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No end to suffering
India must enlist more support against
Pakistan’s bombing of Afghanistan

sthe U.S.-Israel war against Iran rages, In-

dia’s western frontiers have flared up, in-

tensified by recent clashes between Pa-
kistan and Afghanistan forces on the Durand
Line. On Tuesday, Pakistani airstrikes tragically
killed at least 400 Afghans at a drug treatment
and rehabilitation centre. Pakistan, which has ac-
cused the Taliban administration of harbouring
the Tehreek e Taliban Pakistan (TTP) and sup-
porting its terror attacks on Pakistan, denied Af-
ghanistan’s accusations, claiming that its strikes
had only targeted “military installations”. Des-
pite the denial, it is clear from visuals that the
Omid Rehabilitation Facility in Kabul was des-
troyed. In an extremely strong statement, India
condemned what it called Pakistan’s “cowardly”
targeting of a hospital, rejecting its denial as a
cover-up for a “massacre”, and called for an in-
ternational inquiry. The Pakistan-Afghanistan
conflict, which has been simmering for over a
year, escalated in February when the Pakistan Air
Force struck Taliban bases in Kabul, Kandahar,
and Paktia in what it called Operation Ghazab Lil
Hagq (Righteous Fury). Tensions have also risen
after TTP attacks killed 11 soldiers and a child in
Bajaur and 32 people in an Islamabad mosque fol-
lowing a suicide bombing. Pakistan has also been
angered by closer India-Afghanistan ties and New
Delhi’s hosting of Taliban ministers, accusing the
Taliban of turning Afghanistan into an “Indian
colony” — a turnaround from its support in 2021,
for the Taliban’s rise to power in Kabul. Apart
from its continued tensions and hatred of India,
and now Afghanistan, Pakistan possibly benefits
from the global focus on the U.S.-Israel war with
Iran. The U.S.s actions here and its statement ex-
pressing support for Pakistan’s “right to defend
itself against Taliban attacks”, has also imbued
Pakistan’s generals with a sense of impunity to
strike targets in Afghanistan at will.

New Delhi could be permitted some sense of
‘payback’ as Islamabad’s fight against cross-bor-
der terrorism from Afghanistan mirrors India’s
problems with Pakistan. The constraints on Pa-
kistan’s military in a two-front situation with In-
dia and Afghanistan, compounded by a transna-
tional war on the third front, may also be the
source of some relief for India. With no dialogue
with Pakistan, and the limited dialogue with a Ta-
liban regime it deals with but does not formally
recognise, India’s diplomatic role in the conflict is
limited. However, it must enlist other SCO mem-
bers that have been concerned over the outbreak
of an “open war” between Pakistan and Afghan-
istan, to intervene. The region is already suffering
from trade, energy and travel restrictions as a re-
sult of the West Asia war, to risk more volatility
and loss of lives, particularly in Afghanistan,
where the vulnerable, especially women, have
suffered the most.

Fire and more fire
India must treat hospital fire safety as an
issue of criminal accountability
C uttack is not an anomaly. It is the latest en-

try in a ledger of preventable deaths in In-
dian hospital ICUs. In 2016, 22 people
died in a fire at a private hospital ICU in Bhuba-
neswar, which did not have the mandatory fire
safety clearance. Following this tragedy, fire safe-
ty audits were made compulsory for such facili-
ties. Last year, the Odisha government allocated
about ¥320 crore for fire safety improvement
across hospitals in the State. But this did not pre-
vent the fire at the government SCB Medical Col-
lege and Hospital, Cuttack, apparently caused by
ashort circuit in the ICU of the trauma care unit.
Some reports suggest the fire may have started in
a ventilator, which was later found heavily
charred. The accident, which occurred in the ear-
ly hours of Monday, claimed 12 of the 23 ICU pa-
tients. Although the hospital had a firefighting
unit, its personnel arrived after more than 30 mi-
nutes, reportedly because staff did not alert them
early. Additionally, the fire hydrants could not be
operated by staff. Nevertheless, water is not the
right medium to fight electric fires, which are
best extinguished using carbon dioxide, a meth-
od that requires trained personnel. Last October,
six patients were killed in an ICU fire in Rajas-
than. In 2024, newborns died in an ICU fire in
Jhansi, Uttar Pradesh. Two similar accidents were
reported in Maharashtra in 2021. An audit in
Jhansi revealed hazards including exposed wir-
ing, inadequate earthing and electrical circuits
not matching power load requirements — the last
being a leading cause of electrical fires in India.
ICUs have intrinsic safety risks, as their oxy-
gen-tich environment can turn even a spark into
an inferno. ICUs are also packed with electrical
equipment, and the personnel are not always
well trained in their safe handling. State-of-the-
art medical equipment comes with advanced
electronics and variable frequency drives that
generate what are called “harmonic currents”.
These currents flow within circuits and typically
have no safety devices such as circuit breakers.
Harmonics create silent, persistent overheating
and insulation degradation and are a severe fire
hazard. Today’s electrical practice lays down that
every time a new ventilator is wheeled into an
ICU, the wiring, protection and load capacity
must be re-evaluated. Older facilities need an
electrical upgrade before cutting edge equip-
ment can be installed. As patients in ICUs are of-
ten sedated, intubated, and connected to ma-
chines, staff must be trained to ensure their safe
evacuation. Until India treats hospital fire safety
as a matter of criminal accountability rather than
bureaucratic paperwork, the fires will keep burn-
ing and the bodies will keep mounting.
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NCERT book ban, a chapter on judicial transparency

ax Boot, former Features Editor of

The Wall Street Journal, authored the

seminal study on the United States

judiciary, ‘Out of Order: Arrogance,
Corruption, and Incompetence on the Bench’
(1998). Robert H. Bork, former Solicitor General
of the United States, wrote the foreword to it with
a striking conclusion — “Our Courts are behaving
badly and the public, to the degree it can be
brought to understand that, will exert force for
reform, a reform that must be structural as well
as intellectual and moral.”

He observed that the book’s subtitle sums up a
system in distress. The book underscores the
critical role that the media and citizens must play
while dealing with the judicial institution in a
democracy.

In February this year, the Supreme Court of
India, faulting what it felt as selective reference to
corruption within the judiciary, directed “a
complete blanket ban”on a Class eight social
science textbook published by the National
Council of Educational Research and Training
(NCERT). The three-judge Bench, presided over
by the Chief Justice of India, further alluded to
“an underlying agenda to undermine the
institutional authority and demean the dignity of
the judiciary™.

The Court subsequently ordered that the
persons responsible for preparing the passages
should be ‘disassociated’ from future projects by
governments and public universities. The Court
thus instantly punished them, without due
process or hearing. The prohibition by the Court
is problematic as it sends critical signals about the
shape of India’s democracy today.

What appears to have annoyed the Bench were
the passages in the book on judicial delay and
corruption in judiciary. As per the news report
cited by the Court, the textbook has data on the
approximate number of pending cases in Indian
courts. It refers to the Bangalore Principles of
Judicial Conduct, which prescribe values for
judicial life. It also discusses the in-house
procedures evolved by the Supreme Court and
the constitutional mechanism for the removal of
errant judges.

An undermining of freedom

By itself, a book ban is the most egregious form of
censorship. Such a move directly impacts the
right to freedom of speech under Article 19, a
solemn promise in the Constitution. This right
could be restricted only by a law made by the
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state on grounds expressly provided under
Article 19(2), such as “the sovereignty and
integrity of India, the security of the state,
friendly relations with foreign states, public
order, decency or morality, or in relation to
contempt of court, defamation, or incitement to
an offence”. There is no law made by the state to
justify the ban on the book in question. Judicial
orders or judgments do not come under the
realm of ‘law’ made by the state, as understood in
the context of Article 19 (Naresh Shridhar
Mirajkar vs State of Maharashtra, 1966).

For an act to amount to contempt of court,
there must be material that scandalises the
authority of the court or prejudices or interferes
with judicial proceedings or the administration of
justice, as defined under Section 2(c) of the
Contempt of Courts Act, 1971. Whether mere
references to corruption in the judiciary and case
backlogs meet this high threshold for criminal
contempt was a question that, unfortunately, did
not form part of the Court’s deliberations. What
was also not examined was whether the
statements were too general in nature to suggest
any malicious intent to scandalise the Court.

Further, and importantly, going by the scheme
of judicial review, courts must put to
constitutional scrutiny the law passed by
Parliament often violating fundamental rights.
When the courts take on the task of book
banning, citizens are left without remedy, as
constitutional courts are the last resort to
safeguard fundamental rights.

Global efforts

In advanced democracies, the credibility of the
court is a matter of concern, primarily for the
court itself. Transparency International has
conducted a number of surveys that show that
there is a prevailing notion about judicial
corruption. Judiciaries across the world have
made efforts to address this problem. In Kenya,
the reforms led by Chief Justice Willy Mutunga,
between 2011 and 2013, are an illustrative
example. During this period, institutions such as
judicial ombudspersons, court users”
committees, and performance management
committees were established.

By 2013, public trust in Kenya in the judiciary
had risen to 61%, compared to 27% in 2009. The
reforms continued even thereafter. This
happened only by acknowledging the issues and
trying to address them, rather than suppressing
critical voices.

In India, the courts including the top court
have acknowledged the menace of delay and
corruption. Judges have repeatedly warned about
the ‘bad apples’ within the system. The very
existence of the in-house Procedure indicates the
possibility that a minuscule number of judges
may breach their oath.

In K. Veeraswami vs Union Of India And Others
(1991), the Court categorically held that judges of
the High Courts and the Supreme Court fall
within the definition of “public servant” for the
purposes of prosecution under the Prevention of
Corruption Act, while also cautioning against the
potential for misuse of this provision by the
executive. The Court also said: “We consider that
the society’s demand for honesty in a judge is
exacting and absolute. The standards of judicial
behaviour, both on and off the Bench, are
normally extremely high. For a Judge to deviate
from such standards of honesty and impartiality
is to betray the trust reposed on him. No excuse
or no legal relativity can condone such betrayal.
From the standpoint of justice, the size of the
bribe or scope of corruption cannot be the scale
for measuring a judge’s dishonour. A single
dishonest judge not only dishonours himself and
disgraces his office but jeopardises the integrity
of the entire judicial system.”

The need for introspection

Therefore, the need to eradicate corruption and
delay is also in the best interest of the judiciary. In
the interim order directing the book ban, the
Court also pointed out that the “book also
chooses not to delve into any of the
transformative initiatives and measures
pioneered by this Court towards overhauling legal
aid mechanisms and streamlining the ease of
access to justice”. Not addressing all
counterarguments might render an opinion
potentially incomplete. Yet, that is no reason for
banning the view expressed. If the exercise of
free speech is required to follow a particular
form, the right itself becomes illusory. During
judicial deliberations, nobody pointed out that
the judiciary, like other organs of the state, must
be open to dissent and reform.

The first step in fighting systemic problems
such as corruption — whether in the executive or
the judiciary — is acknowledging it. After all, it is
imperative to curb all kinds of corruption and
that civil society is educated about the
institutional chall A court that c
reforms itself is the bedrock of any democracy.

The opportunity in Cameroon to rebalance the WTO

oday, trade is no longer just about
T economics. It is increasingly used as a

geopolitical tool. Tariffs are imposed as
pressure tactics, and economic dependence is
sometimes used strategically. In this context, the
‘World Trade Organization (WTO)’s Ministerial
Conference (MC14), to be held in Yaoundé,
Cameroon, Africa (March 26-29, 2026), comes at
an important moment. The real issue is not
‘whether the WTO needs reform, but whether it
can adapt fast enough to stay relevant in a world
moving toward more transactional and
power-based trade relations.

WTO in turmoil

The WTO is facing its biggest crisis since its
founding in 1995. Its dispute settlement system is
still effectively paralysed because the Appellate
Body appointments have been stalled for years.
This weakens trust in the system, since rules
matter only when they can be enforced. At the
same time, WTO negotiations have struggled to
keep pace with major shifts in global trade. Digital
commerce is growing rapidly and now forms a
large part of cross-border economic activity. Yet,
WTO rules have not evolved at the same pace.

Decision-making has also become slow and
difficult. With 166 members at very different
levels of development, consensus is hard to reach
and cumbersome. As a result, many negotiations
produce limited outcomes and long-pending
issues remain unresolved.

Meanwhile, geopolitical tensions and the
growing use of tariffs as political tools have
distorted markets. However, these problems
should not be mistaken for irrelevance. Most
global trade still operates under WTO rules. If
enforceable multilateral rules weaken, global
trade would become unpredictable and unstable.
Smaller and poorer countries would suffer the
most, because they rely on common rules to
protect themselves from pressure by stronger
economies.

The WTO’s challenges are also part of a wider
shift in the global order. The Munich Security
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Report 2026 describes this as a move toward
“wrecking-ball politics”, where countries prefer
disruption and short-term deals instead of
gradual institutional reform. In trade, this is
visible in the rise of unilateral tariffs, economic
coercion and bilateral deals that bypass
multilateral commitments. If this continues,
rule-based trade could be replaced by ad hoc
arrangements shaped mainly by power rather
than shared principles.

Global production has changed
Against this backdrop, the MC14 offers a chance
not just to fix technical problems but to also
restore balance between predictability and
fairness. The original balance of rights and
obligations in the WTO no longer reflects today’s
reality. Emerging economies now export
advanced and technology-intensive products,
climate-related trade measures are expanding,
and digital networks are reshaping how global
production works.

Rules designed for a late 20th century trading
system cannot fully govern a 21st century one.

Reform must start with restoring credibility to
enforcement. Without a functioning dispute
settlement system, commitments lose their value.
Members need to rebuild a binding, trusted
mechanism rather than relying mainly on
temporary alternatives that lack universal

responses to distortive practices, and revisit
special and differential treatment so that it
remains meaningful in today’s economic
conditions.

Institutional adaptability is also important. The
WTO’s structures were designed for a smaller and
less complex membership, which contributes to
today’s deadlock. Some countries are moving
ahead in smaller groups on issues such as
e-commerce, investment facilitation, and
services. These efforts can help progress, but
they must remain transparent, inclusive and
connected to the wider WTO framework.
Flexibility should help the system move forward,
not divide it. If such initiatives remain open to all
members and eventually become part of
common WTO rules, they can support reform
instead of fragmentation.

Ultimately, WTO reform is not only technical
but also normative. The Munich Security Report
warns that a world shaped mainly by
transactional deals would favour the powerful
and leave weaker countries vulnerable.

The choice is clear

The WTO’s value lies in preventing exactly this
outcome by ensuring that trade is governed by
rules rather than coercion. In an era of strategic
competition, rules do not weaken sovereignty;
they protect countries from economic

acceptance. A robust disputs I system
helps remove politics from conflicts and keeps
confidence in multilateral rules.

At the same time, predictability must go hand
in hand with fairness. Long-standing disputes
over agricultural subsidies, market distortions
and unequal openness need transparent
solutions. Many developing countries argue that
while WTO rules ensure the rule of law, they do
not always deliver the rule of justice. In other
words, rules may be legally correct but still
produce outcomes that feel unequal or
developmentally unfair.

Reform should, therefore, improve
transparency on subsidies, create credible

de

The choice before the MC14 is crystal clear.
Members can undertake serious reform,
preserving the WTO’s stabilising core while
updating its rules, procedures and developmental
balance, or allow the system to drift further into
fragmentation. Achieving reform will require
political will and shared responsibility.

Rebalancing the WTO is ultimately about
securing a workable framework for cooperation
in a world where economic interdependence is
still unavoidable. If the MC14 seizes this
opportunity, it can show that meaningful reform
remains the most credible path to sustaining
global trade governance.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Kabul bombing

Pakistan’s action of
bombing a hospital in
Afghanistan is an inhuman
act (Front page, March 18).
Whatever may be the
reasons, an attack on a
hospital is indefensible. It is
against the cannons of
international law and even
the rules of war to target
and attack civilians in any
conflict, especially sick
patients under treatment.
Pakistan, which has been
training and harbouring
terrorists on its soil and
indulging in cross-border
terrorism against India for

long, appears to be at the
receiving end on its western
border. Comparatively, India
has been very patient and
tolerant towards Pakistan
all these years. It is to be
hoped that Pakistan would
at least now realise the folly
of creating, nurturing and
harbouring terrorists and
desist from such nefarious
actions in future.

Kosaraju Chandramouli,
Hyderabad

Resignation over Iran war
The resignation of Joe Kent,
the U.S!s top
counterterrorism official, in

protest against the
justification for American
strikes on Iran, delivers a
hard slap on the face to
President Donald Trump
and is an unexpected
setback to his expansionist
agenda.

Mr. Kent’s statement that
Iran posed no immediate
threat to the United States
and that the U.S. started the
war due to the pressure
exerted by Israel and its
powerful lobby in America,
is a bold, categorical and
candid articulation of the
factual and bitter reality
that is prevalent at the

ground level. It is an
undisputed reality that
relentless war mongering
and military interventions
culminating in military
attacks have seen an
unprecedented escalation
in different parts of the
world ever since Donald
Trump returned to the
White House. With the NATO
allies giving the U.S. the
cold shoulder, Mr. Trump
stands exposed and
isolated. Israel has been a
co-offender too, in inflicting
unwanted wars.

B. Suresh Kumar,

Coimbatore

Al and finance industry
Artificial intelligence (Al) is
rapidly transforming the
finance industry, offering
both significant
opportunities and notable
challenges. Al enhances
operational efficiency by

displace repetitive jobs even
as it creates new
high-skilled roles, and
ethical concerns along with
cyber risks require robust
governance. Financial
institutions must balance
innovation with

ibility, invest in

g dec king,
credit scoring, and portfolio
management, while also
strengthening risk
management through
faster, more accurate fraud
detection. Customer
experiences are increasingly
personalised with chatbots
and Al-driven insights.
However, automation may

workforce reskilling, and
prioritise transparency to
ensure sustainable growth
and equitable
opportunities.
Senthilkumar Govindarajalu,
New Jersey, U.S.
Letters emailed to
letters@thehindu.co.in
must carry the postal address.
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India’s future demographic challenges

new report by the
International Institute
of Migration and
Development and the
Population Foundation of India
titled ‘Unravelling India’s
D hic Future: I

S. Irudaya Rajan

Projections for States and Union
Territories, 2021-205!",
underscores the demographic
risks that are beginning to surface
nationwide. India’s population is
projected to increase from 1,355.8
nmillion in 2021 to 1,590.1 million in
2051, with an average annual
increase of 0.5%, suggesting a
prolonged period of slower
population expansion. These
figures fall below earlier estimates,
strengthening the case that India
is unlikely to face the threat of
population explosion that once
dominated political and academic
debates. These projections point
to a turning point, where India is
poised to move beyond a
youth-led, fast-expanding
population into an era of a more
urban, steadily ageing, and
balanced demographic structure.

A problem for schools

The projections point out that the
pre-primary school-going
population (0-4 years) is expected
to dwindle from 113.5 million in
2021 to 8.6 million by the middle
of this century. Since most regions
in the country are now close to
universal primary school
enrolments, the demand for new
schooling facilities could ease out,
especially in the government
sector. A sustained drop in fertility
could leave the country with an
escalating number of ‘uneconomic
schools’ (schools with lesser
enrolment rates that cannot justify
their economic costs), raising the
threat of teachers losing their jobs,
atrend that the State of Kerala has
seen play out for more than three
decades.

Evidence from different parts of
the country suggests that declining
fertility rates have already started
influencing schooling
requirements, with classrooms
adjusting to smaller cohorts. Data
from the Unified District
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Information System for Education
and the Ministry of Education
highlights a significant reduction
in the number of government
schools over the last decade, with
schools dropping from 11.07 lakh
in 2014-15 to 10.18 lakh in 202324,
amounting to a reduction of close
to 90,000 schools across the
country. This decline has been
accompanied by a sharp increase
in private schools; their numbers
grew from 2.88 lakh to 3.31 lakh
over the same period, an increase
0f 43,000 schools.

While falling birth rates have
led to a reduction in enrolments
and closure of government
schools, smaller families and
improved capacity to afford
education have propelled the
demand for private schools. Many
parents choose private schools in
the hope of giving their wards the
education they never had in life,
nudged by social pressure and a
common perception that
government schools generally fall
short on quality compared to
private schools.

Greying population
As the demographic dividend
largely depends on the working
age population (15-59), a relatively
higher proportion of this specific
group can lead to faster economic
growth, a dynamic evident in the
development phases of several
countries, including China, Japan,
and South Korea. India has one of
the world’s largest workforces,
rising from 833.8 million (65.2%)
in 2021 to a projected peak level of
1,009.0 million (65.5%) in 2041,
before declining to 998.1 million
(62.8%) by 2051. There is an
impending concern that the
demographic dividend window
will close after 2041, highlighting
the urgency of leveraging it before
its contribution to economic
growth starts to diminish.
Nevertheless, close to six out of
every 10 persons in the country
are expected to be part of the
workforce by 2051, which is an
encouraging sign.

However, India’s population is
ageing. In 2021, India’s elderly

population (60+) stood at 130.5
million or 9.62% of the population.
By 2051, this number is projected
to touch 325.3 million (20.5%),
highlighting that there will be a
profound increment in the ageing
population. The median age, a
measure that splits the populati
evenly by age, is projected to
climb from 28 years in 2021 to 40
by 2051, signalling India’s shift
towards a more advanced stage of
demographic transition. The
growing elderly population is set
to exert increasing pressure on
healthcare and social security,
thereby putting a strain on the
state’s finances.

Policy signals
The declining child population is
expected to offer a better
teacher-pupil ratio and expand
infrastructural facilities in schools.
Further, declining birth rates
reduce demand for maternity
care, allowing the healthcare
system to rationalise the use of
resources and offer better quality
care. Though fertility levels have
been falling, continued
investments are required for
family planning and to prevent
unintended pregnancies, as well
as reduce infertility and ensure
the reproductive rights of women.
India needs to overhaul its
education and skill development
system to cope with modern-day
challenges. It should also equip
the younger generation to seize
new opportunities before our
demographic leverage disappears
in the coming decades. The
decline in the working-age
population can be offset by
bringing in more women to formal
work (gender dividend) and by
expanding access to better-quality
employment. With the rapid
growth of the elderly population,
India’s financial and healthcare
systems, especially geriatric care,
must be redesigned to support the
growing needs of elderly citizens.
At the same time, this creates a
strong potential for a thriving
silver economy, and could help in
unlocking a second demographic
dividend in the future.

A plausible three-cornered fight

The third player in Tamil Nadu electoral politics has alwe

s been a disruptor

STATE OF PLAY
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or the past one week or
F so, the political arena
in Tamil Nadu has been
dominated by reports of fren-
zied attempts to bring the fled-
gling Tamilaga Vettri Kazha-
gam (TVK), headed by
popular film star Vijay, under
the fold of the All India Anna
Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam
(AIADMK)-led National Demo-
cratic Alliance (NDA). Talks of
the TVK negotiating its entry
into the NDA was laid to rest
by party functionaries earlier
this week. Leaders of the
AIADMK and its ally, the Bha-
ratiya Janata Party (BJP),
which was said to be keen on
roping in the TVK, also denied
that talks were held in this re-
gard. Political circles were
abuzz with the speculation
that the BJP was trying to
bring the TVK into the NDA
fold, as soon as the ruling Dra-
vida Munnetra Kazhagam
(DMK) and the Congress
signed an electoral pact on
March 4, after days of uncer-
tainty and hard bargaining.
When the talks between the
Dravidian major and the na-
tional party were on, there
was a lot of noise about the
possibility of the Congress
ditching its long-standing ally
in favour of the TVK. Once this
issue became irrelevant, me-
dia attention turned to the
theory of TVK joining hands
with the AIADMK and the BJP.
In October 2024, Mr. Vijay said
that he was open to not only
an alliance, but also to the
idea of sharing power.

Luring in the TVK

What fuelled speculation was
the perception that given the
arithmetic strength of the
DMK-led Secular Progressive

Tamil Nadu

Alliance (SPA), the NDA would
not be able to defeat the SPA.
This was based on the fact that
in the 2024 Lok Sabha polls,
the SPA secured 47% of votes
polled while the AIADMK and
its ally, the Desiya Murpokku
Dravida Kazhagam (DMDK)
netted 23% and the BJP-led
NDA, 18.24% (now, the DMDK
is a constituent of the SPA). As
per an estimate, even after giv-
ing allowance for the political
developments for and against
the SPA in the last two years,
the NDA still requires a mini-
mum of five percentage points
to put up a tough fight. Only
the TVK can bridge this gap in
vote share.

Of course, another reason
cited for the alliance is that all
the three major parties — the
AIADMK, the BJP and the TVK
— have the same goal of defeat-
ing the DMK. After all, at one
stage, the first two had openly
courted the TVK. About 10
days after the tragic stampede
at the TVK leader’s rally in Ka-
rur in September 2025, which
claimed 41 lives, AIADMK gen-
eral secretary Edappadi K. Pa-
laniswami, during his visit to
Namakkal, remarked that “a
beginning” had been made for
the alliance. He made this ob-
servation in reference to a few
people holding up the TVK
flag at the meeting.

Even as Mr. Vijay began
holding interviews, on March
10, with aspirants for the As-
sembly election at the party
headquarters in Panaiyur on
the outskirts of Chennai, me-

dia circles were abuzz about
alliance talks. Mr. Vijay’s sche-
duled visit to the Central Bu-
reau of Investigation (CBI) of-
fice in New Delhi on March 15
was linked to the much-specu-
lated deal. Even though the
party’s high-level administra-
tive committee chief coordina-
tor K.A. Sengottaiyan on
March 12 clarified that his or-
ganisation would go to the
polls alone, political circles
were agog with speculation
that a majority of the TVK dis-
trict secretaries supported
joining the NDA. This was re-
portedly conveyed during a
virtual interaction with the
party general secretary ‘Bus-
sy’ N. Anand. As of today,
TVK’s office-bearers have not
denied that any such interac-
tion took place, even though
they rebut reports of holding
negotiations for the alliance.

‘Fancy offers”
Addressing a public meeting
on March 17, TVK general se-
cretary Aadhav Arjuna, re-
garded as one of the key func-
tionaries of the party, claimed
that “fancy offers” — 90 as-
sembly seats and the post of
Chief Minister for one half of
the Assembly term of five
years — had been made to his
party but Mr. Vijay was “very
firm” in rejecting them, and
that the party would stand by
religious minorities. But, he
did not state who made the
offer. On Wednesday evening,
the TVK chief reiterated at an
iftar event that his party
would not compromise on
secularism and social justice
Even though there is still
time for more alliance drama,
a three-cornered fight looks
imminent. As in the past, the
third force is bound to be a
disruptor. It is to be seen
which formation — the SPA or
the NDA — benefits from the
solo performance of Mr. Vijay
and his colleagues.

Children have borne the brunt of Israel-U.S. aggression

Israel accounted for about 41% of all external attacks that ended with a child fatality, while the US. accounted for 21% of such attacks

| DATA POINT

Sambavi Parthasarathy
Nivedha M.

n the morning of February
0 28, as hundreds of young

girls were attending their
classes in Minab’s Shajareh Tayye-
beh school, the building was
struck by a missile.

Residents and rescuers, who
rushed to help seeing black smoke
rising from the school, found
blood stained backpacks, severed
arms, and dead children buried
under piles of rubble.

The school was likely struck by
one of the U.Ss Tomahawk cruise
missiles, claimed to be one of the
most precise guided weapons in
the world. The school was one of
the casualties in the targeted at-
tacks by the U.S. on Iran, in con-
junction with Israel.

Later reports confirmed that
around 168 children, mostly aged
between seven and 12, were killed
in the attack. The school was locat-
ed adjacent to a naval compound
operated by the Islamic Revolu-
tionary Guard Corps (IRGC).

Though U.S. President Donald
Trump initially suggested that Iran
itself — despite not having Toma-
hawk missiles — may have been
responsible for these attacks, me-
dia reports and the U.Ss prelimin-
ary military investigations suggest
the attack was a result of the U.S.'s
use of outdated targeting data.

The Pentagon elevated its probe
into the matter last week. A UN in-
quiry is also underway to investi-
gate the fatal strike. Amnesty In-
ternational, this week, said that
the strike points to a failure by the
U.S. forces to take feasible precau-
tions to avoid civilian harm.

A war on children

However, the girls in Minab we-
ren’t the only ones who paid the
price of the ongoing war. More
children are estimated to have
been killed in the daily strikes
launched by the U.S. and Israel on

Iran in separate instances.

Less than two thousand kilo-
metres away, in Lebanon, more
than a hundred children have
been killed by Israel’s campaign
since March 2. Reports indicate
that Israeli airstrikes have com-
pletely wiped out generations of
families in the country in less than
two weeks. The death toll due to
the ongoing conflict in Lebanon is
reported to be rising faster than
any other war that the country had
previously endured.

What happened in Minab and
what is unfolding in Lebanon
aren’t isolated instances. Data
points to a more troubling pattern
— the U.S. and Israel together ac-
counted for about 62% of “external
attacks” that ended with a child ca-
sualty since 1996. External attacks
refer to acts of aggression or mili-
tary involvement by an actor on fo-
reign soil.

The Hindu analysed events of
external attacks that were record-
ed by the Armed Conflict Location
and Event Data Project. While over
66,000 events of external attacks
have been lethal (ending with any
fatalities), around 4% of such re-
ported attacks have ended up with
at least one child fatality.

Incidences of attacks were used
as a proxy, as data for child fatali-
ties under external attacks were
not separately maintained. These
events offer a reliable snapshot of
the extent of attacks against chil-
dren during conflict. However, fa-
talities in individual events may be
significantly higher. The data only
pertains to confirmed events of
deaths, and therefore cases of mis-
sing children or unreported events
of deaths are not included in the
analysis.

A further look at the 4% reveals
that close to 2,500 reported cases
of external attacks have ended
with a child fatality between 1996
and 2026.

A country-wise analysis of these
events show that Israel accounted
for about 41% of all external at-
tacks that ended with a child fatal-
ity (Chart 1). That is, about one in

every nine lethal attacks (11%)
launched by Israel since 1996 has
killed at least one child.

No other country has recorded
such events as high as Israel. The
figures reflect the violent escala-
tions in Gaza and West Bank since
October 7, 2023 including instanc-
es when children were killed while
receiving aid; via airstrikes; and in
refugee camps. Close to 20,000
children have been killed in Gaza
between October 7, 2023 and Au-
gust, 2025. Infants alone account-
ed for 10% of these figures. This is
despite the fact that Israel, global-
ly, only accounted for 14% of lethal
external attacks. (Chart 2)

Meanwhile, Russia alone ac-
counted for 55% of lethal external
attacks since 1996. Less than 2% of
them have been reported to kill a
child.

As for the U.S. which ranked se-
cond, in terms of external attacks
carried out by countries that re-
sulted in a child fatality, data
shows that roughly around 7% of
its lethal external attacks had re-
sulted in a child casualty.

Grave violation

The United Nations Security Coun-
cil identifies killing and maiming of
children as one of the six grave vio-
lations against children in times of
war. Children in these conflict
zones might also be exposed to
other atrocities such as recruit-
ment by armed groups, sexual vio-
lence, abduction and denial of hu-
manitarian access.

Days after the Minab school
strike, the UN Commiittee on the
Rights of the Child said in a state-
ment that the strikes on civilian in-
frastructure, including schools
and hospitals, serve as a stark re-
minder that children are among
the most vulnerable in armed con-
flicts. It added that children must
never be treated as collateral dam-
age. However, with intensifying at-
tacks and more buildings falling to
rubble, children are at an increas-
ing risk of becoming exactly that.

Nivedha M. is interning with the
Hindu Data Team

A heavy toll: Graves are being prepared for the victims following a strike on
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aschool in Minab, Iran, on March 2. REUTERS

Caught in the crossfire

The data for the charts were sourced fre

om the Armed Conflict Location

and Event Data Project. Data for 2026 pertains only till March 6
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Note: Figures in the charts above may
not add up to 100 as they only include
the top countries in terms of share

W Attacks attributed to the U.S. include
those under the ‘Global Coalition Against
Daesh, asitwas a U.S-led coalition

W Attacks attributed to the African Union
refer to the African Union Mission in
Somalia and the African Union Transition
Mission in Somalia

The data only pertains to confirmed
events of deaths, therefore cases of
missing children or unreported events of
deaths are not included in the analysis
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FIFTY YEARS AGO MARCH 19, 1976

French author’s reply to
critics

Madras, March 18: Mr. Dominique Lapierre,
co-author of “Freedom at Midnight”, claimed
to-day that the controversial book was objective
history and “a hymn of love for India” and did
not distort the facts in any way.

“Four years of hard work and research have
gone into the book and to dismiss it as fiction is
most unjust”, he said at a press conference.

Turning to the controversial part which
maintains that Nehru and Patel, unable to
handle the partition riots, secretly requested
Mountbatten to take charge of the situation, Mr.
Lapierre said this account though never
published before was accurate. A memorandum
at the U.K. Government archives, which had
been dictated contemporaneously by
Mountbatten, recorded the conversation among
the three. This version was also corroborated by
the private papers of Mr. V.P. Menon.

He said that far from denigrating Nehru, the
book only brought out his greatness and
political courage in having an Englishman as
head of State after independence. “One cannot
conceive of Ben Bella, for instance, asking De
Gaulle to become head of State in independent
Algeria though it might have solved many of
their difficulties”, he remarked.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO MARCH 19, 1926
Doodle” annual

‘We extend our congratulations to our humorous
contemporary ‘Doodle’ on entering its sixth year
of publication, which it does with its current
number. For these five years this weekly journal
has been providing mirth and relaxation for the
public through its amusing cartoons, humorous
stories, pungent — but never offensive — skits
and burlesques mainly dealing with Indian
social life, farces, sharp pieces of witticism etc.
The first number of its sixth volume which is
now before us is decidedly an improvement on
its predecessors in more than one direction. It is
slightly bulkier than hitherto and its cartoons on
local politics are as delightful as they are to the
point. Its “curry and chutney” are indeed
well-dressed and the “pickings” too are a choice
selection. We have no doubt this pioneer
venture in a branch of journalism which is yet to
come into its own in India will receive the
support and encouragement it deserves.
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What is new in transgender rights Bill?

How is the government proposing to alter the definition of ‘transgender person? What is the right to self-perceived gender identity? What does the new Bill

propose on gender certification and SRS? Why are transgender communities opposing the amendments?

