballis-
tic-missile-defense
exercise in the Sea of
Japan in July 2023.
UES NAVY /VIA
REUTERS

Japan-China joint poll found 89% of Japa-
nese respondents hold a negative impres-
sion of China, a figure that has held near 90%
fora decade, and a March 2026 Yomiuri poll
found 93% of Japanese respondents view
China as a threat to national security.

In South Korea, a JoongAng [lbo-East Asia
Institute survey found 85.7% of South Kore-
ans consider China a threat, a perception
that cuts across party lines. Even in South-
east Asia, where Beijing has invested enor-
mously, a recent survey shows roughly seven
in 10 respondents wary of China's growing
political-strategic influence, and that Japan,
not China, is the region’s most trusted power.

These are not publics begging America to
leave. They fear both Chinese coercion and
U.S.abandonment and are looking for a third
option: reliable, collaborative partmership.

That is the approach Japan Times col-
umnist Brad Glosserman and David S. Lee
outline in their new book, “Tech-Gemony.”
Their argument is the antithesis of both
Trump's unilateral tariff diplomacy and
Defense Priorities’ proposed retreat: work
with allies to build competitive alterna-
tives to the technology ecosystems China
1s scaling globally. History offers a warning.
Accommodation in the 1930s did not satisfy
Germany's appetite for Lebensraum; it whet-
ted it, at the cost of tens of millions of lives.
In the Indo-Pacific, ceding Taiwan, dissolving
alliances and retreating behind Guam could
likewise increase the risk of miscalculation
and conflict, with potentially catastrophic
eCconomic consequences.

Real harm

Trump’s economic bullying has done real
harm, as Pew’s numbers show. But Beijing
has also pursued its interests through eco-
nomic coercion, gray-zone pressure and
support for Pyongyang, alienating many of
its neighbors. Middle powers such as Japan
should therefore use their diplomatic, tech-
nological, economic and defense resources
not to choose blindly between Washington
and Beijing, but to shape both. That means
working with countries that share their
interests, including Canada, Australia, South
Korea, the EU and India, while encouraging
Washington to pursue more effective policies.

Any workable formula will require
greater burden sharing among allies and
deeper technological and economic coop-
eration, with the United States serving as
a central hub linking the EU, Japan, South
Korea, India, Australia and the Association
of Southeast Asian Nations. The aim should
be to diversify economic and technology
networks away from excessive dependence
on China, strengthening resilience and deter-
rence through engagement.

Wright's analysis suggests that approach
has greater leverage while Beijing remains
dependent on Western demand. The second
island chain strategy would surrender much
of that leverage in exchange for a narrower
conception of security. The first island chain
Is not simply an American liability; together
with its alliances, it is a major strategic asset.

Now is the time to invest in it, not liqui-
date it.

Stephen R. Nagy is a professor at Interna-
tional Christian University, a senior fellow
at the Macdonald-Laurier Institute and

a visiting fellow at the Japan Institute for
International Affairs. His new book “Japan
as a Middle Power State” will be released by
Routledge this fall.

Major music platforms such as Spotify and industry groups are moving to label, restrict or ban
Al-generated tracks to protect human-made music. REUTERS

effort in recording music could be tracked
using biometrics. That's a little out there,
sure — but perhaps every idea should be on
the table.

It's hard to predict if humans might come
round to enjoying Al music as an acceptable
form of artistic expression. When it came up
as a topic of chat among some of the Bloom-
berg Opinion team in New York, views were
divided on whether it mattered if music was
made by Al as long as we enjoyed it.

My view is that it does. Art needs an art-
ist. Bandcamp, the music distribution plat-
form popular among indie acts, seems to

agree: It was one of the earliest movers in
banning Al music —“wholly or in substan-
tial part” — outright. If makers and fans of
Al music disagree with that kind of stance,
there's nothing to stop them from launch-
ing their own services for people who want
to listen to their creations. But fans of real
music shouldn’t have their experience adul-
terated. These recent policy changes are
music to the ears of those who cherish real
creativity.

Dave Lee is Bloomberg Opinion’s U.S. tech-
nology columnist.
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