EXPLAINER
Abhinay Lakshman

The story so far:
welve years after the Supreme
Court recognised the
transgender identity and held
that “self-determination of
gender is an integral part of personal
autonomy and self-expression”, falling
within the realm of personal liberty
guaranteed by the Constitution of India,
the Union government on March 13
introduced a Bill in the Lok Sabha to take
away transgender people’s “right to
self-perceived gender identity” and
redefine a “transgender person” by
proposing amendments to the
Transgender Persons (Protection of
Rights) Act, 2019. Transgender
community leaders, activists, and people
across the country reacted with shock,
arguing that the amendments go against
the fundamental principles underlying
their long struggle for recognition.

‘What are the changes being brought
about?
The key changes being proposed have to

Activists and members of the community during a demonstration against the Bill on Wednesday. AP

physical or medical examination, the
proposed amendment requires the
District Magistrate to “examine the
recommendation of the authority”, and
decide, if deemed necessary or desirable,

do with the definition of a “tr
person” and the expansion of the section
on offences against transgender people
and punishments for them.

In the amendment Bill, the Centre has
called for the omission of sub-section (2)
of Section 4 of the Act, which says: “A
person recognised as transgender under
sub-section (1) shall have a right to
self-perceived gender identity””

In addition to this, a new definition of
‘transgender person’ is proposed. It
describes them as people “having such
socio-cultural identities as kinner, hijra,
aravani, and jogta, or eunuch”, people
with intersex variations, and people who
have “congenital variations” in “male or
female development” in their “primary
sexual characteristics, external genitalia,
chromosomal patterns, gonadal
development, endogenous hormone
production or response or such other
medical conditions”.

The definition also includes any person
or child who has been “compelled to
assume, adopt, or outwardly present a
transgender identity, by mutilation,
emasculation, castration, amputation, or
any surgical, chemical, or hormonal
procedure or otherwise”. However, it
adds that this definition shall not include
“persons with different sexual
orientations and self-perceived sexual
identities”.

Compared to this definition, the Act
currently defines transgender person as
someone “whose gender does not match
with the gender assigned at birth and
includes trans men and trans women
(whether or not such person has
undergone Sex Reassignment Surgery
(SRS) or hormone therapy or laser
therapy or such other therapy), person
with intersex variations, genderqueer and
person having such socio-cultural
identities as kinner, hijra, aravani and
jogta”

Further, a specific definition for
“people with intersex variations” has also
been proposed to be omitted.

Apart from these, the Bill suggests
introducing the terminology for
“authority”, defining it as “a medical
board, headed by a Chief Medical Officer
or a Deputy Chief Medical Officer, as may
be appointed by the Central government,
State government or Union territory
Administration”.

Another key amendment is on the
issuance of transgender certificates. While
the law currently mandates the District
Magistrate to issue a certificate based on a
self-declared affidavit and without

i »

and after ¢ Iting other medical
experts, before issuing the certificate.

A new section has also been proposed,
which confers the right of transgender
people to have their first names changed
in birth certificates and other
identification documents, with the caveat
that the person should be a “transgender
person” under the revised definition.

The Bill also mandates that individuals
apply for a revised gender certificate after
undergoing SRS, as opposed to the
current law, which leaves this to the
individual.

Additionally, medical institutions
performing SRS would be required to
furnish details of such procedures to the
District Magistrate.

The Bill also significantly expands
provisions relating to offences and
penalties, introducing graded
punishments, including rigorous
imprisonment up to life and fines of up to
35 lakh, for crimes against transgender
persons and children.

However, it remains to be seen what
further changes could come through in
the form of Rules, if this amendment Bill
is passed by Parliament.

How did the amendment Bill come
about?

Union Social Justice Minister Virendra
Kumar introduced the Transgender
Persons (Protection of Rights)
Amendment Bill, 2026, in Lok Sabha on
March 13. Days earlier, media reports
cited that the Union Cabinet had
approved amendments to the 2019 Act,
though details were not disclosed. It
remains unclear how long the Ministry of
Social Justice and Empowerment and the

Centre had been preparing these changes.

Transgender activists, including Tamil
Nadu-based Grace Banu, who had been
central to the drafting of the 2019 Act,
told The Hindu that the amendments
seem to have been brought in without
consultation with the community. Several
leaders and members have described
their initial reaction as one of “shock”,
calling the changes “sudden”.

Interestingly, just hours before the Bill
was introduced, the Ministry had posted
on X, promoting the 2019 version of the
Act and advertising the fact that this Act
allowed the right to self-perceived gender
identity as a key feature.

A few days back, on March 4, the
Ministry had posted, “The Transgender
Persons (Protection of Rights) Act, 2019,
safeguards the rights and dignity of
transgender persons.”

In February, the National Council for
Educational Research and Training
(NCERT) informed the Supreme Court
that it had developed teacher training
modules to build sensitivity towards
transgender issues.

It substantiated this by saying that the
2024 module specifically spoke of the
difference between gender and sexuality
and discussed the idea that sex identity
ascribed at birth may be at odds with a
person’s perceived sex identity at a later
stage. The NCERT added that it had been
conducting capacity building and training
programmes based on similar modules till
as late as November 2025, with more
planned this year.

Why is there a concern?

A primary concern raised by the
transgender community is the omission
of the right to self-perceived gender
identity, followed by the new definition,
which appears to contradict the
principles laid down in the landmark 2014
NALSA judgment recognising the right to
self-determination of gender.

Ms. Banu said, “there is an issue that
the government seems to be including
only those in the definition of transgender
who may have been accommodated in
Hindutva’s history and is using terms that
indicate Hindutva’s accommodation of
transgender identity like ‘hijra, kinner,
aravani,’ etc.” And there seems to be some
sort of refusal to use respectful terms that
have evolved for transgender people in
other parts of the country, like in Tamil
Nadu, where there is now a vocabulary of
thirunagai and thirunambi.”

Dr. Agsa Shaikh has raised the issue of
transgender people across the country
having to now deal with the existential
question of whether they continue to
remain transgender as per the proposed
new definition, while another Delhi-based
transwoman spoke of concerns that this
might create divides within the
community about who has legitimacy to
use the transgender identity.

‘What does the NALSA judgment say?
The landmark 2014 judgment in National
Legal Services Authority vs Union of India,
delivered by Justices K.S. Radhakrishnan
and A K. Sikri, remains central to India’s
understanding of gender identity.

When the Transgender Persons
(Protection of Rights) Bill, 2019, was
introduced, the Statement of Objects and
Reasons in it noted that it flowed from
this very judgment of the Supreme Court,
adding that one of the principal goals of
bringing this Bill was to “confer right
upon transgender persons to be
recognised as such, and a right to
self-perceived gender identity”.

In the judgment that notably

recognised a third gender beyond male
and female, and the fundamental right of
persons to self-determination of gender
identity, the court accepted the principle
that the concepts of gender and sexuality
are different and that gender identity is
on a spectrum.

The court said, “Gender identity is one
of the most fundamental aspects of life
which refers to a person’s intrinsic sense
of being male, female or transgender or
transsexual persons.”

The judgment explained that “a
person’s sex is usually assigned at birth,
but a relatively small group of persons
may be born with bodies which
incorporate both or certain aspects of
both male and female physiology. At
times, genital anatomy problems may
arise in certain persons and their innate
perception of themselves is not in
conformity with the sex assigned to them
at birth and may include pre and
post-operative transsexual persons and
also persons who do not choose to
undergo or do not have access to
operation and also includes persons who
cannot undergo successful operations.”

On sexual orientation, the court
defined it as an individual’s enduring
emotional, romantic, or physical
attraction to others.

Importantly, the court held that no
person should be forced to undergo
medical procedures — such as SRS,
sterilisation, or hormone therapy — as a
condition for legal recognition of their
gender identity.

It concluded that self-determination of
gender is integral to personal autonomy,
dignity, and freedom under Article 21 of
the Constitution.

Justice Sikri, in his judgment
concurring with Justice Radhakrishnan,
expanded on this, saying, “If democracy
is based on the recognition of the
individuality and dignity of man, as a
fortiori we have to recognise the right of a
human being to choose his sex/gender
identity which is integral to his/her
personality and is one of the most basic
aspects of self-determination, dignity and
freedom.”

‘What is the government’s reasoning?
In the Statement of Objects and Reasons,
the government said that since the 2019
Act was enacted, “certain doubts and
difficulties” have arisen in implementing
it with regard to the “definition of
transgender persons and how the
identification of such persons is to be
done”.

It noted that the existing definition of
“transgender person” was “vague”,
arguing that this made it “impossible to
identify the genuine oppressed persons to
whom the benefits of the Act are intended
to reach”. It added that this existing
definition renders several provisions
“unworkable”, further saying that this
definition was “not compatible” with
several statutory provisions enacted by
both Parliament and State legislatures.

The government has argued that the
intent of the legislative policy was always
to “protect only those who face severe
social exclusion due to biological reasons”
for no fault or choice of their own. It went
on to say that the purpose of the
legislation was never to “protect each and
every class of persons with various gender
identities, self-perceived sex/gender
identities or gender fluidities”.

Noting these aspects, the government
argued for a “precise” definition of
transgender people, saying, “The
protection and benefits that are provided
under the Act are vast in nature, and
therefore, care has to be taken that such
identification cannot be extended on the
basis of any acquirable characteristics or
personal choice or claimed self-perceived
identity of an individual”

THE GIST
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The Amendment Bill proposes
removing the ‘right to
self-perceived gender identity’
and introducing a new
definition of a ‘transgender
person’, focusing on
socio-cultural identities,
intersex variations, and
congenital conditions.

v

Itintroduces a medical
board-led certification process,
requires scrutiny by the District
Magistrate, mandates a revised
certificate after SRS, and
expands provisions on offences
and punishments.

v

Transgender activists argue the
changes contradict the NALSA
judgment on
self-determination of gender,
could exclude sections of the
community, and have been
brought without consultation.
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India’s frogs find allies from
citizen science to sanctuaries

India is home to over 450 amphibian species and roughly a quarter of them are categorised as ‘threatened’ and one-fifth a

ita deficient’; many

species are threatened by climate change and habitat loss, but conservation programmes are turning the tide, and citizens can now join the effort

Karthikeyan Vasudevan

orld Frog Day on March

20 celebrates the role of

frogs, the world’s most

numerous amphibians.
They live at the interface between
freshwater and terrestrial ecosystems, eat
insects and in turn get eaten by other
vertebrates, and are thus crucial in
converting insect biomass into vertebrate
biomass.

Losing them can mean a boom in
insects that prey on plants as well as a
depleted food base for many terrestrial
vertebrates, which in turn can irreparably
damage both freshwater and terrestrial
ecosystems. Unfortunately for the earth,
since the 1980s, frog and other amphibian
populations have been on the decline
worldwide. In 2023, the International
Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN)’s
Global Amphibian Assessment Report
said 37 species have become extinct and
continue to decline, making them the
most threatened vertebrate group.

The most prominent historical driver
of amphibian decline has been
chytridiomycosis, a fungal disease caused
by Batrachochytrium dendrobatidis and
Bactrachochytrium salamandrivorans in
frogs and salamanders, respectively. This
disease affects their skin — an organ that
protects them as well as allows respiration
and exchange of ions to maintain
electrolyte balance. In the last two
decades, more than 60% of amphibians
globally have been affected by it —
although intensive monitoring and
conservation efforts have reduced the
extinction risk of 63 species, halving the
impact.

Today, however, the most important
drivers of extinction are climate change
for 39% of species and habitat loss for
37%.

The Indian scene

India is home to more than 450
amphibian species, and roughly a quarter
of them are categorised as ‘threatened’
and one-fifth as ‘data deficient’. The
burden of B. dendrobatidis and B.
salamandrivorans fungi in India is
substantial but it has not caused mass
mortality the way it has for frogs in the
Americas and Australia.

B. dendrobatidis and B.
salamandrivorans both had their roots in
Asia and spread worldwide through the
trade on frog legs and salamanders as
pets. In 1987, after Humayun Abdul Ali
from Bombay Natural History Society
published a scientific report highlighting
their role in controlling agricultural pests,
this trade was banned. However, by then,
frog and salamander populations had
been significantly affected as B.
dendrobatidis had spread from Asia to
Europe, the Americas, and Australia.

The situation in India itself is rather
unique. Until 2015, scientists were unsure
of the status of B. dendrobatidis; a
diagnostic test emerged only in 2023.
That said, while scientists in the country
have not documented mass die-offs, they
also haven’t found the status of
amphibians to have improved in the last
two decades. Since they lack long-term
monitoring data for any species, it is
difficult to pinpoint the causes.

In fact, India hosts a significant share of
the world’s ‘data deficient’ amphibian

A Malabar gliding frog seen in Amboli, Maharashtra. GETTY IMAGES/ISTOCKPHOTO

species. And of the 157 threatened species
in India, only six are protected under the
Wildlife Protection Act 1972.

Climate change in India also presents a
serious challenge. One well-known
consequence is the mismatch between
seasons and the natural rhythms of plants
and animals. So a false cue of an early
monsoon followed by a prolonged dry
period can result in catastrophic breeding
outcomes. At the same time, thanks to the
lack of long-term datasets on surface
water availability and amphibian
populations in the region, scientists are
also unable to predict the effects of
climate change on them.

A time to care

‘The monsoons arrive at India’s shores
predictably every year and are
synonymous with the frogs’ chorus, when
the adult males call out for mates. The
females mate with several males and
deposit their eggs in the water. The
intensity of breeding frenzy wanes rapidly
thereafter, when some laggards and
first-time breeders might take a shot at
breeding. While not all adult amphibians
successfully breed every year, the
intensity enhances the population’s
chances of survival.

The breeding activity is focused on
producing many tadpoles, which then
engorge themselves on the luxuriant
growth of algae in water bodies and grow
quickly. They metamorphose into small
froglets and hop on the land. In this
phase, many lose out as they become

Climate change pres
challenge and a well-known
consequence is the mismatch
between seasons and the natural
rhythms of plants and animals. A
false cue of an early monsoon
follow by a prolonged dry
period can result in catastrophic
breeding outcomes

prey to animals. Because of their short
lifespan, the timing of their complex
breeding behaviours with rain, and the
availability of surface water in streams
and puddles, is critical.

Other important conservation efforts
include the creation of the salamander
sanctuary in Jorepokhri in West Bengal in
1985 (although it does not support a
breeding population at present), the
University Grants Commission banning
the dissection of frogs for educational
purposes in 2011; and the ongoing
conservation breeding programme for
Himalayan salamanders at the Padmaja
Naidu Zoo in Darjeeling.

Avenues to participate

There have also been more success stories
of late. These include the Mapping
Malabar Tree Toad Project, a citizen
science project, coordinated by K.V.
Gururaja in the Western Ghats; the
Amphibian Recovery Project by S.
Harikrishnan of the Wildlife Trust of India
in Munnar, Kerala, with the Kanan Devan

Hills Plantations Company Pvt. Ltd.; and
the Himalayan Salamander Conservation
Project led by Barkha Subba, in which she
has involved the locals in protecting
habitats. The CSIR-Centre for Cellular and
Molecular Biology (where the authors are
employed) has also been running a
long-term programme to monitor stream
frogs, in collaboration with the
Maharashtra State Forest Department in
Tillari Conservation Reserve.

The Padmaja Naidu Himalayan Zoo and
the Nehru Zoological Park in Hyderabad
also prominently display amphibians in
their collection of animals and spread
awareness to visitors. There is also a
growing number of young professionals
implementing conservation programmes.

For a nation that embodies its
conservation values in its Constitution,
citizens have many avenues to participate:
for instance, one can take a few minutes
of their time to record their calls or take
photographs of both healthy and sick
frogs following ethical guidelines and
share them on citizen science portals like
iNaturalist.

Such efforts will help us move beyond
a few charismatic species such as tigers
and pandas.

The monsoon will arrive in a few
months and we should play our role in
amphibian conservation.

(Karthikeyan Vasudevan is a Chief
Scientist at the CSIR-Centre for Cellular and
Molecular Biology, Hyderabad. He is a
herpetologist who works on amphibian
disease ecology. karthik.ccmb@csir.res.in)
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THE SCIENCE QUIZ

Metaphors from science that are used in conflicts

Vasudevan Mukunth

[N

QUESTION 1

____isthe pointatwhicha
policy or insurgency becomes
self-sustaining. In nuclear physics, it's
the minimum amount of fissile
material required to maintain a
nuclear chain reaction. The metaphor
alludes to a system technically
transitioning from a stable state to a
self-propelling one. Fill in the blank.
A

QUESTION 2

X is a metaphor for removing
entrenched corruption or a hidden
class of bureaucrats but which in
history was used to eliminate the
breeding grounds of vectors, like
mosquitoes, and so stop the spread
of malaria and yellow fever. Name X.

a
Xz

A

QUESTION 3

To do this is to destroy a region so
thoroughly that an opponent can
never return to power or rebuild there.
Taken literally, it refers to when a high
concentration of sodium chloride in
the soil draws water out of plant roots
through osmosis, dehydrating them
from the inside. What is it?

| 8

‘QUESTION 4

Biologists say a substanceis'____"if
it interferes with the internal balance
of a living organism, leading to harm or
death. But in policy circles, it refers to
environments or assets so poisonous
that they threaten the health of
institutions. Fill in the blank.

A

QUESTION 5

In chemistry, Y is the lowest
temperature at which a liquid yields
enough vapour to form an ignitable

mixture in the air — meaning at this
point, the environment is primed for
combustion. In the context of war, Y is
where a specific area is likely to erupt
into sudden and violent conflict. Name

Answers to March 17 quiz:

1. 1977 Spielberg film culminating at
Devil's Tower - Ans: Close Encounters
of the Third Kind

2.1997 adaptation of a Carl Sagan
novel - Ans: Contact

3. 1990 film exploring use of L-DOPA to
revive encephalitis lethargica patients
~ Ans: Awakenings

4. 1983 following the Mercury Seven
pilots - Ans: The Right Stuff

5. Film exploring the Sapir-Whorf
hypothesis, non-linear time - Ans:
Arrival

Visual: Douglas Trumbull

First contact: Tamal Biswas | K.N.
Viswanathan | Prem Nath Tiwari | Appa
Rao M. | Soumit Chakraborty

Please send in your answers to
science@thehindu.co.in

A

VISUAL: Scientists believe the Z greenhouse effect left Venus's
surface a hot hellscape. In a governance setting, Z referstoa
positive feedback loop. What is Z? NAsA

L' -

The Large Hadron Collider during maintenance
works in 2013, in Meyrin, near Geneva. AFP

Large Hadron
Collider
discovers a
new particle

The Hindu Bureau

The Large Hadron Collider has discovered
anew particle, the 80" identified so far
by the world’s most powerful particle
smasher, Europe’s CERN physics
laboratory announced on Tuesday.

The new particle has been named
“Xi-cc-plus”. Scientists have expressed
hope that the particle — which is similar
toa proton but four times heavier — will
reveal more about the strange behaviour
of quantum mechanics.

All the matter around us, including the
protons and neutrons that make up the
nucleus of atoms, are made of baryons.
These common particles are composed of
three quarks, which are fundamental
building blocks of matter.

Quarks come in six “flavours”: up,
down, charm, strange, top and bottom.
Each has varying mass, electric charge
and quantum properties. [n theory, there
could be many different types of baryons
that mix these flavours. However, most
are extremely difficult to observe.

To chase them down, the Large

The new particle has been named
“Xi-cc-plus” and scientists hope
that the particle — which is
similar to a proton but four
times heavier — will reveal more
about quantum mechanics

Hadron Collider sends particles whizzing
around an underground ring at
phenomenal speeds until they smash into
each other. This gives scientists a brief
chance to measure how the more stable
elements decay, then deduce the
properties of the original particle.

The newly discovered Xi-cc-plus
contains two “charm” quarks and one
“down” quark. Normal protons have two
“up” quarks and one “down” quark.
Because the new particle has two heavier
“charm” quarks instead of “up” ones, it is
much heavier.

Vincenzo Vagnoni, spokesman for the
Large Hadron Collider beauty (LHCb)
experiment, said it was “only the second
time a baryon with two heavy quarks has
been observed”. It is also “the first new
particle identified after the upgrades to
the LHCb detector that were completed in
2023, he said in a statement.

“The result will help theorists test
models of quantum chromodynamics, the
theory of the strong force that binds
quarks into not only conventional
baryons and mesons but also more exotic
hadrons such as tetraquarks and
pentaquarks.”

In 2017, the LHCb experiment
announced that it had discovered a
similar particle, made of two “charmed”
quarks and one “up” quark. The new
particle differs only in having a “down”
quark in place of the “up” quark — a small
change that has profound consequences.

Due to complex quantum effects, the
new particle has a predicted lifetime up to
six times shorter than its counterpart,
making it far more tricky to spot, CERN
said.

The collaboration observed the new
baryon by analysing data from
proton-proton collisions recorded during
the third run of the LHC, achieving a
statistical significance of 7 sigma, well
above the 5 sigma threshold required to
claim a discovery. CERN Director-General
Mark Thomson called it “a fantastic
example of how LHCb’s unique
capabilities play a vital role in the success
of the LHC.”

The Large Hadron Collider is a 27-km
long proton-smashing ring running 100
metres below France and Switzerland.
Famously, it proved the existence of the
Higgs boson — known colloquially as the
“God particle” — in 2012.

(With inputs from AFP)

Ny

For feedback and suggestions
for ‘Science), please write to
science@thehindu.co.in with the
subject ‘Daily page’
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“Joe Kent's letter says the quiet part out
loud: US is fighting in Iran for Israel.

— By Kuldip Singh

Log on to www.indianexpress.com

EINDIAN EAPRESS

The Editorial Page

© WORDLY WISE

‘Those who deny freedom to others
deserve it not for themselves.

— Abraham Lincoln

smemdanEXPRESS | Silence on West Asia war is notmoral
mwapiieonk - gyrrender, but responsible statecraft

Killing Iran’s leaders is
fraught and escalatory

Sthe war launched by the US and Israel on Iran enters
its third week, the killing of Ali Larijani, secretary of
ImnssupremeNauonalSecunty Council, bylsraeland

...“-Pa:sparm the gas-
field. mark. perilous. Larijani’skilling
isanother illingof Ayatol-

lah Ali Khamenei on the war’s first day. Together with the' kLIng
of Drmu
trateg) i PM B

cre-

THAROORTHINK
BY SHASHI THAROOR

N THE last couple of weeks, many
Indianliberals have turned theirire
inward, accusing those of us who.
have not d the govern-

Today, inanincreasingly multipolar world,
India practises “multi-alignment” — en-
gaging with diverse powers, sometimes in
tension with one another, while keeping
our national interest paramount.

The objective has remained constant:
Protect India’s sovereignty while speaking
for global justice. No one holds a monopoly
over patriotism, nor over the interpretation
of the values taught by Gandhi or Nehru. The
uue tribute to their legacy l.les in applymg

time,
nut m self- granfymg denunciations that

ment’ssilence on the US-Israeli war
against Iran of moral cowardice. In the
Amencan phrase it has become a "eircu-

coul interests.

Critics forget that India has often chosen
silence when principles collided with na-
tional interest. We were reluctant to con-

ate themndmons for. apopular upnsmg inIran.Onth

lar firi " — shooting

They want us all to demand that India
should have taken the moral high ground,

the warasa flagrant violation

sofar, oy one, hasdone
little to rally lhe Iran street — instead, it could have shrunk the
space forany thatwill, i haveto
fi flict once the pi d to be picked up of international law.

Hxslory isreplete with attempts at regime change that led to

and chaos, leaving] forarmed groups

to exploit. In the case of Iran, however, that may not nec&csan.ly
orIsrael. Unli US, which

Let me state clearly: T concur that the
war cannot be justified under international
law It vlolals the very principles Indiahas

omic and defence ties with Gulf states, Israel’s leadership may
well vi jaranc
comes, not least inan election year for Netanyahu. The resigna-
tionletterof Joe Kent, director of the National Counterterrorism
Centre, says the US “started this war due to pressure f fmm lsrael
and il i lobby”. This}
ing lack of clarity in President Donald Trump’s war aims and
claims. Despue Trump’s efforts to draw NATO into the conflict
by deploy ipstoopenuptheStrait of Hor-
muz, countriesacross Europe, aswell as Japan, Australia, and Ca-
nada, have held firm in their refusal, leaving the US largely iso-
lated, alongside Israel. US allies are justified in being cautious
against joininga war they never supported.

I.ndja 's energy security depends heavily on the Gulf and the

flowof it of Hormuz. Nearly

1crore Indian citizens live and work in the region, making both

ly stood for — respect for sover-
eignty, non-aggression, and peaceful res-
olution of disputes. Nor, as I have ex-
plained earlier, is there a case for
pre-emptive self-defence either. And yes,
‘we should have promptly issued condol-
encesonthe death of the Supreme Leader
ofIran, as we had done when its president
was killed in a helicopter crash. I am free
to say so, and so are my liberal mends in

demn the Soviet Union’s flagrant violations
of international law in Hungary (1956), Cze-
choslovakia (1968), and Afghanistan (1979).
Why?Because werightlyjudged that we had
too much at stake in our relationship with
Moscow to antagonise it with a moralistic
stand. The Soviet Union was our principal
arms supplier, a crucial diplomatic partner,
and acounterweight to Western hostility.

Thatsilencedid not mean we endotsed
Soviet ion. It meant: d
the costs of confrontation and chose pru-
dence over posturing. Today, the same
logic applies to our stand on the Russian
invasion of Ukraine and the Israeli-Ameri-
canassaulton Iran.

India has far toomuch at stake,

the O orthec Butl

will not condemn the government for
choosing silence over confrontation.
India’s diplomacy has always been
about balancing principle with pragma-
tism. Jawaharlal Nehru’s policy of non-
alignment was not a refusal to take moral

We werereluctant to condemn

ing by condemning the US-Israeli war on
Tran would risk des!ablllsmg these rela-
tionships. It would

ourinterests while keeping open the possi-
bility of quiet dlplumacy It avoids un-
necessary 1 while preserving

fIndian
fuelour! and
uade ues that underpin our growth. Si-
lence, in this context, is not cowardice. It
is a sober recognition of the interconnec-
tedness of our national interests with the
realities of the region.

‘We must also acknowledge the nature
of the government in Washington.
‘Today’s United States does not prioritise
international law in the way we might
wish. President Donald Trump is often
willing to lash out at those who obstruct
his objectives. While the war violates te-
nets we stand for, jeopardising the many
other strategic interests we have with the
US would be unwise.

Our defence cooperation, technology
partnerships, and shared concerns about
China’srise all depend on astable relation-
ship with Washington. To antagonise the
US with a moralistic ion of its

that sustain milli

the channels of communication with both
sidesthat might permit constructiveaction
in favour of peace.

Indian liberals who demand condem-
nation of the war mistake moral absolutism
for moral courage. They forget that foreign
policy is not an academicseminar. It isthe
arena where principles meet power, and
where choices have consequences for mil-
lions of lives. To insist on denunciation
without regard for consequences is to in-
dulge in the luxury of rhetoric at the ex-
pense of responsibility.

Yes, Gandhitaught usthe powerof moral
wnness Yes, Nehru spoke of international

ion of peace. Butbothalso
understood the imperatives of national in-
terest. Theirlegacy isnotoneof rigid dogma,
but of wise adaptation.

‘The war on Iran is unjustifiable under
international law. India’s silence is not an

war would risk undermining these vitalin-
terests. Loud lecturing ines poorly

of that war. It is a recogni-
tion that our national interest quuues
not posturing. If I d

with low leverage. Foreign policy is, above
all, about the protection of sovereignty,
the pursuit of prosperity, and the preser-
vation of peace. Our interests are not
served by indulging in the gratification of
grandstanding— unless we are
confident that we can comfort-

not only in the US, but in the Gulf the Soviet Union’s ﬂagram ably withstand the conse-
rently facing Iranian PI A e quences. And today, we cannot.

missile and drone attacks. Nearly Vlold[lons ofinternational law To acknowledge reality is not

$200 billion in annual trade flows in Hungary (1956), to kowtow to anyone. India has

throughthisregion. Ourenergy se-
curity depends on Gulf oil and gas.
And the well-being of some 9
million Indian workers and resi-

Czechoslovakia (1968),and
Afghanistan (1979). Why?
Because werightly judged that

often spoken for global justice in
multilateral forums, But we have
also known when to hold our
tongue. That balance is the es-

any Indian government, therefore, I too
would counsel restraint. Restraint is
strength: The strength to balance prin-
ciple with pragmatism, to honour our
values while safeguarding our interests,
and to navigate a dangerous world with
wisdom rather than bravado.

For a government to recognise geo-
political realiti: dweigh
for India’s economy and strategic position
before taking a public stand is not “moral
surrender”. It is responsible statecraft.

The writer is Member ofParharnenl‘ for
Lok Sabha,

their’ d the flow of ital national interests. positions, butarecognition thatIndia’ssov-  dents in the Gulfis directly tied to we had too much at stake sence of y Standing Committee
India has done well to keep all lmes of communication open. ereignty and survival depended on avoid-  regional stability. Silence, inthe absence of lever- on External Affairs
Delhi: ing to show results: Last
weekend, two Indian-flagged LPG carri trait. Un-

India and Israel share a growing, ck part-
nership! hasst in rsoentyears BulDe]hjmustre-

where Indian and Israeli interests begin todiverge.

A Bill that narrows, not
expands, rights

FDEMOCRACY is based on the individuality and dignity

of man... we have to recognise the right of a human being

to choose his/| her gender identity, which is integral to

his/her ity and is one of the most basi of
self-determination, dignity, and freedom.” With these words,
the Supreme Court in NALSA vs Union of India (2014) recogni-
sed the third gender as a category and trans persons’ right to
determine their own gender identity as integral to the right to
life and dignity. The protections and rights assured by NALSA
and the Transgender Persons (Protection of Rights) Act, 2019,
could now be undermined by the Transgender Persons (Pro-
tection of nghts) Amendment Bill, 2026.

TheBill limit who
asauansgenderpexson o bmlog'lcal and culturalmarkem "Aper-
ral hijra, aravani
and jogta... “forced”
to present as ua.nsgender This means the state would cease to
identity,

lakhsof people for

trans women outside ities listed, genderqueer, and

non-binary people. To identify and protect a “genuine” class of

“oppressed” persons, the Bill p

auon of trans persons bya dlstnct mcchca] boa.rcl It fails to rec-

|prp. & identityis

" through medi-

Manyint transitioni ac-

quu:mg fresh documems will be left in limbo, an(l t_hose outside

s may see their d By

for medical instituti share details of

-affirmi ieswiththe DM, the

Bill ighttoprivacy inedin 2018).
i ofthe Bill —wideri i
— isworthy, the soluti

nanr alsoi sil di

making it

objecti
of ions and welfare
cannotbea i Instead, institutional capac-
ity, political willand mustt ded.Atatime
when the world is seeing a rollback in the scant pmtecnons for
t India toofferi
ddignity. Itshould not, instead, walkbackon rights.

Spy writer who taught
young men to cook

N1962, a few weeks after the first James Bond film, Dr No,
opened to full houses, another spy thriller caught the at-
tention of book lovers. In several ways, it was the antithesis
tothelan Fleming-scripted blockbuster—itstitle, Ipcress
Files, an acronym for “Induction of Psychoneuroses by Condi-
tioned Reflex under Stress”, and its unnamed protagonist, a
gritty civil servant, athome with office memos and bureaucratic
rivalries. The book wenton tosell more than 2 million copies in
three years, establishing its writer, Len Deighton, who died on
Monday, as a major voice in Cold War spy fiction. While Dr No
found it difficult to fathom that the Sun had set on the British
‘Empire, Deighton’s protagonist is unabashedly worldly — he
solves crosswords, loves to rile his boss, cooks, and enjoys the
smell of roasted chicken stuffed with pine-nuts and spices. He
wears ill-fitting jackets and in his tinsel avatar — where he gets
aname, Harry Palmer — Deighton’s spy wears glasses.

By the early '70s, Deighton had cemented his place among
writers such as Eric Ambler and John le Carré, who challenged
spy fiction’s hero mythology and whose characters were often
aware of the by their De-
ighton's work: wit. His
1970 woxk,Bambcr waspmsccl asoneof the ﬁmst post- waant—
1sh novels. Butit iticised for

t ofthe British

tothe Bmz.

lar l:uslory His “Cookstrips”, illustrated step-| by -step recipes in
TheObserver, tonudge “young menlivi from
‘home to take up cooking”. Like several of his other works, that,
too, was an evocativeidea.

A German scholar, pioneer of
India’s regional history writing

Diluting the power of lies
inapost-truthage

£
4

BUDDING GERMAN scholar,
barely 23, came to a Buddhist
monasteryinSriLankaasatu-
torial assistant for two months

1959. He then undertook an

exceptional u'am |oumey from the south of
India,

of deshato globalanennou. Besides publi-

1t, his Kingsand
Cults (1993) revealed the interactions be-
tween kshatra (power) and kshetra (sacred
centres)in Odishaand South India. Italsoset

modern political processes — The State in

(‘)

can circle the world before patient fact has laced its
boots. Welive ina post -truth” age, where feelmgs
toweigh
can be dismissed as “just your narrative”, Yet, ordinary life still

RUTH AND falsehood are not just opposing state-
‘ments; they are rival ways of living together. Lies —
especially when amplified by power or prestige —

RANABIR plains up to Amritsar and Lahore, andthen  India1000-1700and the books he co-edited GEORGE depends on some shared sense that words ought to answer to
CHAKRAVARTI  hitch-hiked acrossthe Khyber Pass. Hisjour-  with B P Sahu, Interrogating Political Sys- JoHn reality. When that weakens, everything else begins towobble.
neys across South Asia would have pleased  tems: Integrative Processesand Statesin Pre- ‘What, then, do we mean by “truth”? Philosophers speak of
7th-century CE Chis - modern Indm The Routledge Handbook of cor i rid), ¢
dhist pilgrim). Hevisited several histori remodern India and History of i i ) s hat “works”
sacred sites (including Thanjavur, Badami,  PrecolonialIndia:Issues and Debates. These in i 1In practice, from all three. Adoctor,a
Ajanta, Saml'u. VamnaSJ ancl Agra) and re— ighli k judge, or a journalist needs statements that fit the facts, make
ing“from within” atlocal and regional levels. sense within a wider picture, and continue to survive serious
would be the begmmng uf his six- clecacle- Along with Sahu and another close questioning. Truth-seeking is Jess a static porssessmn thana dis-
ith India. Tt as  friend, BDCI Kulkecritiqued ciplined habit: Gatherevidence, li
Professor Hermann Kulke, one of the most i ist hi " thruston necessary, and still be willing tosay, “On present evndence, tlus 15
respected German expertson South Asian @ itary poli ist perceptionof whar we should believe.” Plural perspectives do not mean any-
History, who passed away on March 10. thy it p()]l[y under Differentangleson reali withoutbeing
Kulke began by studying German His- ~ andthesegmented polity model. They pres- arbitrary. Humility hereisavirtue: Thewﬂlmgnes toadmit limits
tory, Sociology and Political Science, but  ented, with empirical richness and concep- and learn from those who see what we have missed.
soon felt drawn to South Asian History by tual strength, the alternative process of “in- Iftruth mattersso much, whydo ta]sehoods ﬂounsh’Pa.rmf
readingHeinrichZimmerand WilhelmRau.  tegrative polity” that gave centrality to the INGOOD h is motivati Lies can be c
He turned to Indology at the University of  regional profiles of powers. -4 or profif Partofiti: half-
Freiburg as a doctoral scholar. Although he Kulke was equally at home with South alt easy to share, while verification is slow and unglamorous. And
received rigorous training in German Indol- Aslan and Southeast Asian pasts. His con- part ofitis: what LhephtlosopherHarry Frankfurt called “bull™*”;
ogy, Kulke was never of the the Angkorstate in U liarwhostill pays tributeto truth by tryingto
Aryan question, which, as he pointed out, Cambodxa.the.)avanese polityandthe Chola concealit, the bull****ersaws off the very branch on which public
was“amajorideological propofGermanFas-  overseas campaigns in Southeast Asiaand ) trust sits. Power deepens the dama,e From totalitarian propa-
cism”. Aclosereadingof Max Weberaroused  SriLanka havebroughtabout lasting histori- Truth-seeking  gar 1l 0con-
Besides inKulkead in The shifts. He did not subscribe to R islessastatic  trolmegs i factand fiction. When
i onty result was hi i toraldis-  CMaj ’s claim of the Hindu colonies e, citizens no longer know whom to trust, many retreat into cyni-
pubhcauuns on it fChidamba-  intheFarEastorGeorge Coedes’perception POSSESSIon cismorcling totheir tribe’s preferred story. Most victims of mis-
the Jagannath ram. Itinvolvedacriticalanalysisofthe Chi-  of the indianised states of South East Asia. thana mformauon are not wicked; they are human. We all prefer in-
cult, Kulke's dambaram-mahatmyam, which enabled  Instead, he demonstrated the cultural con- disciplined fitswhatweal believe. Weareoverwhelmed
‘Kingsand new perspectives on the Cholas. vergence on both sides of the Bay of Bengal habit: Gather by headlines, clips, and forward: “cognitive
’ The growing appeal of the Bhakticults  that resulted in souc economic, pohncal . . ease” —what —oﬁen truth.
Cults revea}led from 600 CE ouwards ging firstin  andculturali eVldel,]ce’_hSten So,whatcanwe do? Wecan modestdisci
theinteractions g ithIndiaand i apan- Asia. Sahuand Cl toobjections,  pir, triangulation: Don't rely ona single source; look for inde-
between power i ith the fnumer- d in2022.Th i the revise when pendent confirmation. Second, provenance: Ask who is saying
and sacred ous polmcal powersat local and supra-local  remaining member of the trio will leave a necessary, and this, how they know it, and what they stand to gain. Third, con-
centres. Itset levels. Tt ought p void in Indian historiography stillbe w’mi versational ethics: Argue tounderstand, not just to win; try tore-
" s legitimation thou;n sacred 1deologxes ancl Generous and helpful to the fault, es- 5 Ng  gatean opponent’s wew fairly before criticising it. Fourth, char-
thestageforhis iy ials. Kul peciallytoyoung wasanad- tosay, On acter: Cult itofadmitting, “T 2" We cannot
contributions of mirer of India and Indians. His many stu- present icli lies, but wi their power Atruthful
to preAmodem tory of the Jagannar.h cultand the polxty of  dents,bothinGermanyand in India, willnot evidence, thisis society isnot oneinwhich everyone agrees, but onein which dis-
litical Odisha under the Eastern Gangas and the  only fondly remember him, but will surely hat agreement is conducted with shared respect for reality. That
Polity Gajapatis(twiceleadingtheOrissaResearch  furtherenrich the fields Kulke opened up. wha Wf: requires courage, patience, and humility.
processes should believe’

Project of the German Academic Council).
Tt o

Thewriteris ahistorian

The writer is a retired psychiatrist
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Sobhraj sccomplice

S Attempt on nfeol |
_,“" Amritsar SP i

O il i Luchanns

Sobhrajaide surrenders

DINESH, ONE of the six persons who es-
caped with the dreaded international
criminal Charles Sobhraj, surprised police
officers when he returned to the jail. He
was subsequently arrested by the police,
who had taken into custody the deputy jail
superintendent, VD Pushkama, and
warden Prem Bahadur, for allegedly hav-
ing a hand in the conspiracy regarding
Sobhraj's escape from jail.

Sobhraj met Tihar officials

CHARLES SOBHRAJ, the dreaded interna-
tional criminal, had an extraordinary
meeting with two senior officials of Tihar

epaper.indianexpress:com .. .

Central Jail about an hour before he es-
caped. [t was not an official meeting. The
two deputy superintendents who met
him, BS Jarial and H C Verma, were notin
charge of the part of jail where Sobhraj
was kept. The meeting was arranged in
no: 1section of the jail. Sobhraj was called
there from no: 3 section atabout 11am.
The meeting lasted an hour.

Amritsar SPattacked

An attempt was made on the life of the Am-
ritsar District Superintendent of Police
(CID), Harjeet Singh, while anather person
was stabbed to death in Ludhiana in the last
24 hours. Harjeet Singh had a narrow es-
cape when some unidentified persons; sus-

Kolkata

pected to be terrorists, fired Sten subma-
chine gun shots at his car near his house on
TaylorRoad in Chandigarh.

Clashesin Jalandhar

The Sri Lankan government is preparing
an autonomy plan as part of a political sol-
utionto the island’s ethnic crisis. reliable
sources said in Colombo. The initial step
would be to setup a provincial councilin
the disputed eastern province, which
would have a chief minister at its head,
the sources said. The new plan falls short
of amerger of the northern and eastern
provinces as demanded by the Tamil
United Liberation Front (TULF), the main
Tamil political party.
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@0 aictxolsined « WAR IN WEST ASIA
It i ﬁ‘ﬁ::;&“m 1y relevance Ali L ari ~ anio Phil() SO hel‘ Larijani was the quintessential Iran
that o :f;ﬂ:;ﬁ:s} i?:::nw to ] ° p 9 politician: Bureaucrat, technocrat,
L] ° diplomat. His killing will pave way
o negotiator and hardliner  wiscimaienu

Language row in
Karnataka that
led to cancellation
of Railways exam

Kiran Parashar
Bengaluru, March18

‘THE SOUTH Western Railway (SWR) was forced to post-
pone arecruitment examination on Tuesday aftera pro-

SHUBHAJIT Roy

IRAN’S POWERFUL national security ad-
visor Ali Ardeshir Larijani was killed by Is-
rael on Monday night. His death was con-
firmed by Iran’s Supreme National Security
Council, which Larijani led as secretary.
Larijani’s son, Morteza, was also killed in
the attack, the council said.

Larijani, 67, was widely bdleved to be

Kannadaoutfit near entres across Karna- running -y followin,
taka, objecting tothe test being c onlyin English Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei.
and Hindi. SWR's action was all the more notable in astate . 4 "

Longties with India

that has had a history of protests overlanguage, wuh pro'
Kannada activists 1 resorting to ani
violence. Karnataka Chief Minister Siddaramaiah posted
on X: “Despite peaceful protests, the department failed to
respond intime, cancelling the examinations at the last
‘moment and leading to the present confusion.”

‘What in
‘The Mysuru Division of the SWR issued a notification on
February 25, 2025 for a promotion exam. Such exams are held

In New Delhi, Larijani was viewed as a
“friend” and the Indian establishment had
engaged with him for over 20 years.

The most recent engagement was in Ja-
nuary this year, when Deputy National Se-
curity Advisor Pavan Kapoor visited Iran.
This wasa follow-up visit after National Se-
curity Advisor Ajit Doval called up Larijani
in September last year and congratulated
himon the ibility of Su-

for Group °C' and ‘D’ employees, giving them an
for promotion. It was to be held for 194 Goods Train Manager
posts, with a 60% quota for
existing employees. On No-
vember §, 2025 another no-
tification was issued for 101
posts under the Limited De-
partmental Competitive
Examination witha15% pro-
motional quota. Both exams
werescheduled for March 17.

How did the row unfold?

According to the candi-
dates, the examination no-
tification mentioned athree-
language policy when it was
first released, meaning it
would be conducted in Eng-
lish, Hindi and Kannada. However, a later notification only
mentioned Hindi and English. In a letter dated February 12,
the AllIndia OBC Railway Employees Association wrotetothe
‘General Manager of the SWR and demanded that the exam-
inations be conducted as per the official language policy of
the Government of India, and that, in its absence, Kannada-

peaki ployees faced di:

Pro-Kannada protestersin
Bengaluru on Tuesday. e1i

‘What is the official policy in such matters?

According to Railway Board guidelines issued in a July 8,
1992 circular, all departmental examinations must be con-
ducted in three languages — Hindi, English, and the respect-
ive regional language. South Indian states have long stressed
the need fora three-language policy in recruitment concern-
ingF Banks, the Indian Rail other central
agenciestoencouragelocal recruitment. In his post on X, Sid-
daramaiah alleged that the “continued impositionof Hindi in
recruitment processes across central departments” hasled to
the unfair treatment of local candidates.

‘What has the Railways said?

SWR, whichis syet toannounce the new dates, hassaid that
regular iguage policy, butthe pro-
motiol inHindiand English.
‘AnSWRofficial claimed the exam for promotions is computer-
based, which is why Kannada was not added as an option.
Questioned about the notification, which clearly mentioned
that exams would be held in three languages, the official said
thatthey would revert. Anofﬁcul statement indicated [hat the
issueof] ip for di

by th

(@) Drishti 1AS (J)
*STUDIO &
S FOUNDATIg)

Live Oniins Course

5 Just 234,900 1

English Medkem
isions Open

¢ calus 8750187501

(B2 mman

@ oishtilAS.com

Higheh Medgaen
Admissions Open

preme National Security Council chief.
According to an Iranian readout, Lari-
jani had “expressed his ,rautude for the
kind d disc ex-
panding economic cooperation between
thetwo counmes aswell as strengthening
security d advanc-
ing the Chabahar project”. It had been
agreed that further negotiations would con-
tinue during an upcoming visit to India.
Larijani had visited India in February-
March 2013 as Chairman (Speaker) of the
Parliament of Iran. At that time, he had met
Lok Sabha Speaker Melra Kumar and dis-
betweenthetwo

Ali Larijani bei I

h in2025. ap/rie

toBeirut by

actually written their poetry in Persian lan-
guageand they arevery famous in Iran too.
Solcansay that the people of the two coun-
tries are very close toeach other. And when
countries have very good people-to-people
contacts, it is very easy for them to have
political cooperation.”

About differences of views, he said:
“That's natural. In today’s world, there are
always small arguments and differences...
‘We have to see whether they are tactical or
strategic. But when it comesto the strategic
level, we haveno d!ﬁ”erenceofoptmon "This
was remarkable, idering

Parliaments.

Atthat time, he had offered a nuanced
understanding of bilateral ties, saying:
“Iranand India play acomplementary role
to each other. This goes back to the roots
that bind the two countries together. There
‘were many Iranian scientists who came to
India. I can say that for almost two cen-
turies, Persian was the official court lan-
guage of India. You have some great people

hoar i ustoo.
Like Gandhi, like Jawaharlal Nehru. The
people of Iran know about them. Their
works are being studied even today in Iran.
‘You have some Indian poets and they have

ing soon after India had voted against Iran
attheInternational Atomic Energy Agency.

Calibrated hardline

Larijani was a quintessential Iranian
politician: bureaucrat, technocrat and di~
plomat all rolled into one.

He ran for Presldent in 2005 but came
sixth hewa by
Khamenei into the Supreme National Se-
curity Council (NSA eq ) between

Last letter
In his last letter
on March 16,
Larijani had
called for the
unity of the
Muslim world
L]

“You know that
America has no
loyalty toyou
and that Israelis
your enemy. Stop
foramoment
and reflecton

2005and 2007 —acrucial phase fortheIra-
nian nuclear programme. Hewastheirlead
negotiator during [huse years and is
credited with i 1hard-

y and
the future of the
region,” he wrote

line position that he managed well enough
to purchase time during the negotiations
with EU3 (France, Germany and the UK).
However, heisalsosaid to havescuttled
the possibility of an agreement with the
West in 2009, when then President
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad had agreed in-
principle to the Tehran Research Reactor

Ayotollah Ruhollah Khomel.m

Larijani studied
puters for his graduation, and received his
Masters and PhD in Western Philosophy
from Tehran University. He taught philos-
ophy at the same university, authoring
three books on the German philosopher
Immanuel Kant.

Having played an active role in the 1979
IranRevolution, he joined the Islamic Rev-
olutionary Gaurd Corps (IRGC) in the early
1980s. Then he transitioned to the govern-
ment, serving as culture minister under
President Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani be-
tween 1994 and 1997, and then as the head
of the state broadcaster (IRIB) from 1994
until 2004: During his time at the IRIB, he
faced criticism forbeing part of the repress-
ive regime, but the broadcaster expanded
itsreach, includingsomeinternational TV
channels for Iranian expatriates.

He attempted to run for President fora
second time in 2021. But this time, he was
disqualified by the Guardian Council,
which vets candidates. He was disqualified
againwhen he attempted to runin the 2024
presidential election.

‘The Guardian Council gave no reason
for the disqualifications, but analysts
viewed the 2021 move asaway to clear the
field for hardliner Ebrahim Raisi, whowon

he election. Larijani critici 2024.dis-
qualification as “non-transparent”,

But hedid return toan influential posi-
tion in August 2025, when he was reap-
pointed as secretary of the Supreme Na-
tional Security Council by President
Masoud Pezeshkian.

Like other top Iranian leaders, Larijani
‘was under heavy us sancuons and nmph»

deal. Thisiny dshi hof
Tran’s low-enriched uranium stockpile to
Russia to prevent it from making a bomb,
and Russia in return providing fresh fuel to
keep the reactor running for civilian pur-
poses. This was aimed at providing a year
or two of negotiating time without the
pressure of a clock ticking on the side. The
collapse of this deal accelerated the push
for tougher sanctions against Iran.

Kennedy and Kant

Larijani belonged to a wealthy and
powerful family from Amol. In 2009, Time
magazine described them as the “Kenne-
dys of Iran”. His father, Mirza Hashem
Amoli, was a prominent religious scholar
and his brothers too have held powerful
positions in the government. He was mar-
ried to Farideh Motahari, whose fatherhad
been an aide of Khamenei's predecessor,

cated intheviolent
testsinJanuary. He had been appom(ed to
advise Khamenei on strategy in nuclear
talks with the Trump administration.

In his last letter to the Islamic world on
March 16, he had called for unity among
them.

What his death means for war

Larijani was one of the insiders of the
Iranian regime with the ability to work
across the aisle — from moderates and re-
formists to hardliners and IRGC — while
also having the bandwidth to engage with
the most sophisticated American and
Western diplomats.

Afterhi inati i b-
lishment tobefilled with official:
appointed by the IRGC, whoare expected to
be much more hardline and much less
amenable to negotiations with the West.

Why NATO doesn’t have to answer Trump’s call tojoin Iran war

Anagha Jayakumar
New Delhi, March18

US PRESIDENT Donald Trump revived a
familiar refrain thisweek, callingon NATO
to join the war commenced by the US and
Israel against Iran, now in itsthird week.

“Ithink NATO is making a very foolish
mistake. And I've long said that I wonder
whether or not NATO would ever be there
for us,” he told reporters on Tuesday. “So
this was a great test, because we don’t need
them, but they should have been there.”

Thelatest remarks on the alliance have
prompted arecall of Trump'sthetoricat the
start of the year, when he took to the stage
at Davos to say that the US “never got any-
thing out of NATO.”

What NATO’s charter says

The parameters of the current war show
arejection of NATO’s rules of engagement
under its charter. Under Article 1 of the
Charter membets must commit toresolve
anyi areinvolved
in through peaceful means, without en-
dangering international peace, security
and justice. Allies are also expeLted tore-
frain from using threats or f¢ i

ent with the purposes of the United Na-  Rules of

tions. The present conflict presents a clear

rejection of this practice, with the fallout engagement

spreading globally. ® Article 5, obhga(
Eventheuse of Article 5, obligati: re- inga all

sponse by all memberstoanattackonone  memberstoanat-

member, may be invoked strictly asade-  tackonone member,

fence measure. Post 9/11, other allies were
not obligated to join the US offensive in
Afghanistan, but opted to join a Coalition
ofthe Willing formed by the US.
Geography is another limiting factor.
Under Article 6, thealliance’s collective de-
fence obligations apply only to specific re-
gions— the territories of member states in
Europe and North America, Turkey, and
the North Atlantic area north of the Tropic
of Cancer, including their forces and
vessels in the Mediterranean. The current
conflict, playing out in and around Iran,
falls squarely outside these boundaries.
Given these caveats, NATO exercises a
high bar for military response. Anattack on
any member country’s military bases or
missiles, therefore, does not automatically
resultin the invocation of Article 5.

Allies respondmgmdtvzdually
Thus far, limited its role

may be invoked
strictly as a defence
measure.

® Anattack onany
member country’s
military bases or mis-
silesdoes not auto-
matically resultinits
invocation.

to“enabling support”, suchas logistics and
missile defence, without invoking Article
5. Early intothe war, NATO Secretary Gen-
eral Rutte emphasised that there are “ab-
solutelyno plans” for NATOtobe involved,
“other than individual allies doing what
they can to enable what the Americans are
doing together with Israel”.

Several European countries have re-
jected Trump'scall for naval reinforcements,
‘while: o[hers have chosen to engage at their
own The UKh: theUS

2006, each member has been expected to
contribute at least 2% of its GDP on its de-
fence, and since 2014 endeavoux to“move
2% ithin adecade”.
According to NATO data, US defence
spending constituted 63% of total defence
spending in 2024, down from 72% in 2016,
when Trump was first elected president.
‘While both figures are substantial, the US
ranks sixth in terms of the percentage of
GDP spenton defence.
Morei ly, Article 5 hasbeenin-

to use some of its military bases in Cyprus
following suspected Iranian drone attacks.
While Cyprus is not a NATO member, the
UK is. Greece has sent frigates and F-16s,
while France deployed the frigate Langue-
docto Cyprus. NATO forces have also inter-
cepted Iranian drones and missiles near
Turkey’s Incirlik Air Base. Todate, the east-
ern flank of the alliance has absorbed the
spillover of conflict, even as NATO itself re-
frains from formally entering the war.

Trump’s grievances

Since his first presidential term, Donald
Trump has claimed that other NATO allies
haven’t contributed as much to the shared
alliance defence budget as the US. Since

voked only once, for America’s aid follow-
ing the terrorist attack on September 11,
2001. Several NATO allies cametogetherto
stage a military intervention in Afghanis-
tan. When the US exited it in 2021, there
were about 10,000 NATO troops in the
country (of which 2,500 were American),
down from over 100,000 in 2011. Soldiers
from Britain and other European nations
died fighting in Iraq and Afghanistan.

Denmarkalone sent 18,000 troops dur-
ing this period, and had one of the highest
per-capita death rates, losing 43 soldiers
between 2002and 2014.

Several European leaders have seen the
2003 invasion of Iraq as a costly mistake
driven by faulty intelligence.
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With 2 Oscars, how KPop Demon Hunters charted apath to mainstream success

Rishika Singh
New Delhi, March 18

NETFLIX’'S KPop Demon Hunters (2025)
won two Oscars Sunday for Best Animated
Feature Film and Best Original Song, a
banner night for a film that came to the
form with i tion.

isrendered in the film’s unique animation
style. Ithasreceived praise for faithfully in-
corporating aspects of Korean culture, in-
cludingthe city landscape of Seoul, aswell
as Korean food and mytholovy
Forinstance, it

inmany Dlsney films mvolvmg princesses,
thatof; Inthefilm,

Itisnow Netflix’s most-watched film, ever.
Itssongs have topped US music chartsand
asequelisintheworks. Sohow did the film

this takes the form of a tigerand a magpie.
Areportin The Korea Times stated: “This
odd-couple pairing may seem random at

break lac-

first, butit Korean folkartand

crue critical acclaim along the way?

Infusing Korean mythology
KPop Demon Hunters follows three

members of a popular Korean girl group

called Huntrix. They live double lives as

genre paintings called ‘minhwa’. Flourish-

ing in the later centuries of the Joseon Dy-
nasty (1392-1910), minhwa broke away from
the refined conventions of court painting.
Rather than following rigid formalism, the
genre embraced raw charm and unre-

hunters of demons, who isun-
known tohumans, and fight them through
thepower of their music. Inthe process, the
‘main characterslearn the values of self-ac-
ceptance and teamwork.

The setting provides ample space for a
colourful and bright visual palette, which

withwhim-

‘KPop Demon Hunters' is now Netflix's most-watched film. nerrux

minhwa, these auspicious figures took on

sical, often mlschlevousdetalls theseworks  a satirical twist, delivering a playful jab at
- those in pow: added.

day humor of ordinary people.” Mijeong Mimi Kim, aProfessorin the De-

* TramuunaUy, the tiger was seen asa partment of EastAsian Languages and Cul-

evilspiritsand th turesat University inSt. Louis,

as a harbinger of good news. But in

was among the advisers consulted for the

cultural depictions. She told the university
magazine that hersuggestionsincluded de-
tailslike the type of sword used by the char-
acters, and ensuring historical accuracy.

K-pop and its fan culture
Focusing on K-pop artists lets the film

epaper.indianexpresmm.- .

add multiple catchy and energetic songs
common to the genre in itstwo-hour runt-
ime. Some of the soundtrack features the
popular K-pop girl group, TWICE.

The film attempts to capture aspects of
the genreinaway that both nodstothe fan
culture and pokes occasional fun at its in-
tensity without looking down on it. Most of
the soundtrack is in English, which helps
widen its appeal tonon-Korean audiences.

In centreing K-pop, the film capitalises
ontherapid riseof the genreinthe West over
thelast: decade Groups: suchasB’[S TWICE

watched series on Netflix, was also a
Korean creation.

ProfKim said: “Workssuch as ‘Parasite”
and ‘Squid Game’ reveal universal aspects
of human nature — both its strengths and
its flaws. Their powerliesin their unflinch-
ing honesty, resisting any impulsetosoften
oridealize reality.”

Kids as a key demographic

Froma focus on friendships to love in-
terests, the film includes several aspects
common to feel-good animation movies.
Th

and served a forthe

targeted at children, and

fashion

Butit'snot just K-pop— Korean movies
and culture have had aspot in the limelight
for a while now. This could have eased the
film’s path to mainstream success. At the
Oscars, too, the 2019 film Parasite won the
Best Picture award in 2020, becoming the
first non-English film to do so. The next
year, Minari received several nominations
and the Best Supporting Actress award for
Youn Yuh-jung. Squid Game, the most-

Kolkata

thisfilm hastl catchy songs
that they request to be played on repeat.
Netflix now offers a version with just the
film’s music videos.

The overwhelming popularity doesn’t
mean the film hasn’t faced criticisms, rang-
ing from a lack of depth in characterisa-
tions tosome plot inconsistencies. But put
together, the visuals, music, and the over-
arching sense of fun and action have been
enough to propel it to success.
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War tends to be less amenable to spin
than politics or marketing.

— The New York Times
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How to define an ancient hill range?
By protecting a delicate balance

ANOOP SINGH

S Anew committee of experts

is set to take up what appears

to be an increasingly vex-

atious task of defining an

ancient hill range, I feel com-
pelled to put on record why, as then direc-
tor general (DG), Forest Survey of India
(FSI), Topposed the definition based on 100
melevation for the Aravalli.

Itis also as good a time as any to re-
memberwhy it may not be necessary tore-
inventthe wheel, because the Aravalli hills
were meticulously mapped backin 2011 by
the FSTunder a very able director general,
the late RD Jakati.

Pursuant to the Supreme Court (SC)
order dated February 19, 2010, the central
empowered committee of the SC assigned
the task of mapping mining areas in the
Aravalli hills of Rajasthan to the FSL

Subsequently, after failing to obtain
any map of Aravalli Hillsand Ranges from
other mapping agencies, the FSI em-
barked upon the arduous task of mapping
by itself and submitted the delineated
map of the Aravalli hills for 15 districts of
Rajasthan on April 13, 2011.

The issue was revisited when a com-
mittee of secretaries and representatives
of technical institutions was constituted,
as per directions of the SCon May 9,2024,
to find an uniform definition of Aravalli
Hills and Ranges.

The committee submitted its report in
itsaffidavit on October 3,2025. As DG, FSI,
Twas a member of the committee and had
opposed the definition based on 100 m
elevation above a reference level dueto its
serious environmental impacts. After the
SC judgment on November 20, 2025,
multiple reports by this newspaper led to

ILLUSTRATION: C R SASIKUMAR

AravalliregioninRajasthan Number of Aravalli Districts

Total number of hills: 1,18,575 STATE ASPERFOREST AS PERENVIRONMENT
HILL HEIGHT (M) NO.OFHILLS SURVEY OF INDIA® SECY-LED PANEL**
220 12.081 | | Rajasthan  36of 4l newdistricts 20 of 41 new districts

. 240 5,009 Haryana 9 &
260 2656 | | Gujarat 9 | 5
>80 1594 Delhi 8 5

| 2100 1048 | | Total 62 a1

committee to examine the issue.
While this committee is in the process
of being set up, I think it is important to

*REPORT DATED 22 SEP 2025 ** AFFIDAVIT TO SCDATED 30CT2025

While serving as DG, I had analysed the
data for 15districts of Rajasthan toascertain
the impact of excluding hills below 100 m

FSIhad proposed totheSCthe! boundary of
Aravalli -(

2011. Theresults of the analyses carried out
by the FSIin 2025 were reported by this
newspaper last November (see table1).

Inordertoanswer theSC'squery onthe
accuracy of this study, it needs to be re-
peated by the proposed committee, with-
out changing the Survey of India sheets-
based dataset created during the tenure of
former DG FSIJakati.

i he FSI'sreport

[ember 22,2025, as many as 62 districts
qualify to be included in the Aravalli. In
comparison, the environment secretary’s
committee listed only 37 districts in their
affidavit on October 3, 2025. Even promi-
nent distri asSawai and
Chittaurgarh, famous for their forts, were
excluded from the list of Aravalli districts
by the secretary’s committee, even though
they were included in the Aravalli Green
Wall Project and also in the Ministry of Cul-
ture’s UNESCO World Heritage sites as
“Hill Forts of Rajasthan”.

The districts to be included along with
reasons for inclusion have been mentioned
in detail in the FSI's report. As the table
shows, the omission is stark (see table 2)
and, if not rectified, the hills are destined
to be obliterated in many districts without
evenbeing heaxd

The new alsoreferto

Textbook row:
NCERT needs to
look within —
Judiciary, too

ORDATKIN, axenowned Bnnsh mdge famously ob-

served that “justi Shemust

be allowed to suffer the scrutiny... and outspoken
comments of ordinary men.” This observation gives

the critics a free run. However, our Supreme Court

(SC) feels the critics cannot run amuck and must bear in mind
that thecnuclsm hastobe ob]ecnve genume and notaimedat

ing the image of an indivi or

‘The context is the controversy regarding the contents of a
Class 8 Social Science textbook created and approved by
NCERT. The chapter “The Role of the Judiciary in Our Society™
contains judicial anda i k-
logofcases. T: anSCbench headed
by the CJTdescribed the text asacalculated move toundermine
the judiciary. He reportedly said, “I will not allow anyone on
Earth to taint the integrity and defame the entire institution.”
The bench directed NCERT to withdraw all copies of the book
in circulation and banned further publication. It also issued
notices to the director of NCERT and the secretary

FSI's September 2025 report to take note of
the reasons why various government
agencies — such as the environment min-
istry, the Ministry of Culture, Central
Ground Water Board, Geological Survey of
India etc — have been including these dis-
tricts under the Aravalli.

The new committee may also like to re-
examine the robustness of the 3-degree

ofthe Department of School Education and Literacy. NCERT’s
role in these offending references and the SC's sharp reaction
has triggered a debate: Did NCERT cross a red line or was this
judicial overreach?

NCERTs primary function is to prepare the curriculum for
studentsof Classes 1to12,and when it does that, itassumes the
role of a teacher. It is expected of a teacher to impart quality
education to her pupils and take a holistic view of things. By at-
tempting to paint the judiciary in black hues, ignoring its semi-
nal contribution in protecting the Constitution and the rule of
law, NCERT was: nct onlyrunnmg down thejudiciary asanin-

highlight a few points: fromthe Aravalli. Only 15 (erstwhile slope criteria adopted by the FSI earlier as
Therecentanalysisonthe Ara- B . . of2011) district itis 1 and identifies the hills in

valli hills and their definition, ex- [‘t 15 ?JSO a5 gOOd aume ds heRa;asLhan governmenthadear-  the Aravalli region quite

tent, distribution, demarcation any to remember why it lier t lliisspread j has only 8 per cent geograph-

and altitudinal zonation wasdone may not be necessary to overonly these 15 districts. ical area under for&sl and tree cover (ISFR,

during my tenure as DG, FSL T reinvent the wheel because Digitised contours of these 15 2023)and ofthisliesinthe Ara-

studied the application of remote
sensingand GIS from ITC, The Ne-

protests by envir 1talists. On De-
cember 29, the SC stayed the November
judgment with directions to form a new

i
ESRI, USA. I may claim a modest
understanding of the technology.

the Aravalli hills were
meticulously mapped back in

districts were available with the
FSL The contour dataset was digi-
tised painstakingly from 1:50,000
Survey of Indiatopographicsheets
in2011. Based on this dataset, the

2011 by the FSI

valli region. The utmost care needs to be
taken not todisturb thisdelicate balance.

Singh is former director general,
Forest Survey of India
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Dowry cases

IN A country where countless
undertrial prisoners accused of
petty theft languish foryearsin
overcrowded jails, the spectacle
ofalleged dowry-related
murderers being set free through
whatappearto be run-of-the-mill
bail ordersis deeply troubling (A
case of gender injustice’, IE,
March 18). The tragedy of our
times lies not merely in cnme but
in the perception of

RAJAN KUMAR

‘WEST ASIA continues to be trapped ina
deadly conflict with noend insight. Most re-
cently, Iran'ssecurity chief, Ali Larijani, and
ther ilitary force Basij’s
Gholamreza Soleimani, have been k\lled
The conflict has claimed over 1,300 lives,
energy prices have hitthe roof, and global se-
curityis atstake. But the global response re-
mains tepid and perfunctory, marked by
i i it i The

within the justice systemitself.
Bail jurisprudence must rest on
clear principles toavoid legal
loopholes, especially in grave of-
fenceslike dowry death that re-
flectentrenched social violence.
Harsh Pawaria, Rohtak

War aims

‘THE CALLS for aregime change
in Iran may appear strategically
decisive, but history suggests
otherwise (‘In waronTran, Israel
knows whatit wants —US does
not’, IE, March 17). InIraq and
Afghanistan, rapid military suc-
cess was followed by prolonged
instability due to the absence of
credible post-conflict political
frameworks. Removing a regime
is fareasierthan rebuildinga
functioning state. Iran presents
an even more complex challenge,
with deeply embedded msn[u-
tionsandi

world is drifting towards disorder in the ab-
sence of collective action, owing to leader-
ship paralysis. European leaders have abdi-
cated their obligations, while the leaders of

ajoint response. Everystateisapprehensive

of disrupting its ties with Washington and
souringrelationswith theunpredictable US
President Donald Trump.

The central dilemma facing every state
is: Who will bell the cat? Every state recog-
nises the threat to global security, but each
remains averse to initiating action, fearing
punitive measures by Washington and un-
certain outcomes. The middle
powers expect the powerful coun-

BRICS should stepin,
restrain US-Israel

triesand theleadersof the Global South. But
unfortunately, while Europe does not want
to disrupt its alliance with Washington,
BRICS countnes appear equally apprehen-
siveof

centres around countering Western hegem-
ony and which draws legitimacy from the
Global South, its inaction is woefully inad-
equate. Ina modest statement, it called for

strategic restraint.

The European states do not view this as
anecessary war, and most of them ignored
Trump'’s exhortation to join it. Kaja Kallas,
EU foreign policy chief, stated that Europe

a and urged dialogue and consul-
tation. The Shanghai Cooperation Organ-
isation issued a joint statement without
naming or blaming anyone.

Ideally, BRICS should have taken con-
crete measures immediately. BRICS

feels slighted because it was not

the UAE, aUSa]lyf

and because the US has no clear objf

However,

titution but a iceto young minds. One would
wish that NCERT had highlighted not only the judiciary’s
negative side but also its many positives.

The judiciary is a pillar of our democracy. And we can
proudly say it has served citizens well. It has toits credit many
landmark judgments that have
gonea long way in keeping our
Constitution’s spirit alive, like
Kesavananda Bharti v. State of
Kerala, which held that Parlia-
ment cannot alter or destroy the
Constitution’s foundational fea-
tures— democracy, secularism,
federalism, and the rule of law.
Had it not done so, we would
haveseen governmentssuccess-
fully tinkering with the Consti-
tution’s basic structure.

It is the judiciary that has
given us the gift of public inter-
estlitigation. Today, any citizen
can move the higher courts for
a public cause and demand public accountability from the
authorities, It started with the SCtaking cognisance of a news-
paper report describing the appalling condition of prisoners
languishing in Bihar jails without trial, notwmhs[andmg the
factthat they had already ntence
for the crimes they had allegedly committed. Treating the re-
port as a writ petition, it directed the release of nearly 40,000
prisonersand gave a go-by to the locus standirule, where only
the aggrieved person could approach a High Court or the SC
forjustice. Itisthejudiciary that, through various pronounce-
ments, has given an expansive definition to Article 21, which
every person the right to life and personalliberty,

‘Trumpexpressed hisdispleasure with most
NATO members becausethey retused tod&
ploy their

in the Strait of Hormuz. However, their ac-
tion is unlikely to move beyond non-coop-
eration. No European state blamed Trump
squarely for initiating a war. In contrast,
European states and experts were quick to
blame the Iranian regime. Compared to the
European stance on Russia, its posture on
Irani jonal law

Itinvoked i
yinc i ialsin-
vasion of Ukraine, but is evenin

tors such as China, Russia, India, and Brazil
have higher stakes in global stability. BRICS
states reiterate the cause of sovereignty and
non-i every i
but when it comes to concrete measures,
their appmach is lacklustre. In such a scen-
ario, i beco! It must

soastoincludeini ptherighttolive with di rather
than mere existence.

‘This should not be taken to mean that the judiciary is a
paragon of virtue. It hasits failings, too. Its judgment in ADM
Jabalpur— holding that when an Emergency is in operation,
the right to life and personal liberty under Article 21 would
stand — isstill etched in the minds of the people.

not allow the world to hurtle towards a dis-
order where the powerful do what they can
while the weak suffer what they must.

As the chair of BRICS, it is incumbent
upon Indm lo mobilise members. The
isnot worried about

using words against the US.
More striking, however, is the

tries to assume leadership, while
the powerful states fear entrap-
mentand uncertain support from
the middle powers. Two setsofac-
tors have economic and diplo-
matic capabilities to change the
course of the war and restore the
global order: The European coun-

Trump is not worried about
the EU, given its dependence
on the US. However, the
combined strength of Brazil,
Russia, India, and China will
certainly serve as adeterrent

absence of strong statements and
condemnations from the BRICS

[he EU, given its dependence on the US.
However, the combined strength of Brazil,
Russia, India, and China will certainly serve
as a deterrent. The question is: Will the

countries. The war h dits
third week, and there is a serious
risk of escalation, but BRICS has
not issued a joint statement con-
demning the US-Israel action. For
an isation whose politics

leadersof ries putaside their dif-
ferences and coordinate action to send a
powerful message? One cannot be sure.

The writer is professor, School of International
Studies, Jawaharlal Nehru University, Delhi

There is a growing feeling that while the rich and powerful
have easy access to justice, the poor and marginalised rot in
jail endlessly, waiting to be heard. While Ashish Mishra —ac-
cused in the deaths of eight people in Lakhimpur Kheri — gets
bail, Umar Khalid is condemned to the prison’s four walls,
even though he has spent more than five years in custody
without trial. Corruption in the judiciary is not hidden from
anyone: Not long ago, wads of burnt currency notes were
found at the house of an HC judge. Certainly, the judiciary
needstomake acourse correctionin abigway. One hopes the
SC, while acting to protect the judiciary’s honour, keeps in
mind that at times, it too has failed the Constitution, and that
where and when it so fails, the citizen has a right to say so,
sometimes in whispers and at times loudly.

The writer is a former judge of the Delhi High Court

External pressure is more likely
tostrengthen internal unity than
trigger collapse.

Sudip KumarDey, Barasat

Energy insecurity

‘What we are witnessingis not cal-
culated diplomacy but a forced
retreatborn out of domesticinse-
curities and economic missteps
(‘Return of Russian oil signals US
pragmatism’, IE, March 16). The
USiscornered by the mounting
pressure of gas prices at home, and
the waiverislessastrategiclever
than anecessary evil tostave off
backlash. Energy inflation has al-
ready been akey driver of broader
priceinstability, withthe US
Bureau of Labour Statistics repor-
tingthat fuel costs contributed
disproportionatelytothe
Consumer Price Index increases
over the past year. Washington
cannotafford another shock.
Abhinay Shah, Lucknow
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LAST WEEK, when the Supreme Court re-
fused to heara PIL ona national policy for
menstrual leaves, it stated, “The moment

let'sta

2017 introduced a six-month, employer-
funded maternity leave. Purna Banerjee,
Shreya Biswas, and Debojyoti Mazumder
(‘Maternity Leave and Labour Market Out-
comes’, 2025) show that the policy signifi-
cantly reduced the employment probability
for women in the high-fertility age group

provide comparative analysis; a cross-state
comparison, possiblyacross Karnatakaand
Odisha— early adoptersofamenstrual leave
policy — with other states that do not have

(MHM,) initiatives cannot be limited to
rural schoolgirls. MHM policy is needed for
all menstruating persons — working and
non worklng, And such a policy needs to

k about menstrual leave, who bears the cost

maintenance and cleanliness of women’s
toilets across public spaces.

‘We need more empathy and flexibility.
Even without legal mandates, some com-

paid period leave. Or a firm-
level analysis of companies that offer paid
penod !eaves versus those that don’t. This

sanitary pads. Itcan

offer-

gob
introduce financial incentives for sanitary
napkin manufacturmg‘ issue guidelines

(ages20-29), inhigh-skilled oceu-

itisintroduced asa y condi-

tion, youdo not know the amount of dam-
age you are going to do to their (women
employees’) career. Nobody will give them
big responsibility.”
rual

barrier to enhancing women’s labour force
participation? Or will they, in fact, facilitate
‘women'’s retention as they legally allow the
rest required during painful, debilitating
period pain?

The evidence, unfortunately, seems to
point in the direction of employer discrimi-
nation. A parallel can be drawn with what

P et

The formulation of the law is critical.
Spain, the only Western economy to have
a national law on menstrual leave,
requires a doctor’s certificate and bears
the cost through publicly funded social se-
curity. The cost of the leave is not on the
employer, thereby reducing the chances
of discrimination.

Sowhere dowe go from here? Herearea
few things to consider. One, we need more
quantitative evidence on whether paid
period leaves result in employer discrimina-
tion andwhatudoesmwamen slabourpm-

driven,

ewdence based decisions.
‘Two, we need a national menstrual hy-
giene policy that covers all menstruating
persons. Menstrual health management

Companies are beginning to
recognise that offering period
leaves or work-from-home
options improves employee
morale, increases loyalty, and
boosts labour productivity

for p: of sanitary napkins and

ing period leaves or work-from-home op-
tons for menstruators who require
ical attention i

MHM infrastructure at wor ad-
ditional medical leaves for persons with se-
vere period pain (similar to Spain, maybe).

morale, i loyalty,and

productivity. Private companies can offer
flexible work arrangements or even leaves,

It can even look into s for period
pain management.
Three, buildi

totheir

ate, per their choice.

laid
by the Swachh Bharat Mission, we now
need a Swachh Bharat, Sashakt Nari
Mission to build or upgrade tmlets for
women and girlsin public: work-

It diedown
anynmesoon And that’s a good thing. Be-
cause even as we keep debating the merits
and demems of alawon penod Ieave gov-

comy mmu-

places. Under this mission, CSR funding
cansupport municipal corporations, public
transportauthorities, industrial areas, mar-

ket assoclatmns, am:l other public spaces,

after the Benefit Act,

ityand retention.

expand ure, improve

epaper.indianexpress:.com .. -

Kolkata

nity-based organisations can keep working
to make the world a slightly easier place for
menstruating persons.

The writer is founder, Nikore Associates
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Course correction

The overvalued Indian market is facing a reality check

ndian markets have fallen sharply since the

start of the US-Israel-Iran war; they have

reacted to the disruption in supply of critical
energy sources, and to crude breaching $100 per
barrel. The benchmark Nifty50 index has lost around
7 per cent since the war began three weeks ago, akin
to other global emerging market benchmarks.
However, this fall may actually be beneficial to the
long-term health of our markets.

Stocks from many sectors were unhinged
ﬂﬂ” from fundamentals. Retail investors who
entered stock markets in large numbers
% post Covid, propelled a surge in demand for
directand indirect equity (through the
mutual fund route). As a result, Indian
stocks have been quite pricey, compared to
other emerging markets. The NiftyS0 traded
at price-earnings multiple of 21.7 times
towards the end of 2025. This was ata
premium to benchmark indices of other
EMs including China, South Korea, Brazil
and South Africa which traded at PE
multiples between 11 and 18. Stocks in
consumption-oriented sectors such as
FMCG, healthcare and retail trade traded at
higher PE multiples of over 50 times. The
absence of a deep correction since the
Covid-low in March 2020, with declines not
exceeding 20 per cent from the peak, had led
to complacency with investors buying at
every dip. Stocks remained elevated for too
long. Owing to these higher valuations,
foreign portfolio investors turned net
sellers of India equity since September
2024, pulling out close to ¥3.5 lakh crore.
The ongoing correction will help valuations
to revert to their mean levels. The valuation
of Nifty50 has cooled a bit, with the PE
multiple declining to 19.51 times. But prices
need to decline further.

And they well may. Given the multiple
headwinds currently facing markets and the
economy, investors should be prepared for
further price corrections. If the war in West
Asia prolongs, corporate margins are going
to shrink, as fuel, logistics and input costs
increase. Shortage of LPG and other fuel
will likely further dent corporate
bottomlines. The domestic economy, which
was trotting along nicely before the onset of
this war, is up against multiple firstand
second-order effects. Besides shocks in the
form of prices, supplies and asset
valuations, the sentiment factor, too, could
hurtbusiness. It does not help that there are
just afew stocks in nascent, sought-after
sectors such as Al and semiconductors.

The bottomline is that market
corrections should happen when the
underlying fundamentals change. Afterall,
equities are not meant to be risk-free, and
excesses created in bull and bear markets
need to be ironed out. The Securities and
Exchange Board of India should let markets
follow their course, while watching out for
any undue volatility caused by
manipulation. The regulator, Association of
Mutual Funds in India and other investor
bodies should run awareness campaigns,
advising investors to pursue long-term goals
with realistic expectations.
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EUROPE:

Why the SAVE America Act . .. Won’t

For partisan hype, it's hard to beat the Senate debate this week on the SAVE
America Act. President Trump says the legislation is a salvation from mass
voter fraud. Sen. Chuck Schumer says it’s an effort at mass voter suppression,
“Jim Crow 2.0.” Neither is reality. Also, Republicans don’t have the votes to
clear the Senate’s filibuster. And if they bully the bill through anyway,
Democrats eyeing the end of the 60-vote rule will quietly celebrate. The House
version of the SAVE America Act has two main planks. First, people registering
to vote would be asked to show proof of US citizenship, such as a passport,
birth certificate or naturalization document. Many driver’s licenses wouldn’t
qualify. While the bill says it would accept a REAL ID “that indicates the
applicant is a citizen,” standard license designs often don't say. avew vork marcr17)

GULF 3£ NEWS

The challenges facing World Cup 2026

When the expanded 48-team FIFA World Cup kicks off in North America on
June 11,2026, it will be the largest sporting event ever staged. Matches will
take place across the United States, Canada, and Mexico, involving millions of
spectators and a global television audience expected to exceed five billion. The
tournament is now unfolding against a geopolitical backdrop that few planners
anticipated: a major war in the Middle East involving the United States and
Israel against Iran, and an increasingly assertive foreign policy under the
current US administration. Many quietly hope that the confiict will de-escalate
or conclude well before the tournament begins, as a prolonged war would risk
casting a shadow over the world’s largest sporting event. uea; wsrc17)
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yfavourite
management lesson
used to be this: when
cow gets into the ditch
(which often happens
when you run an oil and gas company),
one has to first get the cow out of the
ditch, figure out how it got there and
then ensure it does not get there. These
three common sense steps need to be
taken sequentially and not
simultaneously. Let’s follow the same
principle while analysing the
“‘worrisome” scenario, as the
government put it, in LPG supply.

The government is taking a series of
measures including allocating priority
for LPG usage, tightening the booking
cycle, invoking the Essential
C; dities Act to increase d ic
production of LPG, securing safe
passage for Indian flagged vessels to pass
through the Strait of Hormuz and
diversifying the LPG supply by sourcing
from the US

‘To know how we got into the current
LPG situation requires understanding of
some basics. A balanced mix of propane
and butane is commonly known as
liquefied petroleum gas (LPG). And itis
produced in the process of converting
crude oil into petroleum products such
as petrol and diesel in the refineries.
India has surplus refining capacity and
was able to export about 65 million
tonnes (mt) of petroleum products last
year.

LARGE-SCALE IMPORTS

However, India imports 60 per cent of its
LPG requirement and 90 per cent of that
is from the Middle East, which means

everyday, the largest in the world for
household cooking. LPG coverage, post
the successful PM Ujala Yojana, is more
than 10 crore households. Other
countries do not depend solely on LPG
as cooking fuel; electric or piped gas
cooking is more common. Soin the
current geopolitical conflict India has a
unique problem to deal with.

Inaway the current situation is
similar to the oxygen shortage that

the vessels carrying the
have to necessarily pass through the
Hormuz bottleneck. The first question
is:when we have surplus refining
capacity, why do we have to import LPG?

LPG production is highest (3-5 per
cent) from light and sweet crude oil, but
the Indian basket of crude (all the
different types of crude that the country
imports) has only 20 per cent light
crude, as it is more expensive in
international markets. Eighty per cent of
crude that India imports consist of
medium to heavy sour crude which are
traded at a discount. However, modern
Indian refineries with high complexity
indexare able to crack the heavy oil into
export grade petroleum products. This
process has some built in flexibility and
that is how Indian refineries are able to
increase the LPG production under the
current emergency protocol.

still this will not be sufficient as India
consumes about 60 lakh LPG cylinders

hospitals across the country faced
during the coronavirus pandemic.

India has no facilities for strategic
storage of LPG reserves to meeta crisis,
and the commercial storage the oil
companies together hold can meet only
less than 15 days of normal
consumption, The cost of storing LPG
isn’t much when compared to the
economic cost of shortage, perceived or
real. The investment needed to create
storage to meet one day’s requirement is
about 32,000 crore. Surface storage

As part of a robust
energy security plan, we
should have built a buffer
of 45 days of surface and
sub-surface storage
(strategic and commercial)
capacity

1IN CRISIS MODE. India banked on the Middle East
for almost all of its LPG imports, and failed to build

capacity can be custom built for large
customer segments, and large

Gujarat, Rajasthan and Assam either
alongvmh oil as associated gas or

sub-surface strategi capacity

dently as natural gas. The gas

can be created in suitable caverns to
meet crisis situations such as the
current one.

SKEWED SOURCING

In the energy security planning agenda,
LPG seems to have missed its rightful
place. And we ended up sourcing nearly
all our LPG imports from the Middle
East. The major alternative source is the
US, which is the largest producer and
exporter of LPG in the world and it
hardlyuses LPG as a cooking fuel.
However the transit time will be about
45 days, as the vessels have to take a
longer route to avoid the strait of
Hormuz.

As part ofa robust energy security
plan, we should have thought through
this scenario and built a buffer of 45 days
of surface and sub-surface storage
(strategic and commercial) capacity. It’s
better late than never, and planning
should start at least now if we are to
avoida “cylinder in aditch “ situation.

Piped natural gas (PNG), compressed
natural gas (CNG) and LNG are
different modes of storing and
transporting natural gas, which is
produced directly from gas fields in
Mumbai High, Krishna-Godavari
offshore and in onshore fields of

bemg predommamly methane, its
storage will require expensive
liquefaction and re-gasification process
or reinjection in reservoirs .

Though LPG and natural gas can meet
the same purpose, theyare produced
through different methods and by
different entities. LPG is produced by
downstream oil companies suchas 10C,
BPCLand HOCL in the public sector,
and Reliance and Nayara Energy in the
private sector.

Natural gas is produced by upstream
players such as ONGC, OIL and a few
independent oil companies in the
private sector. Incidentally, India meets
about 50 per cent of its natural gas
requirements by importing LNG.
Disruption in LNG imports has
implications for the industrial sector,

00.
Policy planners must give serious
thought to electric cooking as an
alternative option. Though it would be
expensive, at least we will not be
dependent onany other country. Ten
crore households depending on
imported fuel to cook their daily meal is
noway to build national energy security.

Thewriter is former CEO, Cairn India, and former MD,
HOEC

Keep alcohol, tobacco out of low-duty trade deals

Trade policy cannot trump the Constitution. The gains from tariff cuts are washed away by costs to health, family and society

—
Dileep Mavalankar
Abhay Bang

s India steps up its global trade
A talks (bilateral free trade pacts or

broader arrangements), thereisa
temptation to treat all commodities as
equal bargaining chips. The discourse
revolves around market access, tariff
reductions and investor confidence. Yet
there s one line that India must not
cross: allowing foreign alcohol and
tobacco products to enter the country at
low customs duties. This is not merelya
question of economics or protectionism.
Itisa constitutional, moral, and public
health imperative.

The Constitution is unambiguous on
the role of the State in relation to
intoxicating and harmful substances.
Article 47, one of the Directive
Principles of State Policy, explicitly
directs the State to “endeavour to bring
about prohibition of the consumption
except for medicinal purposes of
intoxicating drinks and of drugs which
are injurious to health.” While Directive
Principles are not justiciable, they are
fundamental to the governance of the
country and serve as guiding principles
forany state policy. Trade negotiations,
conducted in the name of national
interest, cannot be exempt from this

constitutional responsibility.

Alcohol and tobacco are not ordinary
consumer goods. Rather, they are among
the important causes of preventable
death and disease in India. Their
harmfulness ranges from cancers,
cardiovascular diseases, liver disorders,
road traffic injuries, domestic violence,
and loss of productivity. The WHO
estimates, 40 million Indians are alcohol
addicts. US Surgeon General has
proposed a mandatory label on alcoholic
beverages that alcohol causes seven
types of cancers.

HEALTH HAZARDS
The Lancet and the WHO now
unequivocally state that only safe limit
of drinking alcohol is zero drinking.
Gujarat, Bihar, Nagaland and Mizoram
have prohibition in place. Meanwhile,
tobacco alone kills more than a million
Indians each year, while alcohol use
imposes enormous social and economic
costs on families, particularly among the
poor and women and children. Any
policy that makes these products
cheaper, more accessible, or more
sociallyacceptable contradicts the
State’s constitutional duty to protect
public health and life and liberty of
citizens.

When customs duties on imported
liquor and tobacco are slashed as part of

LIQUOR. No safe consumption limit

trade deals, foreign brands become more
affordable, more aggressively marketed
— especially to youth. Global experience
shows that transnational alcohol and
tobacco corporations are very skilled at
exploiting new markets with weak
regulation. When India agrees to lower
tariffs on whisky, wine, cigarettes, or
novel tobacco products, it sends a clear
signal that revenue and trade relations
matter more than health, social welfare,
and even the Constitution. This goes
against government’s campaigns to
reduce use of tobacco and alcohol. Trade
negotiators often count tariff reductions
as “‘wins” without accounting for the
downstream fiscal and social costs borne
by health systems, families, and society.
True economic rationality demands a

full accounting — not just of trade flows.

Public health exceptions under World
Trade Organization rules and many
bilateral agreements allow countries to
restrict trade in products harmful to
health. India, with its explicit
constitutional directive, has an even
stronger moral and legal basis to exclude
alcohol and tobacco from low t:
treatment.

‘What India needs, therefore, is a clear
red line in trade policy: alcohol and
tobacco products must be removed from
tariff-reduction commitments,
India has taken principled positions on
access to medicines, generic drugs, and
public health safeguards, it must now do
the same for alcohol and tobacco. India
‘has taken a tough stand on agri and dairy
products as well.

Atatime when non-communicable
diseases are rising, healthcare systems
are under strain, and families are
grappling with the social fallout of
addiction, trade policy cannot afford to
be blind to its consequences. The
long-term national interest requires the
courage to say no to alcohol and tobacco
in trade negotiations.

Dileepis publi health expert and ormer director of

Public Health, and Bang
is Director of SEARCH Gadhchiroliand a public health
expertand activistfor tribal health
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Luxury cars in demand manufacturing them locally. town in Tirupati district.
Apropos FTAssettodrive luxurycar O PrasadaRao

market: Audi India’ (March 18).Many  Hyderabad

Indians aspire to own luxury cars

despite crowded streetsand Uplift of rural areas

pothole-ridden roads. High-speed
drivingis rarely possible, yet
comfort, smooth suspension, and
stylish interiors make the ride
enjoyable. For most buyers, the
appeal lies less in utility and morein
prestige and display of wealth. Free
Trade Agreements (FTAs) could
lower prices, encouraging wider
adoption. Still, the pride of
ownership often outweighs practical
challenges. However, Indian roads
remain unsuitable for such vehicles.
The first priority should be building
infrastructure fit for luxury cars
before expanding imports or

This is with reference to ‘Rapidly
developing Naidupetaemergesasa
key industrial node in southern AP Thane
(March 18). If India has to achieve
all-round growth and development
the contribution of the rural
economy is vital. Due to lack of
employment opportunitiesin rural
areas people migrate to urban areas
resulting in over-congestion of urban
areasand all the problems relating to
migration. Toarrest this, itis
important to startindustries in rural
areas. Inthis background itis
refreshing to read about industrial
development in Naidupeta, asmall

projects in rural and semi-urban
areas will go along way in creating
eemployment opportunities for the

youthinvillages.
Veena Shenoy

This refersto

Investments ininfrastructure

Pulling up insurers
gb

insurance cos will not go unnouced
(March 18). That the list of those
subjected to penalties for various
misdeeds, reads like a veritable who
is who of Indian insurance industry, is
notamatter of solace. It is proof of
the extent of malfeasance

Vaikom, Kerala

Stabilisation fund

hefty sums as fines does riot equate
with good governance. Proactive
monitoring, timely enforcement, are
the abysmally lacking in Indian
insurance, evidenced by reactionary
fines. High time, the authorities
thrash out the pain pointsin
designing plans with adequate
insurance cover for all, at affordable
rates and on practical conditions

Jose Abrah:

Apropos ‘Scenario planning’ (March
18), government’s decisionto
institute an Economic Stabilisation
Fund constitutesajudicious and

fluctuations exerting inflationary
pressures and straining fiscal
balances, such a mechanism
assumes critical importance. By
creatinga financial buffer to absorb
external shacks, the fund can
facilitate price moderation,
macroeconomic stability, and policy
flexibility during periods of
uncertainty. Italso reflectsa
calibrated approach to economic
governanceinan increasingly
unpredictable global landscape. If
operationalised efficiently, this
initiative could significantly bolster
India’s resilience, ensuring sustained
growth while mitigating the
spillovers of energy-driven

unbecoming of i

entrusted with fiduciary
responsibility and trust. Collecting

forward-looking policy inter
amid escalating geopolitical tensions
in West Asia. With crude price

ntion  disruptions.

N Sadhasiva Reddy
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Put the fire out
before it singes

The Holi revelry murder in Delhi threatens to
deepen into a communal fault line

tis unfortunate thata murder in a Delhi

neighbourhood two weeks ago during Holi

celebrations — it followed clashes between a Hindu

mob and a Muslim one; the victim was Hindu —
has been allowed to fester and become material fora
communal campaign against Muslims. Posters have
appeared in Uttam Nagar, and threats are being
circulated on social media handles that “khoon ki holi
Eid pe khelenge” (we will play Holi with blood on Eid).
HT found the small Muslim minority in the locality,
where the incident took place, living in fear and
planning to leave their homes, dreading violence
during Eid, which falls this weekend. Residents
informed this newspaper that the communal
campaxgn is being du'ected by “outsiders”. The

istration musti diately crack down on the

hate campaign and increase police patrolling in the
area to ensure these threats do not translate into action
in an environment that the police (which reports to the
Union home ministry) and the administration have
allowed to be vitiated.

A petition has been filed in the Delhi High Court, but
the administration must not wait for the court’s
intervention. Law enforcementand ensuring social
peace isits responsibility, and it must do its job—and
Dbe seen to be doing so— fairly and transparently.
Festival revelry sometimes does turn violent— in Delhi
and elsewhere. But those are mostly handled as
aberrations, and the culprits penalised according to the
gravity of the crime. In the Uttam Nagar incident, eight
persons, including a juvenile, have been held for
murder and under provisions of the SC/ST (Prevention
of Atrocities) Act. Now, due process should be
followed, and the aggrieved party should wait for the
court to ensure a just closure in the case, which
involved two families that have been at odds for
decades according to other residents. Religious groups
or parties have norole in this, although the police’s
inaction is allowing them to turn a neighbourhood
crimeinto a political instrument to spread hatred.
Actions by the municipal authorities, such as
bulldozing the accused'’s property in violation of
Supreme Court directives, only serve to embolden
groups thatare looking to disturb social peace for
narrow political ends. The Capital is still recovering
from the 2020 riots, although all three administrations
responsible for governance in the Union Territory (the
MCD, Delhi government, and Union government) are
from the same party, the BJP.

1n 2020, communal fire would not have raged in
Northeast Delhi for three days and claimed 53 lives if
the State had acted at the firstsign of trouble. In Uttam
Nagar, the same signs are evident.

The other war the
world has ignored

hile the global community’s focus was on the

tensions in West Asia, Pakistan and

Afghanistan have engaged in a deadly round
of hostilities that has gone largely unnoticed. Tensions
between the two have been growing since lastyear and
flared once again on February 26, two days before the
US-Israel war against Iran started. Pakistan has carried
outa series of air strikes in Afghan cities including
Kabul and in border areas; it claims that these attacks
targeted military and other facilities being used to
support the Pakistani Taliban. The strikes have resulted
in heavy civilian casualties. The most egregious attack
was the one this week that hita drug rehabilitation
centre in Kabul, killing at least 400 people and injuring
250. Taliban officials have said other civilian structures
have been targeted in recent days.

The Taliban understandably has few friends in the
West, whereas Pakistan now appears to be in the good
graces of the US administration, especially because of
the rapport between President Donald Trump and field
marshal Asim Munir. Both Islamabad and Washington
wanta pliant regime in Kabul and expected the Taliban
to turninto one. That hasn't happened, and the Islamist
terror network the generals in Rawalpindi nurtured for
decades is returning to haunt Pakistan. Instead of
attacking Afghanistan, Pakistan should reflect on its
conductand engagement in the region to understand
the violence within that State. Pakistan now hasonly a
facade of democracy, with the army’s hand firmly
steering security and foreign policies, The army has
also unleashed troops on the Baloch and remains
unapologeticabout exporting terror to India. Pakistan’s
war will further destabilise an already volatile region,
and Islamabad's few friends should advise the Field
Marshal to call off the hostilities with Afghanistan.

Parliament must shape
one, with strong
safeguards, improved
palliative care services,

sion also ]egally recognised passive

Time for a law on
passive euthanasia
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Iran war shows what is
next for India on trade

outlined an interim framework under wl'uch

S President Donald Trumps war
against Iran seems fi
defined by contradictory remarks, an

improvisational strategy, and a toler-

ance for risk that would paralyse a traditional
commander-in-chief. But as my friend Jeffrey
Sonnenfeld argues in his new book, Trump’s
Ten Cammandmems. we should not be sur-
prised. Tr

the US would iffs in

India cutting back on Russian oil purchases.
Then the ground shifted as the US Supreme
Courtcurtailed the legal basis for key tariffs.
One would expect a pause, but not with
Trump. He introduced a new global tariff
under dlﬂerentauthorl:yand launched fresh

h reflects
ent execution of a playbook he has relied on
for decades.

Sonnenfeld’s most important advice to
Prime Minister Narendra Modi is to interna-
lise this playbook, because the same patterns
driving the recent US strikes on Kharg Island
will shape the next phase of Indo-US trade
and relations.

The insight, shaped by decades of observ-
mngmp across business, media, and poli-
tics, is that his iour is

Section 301 i into “unfair manu-
facturing” and excess capacity, including
against India.

‘Then Iran disrupted the equation. To stabi-
lise markets, Washington granted a tempo-
rary 30-day waiver allowing India to resume
purchases of Russian oil.

The reversal does not change the pressure.
Trade is being tied more directly to geopoliti-
cal alignment, and energy policy is becoming
an instrument of leverage. This follows the

Whether in real estate, the White
House, or now in Iran, he returns to
the same methods again and again,

Sonnenfeld has known Trump
since the early days of The Appren-
tice, when he publicly challenged the
show for distorting what leadership
entails. He was later offered the
presidency of Trump University, an

Vivek
Wadhwa

pattern describes: Pressure is
applied, expectations are reset, and
justas counterparts begin to adjust,
the frame changes again, keeping
negotiations fluid and counterparts
off balance. The Section 301 action
keeps India on the defensive just as
an agreement appears within reach,
while the broader framing seeks a
visible outcome that can be pre-
sented as deci

offer he declined. Over the past 30
years, I have watched Sonnenfeld
build the Yale Chief Executive Leadership
Institute into what is effectively the Davos of
the US, only more serious and far less per-
formative. At these gatherings, Fortune 500
CEOs, cabinet officials, and heads of State
eengage in unscripted discussions about power
and crisis. Sonnenfeld has had a complex
relationship with Trump, at times charmed by
him and at other times organising resistance
to his excesses. That combination gives his
analysis unusual credibility.

‘The book describes a set of recurring “com-
mandments” that define Trump's operating
style: Power is centralised, with decisions
flowing through a tight inner circle rather
than institutional processes; he opens witha
“punch in the face,” using maximal force to
reset the baseline and seize psychological
advantage; he fragments alliances and prefers
to deal with isolated counterparts rather than
coordinated blocs: and he deploys what he
calls a “wall of sound,” a steady stream of
statements and reversals that overwhelm
opponents and keep them reacting rather
than planning. This approach is not confined
to war; itis Trump’s negotiating DNA.

Trump moves from one arena to another,
carrying momentum forward. Venezuela gave
way to Iran, and even as that conflict unfolds,
attention is already shifting again, with Cuba
emerging as another point of pressure. Each
confrontation sets up the next. Once he
declares success, he looks for a new contest
where he can assert control and claim a visi-
ble outcome.

‘Trade will likely be that contest, with India
now in the crosshairs.

Just weeks ago, New Delhi and Washington

TRUMP SEEKS VISIBLE
VICTORIES, WHICH
CREATES ROOM TO
SEPARATE SUBSTANCE
FROM OPTICS FOR THOSE
WHO RECOGNISE THE
DISTINCTION

moves are designed lO shape percep—
tion and extract concessions, not to define
final terms.

As Sonnenfeld explains, leaders who nego-
tiate at that stage often concede more than
necessary because they anchor themselves to
a baseline that was never intended to hold;
India should avoid that mistake. His advice is
simple: Be patient and do not rush into agree-
ments.

Modi has already demonstrated good faith
through adjustments in energy sourcing and
alignment with western supply-chain priori-
ties. That credibility is established and does
not need to be reinforced through premature
concessions tied to a shifting framework.
India’s leverage is stronger than it was at the
outset; its role in global supply chains has
expanded, its technological capabilities have
deepened, and its partnerships with Europe
signal that it does not negotiate in isolation.
These are bargaining instruments that should
be used deliberately.

Trump seeks visible victories, which cre-
ates room to separate substance from optics
for those who recognise the distinction. The
war in Iran is not separate from what comes
next; it shows how he sets the stage, domi-
nates the narrative, and forces reactions
before others can coordinate.

‘That the next phase will be economic, with
tariffs at the centre. The pressure will be
sharper and the demands broader, with trade,
energy, and geopolitical alignment increas-
ingly intertwined. India should be ready, but
not rushed. By waiting for the current turbu-
lence to settle, observing how US positions
evolve across multiple fronts, and returning to
the table with clarity about leverage and
intent, it can secure terms that reflect its true
weight.

These are the central lessons of Sonnen-
feld’s book for policymakers, business leaders,
and negotiators. Understand who you are
negotiating with, anticipate rather than react,
and negotiate from informed strength.

NARENDRA MODI
Y

The House serves as an open
university. It offers the

opportunity to gain insight into

the intricate nuances of national

life. In a sense, one receives both 3 -

formal education and

initiation here

Expand storage to make
use of renewable energy

our renewable capacity and balan-

cing the grid with coal plants may
not be feasible or economical any further.
Generators have started highlighting that
this kind of operation is damaging the
machines. The supply of electricity to our
grid has to match our demand on a real-
time basis.

If there is mismatch beyond a point, the
grid will collapse with a cascading effect. In
case of excess supply, the path is stark:
Reduce supply by cutting coal-based gener-
ation and/or renewable generation; else,
reduce demand. Since we do not
have a mature demand response
system, we have no option but to
curtail supply.

Usually, during the afternoon,
solar generation surges. And if

he situation that we were dreading
I is at our doorstep now: Adding to

(BESS), they can also be in the form of hydro
pumped storage plants (PSPs). There are
pros and cons of using battery storage vis-a-
vis PSPs. Building battery storage has a
smaller gestation but can provide back-up
only for a very short duration. PSPs can pro-
vide back up for significantly longer but
also have longer gestation periods. PSPs
have a lower levelised cost of energy (LCOE)
vis-a-vis batteries, but things may change if
battery costs go down in the future, Further,
BESS has a life of about 10 years whereas
PSPs can last for more than 40 years.
To come back to the central theme of this
article, how do we balance the grid while
adding to our renewable capacity?
The fact is that we have very lim-
ited storage capacity in the coun-
try, be it BESS or PSPs. As on date,
we only have about 5,000 MW of
PSPs which are operational and

there is good wind velocity (July- Somi about 200 MW of BESS. This is
A Ay omit % G -

September), there is additional D t clearly insufficient given the fact

wind power generation. Since D3S9UP3  (nat the Optimal Generation Mix

renewable generation is a “must
run”, net generation by fossil fuel
plants dips in the daytime.

Coal plants, incidentally, can dip only to
a point, beyond which the machines get
damaged. If we can’t balance against
demand even after lowering coal-based gen-
eration, renewable generation has to be cut
as well.

The general belief was that we can lower
generation from our coal stations by operat-
ing at a technical minimum of 40% — a
1,000 MW plant can operate at 400 MW
without affecting machine health. Unfortu-
nately, in practice, this is not bearing out,
thanks to machine vintage, maintenance,
etc. Coal plants, especially the old, poorly
maintained ones run by the states, can’t go
below 55% of their capacity. Making mat-
ters worse, coal plants run by central public
sector units are starting to show problems
because of frequent reduction-ramp-up
cycles. Low capacity units are not amenable
to generation cuts and are designed to pro-
vide a stable load.

Ideally, the excess power generated
should be stored. and drawn during peak
hours. There would be, then, no need to cut

Vivek Wadhwa is CEO, Vionix Biosciences.
The views expressed are personal

I-based generation, thereby keeping the
machines healthy. Storage need not neces-
sarily mean battery energy storage systems

report of the Central Electricity
Authority has said that we need
about 41,650 MW of storage capacity by
2030. Incidentally, we have the potential of
PSPs to the extent of about 200,000 MW.

Itis reported that more than 30,000 MW
of storage capacity has been tendered since
2022. This upsurge has come after the gov-
ernment introduced the concept of energy
storage obligation (2022) similar to the con-
cept of renewable purchase obligation
(RPO) and hydro power purchase obligation
(HPO). Separately, new guidelines for giving
approval to PSP projects were introduced
(2023). The biggest catalyst, however, was
the viability gap funding (VGF) scheme
(2023) which brought down the cost of bat-
tery storage substantially.

The big question is what do we do in the
interregnum, because it will take a while for
the storage which has been tendered to
become operational?

It seems we have no option but to con-
tinue to balance the grid by reducing gener-
ation —a rather inefficient way of meeting
our objective. We now need to address this
concern urgently.

Somit Dasgupta is visiting professor, Icrier,
and former member (economic and commer-
cial), CEA. The views expressed are personal
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Afghan-Pakistan rift
turns deadly

The latest airstrikes on Kabul and rising casualties
mark a sharp escalation between former allies
turned adversaries, underscoring a dangerous shift

Itis understated yet deadly and could have far-reaching
implications for the South Asian region. The conflict between
Afghanistan and Pakistan is escalating and, with world attention
focused on West Asia, it is playing out loudly but no one seems
to care. What is more disturbing is the fact that its human cost is
rising with every assault, and soon it could be a major
flashpoint that would be hard to contain. The reported Pakistani
air strike on a Kabul hospital, which the Afghan Taliban claims
killed nearly 400 people and injured 250, is not a border
skirmish; it is a full-blown conflict. Though Islamabad insists it
targeted militant infrastructure, not civilians, it was a massacre
nonetheless. Ironically, Pakistan is getting a taste of its own
medicine. For years, Pakistan nurtured, trained and used Taliban
militants, who are now turning against it. Pakistan wanted a
friendly regime in Kabul which would not only make its eastern
border secure but also stand alongside it, in providing
manpower when needed against India. However, Pakistan’s
calculus failed when the Taliban returned to power in 2021.The
Taliban, now in power and running Afghanistan, is no longer
the insurgent force it once was. In five years of its tenure,

fgk has wilfully d | and refused
to take diktats from Pakistan’s generals.

Atthe heart of the breakdown is the resurgence of the
Tehreek-eTaliban Pakistan (TTP). Pakistan accuses the Afghan
Taliban of providing a safe haven to TTP fighters, who have
intensified attacks within Pakistani territory. Kabul denies these
allegations, countering with claims that anti-Taliban groups find
refuge in Pakistan. This blame game has steadily escalated into
military confrontation. The latest strikes fit into this paradigm.
Border skirmishes, air raids and retaliatory attacks have become
rather routine. Moreover, diplomatic interventions by regional
players have failed to produce lasting stability. What we are
witnessing is not an isolated crisis but the steady normalisation
of conflict between two deeply intertwined states.

There is an acute asymmetry in military capabilities. Pakistan,
with its advanced air power and large standing army, holds
sway over the Taliban's limited conventional capabilities. Yet, its
military might does not guarantee decisive victory. If Pakistan
has the machinery, the Taliban have the will and mettle to fight,
especially in rugged border regions where insurgency tactics
thrive. What is worrisome is the fact that, at the moment, West
Asia is unstable and in a state of flux. The chances of this war
getting mixed up with West Asia are high, as eventually
China,Russia and the US would get involved and contest any
attempt by the rivals to dominate these strategically important
countries. This creates a conducive environment for escalation,
reducing the likelihood of timely i ional mediation. As
the two nations slog, power has altered priorities and ideology
has collided with sovereignty. The path forward demands
restraint and the need for dialogue that can eventually stop this
conflict. Ironically, neither Pakistan nor Afghanistan can afford to
go to full-fledged war, and if they do, it would be catastrophic
for their people and the region at large.
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Abarbet attempts to catch a honeybee while perched on a tree branch.
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TIME TO REVIVE PARLIAMENT'S
CREDIBILITY AND PURPOSE

Parliament, once revered as the
supreme forum of democracy, is
increasingly losing its vitality and
dignity. The sight of empty seats,
computers left switched on
without use, and lights blazing in
deserted halls reflects wasteful
expenditure and disregard for
public resources. Poor attendance
and lack of seriousness among
lawmakers have become routine,
undermining the very essence of
parliamentary functioning.
Opposition parties often
reduce their role to mere
disruption, while treasury
benches remain largely passive,
showing limited engagement
beyond praising the Prime
Minister. The absence of top
leaders, who skip more sessions
than they attend, further erodes
credibility and weakens
accountability. Citizens expect
Parliament to be a space for

debate, constructive
policymaking and responsible
governance.

Instead, it has become
symbolic of neglect and
inefficiency, where discussions
are overshadowed by walkouts
and noise rather than substance.
Important Bills are passed
without meaningful debate
amidst uproar.

Restoring discipline,
responsibility and genuine debate
is essential if Parliament is to
regain respect. Only through
active participation, meaningful
dialogue and respect for
procedure can it reclaim its role
as the guardian of democratic
values. It is the responsibility of
all Members of Parliament to
ensure it does not degenerate
into redundancy.
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PPP: Reimagining national
resource management

By placing communities at the centre of Nature-based Solutions, PPP not only addresses environmental challenges but also
empowers those most affected, paving the way for sustainable livelihoods, equitable growth and a participatory framework

The common prevalent notion is that the
Government has no business being in busi-
ness. Is it time to move beyond and take a leap
from PPP 1.0 to PPP 2.0, with Public being
replaced with People as far as the manage-
ment of national resources is concerned?

Nature-based Solutions (NBS) can be, and
must be, taken forward with People at the fore-
front, as they are the most vulnerable and
victims of climate change and resultant
warming; and they must be placed at the front
as leading partners. This will help in bringing
all the stakeholders-Public, People or Private
Entity-on the same footing and on the same
page, as all of them will carry equal weightage,
which will help in creating an inclusive and
equitable societal order without any frills.

A case in point is the Forest Conservation
Amendment Act, 2023, allowing industries to
take up plantations on forest land, particular-
ly degraded forest lands, aimed at enhancing
green cover in the country. Thisis in line with

signed agreements. This will pave the way for
the scientific propagation of herbal plants
with the twin objectives of enhancing local
AS rural livelihoods and ensuring
quality herbal produce for the

the National Forest Policy 1988 goal of bring- NATURE-BASED manufacture and preservation
ing one-third of the land area under forest or SOLUTIé)Ng HAVE of traditionally harvested forest
tree cover from the current level of approxi- A LONGER and conservation areas.
mately one-fourth. . GESTATION Asimilarapproach has been

_ln the mountainous Hlmal:ayan state of PERIOD, THEY ta_ken by the State Gpverr_lmen[ in the field of
Himachal Pradesh, two Ayurvedic manufactur- climate change projects in the state, such as
ers, using bio-resource material for the pro- REQUIRE India’s first state-supported biochar produc-
duction of plant-based formulations, have LONG-TERM AND  tion programme. Under the Biochar Project,
come forward to gollgborate and work clqsely CONTINUOUS forest-based l:_:in-res.ources wi!l be used to
el e Orstine s EEORIS 10 B e rees s i e
Ieadiln?g ‘zo?npaney. sahaﬁe;)c;gv}de ?rge—o?-c%si MAKE THEM Icrepateeacvenguesr?or Io?a! p%gple]selivaelih?)og
plants to people for raising on their private SUCCESSFUL enhancement. A tripargite Memorandl_]m of
lands or to farmers for growing on farmland AND Agreement (MoA) in this regard was signed
as per feasibility assessments. Dabur India SUSTAINABLE  between YS Parmar University of Horticulture

Limited has signed an MoA to supply 1.2
million plants every year without any charge
to local people, and this free distribution shall
continue for the next 10 years. The company
has agreed to create awareness, impart tech-
nical know-how to the people, in addition to
having a buy-back arrangement with the
growers of these medicinal and herbal
produce.

The Department of Forest and Ayurveda
under the State Government shall have a
limited mandate of facilitating and providing
acommon platform to People and Private enti-
ties to coordinate, collaborate and cooperate
to take forward the objectives of mutually

The writer is Secretary
Environment, Science
Technology and Climate
Change Government of
Himachal Pradesh. Views
expressed are personal
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and Forestry, Nauni, the Himachal Pradesh
Forest Department, and ProClime Services
Private Limited, Chennai. The initiative will not
only create employment opportunities but
also help the State to secure carbon credits.
ProClime, through the Forest Department, will
engage local communities in sustainable
biomass collection, and the participants will
be paid per kg of biomass collected, with per-
formance-based incentives for maintaining
quality and quantity.

The programme is expected to generate
nearly 50,000 person-days of income annu-
ally through biomass collection, along with
direct employment in plant operations. Skill

%Dimm

development programmes will also be organ-
ised in partnership with the university on safe
collection practices, biochar applications in
agriculture, and climate change
mitigation. Over its 10-year
operational period, the project
is expected to generate about
28,800 carbon credits, giving a
boost to Himachal Pradesh's
green initiatives.

The Afforestation, Reforestation and Re-veg-
etation (ARR) project is being promoted on
land owned by people by roping in private
investments. Under ARR, the private company
will supply seedlings free of cost to farmers
for raising on private lands and, after five
years, will be eligible to partake in the
carbon credits accumulated on account of
these plantations undertaken on farmland.
Here, Government departments, particular-
ly the Forest Department, shall play a periph-
eral role.

As nature-based solutions have a longer
gestation period, they require long-term
and continuous efforts to make them success-
ful and sustainable.

Now, public servants have to think from the
perspective that People, Private Entities and
Public Servants are sitting on the same side
of the table, and the table is not square or rec-
tangular but round. National resource man-
agement has to graduate from joint manage-
ment to community-led management, which
shall ultimately lead to sustainable
management.

Contentment, not possession, holds the key to peace

RAHYOGI BRAHMA
KUMAR NIKUNJ JI

2ND OPINION

Ithas often been observed that whenever people meet
a spiritual personality or a learned, enlightened soul, they
invariably express the feeling that their faces reflect inner
contentment, peace and purity. However, hardly do these
people make a sustained effort to go deeper into the
factors that lead to a life of contentment and inner
harmony and a state of calm and composure, and much
less do they make a serious attempt to attain these, even
though they value them highly. A quiet reflection and
serene introspection would, however, lead to the con-
clusion that contentment does not come from high and
numerous material attainments. Contentment dawns
when the dark night of ignorance ends. It is born of a
sense of realisation that all that this material world offers
is only ephemeral and short-lived. Only he, from whose

mind desires for mundane achievements have been elim-
inated, has contentment. Contentment is thus a sign of
spiritual wisdom and maturity.

So, what is so special about contentment that has
made many great people talk or write about it? Well, to
understand it, we would first need to understand the
opposite of it, i.e. discontentment. A discontented
person has a typical habit of building castles in the air
while he is as poor as he can be. Such people totally fail
to understand thatitis only by dint of hard
work that @ man can make both ends
meet, and only a man of right understand-
ing can work on the right lines. Otherwise,
it is a blunder to let your reason be
clouded by passion and thus lose your
own happiness. Hence, we should remember that just
as food sustains the body, so does the mind find suste-
nance in happiness. So, the saying goes: there is no food
as good as happiness. And, to be happy, you have to be
content. Just as, for bodily well-being, man seeks food,
so should he maintain the state of ¢ t
happiness of mind.

As Alfred Nobel has rightly said, ‘Contentment is the
only real wealth’, we should therefore not run after secur-
ing another kind of wealth to lose the wealth of content-
ment. Likewise, peace comes when one's inner conflicts
have been resolved and harmony of the mind and the
intellect has been achieved. Peace is born of purity.
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Contentment, purity and peace are the trio which make
one’s life worth living. They appear on the life scene after
one has been pursuing one's spiritual studies and has
also been practising deep meditation. Without the prac-
tice of yoga, one cannot attain and sustain inner peace
and tranquillity.

One of the biggest illusions is that external circum-
stances must become perfect before we feel inner peace.
In truth, itis the opposite-only when we cultivate peace,
purity and contentment within does the
external world begin to reflect it. Just as
a lamp cannot spread light unless lit
from within, society cannot become
peaceful unless individuals awaken to their
inner light.

Spiritual studies are often seen as uninteresting and
ritualistic, but this is not so. They are as engaging as any
other subject, and meditation is simply about reflection,
remembrance and feeling. With a little guidance, even
a small investment of time can yield rich dividends in
the form of contentment and peace.

Today, very few people devote their time, money and
energy to harmony in society. It is time we resolve to do
s0, for a peaceful and harmonious world must begin with
each one of us.

[ The wiiter is a spiritual educator and popular cofumnist J

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

LPG supply concerns rise

In the March 15 update, the Ministry of Petroleum
stated that there were “no reported dry-outs at LPG
distributorships”. However, the Strait of Hormuz, the
main route for India’s LPG imports, remains forcibly
closed by Iran. After talks between the Indian Prime
Minister and the Iranian President, Iran granted a
special concession, allowing LPG carriers bound for
India to pass through the Strait. However, the Iranian
Ambassador to India, Mohammad Fathali, declined
to specify the number of ships given permission.

Abdul Majid Hakeem llahi, representative of Iran’s
Supreme Leader in India, addressed Indians as “dear
brothers and sisters" and stated that the concession
reflected the solidarity shown by people towards Iran.
It can be inferred that this balanced approach
helped secure the concession.

India’s LPG storage capacity, estimated between 1.2
and 1.9 MMT, remains unchanged since 2015, while
consumption has risen from 17 MMT to 31 MMT. Import
dependence has increased to 60 per cent. Countries
such as Canada and China maintain significantly
higher storage capacities. A comprehensive strategy
to address supply disruptions and price volatility is
urgently required.

HARIDASAN RAJAN | KERALA

Cheetah project shows progress

Wildlife enthusiasts are understandably euphoric over
the birth of five cubs to Jwala, a cheetah at Madhya
Pradesh'’s Kuno Palpur National Park. Asiatic cheetahs
had vanished from India by 1950, and the species was
declared extinct in 1952.

Low genetic variability and prolonged inbreeding
were once cited as causes for their decline, although
several wildlife experts argue that this loss occurred
thousands of years ago. The more immediate causes
were poaching, hunting and habitat destruction.

After initial setbacks, India's cheetah relocation
project now appears to be on track. With recent addi-
tions, there are currently 53 cheetahs across Kuno
National Park and Gandhi Sagar Wildlife Sanctuary.
Early planning recognised the importance of restor-
ing suitable grassland and scrub forest habitats.

Attempts to source cheetahs from Iran did not
succeed. Subsequently, Kuno National Park, spanning
750 sq km and offering a strong prey base, was iden-
tified for reintroduction following approval from the
Supreme Court. The recent births signal cautious opti-
mism. Continued scientific monitoring and habitat
management will be essential to ensure the long-term
success of this ambitious conservation initiative.

GANAPATHI BHAT | AKOLA

Self-identification under threat

The Transgender Persons Amendment Bill, 2026
requires careful scrutiny, as it raises significant con-
cerns regarding constitutional protections and fun-
damental rights. By replacing self-identification with
medical verification, the Bill appears to contradict the
Supreme Court’s 2014 ruling. Under the proposed
amendment, gender recognition would depend on
medical verification rather than self-identification.
This creates additional procedural barriers for trans-
gender persons seeking identity documents. In a
society where transgender individuals often face dis-
crimination, such requirements may further restrict
access to education, employment and healthcare.

Supporters argue that clearer definitions are nec-
essary for effective implementation of welfare mea-
sures. However, constitutional guarantees must
remain paramount.

The Supreme Court had affirmed that gender iden-
tity is rooted in self-perception and lived experience,
and not solely in biological criteria.

The Bill's emphasis on biological determinism risks
undermining this principle. It may inadvertently
reverse progress made in recognising the dignity and
autonomy of transgender persons.

YASH PAL RALHAN | JALANDHAR
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An open letter to Rahul Gandhi

India deserves an opposition that challenges the government with seriousness-not slogans; with evidence-not conjecture; with statesmanship-not theatrics.
As Leader of the Opposition, you have a rare opportunity to elevate national discourse. That responsibility demands intellectual discipline & historical awareness

BALBIR
PUNJ

Dear Rahul i,

I write with candour, yet with due regard for the
office you occupy as Leader of the Opposition in
the Lok Sabha. In any parliamentary democra-
cy, this office is not meant merely to oppose, but
to scrutinise rigorously, question the government
of the day fearlessly, and do so while safeguard-
ing national interest. A mature democracy
requires both —a strong government and a cred-
ible opposition. When either falters, democra-
tic balance weakens. Unfortunately, | must say
that the dignity of the office has declined since
your takeover, due to your conduct and state-
ments that appear impulsive, theatrical, and
lacking a solid grounding in facts or historical
knowledge. My concern is not limited to a single
incident. The pattern predates 2014 and indicates
adeeperintellectual attitude-one that is some-
times disconnected from historical realities
and national sensitivities.

In 2010, diplomatic cables released by WikiLeaks
recorded that you told the US Ambassador that
radicalised "Hindu groups” posed a “bigger
threat” to India than the Pakistani terror outfit
Lashkar-e-Taiba-responsible for the horrific 2008
Mumbai 26/11. This disclosure came when India
was still scarred by the Godhra train burning,
where fifty-nine pilgrims were burnt alive by
jihadists.

Yet, instead of confronting Islamist extremism
with clarity, a fake counter-narrative of “saffron
terror” was constructed, even casting suspicion on

Where do you getsuch arrogance? From a sense
of entitlement owing to your dynastic roots? More
recently, on 13 March last in Lucknow, while com-
memorating Kanshi Ram's birth anniversary,
you suggested that had Jawaharlal Nehru been
alive, Kanshi Ram might have become Chief
Minister through the Congress.

The claim surprised many observers-not just
because it was speculative, but because it over-
looked Kanshi Ram's political journey and the his-
toric disdain of Congress for dissenting Dalit voices
outside its organisational structure. In 1994, | had
the opportunity to meet Kanshi Ram several times.
Each interaction lasted hours. These meetings
were facilitated by a Dalit leader from South India
who then served as a minister in the government

organisations such as the Rashtriya

of P.V. 1 Rao and remains associated

Sangh. The 2007 affidavit questioning the historic-
ity of Lord Ram further reflected a disturbing intel-
lectual drift. In a continuity of this dis-
position, you and your family chose
to absentyourselves from the historic
2024 Ram Temple Pran-Pratishtha cer-

The writer is an eminent
columnist, former
Chairman of the Indian

with your party even today. Kanshi Ram impressed
me as a man uniquely dedicated to Dalit empow-
erment. Unlike many politicians
who see power as an end in itself,
he viewed political office solely as
a tool for social change. Personal

emony at Ram Mandir, Ayodhya. Institute of Mass ambition did not motivate him. He

In 2013, the country witnessed an Communication (IIMC), politely declined an offer to move
extraordinary spectacle. During Prime and the author of Tryst to Rashtrapati Bhavan, made by
Minister Manmohan Singh's tenure, with Ayodhya: Atal Bihari Vajpayee. Ultimately, he

you publicly dismissed your party-led
Cabinet-approved ordinance as
“complete nonsense” that should be

“torn up and thrown away." The ordi- (@) dailypioneer
€ @valvirpunj
ership. Democracy welcomes dissent; @) The Pioneer

nance had already been cleared by
the Cabinet and the Congress lead-

italso demands institutional respect.

Decolonisation of India"
and ‘Narrative ka
Mayajaal'

trusted his movement to Mayawati,
whom he believed could continue
the struggle. The analogy you used
in your speech-holding a pen ver-
tically to symbolise hierarchy and
horizontally to represent equality-
was actually Kanshi Ram’s favourite
metaphor. | remember him

demonstrating it vividly during our conversations.

Invoking Nehru in this context, however,
appeared historically misplaced. Kanshi Ram
built his politics precisely because he believed
the Congress system had failed Dalits. The his-
torical relationship between Congress leadership
and Dr BR Ambedkar also deserves reflection.
Kanshi Ram regarded Ambedkar as his greatest
inspiration. Yet Ambedkar's political experi-
ence with Congress leaders-particularly Nehru-
was marked by sharp tensions.

Nehru had no hesitation in awarding himself
the Bharat Ratna in 1955. Ambedkar, the chief
architect of India's Constitution, received the
same honour only in 1990-thirty-five years later-
under the government of V. P. Singh, which was
supported from outside by the Bharatiya Janata
Party and the Left. Ambedkar’s entry into the first
Cabinet of independent India occurred largely
because Mahatma Gandhi insisted that the
new government must include distinguished
non-Congress figures. Thus, Ambedkar served
alongside leaders such as Syama Prasad
Mukherjee and Sardar Baldev Singh.

The 1952 general election further highlights the
relationship. After resigning from the Cabinet,
Ambedkar contested from North Bombay. The
Congress fielded Narayan Sadoba Kajrolkar against
him. Ambedkar lost by around fourteen thousand
votes, while over 75,000 ballots were declared
invalid. It was probably the first case of vote chori
(theft), scandalising independent India in its very
first election to the Lok Sabha. Compounding the
hostility, Congress and Communist leaders called
Ambedkar a “traitor”. Yet such accusations were

not entirely novel. Writing to Rajkumari Amrit Kaur
0on 26 |anuary 1946, Nehru himself remarked that
Ambedkar had “allied himself with the British
Government against the Congress”.

Savita Ambedkar records in her autobiography
that Nehru was “keeping a sharp eye on the con-
stituency” during the 1952 election. According to
her account, Nehru, S. K. Patil and Dange were
determined to ensure Ambedkar’s defeat. Nehru
himself appeared jubilant with the outcome. In
a letter to Lady Edwina Mountbatten dated 16
January 1952, he wrote: “In Bombay city and to
alarger extent in Bombay province, our success
has been far greater than expected. Ambedkar
has been dropped out.” Rahulji, please ask your-
self: Why was Nehru celebrating Ambedkar’s elec-
toral defeat? | am not implying anything, but |
'wonder why he was happily sharing the news of
Ambedkar’s loss with a woman who was the
consort of a colonial ruler responsible for plan-
ning and executing India’s partition, and had then
left Indian shores for her country. Hopefully, you
know the answer.

Ambedkar's anguish is recorded by his biogra-
pher Dhananjay Keer in ‘Dr
Babasaheb Ambedkar: Life and =
Mission'. Ambedkar lamented that
Congress leaders routinely branded e
him a “traitor”. In contrast,

Mahatma Gandhi once told him: 1
know you are a patriot of sterling
worth."

In this context, your recent demand for the
Bharat Ratna for Kanshi Ram raises questions about
consistency. When Mayawati made the same

FIRST
olumn

leader. Your endorsement of foreign criticism
describing Indiaas a “dead economy” raised con-
cerns about national disparagement. Your remarks
abroad suggesting that “Sikhs may not freely prac-
tise their faith in India” were swiftly appropriat-
ed by hostile elements. Most alarming was your
assertion that your party is fighting not merely the
BJP or RSS, but the “Indian State™-a formulation
historically invoked by insurgent movements. In
2018, you made an unsubstantiated claim in the
Rafale matter, invoking the French President-
swiftly contradicted by the French government.
In2017, during the Doklam standoff, you met the
Chinese Ambassador, with your party first denying
and then admitting the meeting.

During foreign visits, Rahulji, you have expressed
concern that Western powers no longer comment
on India’s internal affairs and have repeatedly
described India as merely a “union of states"-not
as a nation. This is less a constitutional observa-
tion and more an intellectual stance that dimin-
ishes India's civilisational continuity-a doctrine
Gandhiji often emphasised and strived for.

Even recent episodes-such as the conduct of
Youth Congress activists at an
international forum, followed by
your approving remark-suggest a
troubling preference for spectacle
over seriousness. You have warned
that India would "burn” if the B|P
returns to power and questioned
constitutional stability. After electoral defeats, you
and your party have cast doubts on institutions
such as the Election Commission. Opposition is
legitimate; delegitimising institutions is not.

ioneer

requestin 2008, the Congress-led UPA,

rejected it, arguing that such honours should not
be subject to lobbying. Why were you silent then?
Today, the same demand, raised by you on the eve
of Uttar Pradesh elections, seemingly appears insin-
cere and driven by political opportunism. Kanshi
Ram himselfhad little faith in the Congress. In his
1982 book ‘Chamcha Yug, he accused the party of
cultivating “stooge” Dalit leaders who served its
interests rather than empowering the communi-
ty. Your rhetorical framework often echoes famil-
iarideological clichés about India’s civilisation. This
has repeatedly led to judicial corrections. Your
remarks linking the Rashtriya Swayamsevak
Sangh to Gandhi’s assassination required clarifi-
cation in court. The “Chowkidar Chor Hai" episode
led to an apology to the Supreme Court. Your state-
ments on Vinayak Damodar Savarkar invited
judicial caution.

Criticism is legitimate, and indeed a vibrant
democracy's lifeline. However, undermining the
nation while trying to criticise the government,
echoing external prejudices, and making baseless
accusations against political rivals and ideologi-
cal opponents fall into a different category. It is
irresponsible behaviour unworthy of a credible

Your parli y conduct has occasionally
reinforced perceptions of theatricality-the 2018
embrace of the Prime Minister followed by a wink,
or recent public gestures that prioritised superfi-
cial optics over substantive politics. Your renewed
emphasis on redistribution slogans such as “jitni
abaadi, utna haq" raises further concern. History
offers a cautionary lesson. Under Indira Gandhi,
excessive nationalisation weakened production,
fuelled shortages, and culminated in the Indian
Emergency. Redistribution without wealth creation
destroys the very foundation it seeks to distribute.
The test of leadership lies not in applause, but in
arguments that withstand scrutiny-historical,
judicial, and intellectual.

India deserves an opposition that challenges
the government with seriousness-not slogans;
with evidence-not conjecture; with statesman-
ship-not theatrics. As Leader of the Opposition,
you have a rare opportunity to elevate national
discourse. That responsibility demands intellec-
tual discipline, historical awareness, and an unwa-
vering commitment to the dignity of the Republic.
1 hope you will reflect — not as a matter of par-
tisan disagreement, but as an appeal to restore
seriousness to India’s political conversation.

Unearthing Kerala’s carved legacy:
A tribute to sacred woodcraft

RAGHVENDRA
SINGH

Imust, at the outset, concede that | am no art his-
torian. Yes, | am a student of history but not par-
ticularly well placed to write a critical review on
waooden sculptures in Kerala temples. My work-
place experience fortunately exposed me to the
marvels of Indian sculpture. A stint as Director
General of the National Museum, New Delhi, gave
me awonderful opportunity to learn about Indian
architectural masterpieces. It also gave me a
chance to witness these artefacts in different
museums across India and the world and
compare them across time and space. | could not
stop myself from embarking on the delightful task
ofgoing through the two recent publications on
Kerala sculptures by Professor Preeta Nayar and
at ing a review. Pai C

they caught my attentior These two

Sculptures of Kerala: An Iconographic Study” and
“Carved Wonders in Wood: Rare Sculptures of
Kerala,” authored by Professor Preeta Nayar of
the Department of Archaeology, University of
Kerala, should be viewed. The book on Vaishnava
sculptures of Kerala is methodically organised
into eight chapters. It begins with the origin and
development of Vaishnavism, and traces the his-
torical roots and evolution of this tradition in
the state. The next theme covers the cultural per-
spective and provides a contextual backdrop by

books have been curated imaginatively and
explained interestingly, even for a casual reader
of this genre. The research done is meticulous.
The temple architecture of Kerala is quite distinct
from the ‘Dravidian’ and the ‘Nagara' style. The
Kerala temple architectural features manifest the
integration of cultural elements from both
within and without. It also hasits own indigenous
features, quite pronounced, for
example, a modest structure with
asubdued gopuram, lively in style,
that merges elegantly with
climate-friendly pattemns of domes-
tic dwellings, elevating it to a divine status. Timber
is the main construction material, with striking
wooden artistry as a dominant feature. Sculptural
art of Kerala has a tradition of more than a mil-
lennium. The two main elements of the sculptur-
al wealth come from the Vaishnava and Shaiva
traditions. The lyrical quality of twists and turns
in forms, the musical harmony in proportions, the
natural artistry in moulding shapes, and the pre-
cision in carving anecdotes in finite spaces
greatly manifest in the craftsmanship of the godly
hands of the woodcarvers of Kerala. They effort-
lessly impart a gigantic feel to miniature forms
and transform expressions of fierce ferocity
into subtle aesthetic delight.

TheartofKerala is one of the richestand most
exuberant. Itis with some hesitation that | venture
some reasons for it. Temples in Kerala adhere to
aseries of strict and closed-door ritualistic tradi-
tions with many layers of limitations. These tra-
ditions, under normal circumstances, do not
permitaccess to sculptural niches for the purpose
of iconographic investigation.

Itis against this background that the relevance
of the two important publications, “Vaishnava
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the social dynamics that influenced
the region’s art and architecture. The author
thereafter delves into the architectural features
ofthe Hindu temples in Kerala. The various forms
of'Vishnu’ are examined in detail, represented
as they are in the sculptural art of the state. The
‘Dashavatara of Vishnu'illustrates the ten prin-
cipal avataras, highlighting their iconographic
significance.

This is followed by a lucid analy-
sis of minor avataras of Vishnu,
focusing on lesser-known incarna-
tions and their representations.
Then there are the composite and
associate deities of Vishnu, discussed extensive-
ly as per delightful visual representations. The
book on Vaishnava sculptures of Kerala provides
a comprehensive evaluation of the sculptural
forms and their iconographic relevance. It is an
in-depth scientific study of Vaishnava sculptures
in stone and wood. Informative iconographic

It categorises over 97 basic forms of Vaishnava
sculptures, with 120 sub-forms and over 200 other
varieties. The study compares these forms with
those from northern and other parts of South
India, attempting a broader classification and
understanding of regional variations.

The visuals and descriptions enhance the
understanding of the intricate details and vari-
ations within the Vaishnava sculptures of Kerala.

This publication is a pivotal contribution to the
understanding of Kerala’s rich sculptural heritage.
By intertwining the historical, cultural and icono-
graphic perspective, the book offers a 360-
degree framework to appreciate the intricate rela-
tionships between the art and architecture of
Kerala temples through iconography.

Now | come to the second work of Professor
Preeta Nayar, the ‘Carved Wonders in Wood: Rare
Sculptures of Kerala'. This too is a beautifully
brought-out volume in colour. It takes the
readers on a journey through the magnificence
of Kerala's wood carving heritage. It commences
with a brief description of the unique architec-
ture of Kerala temples and illustrations of its
various architectural components. The rest of the
text is a rare treat on the splendour of the ‘least
seenand least known' atypical sculptural forms,
depicting 66 themes of Hindu mythology, care-
fully selected from a multitude of wooden sculp-
tures that richly adorn the sculptural niches of 76
ancient Hindu temples across the state.

The sculptures are described with emphasis on
theiriconography after narrating the story asso-
ciated with their respective forms. This is followed
by images of specific niches where those sculp-
tures are positioned in the temples, the names
of those temples and their location in the state.
The contents are supported with 186 original
colour photographs, most of them in larger
format. The work contains rare forms of cosmic
Vishwadeva, Kinnara Shiva, Rakshoghnamurti.
Sculptures depicting themes like Vishnu in
Yoganidra and the origin of Madhu and Kaitabha,
Bhima carrying his family on his shoulder to the
Hidimba forest, Kalki in a termitarium,

descriptions of different forms of
sculptures starting with sthanaka (standing),
asana (sitting) and shayana (reclining) forms of
Vishnu, his major and minor avataras, are all pre-
sented aesthetically. It deals with sculptural depic-
tions of many anecdotes (for example, Krishnalila)
affiliated with these forms. The work examines
the explanations given for these forms in ancient
iconographic texts like Vishnudharmottara and
evaluates the salient features while indicating the
degree of fidelity observed between the texts
(shastras) and the images (prayogas).
Morphological features of the icons, like the
number of different deities, the attributed
symboals they hold and their schematic arrange-
ment, are incisively analysed and classified. The
findings in the book sub-regionalise important
formsin different geographical areas of the state.

rare sculptures with
philosophical dimensions like Vighna, and some
denoting localised themes like six-breasted
Pidari and many other rare images.

Both these publications, significant in their own
‘way, come with references to literature and a glos-
sary of technical terms which make them user-
friendly. These two books add immensely to our
understanding of the local Kerala tradition in the
Indian context. Undoubtedly, it will prove to be
an important source of reference for archaeolo-
gists, Indologists and art historians.

The writer is a former
Secretary, Ministry of
Culture, Government of
India and an Advisor at
Bharat Ki Soch Foundation
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West Asia crisis and
the Modi doctrine
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ISHAAN
SAXENA

As the conflict in the Middle East continues to
escalate unabated, and the US and Israel con-
tinue their ferocious campaign against Iran, the
world is on tenterhooks. The broad repercus-
sions of this raging war can be felt worldwide,
from rising energy costs to the profound impli-
cations for the tourism sector. But in the midst
of this latest conflagration, which has captivat-
ed global attention and headlines, India, under
the leadership of Prime Minister Modi, appears
to have skilfully navigated a tumultuous envi-
ronment with great ease. This is a testament to
our diplomatic sagacity and the art of dealing
with close allies on a plethora of issues, even
though our interests diverge on the current
problem that is brewing.

Even though Israel and the US are acting in
concert to obliterate targets in Iran and its
proxies, India has skilfully demonstrated its
ability to manoeuvre through this complex web
and yet keep its ties intact with the Arab world.
Three issues come to mind. First, the balancing
act that occurred during the Gaza and Middle
East conflict is a masterstroke.

Mr Modi's visit to Israel was timed at a very
crucial juncture. Both Israel and the
US could not have launched a
coordinated attack on Iran with his
presence in the Middle East. When
the Prime Minister addressed the
Israeli Parliament, he reiterated the strategic
partnership between the two nations and the
urgent need to further bolster defence and tech-
nology ties. The devastating war commenced
less than two days after his departure. Terror was
condemned in the harshest terms, but India suc-
cessfully articulated a clear message to Israel:
it has deep-rooted economic interests in Iran
(the Chabahar Port), and India will not forsake
them in light of the current situation.
Concurrently, gone are the days when India had
to tread a fine line to establish deeper ties with
Israel. The message is loud and strident: our
national interest comes first.

Second, despite a belligerent Iran that is hell-
bent on striking any vulnerable targets in the
Middle East, India opened direct talks with Iran
to allow the passage of its oil tankers. This again
is a manifestation of how intelligent diploma-
cy works. We have proven to the worid that we
embrace, empathise and cooperate with Israel,
but that does not diminish the nature of our ties
with the Middle East.

The cooperation between the two nations has
evolved tremendously pursuant to the attacks,

The Cglonm'

especially in terms of intelligence sharing.
Despite the fact that India has condoned the
assassination of Ali Khamenei, our national inter-
estin securing our energy needs has prevailed
effortlessly in a very precarious security scenario.

Third, America seems to be urging India to pur-
chase Russian oil, which it was vehemently
opposing prior to the war. This is to contain
surging oil prices. Yes, deep-rooted concerns
remain in ongoing trade negotiations that ref-
erence envir and labour but
history is a witness that these standards have
always been employed to gain an upper hand
in trade negotiations. Ever since the General
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) in 1948
until the establishment of the World Trade
Organisation (WTO) in 1995, Article XX has
been invoked under the guise of genuine
concern, but the core reason has been protec-
tionism. Throughout modern history, this has
been the bone of contention between the
developed and developing world, and India will
eventually manage to surmount this challenge
and sign a successful deal in the coming
months. America is too engaged in the Middie
East right now to pay close attention to a deal
that will be mutually beneficial to both nations.
Afterall, in Trump's own words, Mr Modi is a very
tough negotiator.

So, ifanything, the recent unfolding of events
has only proved that the Indian economy is
slated to outpace the rest of the world.
Meanwhile, China's economic interests have
been threatened by the recent
bombing campaign on Iran's
Kharg Island. Its air defence
systems have proven to be weak.
Operation Sindhoor, the abduc-
tion of the Venezuelan President, and the
attack on Iran point illuminatingly to this indis-
putable fact. Furthermore, Pakistan's reluc-
tance to join Saudi Arabia in the war proves that
the so-called Islamic NATO is just baloney-a
Catch-22 situation. If it joins the war, it will be
implicitly endorsing Israel, and if it does not, the
Islamic NATO becomes a laughing stock.

India has demonstrated that when interests
align, it will constructively engage with all stake-
holders, and when they do not, it will follow its
national interest. The linear unfolding of events
has conveyed a very powerful diplomatic
message to the world: we watch quietly and act
with purpose when necessary, in the interest of
our country. Furthermore, the precision with
which we react and activate our
diplomatic channels will astonish India's might-
iest adversaries.

dailypioneer
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ICU Traps

hortly after midnight in the city of Cuttack, flames
reportedly spread through a trauma intensive care unit
at SCB Medical College and Hospital, killing 12 patients
who could neither run nor resist the smoke filling their
ward. The tragedy, which also injured medical staff attempting
rescues, was not simply a freak accident. It is another grim
reminder that in many Indian hospitals, life-saving spaces can
quickly become death traps. The danger i
care units depend on a dense web of electrical equipment ~
ventilators, monitors, infusion pumps and air-conditioning ~
often operating around the clock. Add oxygen lines, old wiring
and overcrowded wards, and the risk of fire multiplies
dramatically. When an emergency erupts in such an
environment, evacuation becomes painfully slow because the
patients inside are unconscious, immobile or dependent on
machines. This vulnerability has been exposed repeatedly
across India. Fires in hospital ICUs and neonatal units in states
such as Maharashtra, Uttar Pradesh and Rajasthan over the
past decade have killed patients who were already fighting for
survival. Each disaster is followed by familiar rituals:
compen: tion announcements, administrative il mqut S
promises of stricter oversight. Yet the cycle keeps repeating.

One reason is the chronic gap between regulation and
enforcement. India’s hospital infrastructure is governed by rules
on fire exits, electrical load management and emergency
preparedness. In practice, however, compliance checks are
sporadic and often treated as paperwork exercises ra!hcr than
rigorous inspections. Government hosp C
struggle with overcrowding and ageing infrastructure, while
private facilities sometimes prioritise expansion over safety
upgrades. Responsibility ultimately lies with both state
governments and hospital administrators. In Odisha, Chief
Minister Mohan Charan Majhi has ordered a judicial inquiry
into the Cuttack fire. Investigations may identify a short circuit
or technical fault, but the deeper issue is institutional
complacency. Electrical systems in high-risk areas like ICUs
require constant auditing, modern circuit protection and
dedicated maintenance teams. These are not luxuries; they are
basic safeguards.

Equally crucial is emergency preparedness. Fire drills in
many hospitals exist only on paper. Staff members are rarely
trained to move ventilated patients quickly, cut oxygen lines
safely or coordinate with fire services during a crisis. When
seconds matter, such. gaps can determine whether pkmenla
survive or suffocate. India’s healthcare system is expan
rapidly, from new medical colleges to upgraded district
hospitals. Yet expansion without safety discipline merely
enlarges the scale of potential tragedy. Hospitals are supposed
to be sanctuaries where the sick seek protection from danger
outside. When those spaces themselves become hazardous,
public trust in the healthcare system erodes.

The deaths in Cuttack should therefore not fade into another
statistic in India’s long list of hospital fires. If this tragedy leads
to a nationwide overhaul of electrical safety, fire audits and
emergency training in critical care units, the victims may yet
force a long overdue reform. Otherwise, the next ICU fire is not
aquestion of if, but when.

An Unnecessary War

JustbeforetheUSlaunchedits
murderousassault, asurvey by
the Economistand YouGov
Sfoundthatonly27percent
Americanssupported astrike
onlran.Approvalratings spike
onceawarstarts,butan NBC
Newssurveyhasfoundthat54
percentofrespondents
disapprovedof President
Trump’shandlingofthe
situationinlran. Thisistobe
expected.asthereisno
clearobjectivebehindtheUS
invasionofiran

s American representatives
negotiated with their [ranian
counterpartsin Geneva,anarmada

f US warships, led by USS Gerald

R. Ford, the world’s large: warshxp sailed
towards the Middle-East. The scenario in

There has been considerable collateral
damage. Iran has blockaded the Straits of
Hormuz that connect the Persian Gulf to
[l\e Gulf of Oman. The Straits are 167

February 2026 was similartothe

one in June 2025, when talks on nuclear
had lulled Iran

catching it unawares when Israel, and later

the US, attacked it.

However, Iran was much better prepared
forthe 28 February US and Israeli onslaught
— it gave back almost as good as it received.
Iran’s supreme leader of 36 years, Ayatollah
AliKhamenei, along with Iran’s top political
and nuhmry ldeersIup wue'\].l kﬂkd inan
Israeli

long, and a mere 39 kilometres
across at their narrowest. Almost 20 per
cent of the world's oil, and 20 per cent of
global LNG transits through this tiny corridor.
The Iranian blockade has resulted in an
immediate spike in oil prices, with crude
touching USS$120 per barrel on 9 March.
Should the blockade continue, a global
oil and LNG shortage is inevitable. As of
today, gas prices have risen sharply in
lndu d hitrestaurants,

Iran’s navy and gmundcd its air force;
diminished its missile capability and arms
industry: the Iranian debacle was capped
by the sinking of its warship, near the coast
of Sri Lanka.

Along with military targets, USand Israeli
bombs hit hospitals and residences in Iran,
leading to around 1200 civilian deaths; the
nadir was reached. when a US Tomhawk
missile hit a school, snuffing out the life of
138 innocent Irani schoolchildren.

Iran has retaliated by targeting US bases
inthe Middle-East,and attacking Israeland
other Arab countries. Even though mo%l
Iranian missil 4 i S WETE SUCC
intercepted, yet some crucial targets were
hit, including US bases in the Middle-East,
particularly Qatar, and Saudi Arabian oil
installations.

Falling debris from missiles damaged
‘malls and luxury hotels across the Arabian
peninsula, and two Iranian missiles were
intercepted in Turkish air space.

Iran, on its part, has denied targeting
‘Turkey or other Arab countries. Interestingly,
]llsl hdorc the invasion, Prime Minister

New Hollywood

hen the film industry gathers for its annual night

of self-congratulation, the ceremony is usually

remembered for glamour, spectacle and

predictable triumphs. Yet the latest Academy
Awards told a different story. The victories of filmmakers such
as Paul Thomas Anderson and Ryan Coogler signaled not
merely a celebration of cinema, but a subtle shift in Hollywood's
cultural mood.

For decades, Anderson was regarded as one of America’s
most respected directors without an Oscar to his name. From
Boogie Nights to The Master, his films were admired by critics
but rarely rewarded by the Academy. His eventual sweep with
One Battle After Another therefore carried symbolic weight. It
was less about a single film's triumph than about an institution
finally acknowledging the endurance of a filmmaker who had
quietly shaped modern American cinema.

A similar sense of overdue recognition marked the awards
given to Coogler and actor Michael B. Jordan for Sinners.
Coogler had already proven his cultural reach through films like
Fruitvale Station and Black Panther. Jordan had built a career
that straddled independent drama and blockbuster franchises.
Their success suggested that Hollywood's gatekeepers are
gradually catching up with a generation of artists who had
already won the audience long ago.

But the significance of the ceremony extended beyond
individual careers. The evening unfolded against a turbulent
backdrop: wars dominating international headlines, renewed
debates over immigration in the United States, and an
entertainment industry wrestling with the disruptive power of
artificial intelligence. The Oscars stage has always doubled as a
platform for cultural commentary, and this year was no
exception. References to war, political leadership and the moral
responsibility of artists surfaced repeatedly in acceptance
speeches and presentations.

In that sense, the awards functioned as a sn.lpshot of
Hollywood's anxietics. Tl he film industry remains a global
cultural force, yet it is increasingly aware of the fragility of its
own ecosystem. Writers, actors and technicians have spent the
past two vears debating how algorithms and generative Al
might reshape creative labour. When presenters emphasised
that animation and filmmaking are human crafts rather than
“prompts,” the message was unmistakable: Hollywood is
defending the value of human creativity at a moment when
technology threatens to commodify it. There was another layer
to the ceremony’s symbolism.

Alongside the emergence of new winners came tributes to
older legends such as Robert Redford and Diane Keaton. The
contrast felt deliberate. One generation of storytellers is leaving
the stage while another steps forward, carrying the industry’s
evolving values with it.

Taken together, the night suggested that Hollywood is
entering a transitional era. The Academy is recognising voices it
once overlooked. confronting technological uncertainty. and
responding to a world whose political tensions increasingly
seep into art. For an institution long accused of living in its own
bubble, that may be the most meaningful change of all.

“ow

Modi, wasonaStatevisit toIsrael,
where he confabulated with the Israeli Prime
Minister, and also addressed the Isracli
Parliament (Knesset). Modi’s hosts admitted
thatbefore launching their strikes, they had
to wait for the Indian leader’s departure.

[ CHINADAILY |

gas-fi fired crematoriums have shut do\vn
in several Indian cities.

Share markets are falling round the
globe; the Sensex fell from 82,419 on 26
February to 77510 on 9 March, with
investors losing Rs.22 lakh crore in the

process, The South Korean share index
M.l by 12 per cent in a single day, and the
US share market is falling daily.

Dubai airport has heen hit more than
once, and airlines are intermittently
cancelling flights, to and from the Gulf.
Countries like India have deployed planes
toevacuate theircitizens from Gulf countries.
Shlppmg costs have escalated sharply. as

retired
Principal Chief

Many reasons have been offered by Trump
T his calinet- i tha basinm bl

rationale for the strike was destruction of
Iran's nuclear weapons and missiles, which
does not wash, because after the June war,
Trump had victoriously declared that
Operation Midnight Hammer had obliterated
Iran’s nuclear programme. More recently, in
aninterview with Fox News on 22 February,
Steve Witkoff, U.S. Special
Envoy to the Middle East,
had claimed that Iran was
only a week away from
producing industrial-grade
bomb-maki i

ontheUSeconomy,
and foreign policy
only in passing.
I‘arimpb, the rationale for the American-Isracli
invasion lies in realpolitik. The “axis of
esistance” of terrorist organizal ations ~
Hezbollah in Lebanon, Hamas in Gaza, the
Houthis in Yemen ~ built by the Iranian
regime, werea permanent thornin the flesh
of Arabgovernments, but particularly Israel.
After smashing Hamas, the Americans and
sraclis are targeting both Hezbollah and
Iran, simultaneously.
There are two more impor[ant . though

ime, trade, immigration
~ but mentioned Iran

only
tobecontradicted by Trump.
twodays later, who said that

DEVENDRA Iran’s nuclear programme
NI had been “blown to
smithercens” Moreimportantly,

even before the war started,
Oman, which mediated in
the Geneva talks. between
US and Iran, had said that
there had been an

The writer isa

Commissioner
of Income-Tax

unstated
first are Iran’s oil resm'u, which the US
would like to control, and second is the US
desire to crush Iran militarily, so that
Israel is the unchallenged boss of the
Middle-East ~ ready to protect US interests
against everyone.

As the Iran war enters a decisive phase,
nocountry stands with Iran ~ evenits clients

Chinaand Russia,
only mnu[h platl[udex Supposedly neutral
ountries mum.Apparently

innuclear negotiations, with

Iran having agreed to zero stockpiling of

uranium, and converting existing enriched
material into fuel.

Earher lhxsycar inthe wake of murderous

marine insurers are lling ongoing
contracts, due to the enhanced war risk. As
returned export consignments are pilingup
in Indian ports. Chipmaking is suffering in
South Koreabecause helium gas from Qatar,
is not available.

Justbeforethe US launched its murderous
assault, a survey by the Economist and
‘YouGov found thatonly 27 per cent Americans
supported astrikeon Iran. Approval ratings
spike once a war starts, but an NBC News
survey, has found that 54 per cent of
respondents disapproved of President Trumps
handling of the situation in Iran. This is to
be expected, as there is no clear objective
behind the US invasion of Iran.

f protests by the Iranian regime,
Trump had assured protestors that help
was at hand, and that he would punish Ali
Khamenei, the Iranian Supreme Leader.
Khamenei is dead, but the war goes on with
increased ferocity. Lately, Trump is taking
the Israeli line that Operation Epic Fury
was a pre-emptive strike on Iran, as Iran
was about to attack Isr: nd the US.
Thus, it is difficult to find a clear motive
for the US attack on Iran, which may be the
reason lhal lhc '\mcrlcan public is nol
Trui

no country wants to draw Trump's ire, the
buzz being that a statement in support of
Iran will serve no purpose except that of
antagonising Trump.

Israelis a country which ploughs a lonely
furrow, and does not let international law
stand in the way of how it achieves its goals.
Also, Israel does not mind using its vast
arsenal on the least provocation, and has
full US financial and military support for
whatever it does.

In this backdrop, the entire world should
ponder what could be done to stop the

g Jesttaf i

Y
ruin for the world economy.

On Trump's part, he may mull over what
Bcn;amm Franklin, statesman, polymath

is hard pul to prldlﬂ the reason for duackmg
1 US public;

State of the Union address in history on 24
February, covering an array of his policies

fthe Founding Fathers of the USA,
is friend, US Representative Josiah

May we never see another War! for
in my Opinion there never was agood War,
orabad Peace

RacinglineinShanghaiF1showcases economicmomentumand dynamism

he engines began to howl in
Shanghai on Friday as the 2026
Chinese Grand Prix roared to
lifeat the Shanghai International

innovation, domestic demand, green

development and global cooperation ~

that also create their own economic
L mLinu atthecl

miniature version of global trade flows.
One ticket doesn't just buy a seat in the
stands. Itunlocks what economists calla
¥ ion chain: sports + tourism +

Circuit. But the sound echoing across the

of the i race weekend ~ lhe

grandstands wasn'tjust that of high-revving
engines. It was also the voices of eager
spectators, roughly 230000 of whom
were expected to stream through the
circuit gates this year.

Around the track, hotels were packed,
restaurants hummed with late-night
diners, and pop-up stalls selling official
F1 merchandise glittered under the neon
lights along the Huangpu River.

The Grand Prix is not just a sporting
event. Itis the driver of a small economic
ecosystem. And in many ways, it offers a
window through which to view China’s
newlyadopted 15th Five-Year Plan (2026-30)
as the country is revving up new engines
to power high-quality development -

Letters ToTheEditor | =0 e
Structural difference

Sir, Theinsightful article “Religionis One’

y Swami Sandarshanananda published

[l)dd) serves as a vital reminder of Indlds

larchitecture. T

LhLdeplhl)l this "Oneness,” one must revisit

Swami Vivekananda’s diagnosis of the

structural “Impedance Mismatch” between

the Eastand the West, as articulated in one

ol hislectures onreturn fromCl hlLng( found
oh In Defense of Hinduis

v, logistics, tourism,
~ you get a glimpse of how policymakers
hopeto powerthe next laps of the country’s
development.
Shanghai hosted 182 domestic and
international sporting events in 2025,
generating 13.5 billion yuan

culture + retail.

A visitor might watch the race, take a
river cruise, buy an F1 jacket, and post it
all on a livestreaming platform powered
by Chinese cloud computing.

Muluply that behavior by hundreds of

ds of people and you begi

advanced acrodynamics, hybrid engines,
datasensors and materials science ~ they
are laboratories on wheels. China's new
five-year blueprint similarly emphasizes
lL(.hnUlU'-'!Cd] innovation - from
St sand artificial intellj
vabl yandsmart

~ that it is putting on the track of a
unified national market open to theglobal
economy.

the engine at work. This is precisely

($19billion) indirect economic A Me
output and stimulating 35.8

billion yuanin refated economic Of,ﬂw
activity. That includes hotels,
airlines, ride-hailing apps,
restaurants, retail and digital
services. During the Grand
Prix, 70 percent of spectators come from
other parts of China and 15 percent from
overseas, turning a weekend race into a

ditor@thestatesman.com

Ishta Devata or sect.

"To sustain this spiritual fluidity, society
was chosen as the “Fixed Point,” which led
to its historical rigidity. This distinction is
crucial for our contemporary discourse. It
indicates that “secularism” ~ the peaceful
co-existence of diverse beliefs ~ is inherent
inthe Hinduethos and is only a revolutionary
political necessity in societies dealing
with the historical baggage of Abrahamic
conformity.

Today, while the extreme right wing
distorts this fluid ethos, a section of

the kind of ion-driven,
innovation- powered growth model
the15th Five-Year Plan hopestoscale

And, rel o thedrivers of
3 China

transition toward renewable energy,
electric transport and energy efficiency
will reverberate across the pits of its

nationall

China's 1.4-billion-person market

2% remains one of the most powerful

demandenginesin theglobal economy:

When domestic consumption expands,
it pulls global supply chains with it.

Consider Formula 1 cars. Featuring

difference is to ignore the very genius of
Indian civilization.
Yours, etc,

indhunil Barman Roy,
Kolkata, 16 March.

Illegal war

Sir, Apropos the article “War and regime
change in global governance” by Andrew
Sheng, published today, the US and Israel
launched strikes on Iran on 28 February.,
with President Donald Trump urging the
Imnian pub]ic to “seize comml of your

\dvma Ashrama, Mu)d»au/l(()lkata)
Swami\

“neo-colonial” intellectuals does equalharm  destiny by
inversion: In the West, religion was lhc by bmukcung l[mdulsm \\'I[h A\hrdh;xmm that has ruled Lhe nation since 1979
“Fixed Point” requiringat stri I The regime in Lmn ihould not
while society was the “Field of Variation.” They ignore the hi b 1.Itisa bully

Consequently, every religious departure in
Europe was historically bought with “ariver
of blood.” In contrast, in India. religion was
the “Field of Variation™ ~ never shackled,
allowing infinite liberty in the choice of

\\hjlc India ha‘; l'am.d d..lbb. linL,

ly devoid of the secta

supply chains.

THANK YOU St.Jude for your miraculous
hand over Emaya. —DS.

Iran or the Middle East. The US and Israel
will not bring freedom and democracy or
freedom from oppression and exploitation,
from poverty and unemployment, from
the uppressxon of women. lrum nduunal
opr
not for the peup!e of Iran, nor for the pcople
of the world,

These bombs and missiles are kilh'ng
penple and spreading waracross the region.

i murderous, illegitimate. andillegal
war against a sovereign country, opunly
aimed at regime change. This is a supreme
war crime and must be stopped now. It a
fascist, imperi.l]isl war based on lies.

Trump's military moves and attempts to

and whole regions of the

and viciously patriarchal ':.[dle that has
brutally oppressed the Iranian people. But

wars”seeninNorthern Ireland, lhc Balkans,
orthe Middle East. To ignore this structural

epaper.thestatesman.com

fascists are not libes Trump s himself
headinga patriarchal Christian fascist regime
and he does not care about the people of

world hold the extreme danger of spiraling
into a nuclear confrontation, which really
could lead to the extinction of human
Yours, etc., Rudra Sen,

Kolkata, 15 March.
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Bhajan Clubbing shatters myth of
secularization

OMKAR JOSHI AND PRANAV GUPTA

cross the country, young

Indians are flocking to

concerts that blend

devotional bhajans with
contemporary rhythms and songs.
The popularity of “bhajan clubbing™
is nota passing cultural fad. Rather.
it confirms a long-standing
dimension of Indian society: religious
practice is ubiquitous, and youngsters
have merely adapted rather than
giving up on faith and practice. We
analyze data from a nationally
l‘e[‘ll’CSEﬂlE]U\ esurvey to demansuatc
that young Hindus, including Gen

in religious practices ranging from
daily rituals to weekly observance
and festival participation, including
both public and private activities.
Inthisarticle, we restrict ouranalysis
to the 6,187 Hindu respondents in
the sample. As the country’s largest
religious group with diverse forms of
practice, Hindus offer a useful lens
to examine generational change in
religious life. We find that a substantial
proportion of young Hindus actively
participate in religious life. The reported
levelsof regular religious observance
among GenZ Hindus (those aged
between 18 and 28 in 2025) are only
lowerthan older cohorts.

Z, remain highly religious.

For years now, a familiar claim
has circulated in public debates:
as India becomes more educated,
urban, and economically mobile,
younger generations are drifting
away from religion. This is a narrative
borrowed largely from Western
societies, where modernization
coincided with declining religior
participation, and w:
applied to India. Contrary to thi:
familiar Western reality, our analysis
shows that young Indians report
relatively high levels of religiosity.

Weanalyze data from a nationally
representative survey - India Political
and Social Attitudes Study -conducted
by us among 7.382 respondents
across 18 states in 2025. We asked
respondents how often they engage

Amajority of GenZ respondents (55
per cent) reported that they prayed
daily, and around half (48 per cent)
reported visiting a temple at least
once a week. These figures are only
marginally lower than the overall
proportion across cohorts: 59 per
cent of Hindu respondents reported
praying daily, and 52 per cent pray at
a temple at least once a week. The
marginally lower levels among the
youth should not be misconstrued
s disengagement. Only aminuscule
minority reported ‘never’ or ‘rarely’
undertaking various religious activitics.

Beyond private activities, young
Indians are also engaging in socially
embedded forms of participation.
About three of ten (29 per cent) Gen
Z respondents said they attend a
religious gathering such as a Katha,

gat at least once a
s is why the enthusiasm
for Bhd]an Cl ]ubhmg should not be
viewed merely as a passing trend.
The secularization theory predicts
that religious practice will decline
due to modernization forces such
as urbanization, upward economic
mobility. and expansion in education.
Contrary to this expectation, we
find that a relatively similar proportion
of college and non-college-educated
youngsters actively engage in religious
practice. For example, college-educated
Indians (53 per cent) are slightly
more likely to pray at a temple at
least once a week than those with
lower levels of education (45 per
cent). Similarly, college education
does not reduce attendance at public
religious gatherings. It is evident
that modern education and religious
life coexist in contemporary [ndia.
Urbanization shows acomparable
pattern. Urban youth were at least as
likely-and in some cases slightly more
likely-toreport engagement in religious
practice. A majority of urban Gen Z
respondents report visiting temples
at least once a week (55 per cent),
compared to44 per centamong rural
youth. The gap is even wider for
socially embedded participation:
nearly four in ten urban youlh 39

(24 per cent). Rather than crowding
on out of everyday life, urban

historical experience that often
dominates sociological thinking.

searto providenew
social spaces and opportunities for
collective religious participation.

Finally, religious participation
among the youth is not confined
to particular social groups. Across
General, OBC, SC,and ST respondents,
engagement remains widespread,
even though frequency and modes
of participation vary somewhat.
Religion in lndm «.ummucs to
functionas askh

Rather than aba religion,
young Indians-including college-
educated and those from urban
areas - continue to embrace religion.

The Secularization myth persists
partly because it offers a simple
story: development replaces tradition.
But social changeis rarely so linear.
The IPSAS evidence suggests that
modern India is not becoming less
religious. Young H.mdus still gather
intemples, celebrate

rather than a shrinking remnant
of tradition.
Taken together, these findings
challenge the common As<url1ptmn
ally

per cent) attend religious
suchaskathas orbhajans each month,
versus just one in four rural youth

that mod
secularization. India's trajectory
looks very different from the Western

festivals, engage in both puhhc and
private religious activities, and
maintain strong religious identitie:

Borrowed hlslnncdl templates
cannot provide an accurate
understanding of Indian society and
belief structures. Moreover, it requires
shedding commonly used binaries

Table 2: does not reduce religiosity among 3":? s:x(::)g\l/lgfgzsxﬁ Lﬂ;ﬁ;ﬁ;}
Table 1: Young Hindus remain engaged in Religious Practice GenZ Hindus isnoterasing faith. The enthusiastic
embrace of Bhajan Clubbing is
Weekly Temple Visit | Monthly Religious Gathering ‘Wecekly Temple Visit - Monthly Religious Guthering thcrelurc not an anomaly. It is a
vl % A verall AN 15 28 s . o n EI an enduring
E new cultural
e L w [RrmRTSTRS % B forms. Ihc medium has changed;
2000 v 20 A v the commitment endures.
. 2 Trban 8%
s ol o 2 R

Time to junk the UPSC route

DR. RAMANAND

herecentdeclaration of the
UPS C C ivil

USE
final resul[.s on 6 Mduh
has once again triggered a nationwide
media Ircn/) over the “toppers’
ocial media erupts with
motivational taglines, videos, and

memes celebrating their successand
struggle:
Families and communities distribute

sweets, treating the achievement
asacollective social triumph rather
than a personal one. Toppers’ stories
are portrayed with the grandeur of
Olympic medal wins or major
sportingaccomplishments yet these
suceesses, if truly achievements in
a broader sense, remain deeply
personal and have limited tangible
social impact.

Without dcl\rmg into precise
numbers, the 2025 results selected
948 candidates from a pool of
roughly 10 lakh applicants. In a
previous article in the Indian Expy
I had examined how the civil serv
have become synonymous with
prestigein India, often overshadowing
other vital professions. Building
on that critique, the 2025 results
provide a fresh lens to examine the

are frequently portrayed as demigods.
Meglia profiles dissect their “strategies”
from daily routines to book lists as
if cracking the exam unlocks the
crets of hle itself.

"This narrative ignores the significant
role of randomness and pnvllegc
embedded ll'l the pruu S,

superiority that lasts for decades.
This hierarchy often overrides
humanity, knowledge, and practical
skills: a person with minimal
understanding of a domain can
issue commands to those with far

superior expertise.
Even more troubling is the service
allmalmn process, which largely
etency and relies

or Lngmecnng back
stable, pn\'llcgcd eduu\[lonal

qu.ahw coaching, strong English
proficiency, and the financial and
temporal resources for multiple
attempts. For average aspirants
from rural areas or economically
weaker sections, the odds remain
heavily stacked against them.

The 2025 results tell the same
familiar story, vet the relentless
emphasis on “inspirational” narratives
rlosses over these systemic barri
We celebrate the rare i
while millions of aspirants burn
out in isolation, grappling with
severe mental health crises. Reports
from coaching hubs like Delhi’s
Mukherjee Nagar consistently
highlight alarming rates of depression
and suicide. Yet the glorification
machine mlls on unabated.

Th ion structure itself

over-glorification of both the exam
and the services it feeds into.

This is not to diminish the hard
work of the selected candidates.
Rather, it challenges the dominant
societal narrative: UPSC toppers

Crossword | No. 203408

perpetuates a built-in hierarchical
system that undervalues true talent,
efficiency, and domain expertise.
A candidate who scores a mere
fraction of a mark higher than
others is elevated to a position of

mslcad onaccidental performance
in a single exam cycle. This not

only harms the lives of those who
will be governed but also discourages
genuine future governance talent.
The 2025 batch will enter a system
wheredebates on lateral entry and

and performance remain unaddressed.
Over-glorification breeds unrealistic
expectations: new recruits anticipate
ahero’s welcomes, only to confront
the daily grind of paperwork, political
pressures, and frequent transfers.
This mismatch fosters cynicism
and inefficiency

The economic costs are equally
stark. Lakhs of young people devote
their prime years to UPSC preparation,
forgoing skill development in
high-growth fields such as Al
sustainability, or entrepreneurship.
India’s demographic dividend risks
becoming a liability when talent is
funneled into a single, hyper-
competitive exam that selects barely
0.1 per cent of applicants. The 2025
results underscore this skew: many
toppers hail from IITs or NLUs,

TALK

£
[ sPac Dad 2229

diverting valuable technical and
intellectual capital from innovation
and the private sector into
administration. Imagine the potential
impactif that talent were channeled
elsewhere.

‘This year also saw several individuals
falsely claiming to have cleared the
exam and around 6-7 candidates
publicly celebrating successes they
never achieved. These incidents
highlight the immense public
pressure and allure of UPSC
glorification.

A major structural flaw attracting
widespread attention is the role of
the stmu Magistrate, who

a

Ciassream Hegulur cs
Founduton Coure 20

and poor decision-making. Th
over-accumulation of power invites
misuse, as accountability mechanisms
remain weak.

Ultimately, we must confrontand
reform this colonial era system,
which has failed to adapt to
contemporary realities. It neither
produces true domain experts nor
effectively trains a modern workforce.

One of the boldest moves this
government has taken was Lateral
Entry butdue tosystematic resistance
of the bureaucracy and opposition
of certain political groups, it could
not translateinto reality as it should
have. Theover emphasis on conservative

enormous power with
minimal accountability. A generalist
with limited domain expertise or
practical experience commands
entire departments at the district
level, often leading to inefficiencies

acy often stops the growth
of other systems. We need a more
robust module which can take the
place of the UPSC.

(Theerker s direcun of the Conser of olicy
urch and Governanee.

'ACROSS 14 Right source of 28 Expert standing 4 Hating men be calumnious,
milk keeping one beside a large old putting quartz nothing less (9)

1 Girls top not Iooking more member of cattle grainsinboggy 17 US state confusion
returned, keeping healthy? (7) Family (7) surroundings interrupted by
her initiaily in bikini 15 Star taking a 29 Wild former lover (8) new sense of order

. bottom? (5) number of games mentioned in 5 AFrench team ®
Yesterday's Solution 4 vermin control in deciine (6) documents? (7) prepare for a hotel 19 Four, upset about
thatsscrewed 18 Onewhogrows 30 New recruitsisent  stay? expression of
some rat up? (9) very much, only to out to hold line — ) meditation, left —

9 Inconstant figure be reduced by 50% observe, inretreat 6 Chapsin A&E leaving probably
favouring odd bits (6) © turning up for enough people
of them and us? (7) 20 Marinesinagroup 31 Daring to give up medical treatment  (7)

10 Positive source of of musicians. power? Thats 5) 21 Account about
guidance for displaying part of fortuitous (5) 7 Operatic hero start of month
defendant in insignia? (7) African prince uniikely to decay
court? (7) 23 Source of bronchial DOWN embracing woman @)

11 Read article problems? Special [ 22 Disregard anger
covering Lord doctorattending 1 Coolonlinetalks & Came toan end,

Byron's daughter? monarch (7) with very good holed, leaking entering game
) 25 Disorder about content (5) Fluorin )

12 Medic, depressed, marine creature 2 Grandiloquentend  (9) 24 More than one
not initially disposing of a to portico, redand 14 OFficial worth religious figure is
dissipated (7) shellfish (7) German (7) employing? That enthralling mother

13 Damagein church 27 Acontributorto 3 Enthusiasm after can be denied ()
associated with order, whichever 900d stink from (@) 26 Like a bath? Some
Rector, a ladies way you look at it ancient incendiary 16 Notabletocarya  of days dust to be
man? (7) ) weapon (5,4) tune? That could lifted (5)
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OCCASIONAL NOTE

SIR ABDUR RAHIM'S proposal that the
appointment of judicial officers shall be taken
av from the judges of the H.lgh Court and
made a matter for the executive is urmml) not
a desirable change, particularly when it is not
alleged that the present appointments are influenced
by favouritism or by communal considerations.
Certainly it is strange that only twelve Mohammedans
are judicial officers out of a total of 350 but the
reflection here is not upon the High Court but
upon the standard of competence among the
Mohammedans. It is not enough that the
Mohammedans shall be able to say that they
have more men qualified for these positions they
must say that they possess men with equal or
higher qualifications than those who are actually
appointed. In short, if it is not to be alleged that
the present selections are dictated by partisan
considerations and that charge was made by
nobody in the course of the discussion—then no
reason exists for a change that is intended to
bring communal considerations to the threshold
of the bench.

NewsItems

LORD IRWIN’S DEPARTURE

“ATASKRICHIN
OPPORTUNITY”

LONDON, MAR.

LORD Irwin was given a cordial farewell at
Victoria where he took train for Marseilles to join
the Multan.

Before his departure he held a reception in
the Royal Waiting Room, where he took leave of
a number of prominent persons including Mr.
Baldwin, Viscount Halifax, Lord Salisbury, the
Archbishop of Canterbury, Earl Winterton, Mr.
Neville Chamberlain, Lord Birkenhead, Lord
Phillimor r Atul Chatterjee, Sir Philip
Cunliffe-Lister, Sir John Simon, Sir Michael
O'Dwyer, Sir Benjamin Robertson, Sir Charles
Yate, Sir Maneckjee Dadabhoy and Sir William
Vineent.

In the course of a special message to Reuter
Lord Irwin said that he was looking forward with
the keenest anticipation to his stay in India. He
realized that his task was no light one, but he
looked forward to the hearty co-operation of all
with whom he would comein contact. ]novuu)mmo
the difficulties that might be before them, i
would be his endeavour to bring the same sy mpdth)
and understanding to the task as Lord Reading
had done, and to forward the wholehearted and
orderly advancement of India towards full
self-government on constitutional lines.

ISLAMIC CULTURE

UNIVERSITY POLICY
CRITICIZED

LONDON, MAR.

MOVING that the demand of Rs. 3.74.128 for a
grant to the Calcutta University should be reduced
by Re. 1, Sir Abdur Rahim said that he had brought
this motion in order to discuss the polic
general administration of the Caleutta Univ .
They had allowed a grant to that University for
the Post-Graduate Dcparlmm[ to go unscathed
not because they were convinced that there would
beno waste, that all the money would be properly
employed, but because they were not satisfied
that the arrangement for Post-Graduate study
was what it slmuld be. Certain subjects were
emphasized which ought not to have any place
in the Calcutta University. Others—some very
important subjects—were ignored. For instance,
Arabic and Persia, containing the most glorious
literature, which were studied all over the vmrld
were neglected by the Calcutta University, w]
was situated in one of the largest cities uf
Mohammedan population.

When he talked of the Mohammedans being
neglected by the Government and other bodies,
acry was at once raised in some quarters charging
him and those who believed with him with
exciting communal feeling. In answer to that Sir
Abdur Rahim said: “I point to the Calcutta
University as the monument of communalism.”
He had been to the University and was shown
round the rooms. He was ingy
room where he was told Arabic was taught. There
was no library for Arabic and no room was kept
reserved for the department of Persian. In his
opinion, this was sufficient to damn any Indian
university.
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Pragmatic position

India must drive reforms at the WTO meeting

The 14th ministerial conference of the World Trade Organization (WTO) — thesession
tobeheldin Yaoundé, Cameroon, from March 26 t0 29 — comesata crucial juncture.
‘Trade ministers from across the world are expected to discuss the challenges and
opportunities facing the multilateral trading system and decide the agenda. The
global trade order hasbeen upended by the world’s largest economy over the pastone
‘year, withlittle regard for well-settled trade principles. Given the state of current policy
thinking in the United States (US) and its actions regarding the WTO over the past
decade, it remains to be seen to what extent the multilateral forum can advance the
trade agenda. Geopolitics hasalso become a bigger risk for trade.

Asreported by this newspaper this week, India’s position going into the confer-
enceisthatthe foundational aspects of the WTO should not change. Theseinclude
issues such as consensus-driven decision-making at the forum and non-discrimi-
natory tariff treatment by trading partners. Further, pending issues must be
addressed before new items are added. The position is understandable. However,
it must also be noted that the WTO has seen little progress over the years. The nature
of world trade has changed in recent decades with the emergence of global value
chains (GVCs). However, the consensus-driven decision-making process has not
kept pace with the changes. As a result, countries have turned to free-trade agree-
ments (FTAs), which are allowed under the rules, as an alternative to attain deeper
integration and facilitate GVC-led trade.

‘While the terms of an FTA remain limited to only the countries doing the deal,
outcomes of plurilateral negotiations can be included in the WTO rulebook with
consensus. One such issue is the integration of the Investment Facilitation for
Development Agreement. Theideais to facilitate investment by focusingon issues
suchast 1cy, simplifyi: istrative proce drules, and improv-
ing regulatory capacity. The a,greement is supported by 128 of the 166 WTO
members, including developed and least developed countries. India has opposed
it, but it is hard to see why. India anyway needs to do all this to attract investment,
which isabsolutely necessary to grow at higher rates. Aside from the standpoint of
macroeconomic management, where India needs foreign capital to supplement
domestic savings to achieve higher growth, foreign capital also brings technology
and can enable the country’s integration into GVCs.

Equally important for the Cameroon conference is that several such issues,
including the moratoriumon likely tobe di:
Indiamusttake a pragmatic position at multilateral forums and, me y,in
itstrade and investment policies. Over the past year, India hasshown conslderable
openness to trade and signed agreements such as those with the United Kingdom
and the European Union. Although the fate of the agreement with the US remains
uncertain, the initial framework reflected a pragmatic approach. India needs to
carry forward the momentum and openitselftoglobal trade. Itis reported that India
is considering joining the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-
Pacific Partnership. It must pursue this possibility. Exports can be a major source
of growth, asdemonstrated by anumber of countries over the past few decades. The
nature of global trade has changed, and India must adapt quickly. It can also be a
major driver of reforms at the WTO.

ustoms,

there.

Apple@50

Staying ahead through many technology cycles

Fifty twoyol both d e, along with Ronald Wayne, who
quickly left, started with an idea: Building and marketing a personal computer.
Steve Jobssold his carand Steve Wozniak his scientific calculator to raise funds for
their venture, which was incorporated as Apple Computer Company. The Apple 1
was designed and hand-assembled by Mr Wozniak in a proverbial garage in Cuper-
tino, California, while Jobs marketed the pioneering devices. The timing was per-
fect. Millions of consumers were waiting for just such a device, even if they didn’t
know it. Apple saw a dream run, in which its revenue doubled every four months
foranincredible period of five years. When the company went public in 1980, it hit
amarketvalue of $1.8 billion on the first day. It isworth over $3.7 trillion now.

Apple hassince seen its share of triumphs and disasters, far more of the former
than the latter. Mr Wozniak decided to take the back seat fairly early in the game,
goingofftocomplete his college degree, while Jobs was removed by the board and
then reinstated for complicated reasons. Through all the cycles that have driven
global markets for consumer electronics and information technology since 1976,
Apple has remained a leading innovator. It has conceptualised and created the
smartphone —the iPhone is now intoits 17thiteration. But long before that, it cre-
ated the designer’s dream computers and laptops, focusing on graphics and
smooth operating systems. It drove and continues to drive trends in digital movie-
makingand editing.

Apple also reimagined personalised digital music mixes with the iPod. It
launched the iPad, combining the convenience of the smartphone with some of the
power of alaptop. And it has managed to remain the “premium brand” through all
its product iterations even as every innovation was commoditised by other elec-
tronicbrands. Apple has retained certain design principles. It offers mregrated sol-
utions. Itdesigns and sources every hardware componentona b

ILLUSTRATION: BIINAY SINHA

Can companies buy
their way into S&P 5007

Firms' behaviour suggests that they see a link between
rating purchases and index inclusion

Fewbenchmarks matter moreto financial investors
than the S&P 500. Trillions of dollars track it directly,
and many more are evaluated against it. Inclusion
often boosts a firm’s stock price, lowers its cost of

inclusion cannot be mﬂuenced by raungs rela(ed rev

doll: ‘nullmr\ ing for the pub-
lished sel pattern; Firms
that had recen(ly ob(a.mecl an S&P ranng were signifi-
cantly th P500.For

non-member firms, the unconditional likelihood of
beingadded totheindex was 15.5 per cent; for firms that
had recently purchased an S&P rating, it was 21.4 per
cent. One possible explanation is that S&P [ends to
favour fast-growing firm: that
naturally more likely to issue debt and seek credit rat-
ings. But if that were the whole story, we would expect
firmsthat rat-
ings from Moody’s, and we did not. If rating purchases
simply reflect firm quality or growth prospects, the
effect should not be specific to S&P.

Firms' behaviour further suggests that they see a
link between rating purchases and index inclusion.
‘When mergers amcng S&P soo firms create opemng
forn firms dispropor-
tionately increase their; purchasm of S&P mnngs Con-

versely, aftera2002t

ineligible for inclusion, non-US firms listed on US
reduced their S&Prat-

i Moody’s. Theimplication s clear: When

the prize di doesd d. Taken together,

these patterns suggest that firms believe purchasing

‘What about another, more innocent explanation?
S&Plearns useful information during the ratings pro-
cess, which helpsit decide whether firmsbelonginthe
index. In that case, the correlation we observed
between rating and
reflectsimproved information from the rating process
rather thanbusiness incentives.

But this explanation is difficult to sustain. For
starters, ifindex-addition decisions rely on non-public
information obtained through the ratings process,
that would mark a depmure £rom S&P’s pubhshed

enue. Whil

met privaterat-
patterns that are difficult to reconcile wuh full separ-  ings mformanon is used inindex decisions.
i such information-sharing would seem

ation between S&P’sindexand
d

capital, and confers prestige. Many boards
even tie executive compensation to performance
relative to the index.

Given the S&P500's i inde:
should be determined objectively and
transparently. Yet as arecently published
research paper by Kun Li, Kelly Liu, and
me shows, the process for adding com-

potentially creating incentives for firmsto
purchase S&P’s credit ratings in hopes of
improving their chances of getting into
the index. This is suggested by a key find-
ing: Firms that recently obtained an S&P
rating were more likely to be added to the

S&Ppubli iled criteria forindexi

at odds with S&P s public statements that the index

market ion, liquidity,
financial viability, and sector representation. Thus, we
began with a simple question: How closely did deci-

io followt
rules? Using data from 1980 to 2018, we
found that the published criteria
explained no more than 15 per cent of
additions to the S&P 500. Many firms
thatmetallthe criteriawere passed over,
while others were admitted despite
seeming to fall short.
To be sure, there is nothing
inherently wrong with discretion in
stock-index construction, and S&P does

d ratings department operate indepen-
dently and do not exchange firm-specific data. In
addition, the information uncovered during the rating
process could just as easily lower a firm’s chances of
inclusion as raise them.

Lastly, when we looked at how companies per-
formed after 1ommgtheS&P§00 we found no evxdence
thatdiscretionar i-
ated with recent rating purchases — systematically
outperformed rule-based additions or even firms that
met the criteria but were passed over. In other words,
discretion does not appear to lead to better outcomes.

Whether or not S&P 500 »isliterally for
sale, the evidence suggests that h.m;ls behave as if it
mightbe. And wk payingfor
ratings can 1mprcve their odds of inclusion in the
index, the of isatrisk.

S&P 500 than those that rat- SHANCG-JINWE not clau:n its methodology is puxely

ings from Moody’s. The index is

When the workmg paper versmn ofour srudy first d But’ discre-
in2021, strongly interpre- tionisinvolved, incentives matter.

tation, thatits index perates With thisin mind, we examined whether firms that

inc itsrati: osep-  recently an S&P credit rating were more

araled bya “Chmese wall” Accordmg to the company,

lysts about firm-level decisions, and therefore, index

likely to be added to the index. S&P does not publicly
disclose its rating fees, but estimates from other rating
agencies suggest that they range from a few thousand

The au!hor, aformer chief economist at the Asian
Development Bank, is professor of finance and econ-
omics at Columbia Business School and Columbia
University's School of International and Public
Affairs. ©Project Syndicate, 2026

India’s invisible urban fault line

Indian cities are learning to do very modern things in
very old ways. You can order groceries in 10 minutes,
payastreet vendor with UPL, track your buson anapp,
and work from a glass tower plugged into the global
‘economy. Then the rain comes, a junction locks up,
garbage spills onto the service lane, a footpath dxsap

itselfb though
than theatrical.

In India, urban systems falter less because of a
shortage of rules than because of weak expectations
that those rules will hold. Studies of urban governance
show that comphdnce depen(ls heavily on perceived

isroutil

cars, and thecity ti-

anou That is the invisible fault line this year’s
Economic Survey also identifies: A weak civic com-
pact between citizens and the state that leaves Indian
cities struggling to convert investment into orderand
growth into liveability.

‘This is a more interesting diagnosis than the usual
perspective that Indian cities simply need more
money, more roads, and more flyovers.
‘While they do need mves(men( Lhey
also
easier to ignore. Cities need a widely
shared understanding that public rules
arereal, publicspace isshared, and com-
pliance is not for the naive.

‘What may appear abstract s, in fact,
deeply practical. It determines whether
traffic signals coordinate movement or

it perfectly into its specifications. It knits all the hardware tightly together with its
proprietary iOS operating system. Every component of every Apple device speaks
the same language, and every Apple device integrates seamlessly with every other
Apple device, with the user’s data backed up on the iCloud.

There is one advantage of this approach. Users like the fact that Apple devices
work seamlessly with every other Apple device. For Apple, the advantage is that it
considerablyimp: margins. Also,any problem by Appl
is perfectly solved, making the Apple ecosystem nearly “idiot-proof” and as close
to being secure as any digital system can be. However, the disadvantage is that
Apple’s closed ecosystem lacks the flexibility to easily solve problems that Apple
engineers may not have considered. This is why far more applications, pro-
grammes, and utilities are designed for the more open Linux, Windows, and
Android ecosystems. But it is difficult to argue against a strategy that has kept the
company in pole position across 50 yearsand umpteen technological cycles. Apple
has over 2.5 billion active devices out there in the wild and its user-base will likely
keep growing as it moves past the half-century mark.

imply whether
housingplans guide urban growth or are
gradually hollowed out by exceptions
and encroachments, and whether waste
segregation campaigns reshape every-
day habits or remain confined to PowerPoint slides.
India’s cities are 10w to0 economically important

CONURBATION

AMIT KAPOOR

andc notsimply regu-
lation density. In many Indian cities, the gap between
rules and practice is visible in everyday coordination
failures. Bengaluru commuters now lose roughly 168
hours a year to congestion, while average peak speed
falls below 14 km/h, illustrating how behavioural and
institutional frictic limit:
Such patterns are well-documented in urban econ-
omics: When enforcement appears
uneven citizens

unprovement in sanitation was not ]I.IS[ amatter of
trucks and bins. Itinvolved sustained signalling that
rules would be followed, monitored and socially rein-
forced. Digital tolling, online buildi and
direct benefit systems all show that Indian urban
governance can reduce friction when it chooses pro-
cessoverdi: ion. Thelessonis not that

will save the city. Technology without trust often just
digitises dysfunction. The real lesson is that norms
change when institutions become more credible.
People adapt quickly to systems that are clear, fair
and reliably enforced.

This has major implications for urban policy. The
nextgeneration of reform cannot be confined to capi-
tal expenditure. It has to include boring but founda-
tional tasks: Clearer municipal accountability, fewer

able, regulations elastic, and mformal
workarounds gradually emerge as the

practical of system of the city.

agencies, simpler rules, fasterapp
and more vlslble consequences for non-comphance
Ital: il izer

than
b or passive recipi ‘Ward-level partici-

India’s urban history helps explain
why this equilibrium has proven stub-
born. Colonial were

pation, resident monitoring, vendor integration,
decenuahsed waste systems and neighbourhood

designed more to administer than to
empower. Post-independence, urban-
isation expanded ataspeed that govern-
ancesystemsnever fully matched. Clues

p are not add-ons. They are

ways of' rebuilding the civic bargain ata human scale.

The most relevant question forIndian urban policy

now is not whether cities need more infrastructure.

They do. The more important question is whether
e, oS 2

grew outward, mstltunons

filled the gap between official rules and lived reality.
Over time, cities became a place where legality and

forthisto Urban Indi pro-

ducesthebulkof nati and wi

of the country’s future demographic and economic
change. The World Bank has estimated that by 2036,
India’s towns and cities could account for around 70
percentoff ic product (GDP). T

urban conversation in India still tends to focus on
physical infrastructure. Yet the harder truth is that
cities are not merely eug].neemg projects. They are
among Their

large sy

rules willbe applied prechctably and whether thestate

This is visible in everything from land markets to
traffic. India does not merely have congestion. It hasa
culture of negotiated movement. It does not merely
have unaffordable housing. It has a planning system
whose formal rigidity often pushes people towards
informal solutions. It does not merely have waste
problems, It has an urban commons problem, where
the public realm is everyone’s concern in theory and
too often no one’s responsibility in practice.

Evenso, the picture is not bleak. Indian citiesalso
contain evidence that civic norms can shift. Indore’s

enough, and public behaviour aligned enough for
infrastructure towork as intended. The invisible fault
line is not a metaphor for urban chaos. It is a descrip-
tionofadeeperinstitutional fragility in cities thatlook
increasingly modern from above but remain unstable
in everyday use. India’s urban future will not be
decided only by how much concrete it pours. It willbe
decided by whether it can make civic life less negoti-
able, public authority more credible, and shared
spaces genuinely shared. Once that happens, Indian
cities will not merely grow bigger — they will start
working better.

The author is chair, Institute for Competitiveness.
X:@kautiliya. With inputs from Meenakshi Ajith

Three Ts in Sino-Indian relations

1999. The NIC then concluded
that China was “unlikely to

that China is not adhering to

seven “Thoughts”, five under
“Travel”andsixunder “Trade” with this

break with the United States ‘WTO's rule-based global order. “Itis time for Chanakyaand
or engage in disruptive mili- However, on October 20,2025, Sun Tzutowalk the same path, where the
BOOK and useful to academics too. The Nan)mg (NTACO) to make plasticinjec-  tary buildups oraggressive President Donald Trump wisdom of Indiaand the strategy of China
REVIEW authorsk orkable sol- automoti foreign behaviour” unless brushed aside these calls and meet, notin conflict, but in convergence,
utions for India and China to engage nents In2015, NTACO set up a second “Beijing was challenged by described the relationship forging anew dawn for Asia”,
with each other to establish astable unit near Changshu, followed by unexpected circumstances”, with China as “G-2", a peer. Thisidea might appear to bea mirage
global order against the backdrop of the NTACO Trading Company to trade in Global China watchers always ‘The authors want this global inthe present context, but not impossible
decline of Western powers. automotive components. hold this date as the crucial trend to be modulated by ifwe study current Sino-Vietnam rela-
They say the long history of China- Gopal was alsoa member of the ‘milestone in the history of quoting history: “Whenever tions. Hanoi, which resisted a brutal
India relations was marked with three Ts: I.ndlan delegationtothe World Trade China’s economic rise. CHANAKYAANDSUN  Indiahasbeen connected to invasion by China in1979, could settle
VAPPALA BALACHANDRAN Thoughts, Travels and Trade. For over ization (WTO) eattle in This, togetherwith US TZU:ABusinessLens  therestofthe world, sup- their differences with Beijing in 2000.
2000 years, both countries were able to z,ooothdt admitted Chinainto the world International Trade Commis-  onTrade, Thoughtand ~ ported by its strong coastal Hanoieven accepted the buildingofthe
‘This book, authored by senior business ‘maintaina “peaceable intercourse” order of doing business. He had then sion’sreport in August 1999, Travel tradition, it has brought the 850-Km Kunming-Hanoi highway to
leader R Gopalakrishnan (Gopal) and through these Ts. “Thoughtswerecarried  shared the hope that the “rules-based which felt that WTOStandard-  byR Gupalaknshnan & country great prosperity.” allow land locked south-west Chinato
human resource professional Nirmala through travellers. Travel resulted in global system would take deeper root as isation would benefit US com- glms; od b They strongly believethatthe  useVietnamese ports. Politically, how-
Isaac, has thet ill trade, Trade i i the pursuit of China would become more akin to other panies in Chinaand compel Rupa ‘l policy of “self-reliance,” ever, it pursues a nuanced policy of “Co-
nium history of China-India relationsin  ideasand thoughts,” they write. Also trading nations.” Beijingto adhere to WTO 1lipages 3595 which was the core goal of operation and Struggle” — economic
just 174 pages. common were the thoughts of Sun Tzu in ‘That was also the hope of the Bill Clin- rules, was the reason the Clin- India’s Third Five Year Plan cooperationand res.lsung China’s
‘What distinguishes this volume China’s ancient Zhou period and of Cha- tonadministration that allowed China to ton i ion recom- (1961) and in2020 inth th ChinaSea.
from other books on China is the writ- nakya in the Mauryan Empire. enter WTO. This reviewer had published mended China’s WTOentry. as "Atmanirbhar Bharat,” is (R Gopalakrishnan is a Business
ingstyle, which is transactional rather Asignificant aspect of their nar- acolumnin July 2019 on this process and Asaresult, China became the largest neither practical nor possible. Standard columnist)

than academic. The authors say the
“book comes from the practical mind-
set of an enterprise manager rather
than the academic rigour of a historian,
philosopher or geographer”.

Yet thebook is deeply researched

rative is based on practical experience
of one of the authors (Gopal) who first
visited China as a Tata director in the
early 2000s. He was then chairman of
Tata Auto Comp Ltd, which had set up
2100 per cent Tata-owned company in

how itresulted in the United States (US)

agreeingto China's WTOentry after their

National Intelligence Council (NIC) had

convened acruclal meetingwith prorru—

nem nineUSi
ists. This

24,

exporter in the world, accounting for20
percentof USimports, as the US Journal
of International Economics concluded in
aSeptember 2020 assessment.
Sure, there are voices in the Trump
ini: thatwant theUSto

f

Instead, “we should considerhow
Indiacan leverage its position with
potential partnersas the world’s largest
(oramajor) importer of, forexample, fer-
tilisers, lentils, edible oils and hydrocar-
bons”. To thisend, the authors suggest

The reviewer is a former special secre-
tary, Cabinet Secretariat. His latest book,
Indiaand China at odds in the Asian Cen-
tury, was published by Hurst, London,
and Pentagon Books, New Delhi
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We Need to Quickly
Get Ozempicky

Regulate, as cheap generics will surge use

With the key patent forsemaglutide, theactive ingredient
in Novo Nordisk’s blockbuster weight-loss drugs Ozem-
picand Wegovy,expiringin Indiatomorrow,asurgeof low-
er-costgenerics isimminent, acceleratingitsshiftfroma
clinical obesity treatment product toalifestyle-aesthetic
product. The demand isn't artificial. India faces a struc-
tural metabolic health crisis. According to the Lancet,
450 mn adults are projected to be overweight by 2050, and
India is already the diabetes capital of the world. Afford-
able GLP-1therapies could materially improve outcomes
for millions who have struggled with obesity, insulin res-
istanceandlong-termmetabolicdisease. But therisklies
inscale without discipline.

This pattern isn’t new to India. A drug is approved for
medical use, proves effective, and then diffuses rapidly
beyond its intended boundaries. Off-label prescribing ri-
ses, clinics and wellness centres com-
mercialise it, and informal supply ch-
ainsbridgeaccessgaps. By thetimere-
gulators intervene, usage is widespre-
ad, withrisksdiscovered only after sca-
leisachieved. Antibioticsfollowed this
arc. GLP-1drugs— used tomanagedia-
betes and promote weight loss by re-
gulating blood sugar and reducing appetite — risk doing
the same. India’s prescription ecosystem is porous,anda
drug that is visible, socially validated and increasingly
affordable will be difficult to contain within clinical bou-
ndaries or traditional care pathways.

Which is why there must be proactive governance, not
retrospective correction. Regulators, industry and medi-
cal community must align quickly on prescribing proto-
cols, enforceable dispensing norms and transparent pa-
tient education that sets realistic expectations. Digital
promotion— by clinics, platforms and influencers—ne-
eds tighter oversight and clearer accountability. At the
same time, access for clinically indicated patients must
be protected and streamlined. The choice is not between
accessand control, but between managed adoptionand a
cycle of reactive clean-up that arrives toolate.

End of Life, Dignify
By Law and Practice

Fordecades, India'sjudiciary hasfaced atroublingmoral bou-
ndary: when does medical intervention that prolongslife cea-
setorespectapatient’s interests and dignity? The issue resur-
faced after Supreme Court allowed the withdrawal of life-sus-
tainingtreatmentfor Harish Rana, whohasremained ina per-
manent vegetati overadecade. The decisi Tier
this month offers relief to his family. But its broader signifi-
cance lies in reinforcing a structured legal and medical pro-
cess for emotionally and ethically fraught choices. At its core,
the judgment recognises a humane principle: dignity lies not
only in how peoplelive, but also in how they are allowed to die.

‘Therulingappliesa framework the court has gradually deve-
loped on ‘passive euthanasia’ — withdra-
wal of life-support—and advance medi-

view by medical boards and with family
consent—todiscontinueartificiallife-sup-
port when recovery is nolonger realistic.
Crucially, the court has put in place safe-
guards — multiple medical opinions, do-
cumentation and procedural scrutiny to prevent misuse.

Thenextstepistoensure the framework doesn’t remain con-
fined tojudicial orders. Parliament should move toward alaw
on euthanasia that codifies these principles. Operational ch-
anges are equdlly important. Hospitals need protocols, ethics

ion practices. In the Netherlands

and Belgium, strict reporting rules, second medical opinions
and post-procedure review committees scrutinise each case.
As India moves forward to take a decision, compassion and
caution must evolve together — protecting vulnerable pati-
ents while allowing families and doctors a humane, regulated
path whenmedicine haslittle left to offer.

'JUST IN JEST

J Sculptor-entrepreneur Subimal Das
has birthed a demand, and is tapping it

Resurrecting Business,
In Kolkata, Of Course

‘When Rajiv Gandhidescribed Kolkata in the 80sasa‘dying
city’, there was enough pushback from its citizens toraise

thedead. i not, thecityishome -
reprenemwhohas created a new market, and is tapping it:
i f dead loved ‘Why settle for framed

photos—orastonemonumentmamnshladywhopassed
away 125 yrs ago — when you can have a full-size silicone-
clay-fibreglasssimulacrumof ‘kaka’smilingfrom thesofa,

l PUBLI( INTEREST tiht: Rebased GDP shows higher growth estimate — which looks overestimated

Demand, an Explanatlon‘?

] here has been much tech-
nical chatter about reba-
sed GDP. MoSPI has done
an honest and consultati-
. verevision of the metho-
dology to calculate and estimate
GDP. There is no attempt at jiggery-

pokery. This is reassuring. However,
uneasy questions remainabout, one,
relationship between growth and in-
flation; two, relationship of multi-ye-
ar growth trends with other econo-
micand sectoral trends.
ere is little reason for economic
stakeholders to worry about a reba-
sing and methodological improve-
ment exercise. Any resultant change
in GDP estimate for the crossover year
(FY26 inthecurrentcasejwillbeaone-
time business. The prerebasing
growthestimate was 7.2% real growth.
Thenew mhasmg raisesthat to 7.6%.
The uneasiness has to do with the
nominal growth estimate: 8.6%, imp-
lying a deflator of 1%, the same as
with the old series. This is puzzling.
Diggingalittle deeper, goods inflation
Thasbeennegative for10quarters. This
has led to a significant jump in the
growth rate of manufacturing GVA,
which has been revised to11.5% from
7%. A significant partof thisisdueto
the negative deflator: But a negative

deflator would indicate a severe de-
mand problem as nothing has happe-
nedontheproductivity front, ortopri-
ces of global goods. Hence, there is go-
od reason to postulate that manufac-
turing growth and, therefore, GDP
growth isbeing overestimated.

This unusually low difference bet-
ween real and nominal growth also
has analytical relevance for the In-
dia growthstory.

P It is important to realise that GDP
calculations involve first measuring
nominal growth. This fell dramati-
cally from 14.2% in FY23 to an esti-
mated 8.6% in FY26. The higher real
GDP growth is attributable to a
sharp disinflation, and negative in-
flation in manufacturing.

» Many economic indicators that
would fuel a growth in domestic de-
mand are il as these re-

Growth Rates of Macro
Indicators and of GDP

Real annual average growth (percent)
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hasbeenarguing that GDPgrowth in
Indiaisoverestimated.

1 was initially not in agreement
withhim, though1did agree that the
economy was stagnating. [ argue
that this would, eventually, lead to a

ddl

-

spond to nominal growth. Real wa-
ges, for instance, are either constant
or falling over past 8 yrs, as nominal
wage growth has been less than CPI
inflation. Tth obvigusly depres-

wanted at affordable
prices without subsidy.
Meeting this demand
was what our entire
growth story was
focused on

The was not
able to produce things p. Fiscal deficit-GDP ratio is cal-
top 40% of culated as a percentage of nomi-
income-earners nal (notreal) GDP Witha collapse

in the nominal growth rate, and
the post-Covid need to cut fiscal
deficit, expansionary govern-
ment spending is curtailed, furt-
her depressing demand.
Disconnect between growth
numbers and multi-year trends
in things that contribute to growth
have been a topic of dxscussmn for
some time. Arvind Subramanian

‘ap as there was a
structural demand problem. The
economy was not able to produce
things that the top 40% of Indian in-
come earners wanted at affordable
prices without subsidy.

Our entire growth story was focu-
sed on meeting demand of the top10%
of income-earners, and subsidy-indu-
ced spending by everyone else. This
demand problem was already reflec-
ting instagnating private investment,
an ever-increasing share of what I
term ‘compensatory’ expenditures,
stagnating real wages and adeclining
share of manufacturing in GDP.

ButinaMarch 2026 paper; withnew
evidence, ‘India’s 20 Yearsof GDP Mi-
sestimation: New Evidence’, Abhis-
hek Anand, Josh Felman and Arvind

Submmaman show convincingly
wih was over

THE SPEAKING TREE

1.he past 12 yrs. This means that the
stalling of the growth process has oc-
curred sooner than I anticipated.
Apart from stagnating real wages
and dec].\mng manufacturing
growth, d: ion

Radhaand
Andal

plus every macroeconomic and fi-
nancial supply-side indicator has be-
en growing more slowly over time.
The sharp fall in nominal growth in
recent years is consistent with these
trends. They puzzle only if compa-
red withreal growth.

What then, to make of real
growth?
P If real growth was overestimated
across the last 10 yrs, then total GDP
is smaller than we had thought. This
means a smaller ion, in-

AKJAGANNATHAN
InIndia’s spiritual tradition. two
women shine with unmatched
devotion: Radhaof Vrindavan
and Andal of Srivilliputhur: Th-
oughseparated by centuries, they
embody the same truth— love
for Krishn that transcends all
boundaries.

Radhaismore than Krishn's com-
panioninthe Rasa Lila;shesym-

vestment and demand base, and that
weare not the 4%-largest economy.

P The trend real growth rate of t.he
economy over the last decads

I's deepest longing
for the Divine. Her devotion is not
‘mere ritual or duty but pure, con-
suminglove. Radha sﬁurmnder

dissolvestheli

ding the Covid fall and spike) has be-
en just 6%. When CEA V Anantha
Nageswaran estimated that real
growth would be 7% or less over the
past3yrs,Ithoughthewasbeingpru-
dently cautious. Turns out, he was,
infact, wildly aspirational. To achie-
ve ‘Viksit Bharat' —even habitually
late a la Indian Railways — we will
have to increase growth by 200 bps
every year for thenext 25 yrs.

But what is to be done to unlock

teeand God, makingher lheum~
‘mate symbol of Prema Bhakti
—love so complete that it unites
atman with Paramatman.
‘Andal, the only female Alvarsai-
nt, mirrors this intensity in her
poetry. Believed to be an incarna-
tion of Lakshmi, she poured her
longing for Vishnu into the Tirup-
pavai and Nachiyar Thirumozhi.
Radha belongs to the mystical
loreof Vrindavan, and Andal to

higher growth? Given
minal growth, and decline in conr
sumption, private i and

the t
Snvﬂllputhur Radha s lme is

sales over the past decade, it's clear
thatthe India growth story facesase-
vere demand problem. Exportled
growth isnotan available apuon In-

a puJJ].lc pmyer Inr purity, peace

anddivine grace. Yet, both speak

the same language of surrender.
‘Bhakti is not passive worship

diawasnot,and isnot, expor-

but render—alove that

ter. It will continue to have a structu-
ralCADoverthenext5yrs. Giventhe
current geopolitical situation, to as-
sume any reversal in that trend isa
foal'serrand.

There are pathways to a solution.
But Golmustlisten. And economists
trained in the days of the Washing-
ton Consensus must stop bleating
their tired mantra of labour and ca-
pital market reforms and supply-si-
de fixes. The clear and present dang-
er is a structural demand problem
thatisnow uponus.

Thewriter is former member: EAC-PM
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There once was a nation |
sosure,

Progress in reducing
child mortality is
slowing with an

| estimated 4.9 million
children worldwide
dying in 2024 before

Fighting Child Mortality: Slowing Gains
Under-five mortality rate*
Deaths per 1,000 live births

That their PM had a | reaching the age of Sub-saharanAfrica  71.6
cure secured, five, according to a UN Northern Africa  32.1 63
= report. The number of WesternAsia  20.1 71
While :—7;;:; ﬂg wrung deaths among children CentralAsia 17,0 76
> | under five has fallen SouthernAsia  32.8 74
He'd loudly demand — by more than half since EasternAsia 5.8 83
‘ 2000, But since 2015, South-EasternAsia  20.2 72
Mo, kisdlyspopte the pace of this decline LatAma.Carib ETSAL MS72
And things would turn s Slawed By ore: Australia&NewZealand 3.8 60

! s

demurel ‘ than 60%. Most of these ol |
oo ] deaths are preventable Ufope &

with proven, low-cost NorthernAmerica 6.4
interventions and access v:::.:? :; ::
to quality health care... China LIS e

“With 90% uncertainty interval; “UN IGME est.(Indias official data source is SRS; 2023
USMR s 29, M 30, F 29); LatAm & Carib: Latin America and the Caribbean; *Exc.
Australia and New Zealand

Bell Curves
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Under-five
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verification?

consumes, transforms and uni-
tes.InRadha's yearningand An-
dal’s poetry, we glimpse the high-
esttruth of the spiritual path: Pre-
maBhakti, where the soul finds
itseternalhome in the Divine..

BeaFoghorn
ToaTrumpet

Apropos ‘Don-a-Lago Ain't Am-
erica’ by TK Arun (Mar18), one
couldn t agreemore that BRICS,
India, must stop being
ising US follies
in West Asia. In thelight of our
earlier declarations on imperial-
isticactionsof the US, ournew-
found reticence citing our nati-
onal interests isunjustified, and
constricts ourexpanding role in
preserving global peace. Our in-
creasing dependence on the US
and Israel for our burgeoning de-
fence needs can be tempered th-
rough constructive traderelati-
ons while promoting anew glob-
al currency, However desirable
Iran’s regime change, the curre-
nt brutal destruction being pur-
sued again after Gaza isabsolu-
tely unacceptable.
Buddha Bagai
New Dethi

Don'tLookaGift
Horse in Mouth

Sing the Body Electric@

Arijit Barman

If the US-Israel war againstTran
teachesanything, it's this: now is the
moment torethink our energy trans-
itionand expand the role of electrons
intheeconomy. They already power
Indian homes. The nextleapistoscale
them for industry.

Until recen! lectro-states’—
economies shifting from fossil fuels to
electrification —feltlikeadistant
ideal. But Iran'sreprisalsonoiland
gas infrastructure across the Gulf
show how even cheap toolslike drones
can destabilise global energy markets.

Adefiningmetric of anelectrostate is
theshareof total final energy demand
supplied by electricity. Acrosssolar,
wind, EVs, batteries and rail, China has
built the world’s largest clean-energy
supply chainand leads both in pro-
duction capacity and in the paceand
scale of deployment. The shift reflects
strategicintentand geopuhumllevera

projections of China Electricity
Council, despite their breakneck
buildouts. India will be no diffe

fired thermal power

STEP UPTO
THE PLATE

back inrecent quar hasabs

bed much of theshort-term war-

mically electrify i

usiness-
es Can Fight War-Fed Ecocide’
(Mar18). Wars accelerating fossil
fuel disruption may ironically do
‘what climate summits could not
— make clean energy economic-
ally compelling rather than me-
rely morally desirable. Indian
businesses, facing volatile LPG

GDPt018-20%.

way tocatalyse homegrown manufac- Jo l'a and crude oil
turing,a m\ﬂndecade lost opportumty - prices, haveim-
forus, Consi Milan mediate incen-
Fossil fuelslike crude and natur: algas electricity —double those nf peers— Milan hasalways been acity of tive toaccelera-
areessential. Much like China, coal- ha\'efomver hamstrungour efforts. ‘high-octanefashion and deep- te electrificati-
2 third rooted tradition. But tucked onandrenew-
perunitof energy than away from the frantic pace of ableadoption.
China today, says Ember: This is the Duomo is Joia, asanctuary ‘Thegov should
induced pain in domesticpower grids.  primarily a function of the nature of that redefined the Italian food meet thismom-
ButRE coupled with batterystorage  our industrial growth. Unlike Chma 'S scene long before ‘plant-based” ent with faster clearances for in-
istakingover electricity supply. Our construction-driven, 1 b rd. dustrial solar; revised electricity
datacentres are fed by discompower;  led development path, India’ ﬁecon(r Stepping inside feelslikease- tariff and green financing incen-
which, in turn, draws 30-40% of clean  my has been services-led. India’s renedeparture from the bust- tives. Crisis-driven transitions
power. From transportationtosmart ~ cement and steel demand isa fraction ling Milanese streets. Founded arerarely orderly, but they are
buildings, everythingthatcanecono-  of China’s. But newer or even mature by Swiss chef Pietro Ieemann real. The opportunity should not
iesli scan n1989, Joia holds th aitil r stabi-
pushing up the share of elec(mns in accelerate change. tionof being the first vegeta- lity that maynot arrive soon.
Unlike West Asia, which still relies on rian spot in Europe tosnaga AMyilsami
Half of India’s crude oil ds d local rsare M.\Lhehnsm'lbdﬂ},undm the Coimbatore
fertiliser

comes from the transport sector. With
Indian Railways leading the charge in

electr xﬁcanon itis changmgfast

—twomajor gas users— using

altej natwes like hydrogen. Yet, frag-

.60% ing and incum-

of our3-wheeler salesare now elec-
tric, the highest in the world, while

1.27mn electric2-wheelers were sold
last yearalone, a40% y-o-y jump. Even

electric cars have exceeded 5% of
sales, at 60% lower oil demand per
person than China, and are under-
cutting ICE vehicles on price.
Ascramble for renewable options
won'tstop ourreliance on imports,

bent inertia have slowed National
‘Green Hydrogen Mission’s 5 MMT
target. Execution and policy focus,
especially amid volatile crude prices,
will be critical to push energy-intensive |
sectors like petrochemicals to adapt.

If arobustelectronics ecosystem
underpins anelectric future, the

near-sixfold rise of emerging national |54

champions is tel].mg Soisthe leap m

and Raffaele Minghini, that
legacy continues.
The: menu leans heavily into
arganic,

Opposition By
Any Other Name

Apropos the news report, ‘Oppn
MPs' Suspension Revoked; LS
Focuses On Constructive Work"
( (Mar18), Opposition leadersmay
ncourage discipline, but the pres-
sures of political rivalryand the
need tochallenge therulingside
often undermine the promise of
wopemlmn evenastheSpmk

forever poised to ask why you never became a doctor? morality. ill - withl udeoilto  domesti - erand
il AL B i . runon fossil fuels. fr nake ut olonyof China  2mnunitsin2014to300mna decade tesare vibrant works of an ister hope for smoother proceed-
Subimal Das has cracked a new sub-industry in the City of Gulf {ssto Russiaand ths US hich eonhlsthelion's shareof later. Th with ings The Lok Sabhausually func-
Nﬂs‘-ﬂ&la by selling life-size — and life-like —statues of the — havelongused controlof oil,coaland ~ solarmanufacturingand battery intoadjacent sectors —solar panels, Ombeli an‘ tionsi iarrhythm:mom-
ted. Whil yone else is busy gasto influence the global order: Fast- supply chains — instead. But in the batteriesand EVs— whileupstream of the worl‘:g)stl entsof consensus punctuated by
growing economies like Chinaand longrun, relectricity is the onl; i tching up: solar cell ma- There'sadistinct Asian influ- sharpdiscord. The cycle of sus-
celebrities, politicians, cultural icons,efc, Dasis seJ].mgtheop India have J.mpuned thesefue]s to - _ nufacturing, neg- enceat play— think roasted pension, regret and reconciliati-
tion that makes death partof adécor choice. T ASd industr at ficant environ- ligibleadecade ago, eggplant with misoand gin- onreflects the enduring tension
no tacky sub-Madame Tussaud waxworks. They are striking mental and fiscal cost. nowstandsat18GW.  gerjuice—blended seamless- between ideal parliamentary con-
simulacra far removed from the sort of stuff you i f late, nations with abun un The specks inside ly wn.h local Italian gemslike ductand political reality, where
andwindaretry ion. the Whether promises of constructive work
pitiion A B s and h]s mum in Psycho, Families/com- A cumhmauonof mdusmal policy, powered the Third you 're stopping for a refined arefrequently overtaken by the
mission ) andDas’ longterm Industrial Revolution  PiattoQuadrolunchora full demands of confrontation. Pled-
vides them their ‘loved one’ for some 2.5 lakh. Creepy? Abso- hasmade Beijingan indispensable —digital. They may tastingmenu, the by sup-
lutely, Visionary? Without question. In a world where grief is player in the global energy transition holdthekey tothe isbright, understated and nou- pressingpolitical compuisions’.
eommodlﬁed oIV i 1ded. D: N ul value chain. Since 2019, China’s solar fourth that's already rishing. It'sararespot where O Prasada Rao
I, aea e Jexport volumes uponus. thefood
amixof taxidermy Leyp- That should be India’s cue, too. en,leavingyouwitha hnger~ g
tian industry of ion:aresur China will still need 600 GWh to meet arijitbarmant  ingsenseof ediblewonder: Lyhystothsedtior:may beodremed by

electricity growth in line with the 2026
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IDBI Bank's sell-off: Its
delay should mystify us

The government's decision to mark time on this bank’s privatization is a puzzle. Its rationale

is clear and the stage for it was set long ago. Low bids shouldn’t get in the way of a stake sale

tisunfortunate that India’s government
has decided to call off the privatization of
IDBI Bank for now, as reports indicate.
The disappointment is that this decision
was reportedly taken in response to poor
investor interest—as seen in low bids for
the 61% stake on offer to corporate bidders.
There are many reasons behind the process of
what we in India like to call ‘disinvestment,’a
euphemism coined as a political shield against
critics. The money it raises is just one reason. It
palesin front of another motive, one that has
long been regarded as a free-market principle.
Namely, that governments should not be in
any business that the private sector can do as
well, if not better. It was this aspect of India’s
market reform agenda that led successive
administrations to disinvest in a host of state-
run undertakings across sectors over the
past three decades. It was an exercise that
culminated in the most difficult and perhaps
controversial sell-offofall, that of Air India
inJanuary 2022.

Foragovernment that has been keen to
demonstrate its ability to bite the bullet on
contentious reforms such as those related to
labour, its call on IDBI Bank is puzzling. It risk:
sending mixed signals on the Centre’s commit-
ment to structural reforms. This puzzle is
deepened by the government's rejection of
revenue maximization asits main motive for
selling stakes in publicly held enterprises. To
be sure, banking is a strategic sector—espe-
cially in an emerging economy like ours where
public ownership of banks helps serve policy
ends like financial inclusion. But we already
have 12 public sector banks (PSBs) with a
strong presence in this field; they account for
53.5% of all loans, against private lenders’

share of 41.5% (at the end 0f 2025), and about
60% of all bank deposits, according to a 2024
State Bank of India report. In such a scenario,
turning IDBI Bank over to private control
would not have upset the applecart of PSB
dominance of Indian banking. Moreover, the
process has long been in the works. After state-
owned LIC bought a 51% stake in January 2019
when IDBI Bank was under stress, the cabinet
committee on economic affairs gave an
in-principle nod for its privatization way back
in 2021. By then, an equity issuance had taken
LIC's share below half. The plan was for the
government to sell 30.48% of the bank’s equity
pie, with LIC offloading another 30.24%.
Finance minister Nirmala Sitharaman’s bud-
getspeech on1February five years ago had set
atarget for the sale’s completion within fiscal
2021-22—only to have the deadline breached
time and again.

Ironically, foreign investors have lately
shown considerable interest in our banking
sector. The Reserve Bank of India’s (RBI)
approval of Warburg Pincus's 10% investment
in IDFC First Bank in July 2025 was followed
by asignificant stake taken by Japan SMBC in
Yes Bank last September. That's not all. Last
October, RBL Bank received funds from
Emirates NBD, which was reportedly also one
of the bidders for IDBI Bank in the aborted
auction. Earlier this year, a Blackstone affiliate
obtained regulatory approval for investing in
Federal Bank. While some of these invest-
ments could be attributed to RBI's recently
relaxed stance on foreign ownership, it also
reflects greater global interest in the country’s
banking space. All of this gives the Centre’s
decision to mark time on IDBI Bank's sell-off
anairof mystery.
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Pride in Al: It’s a force that needs
constraints of collective wisdom

Some forms of pride must be nurtured but not the kind that raises the risk of civilizational collapse

ANURAG
is CEQ of Azim Premji F¢

in professions whose very purpose is
human well-being. The most effective
teachers carry a particular light in their
eyes when they speak of astudent who
struggled and then found herway.
best doctorsspeak of a difficult diagno-
sisresolved ora patient restored to full
life with a satisfaction that no perform-
ance bonus can replicate. Care workers
who persist through the severe pk
d ional demands of this work are

here is something remarkable

about the best salespeople, some-

thing quiet. Not the loudest, not
the most decorated, not the ones with
the fanciest titles or biggest incentive
payouts. The truly effective ones,
spend enough time around them:
liquor distribution, I services, pharma-
ceuti gricultural inputs, across
every sector—you begin to notice a
common thread that has nothingtodo
with technique or personality type.

They have pride in their work. Thisis
not the pride that comes froma sales
award at an annual jamboree or being
featured in the company newsletter, a
cash reward for nudging quarterly
numbersup or othersuch motivators.
But from something deeper. This pride
emanates from a felt sense that they
have made areal difference to someone
ortosomeone’s business.
In the liquor business, this might look

like asalesperson who has spent years
helping adistributor grow, building his
territory, thinking about his margins,
relationships and capital cycles with as
much care as if it were her own busi-
ness. InIT services, it might be the
account manager who feel.

also often driven by this force.

Organizations that achi
excellence understand thiseven if they
don'talwaysarticulate it this way. They

ild structures, processes and cultures
that constantly reinforce the connec-
tion between what their people do
every day and the difference it makes.

They tell stories. They create visibi

Tl he\ bring the salesperson face-to-face
with the effect of her work. This scaf-
folding matters. Pride doesn't always
emerge spontaneous| metimes it
needs to be cultivated, made legible and
given form.

Inthis, the world of business has it
harder than the social sector in one spe-
cificrespect. A business is ultimately
about making money. The immediate
goal of the salesperson—close the deal,
hit the number—is structurally at some
distance from the deeper effect that
generates pride. Organizations must
aim to bridge that gap. The social sector,
at least in principle, has no such prob-
lem. The workitself—the learning of
children, the curing of patients, the

e ingof'c ities—generates
pride. It should come more naturally.
Yet, with tragic regularity, i

In too many parts of our public and
social systems, anganwadi workers,
teachers, nurses, doctorsand care
workersare treated as replaceable cogs

ownership over whether her client’s
oper; -ations became more efficient. The
he outcome. The pride isin the
his distinction matters,
Whatistrue of salespeople is equally
or perhaps more true of those who work

inalarge indi machine. They are
blamed for systemic failures that are not
of their making. Their professional

Jjudgement is second-guessed and their

dignity quietly eroded. Rather than
building pride in their work, these sys-
tems demolish it. This is one of the most

10 BEARS 460

consequential and least-discussed fail-
ures of institution-building.

But now I turn toa very different kind
of pride, because pride is not always
benign. It can, under certain conditions,
become something dangerous. Some-
thing thatlicenses recklessness.

Weare living through a moment
when the most powerful technology
companies in the world and many indi-
viduals who lead them are in the grip of
aparticular variety of pride. The people
driving the artificial intelligence (A
revolution are motivated l)y the usual
things—money, market dominance and
the fear of being left behind. But there is
something else that makes this moment
distinct. There isa messianic quality to
muchoftoday’s discourse. A felt sense
that these individuals are not merely
building products but transforming the
world, reshaping human civilization
and bending the arc of history.

This pride is drivinga breakneck pace
of development that an increasing num-
berofthe very pioneer: ople
who understand thes ems better
than almost anyone alive—are warning
] eing accumulated
aretogether: sulﬁcwm forcivilizational

v aswellas publi
ishbasic human capacities for inde-
pendent thought and genuine relation-
ships, and deplete the natural world
through its extraordinary consumption
of energy and related carbon emissions.

Thereisaphrase so old that it has
become a cliché. Yet, it captures some-
thing precise about this moment: pride
comes before the fall

The pride of the best salesperson,
best teacherand best doctor isamong.
themost constructive forces in the
world. It should be nurtured. But the
pride of those who believe their roles
are too important and their mission too
consequential to be constrained by
ordinary caution or collective wisdom
has been among the most destructive
forcesin human history. We would do
wellto tell the difference.

| JUST A THOUCHT |

Each era has the fatal
hubris to believe that it has
once and for all climbed to

the top of the mountain
and can see everything as
itis, from the highest and

most objective vantage

point possible.
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America has missed the great irony of its war on Iran

RAGHU RAMAN

is former CEO of the National
Intelligence Grid, distit

eneath thestatedjustificationsofany

homeland burn. Iran's Iandm.m is lmger

beshut. Ifthe world'smost powerful military

thanall three of thos

com-

can a nation’s entire

bined. A nation of that size, with tk
of years of civilizational memory, cannot be
pummdled into submission.

The American war machine has been

war in history—righteous causes,
nuclear threats, regime changes—the
bedrock truthisthe same. Conflictisand has
always beenaquest forresources. The Iran
waris merely the latest chapter. What distin-
guishesitisnot the violence itself, butwhat
has been abandoned to prosecute this war.
The blitzkrieg delusion: Heady after the
one-sided bombardments of Gazaand Teh-

fellow at Observer Research
Foundation and author of
“Everyman's War'.

ranand kid gofasitting head of state,
US President Donald Trump and Israeli
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu may
have convinced themselves that similar tac-
tics would crush Iran within hours. Three
weeks into an ever-enlarging conflict, that
figment has been brutally dispelled.
Considerwhat Iran represents as a thea-
tre. At over 90 million people, its population
exceeds the combined populations of Viet-
nam, Iraq and Afghanistan at the time of
lheuws;x—m\e(ﬁ\sm Over4million ofits
citizens live across the West—a politic:
engaged diaspora now watching their

througha decade of West Asian
entanglements and a grinding prox
Uk Structurally, ithasan Achilles heel
that weapons cannot compensate for: a
decaying democracy’s intolerance for body
bags and economic pain.
war casualties or inflation erodes Trump’s
domestic support even within his h

St Foard Gt
moral or legal basis can it object when a
weaker adversary reaches for the only
inﬂmmrms available to it?

IfUS and Israeliforces can kill
IsinIranandsc

Pandora’s Box: Killing Ali Kha
not decapitated the Iranian state. It has
deLonn alized u crcmng something more

i

muwmcm cannot be neguhdtud with,
deterred or made to submit. What replaces

for regime change, killed a sitting head of
stateand normalized civilian infrastructure
astargets. Soif theserules don’tapply to the
US, why would China feel constrained in
Taiwan or Russia in the Baltics? Why would
amiddle powergrant the international order
itsallegiance ornot pursue nuclearweapons
asan insurance policy?

motivations might plausibly be personal
more than political. Aninsurgency with no
command structure to negotiate wit, dis-
ruptor destroy could prove more perilous.
History offers a consistent verdict on
superpowers trying to bludgeon proud
nau(mslmnsnbmlssmn l"lunlml Vietnam,
and Iraq king firepower

lor‘muws]] to fight’ imposes very high costs.
The price uy‘urbm vaction: Every war has

h, by what " The US spent eight dec-
principle would CEOs of We've seen the adesasarchitect and enfor-
T

US firms be off- lmms to " cerofthe post-war interna-
ery increase in | Iranian forces world s most tional order. Whatisbeing
fl‘lhl‘lg\llr.I(IT((!_‘zu'}..’(‘lLl\'l]' powerful nation dlsmm.l"l(‘(l in lranlls not
ians, buta warning that the merely a hostile regime. It

encihas | ¢ wice of legiti s i isthat framework itself.
;s not u‘x‘lilumml. " tear up itsown Iran is inL il}or II:: long
Rulesarenotaconstraint rUlebook and  hauk: Tehran understands
Aheadless | onwarbut thearchitecture . something that advocates
q/'])«,t'ﬁﬂTth‘N(‘hmTer'sl erode its most  of this czm\paigr} don’t
prohibition on external . seem to. A nation that sur-
snotchaos, butsome- | regimechangeaction,the  Vital F@SOUFC@  vived eight years of war

thing more implacable: a ‘nothing left to
lose’ resolve. A person who loses his entire
fz nasingled loes not calculate the
success as he plots vengeance.

JS and Israel are creating entire
nations of suchmenand women. Their tar-

Geneva Conventions’ pro-
tections for civilians and
the norm against assassinating heads of state
were not designed to constrain military
power, but tomake peace possible. Without
those mlm lhmmszml) escalation unnlune

with Iraq, fought against
chemical weapons and
endured harsh sanctions does not break eas-
ily. A civilization spanning three millennia
doesnot measure time in news cycles or US

getedkilling of anation’s leader. i

sideis ilated orboth

election scl hedulvs Adispersal of power that
ve followed Rh.xmene Ll

scientists and its commanders without any
due process has opened a door that cannot

The US hasindicated that those rules are
foradversaries, not forit. It launched a war

willnot w eul\en Tran’sre:
ment it into cells and mdl\'xduals whose

beeny i I ionthat it will
end. Tlm premise requires rules—not asa
concession to the enemy, but asa precondi-
tion for Total arbitrari
duces not \mun' buta permanent slalu uf
violence, d fore-
closingevery exit. Tl he greatirony isthat the
nation that will suffer the most from the
death of arules-based order isthe one that
haskilled it. America’s power rested on the
voluntary deference of allies that believed
the rules applied to everyone, including
Washington. That credibility is now spent.
Resources have always been fought for.
But the most precious resource any great
power possesses is not oil, territory or
nuclear capability. Itis the trust of the world
thatit seeks to lead. That resource cannot be
seized by force. And once lost, it cannot be
recovered by bombing anyone.
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Geo-economic warriors should
think twice: They endanger us all

National strategies that weaponize trade equations, essential supplies and financial systems are prone to dangerous errors

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’

11945, at World War II's close, the economist
Albert O. Hirschman published National
Power and the Structure of Foreign Trade, in
which he analyzed how nation-states shape
trade patterns to theirstrategic advantage.
The book sank like a stone. It garnered just

a bnel summary in the American Political Science

Review and was rarely if ever cited by other econo-

mists and authors,

Today, Hirschman and the field he invented,
known as ‘geo-economics,” have re-emerged witha
vengeance, building on his seminal ideas. These
start with his ‘influence effect,’ which showed how
adominantstate could structure its trade so that
disruptions hurt its partners more than itself. By
threatening to withhold exports or market access,
this dominant state could then coerce and extract
concessions from its partners.

In the last year, we have seen multiple instances
of US President Donald Trump using tariffs and
export controls to coerce countries to invest in the
United States or grant US firms favoured market
access. Unlike Hitler's Germany, Hirschman’s
original example, the Trump administration can’t
g consciously shaped US
fy thiseffect. Trump inherited a
large US market and America's high-tech leader-
ship, which granted him leverage. However, the
resulting strategy is the same.

Hirschmanalso pointed to a second mechanism,
the ‘supply effect, where tradeis used to stockpile
resources and channel transactions toward reliable
partners, strengthening economic resilience and
limiting vulnerability to foreign influence. Today,
we see countries friendshoring their trade and
investment, enhancing their self-sufficiency in
semiconductors, and stockpiling rare earths. The
more things change...

But some things have not remained the same.
International financial markets, having fallen
into disarray in the 1930s, were inactive when
Hirschman was writing. Now, by contrast, they are
amajorarena for geo-economics. The US notably
capitalized on Russia’s financial dependence
following the full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022
by freezing the Kremlin’s overseas dollar deposits.
and denying it access to the US correspondent
banking system.

China uses its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) not
only to build secure supply chains, but also to culti-
vate other countries’ dependence onits financial
resources. Those other countries are not unaware:
in2023, Italy terminated its participation in the
BRI precisely because of uneasiness about its
financial dependence on China.

Critics of financial sanctions worry that such
measures will erode the leverage of governments
applying them. Russia and other countries worried
that they too will find themselves on the sharp end

sanctions have an incentive toseek other
ways to hold foreign assets and make foreign
payments.

Russia is pushing its System for Transfer of
Financial Messages (SPFS) into the domain of
cross-border transactions. A more serious compet-
itor for the dollar and US correspondent banking
system is China’s Cross-Border Interbank Pay-
ment System (CIPS), now with some 1,700 banks
pmuupdung directly and indirectly. Analysts warn

hat willy-nilly us of sanctions will lend more
|mpuus tosuch initiatives and thus end up under-
mining the global role of the American dollar,
eliminating America’s ability to leverage finance
toitsadvantage.

Similarly, countries like China that are on the
receiving end n!' Se pun controls have reason
in
(civilian and military) lccluwlogles If'so, the US
may end up facing an even more powerful and
technologically sophisticated rival asa result ofits
geopolitical measures.

Such responses should not come asa \uqmq-

Hirschman devoted little attention to this, given
the power imbalance between Nazi Germany and
the Central and Eastern European countries it
targeted. By contrast, today’s China possesses
leverage. It responded to Trump's tariffsand
export controls with tariffs on US products, export
controls on critical minerals and investment
restrictions for US companies.

Late last year, the two countries drew back
from the brink, negotiating a ‘tactical truce’ to
de-escalate their trade war. But their tit-for-tat
retaliation could easily have spiralled out of con-
trol. This danger remains. Now that the American
Supreme Court has forced Trump to reconfigure
his reciprocal”tariffs, the entire situation will have
to he revisited.
sur dangerous new world. Itis one of
alarming parallels between nuclear deterrence
theory and Hirschman's geo-economic theory.
Aswith nuclear weapons, the consequences of
miscalculation by those wielding geo-economic
weapons would be devastating.

They are exactly what Hirschman's 13

The ization to which we have gr
ac has survived recessions, financial

would lead oneto expect: countries targeted l)\'
erica’s ‘influence effect’ would resort t¢
own ‘supply effects’ to limit their vulnerability.
Targeted countries will also retaliate in an
effort to deteraggressive action by the initiator.

esand a worldwide pandemic. Itisnot clear
that it will survive escalating geo-economic con-
flicts. Geo-economic warriors should think

twice. They proceed at their—or, more precisely,
our—peril. ©2025/PROJECT SYNDICATE
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Paramount priorities: Hiring
#MeToo men comes at a cost

The Hollywood studio’s signing up of distressed assets’is myopic

TH KOWITT
is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering
corporate America.

ollywood is known for its short

memory, but David Ellison has

been testing the aphorism’s limits.
on, who merged his Skydance studio
with Paramount seven months agoand isin
the process of acquiring Warner Bros Dis-
covery, has a payroll that includes several
names lodged in the collective memory of
observers for the wrong reasons.

First, there's JeffShell, president of Par-
amount Skydance, who was fired as CEO of
NBC Universalin 2023 following an allega-
tion of sexual harassment. Then there’s
John Lasseter, Paramount’s head of anima-
tion, who left Walt Disney in 2018 after
allegations of inappropriate behaviour.
P:u -amount brought on Max Landis, who

’7()IJ towriteatreatment of G.1 Joe—one
the company has passed on. Filmmaker
Brett Ratner, who was accused of sexual
misconduct by several women (allegations
he hasdenied). is making Rush Hour4-with
Paramount asits distributor. (Amazon also
hired Ratner, tapping him to direct Mela-
nia, adocumentary.)

As The Wrap aptly pointed out, Ellison is
essentially telling “Hollywood's canceled
#MeToo men: We're hiring.”

The industry publication amplified a
theory about why Paramount Skydance
has hired controversial figures: The com-
pany isn’t trying to make a big point about
redemption, the #MeToo movement or
cancel culture. Instead, it'sjust trying to get
talent on the cheap. One top dealmakerit
didn’t identify said, “Studios like Para-
mount Pictures are ultimately in the asset
business. Hiring someone like Max Landis
orBrett Ratneris more likely about acquir-
ing distressed creative assets at a price
below their historical market value.”

Ellison has a strong incentive to keepa
tight leash on expenses. Paramount will
have $79 billion in net debt afterits acquisi-
tlon of Warner Bros Discovery, which
on has promised to quickly pay down.
here are two ways to think about all

Hiring decisions have an impact on the
kind of films that get made. BLOOMBERG

framed by some as undervalued assets.

The second is that Hollywood in many
cases seems more willing to grant second
chancesto men than first opportunities to
women. Women held only nine, or 8.1%, of
thelll director rolesattached to the top 100
US box office films last year, down from
13.4%in 2024, according toastudy by the
Annenberg Inclusion Initiative at the Uni-
versity of Southern California. The report
also found that films by women received
the same ratings from critics asthose made
by men:; films by women of colour were the
highest rated overall.

The study notes that Paramount, which
Skydance merged with only in August, was
one of three major distributors that didn’t
hireafemale directoracross the top filmsof
2025 that it evaluated. Since then, the com-
pany hasgreenlit several women-led films,
including Billie Eilish's concert film that
the singer co-directed, Children of Blood
and Bone directed by Gina Prince-Bythe-
wood and Teyana Taylor's directorial
debut. The company declined to comment.

InHollywood, hiring decisions have an
impact on the types of stories that get told.
A separate report from San Diego State
University's Center for the Study of
Womenin Televisionand Film found that
ast year women who worked on the top
250 films continued to be wildly under-
represented as producers (28%), executive
producers (23%), writers (20%), editors
(20%) and cinematographers (7%). Mean-
while, the percentage of top-grossing films
with female protagonists dropped from

42%in 202410 29%in 2025. As the report
put it, "Hollywood has never needed per-
mission to exclude and diminish women,
butitnow hasit.”

The one area in Hollywood where

this. The firstis that Hollywood
played a prominent role in shaping the
country’s broader culture.

Sowhat doesit say thatone of the world’s
soon-to-be largest and most influential
movie studios has hired these men? It was
not long ago that almost no company
would be motivated to bring on anyone
accused of? dllvﬂ:«hnnsdunng the #MeToo

The laccounta-
bility was so swift and public that associa-
tion alone could end a career. Clearly,
moral clarity hassoftened. What was once
considered a clear disqualification is now

ren’t under-represented? Viewer-
ship. Men and women were equally likely
to report going to the movies in the last
year, but an ability to capture a female
audience can make a film. Last month,
Wauthering Heights had the year's biggest
opening so far, with women buying some
75%ofthose tickets.

Insuchafragile box-office environment,
which has yet to fully recapture its pre-
covid audience, failing to represent and tell
the stories of this audience on the big
screen will come at a cost—one no dis-

tressed assetcanoffset.  ©BLOOMBERG

How climate stress impacts corporate real-estate assets

SOUMYA SARKAR

ndi;

s corporate skyline has expanded
rapidly overthe past three decades. Tech

because it is designed to last. Office parks,

ithalife-span of 30-50 _\'ean.’()nc(-:i
ity is constructed in a vulnerable location,
the investment is effectively locked in.

through corporate operation:
Risks extend beyond ph:
Climate stress increasingly afl

icall

built

ctsthe

tive, even short disruptions can ripple

ical damage.

nomics of property assets. Coolingcosts rise

Flood-prone land, rising

fragile infrastructure can gradually erode | m:
the reliability of assets that companies

s or

ters. Worker productivity

nerease in areas with repeated disas-

is an independent expert based
in New Delhi, Kolkata and
Odisha. Twitter: @scurve
Instagram: @soumya.scurve.

campuses in Bengaluru and Hyderabad,
logistics parks along the Delhi-Mumbai

depend on foroperations.
Extreme heat has emerged as one of the

industrial corridor and multipl b
clusters on city outskirts reflect a country
building the infrastructure of a modern
economy. Yet, much of this expansion has
been planned around connectivity, labour
access and land prices. Climate risk has
rarely figured in the blueprint.

That omission is becoming harder to
ignore. Floods, extreme heat and infrastruc-
ture breakdowns are increasingly shaping
the reliability and value of corporate real
estate. The 2015 Chennai floods offered a
stark illustration, causing industrial prop-
erty losses estimated at around %14,600
crore, according to areport on building cli-
materesilience for Indian industry. Events
like these are not isolated shocks. They are
signals ofa deeper structural risk embedded
in the built-up environment.

Corporate property isespecially exposed

most pervasive f
India’s cities can be as much as 6
warmer than surrounding rural areas
because of the urban heat island effect, as
research by World Resources Institute
shows. For large corporate campuses and
data-h

avy office buildings, this
directly into higher electricity

for cooling. Power systems designed for
milder conditions can come under severe
strain during prolonged heatwaves.
Logistical infrastructure facesa dlITere-nl
kind of exposure. Warehouses and distribu-
tion hubs are often located on the edges of
cities where land is cheaper and access to
highways is easier. These areas are often
former wetlands or low-lying floodplaix
Heavy rainfall can overwhelm drainage
tems, cut road access and damage inventol

falls when heat becomes H = increasingly factor climate

extreme, The Institute of Business site risksinto site decisions.
inrecent times. | Risk Management esti- decisions are Building design is also
3° Celsius | mates that heat-related evolving. India’s policy
))n?(l\l('l{\"ll_\‘lfo*'lJ\ﬂ;a!l‘Bad}'. turnlng into r!'ame\\'nr'k fy‘”_“""f“"_c'_
cost Indiatens of billions of tion emphasizes structures

dollars annually and could climate bets that can withstand

threaten several percent- temperaturesand other cli-
ug,fjp?mls::l (.DP bythe  with the value meule slr_essis.lArﬁhi_lucls
endof e are turning to techniques
1 beginni of property that reduce heat absorp-
to treat these pressures as tion and cooling demand,
financial variables rather at Stake incl [udmguﬂu tive ‘"dl[“

Assupply chains become more time-sensi-

than environmental con-

cerns. Property portfolios

are increasingly assessed for exposure to

physical climate hazardssuchas floodsand

heatwaves, according to the OECD, aclubof

rich lldﬁ(!nh Forcompanies with large real
ints, resilience may soon matter

on.

‘That shift is beginning to influence how

corporate infrastructure is planned. One
response isbetter information. Companies
are starting to incorporate climate hazard
maps and heat projections into location
decisions, a ling sites prone to floods or
extreme heat exposure. The practice is
already visible in sectors such as data cen-

urban adaptation research supported by the
International Finance Corporation shows.
Corporate campuses that integrate parks,
shaded walkways and natural water reten-
tionareas not only improve work conditions
for staff but also reduce flood risk.
Evenlogisticsinfrastructure is beginning

tres, where d pers

s are building ware-
ication stan-
dards, which often include b«.tler l.lbuL.ILLOIL
water
cient vm-rgv use. India’sstock of: green-cer-
tified warehousing space could quadruple
by the end of the 2020s as institutional
investors push for more resilient assets,
according to JLL, a property consultanc;
ia's corporate real estate boom is far
from over. New industrial corridors, tech
clustersand logistic networks will continue
toreshape its landscape. However, the next
gener ation of corporate infrastructure will

rials, i

and building orientation

that minimizes solar exposure. Flood-prone

sites are increasingly incorporating raised
foundations and improved drainage.

Green infrastructure isanotheremerging

tool. Expanding tree cover and pemxedhle

Iged not only by how lyitsup-
punsg.n)mh buthy how wellit withstands
the pressures of a changing climate.

Companiesthat treat resilience asa design
principle rather than an afterthought may
find that their safest assets are also the most
valuable. In the coming years, corporate

landscapes canlowerlocal
absorb excess rainwater during storms,

India ical map may be shaped as
much by climate science as by economics.
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g A thought for today
The direct use of force is such a poor solution
to any problem, it is generally employed only by
small children and large nations
DAVID FRIEDMAN

Scary Middle Game

Iran war enters a troubling stage, where most likely
outcomes look more destabilising than US planned for

gambits into a tense, intricate middle game — where every move

carries layered consequences, and no outcome is guaranteed.
The early phase was dramatic and decisive: USand Israel eliminated
AyatollahKhamenei, ina rike. Thatmc inued
On Tuesday, Ali Larijani, a key figure in Iran’s national security
establishment, was killed. Soon after; intelligence minister Esmaeil
Khatib met a similar fate. Israel has hinted more such moves are
coming, keeping adversaries guessing. Meanwhile, a US naval vessel
—believed to be carrying marines - edges closer to West Asia, fuelling
speculation of a possible ground operation inside Iran.

Nearly three weeks into the conflict, certain realities are beco
clearer. First, air power alone-even when precise and relentless-rarely
deliversregime change. History offersno convincingexampleof regimes
co]]apsmg solely under aerial assault. While Iran’s leadership has been
significantly degraded, and institutions
like Basij are under pressure, the system
has shown resilience. New figures are
stepping in, almost as quickly as others
are removed, suggesting depth within
the regime’s structure.

If outright regime change through
military strikes seems unlikely, the
alternative being floated is more volatile:
= internal collapse via civil unrest. Both
Trump and Netanyahu have called for [ranians to rise against their
leadership. Netanyahu’s appeal to public celebrations like Nowruz
may not be cultural - it may be strategic, hoping that gatherings
could ignite dissent. Yet, recent history tempers such expectations.
Protests earlier this year were met with brutal force, reportedly
leaving tens of thousands dead. Though weakened, the regime
still commands powerful instruments of repression. An uprising,
if itoccurs, could spiral not intoreform - but into chaos.

And that chaos would not remain contained. Iran has already signal-
led its capacity for escalation - targeting Gulf states, and disrupting
Strait of Hormuz, sending shockwaves through global energy
markets. A full-scale civil war could ignite sectarian tensions,
across the region, turning instability into a wildfire. For Gulf nations,
this is an uncomfortable bind: uninvolved in the war’s initiation,
yet deeply affected by its consequences. Their calls for restraint —
toboth Washington and Tehran - have so far gone unheard.

Yes, the board is set, major pieces are inmotion. Butin thisdangerous
middle game, the final outcome remainsuncertain-and potentially
far more destabilising than opening moves suggested.

Working With Hands

Skilled physical work isn’t a social stigma. India has to
fix its thinking, if more young people are to find jobs
ﬁ zim Premyji University’s State of WorkingIndia 2026, highlights

If warisagameof chess, Iran conflicthas moved beyond its opening

a key point, which explains why India struggles to fix its
40-year-old problem of joblessness. Apart from structural
challenges and gaps, the report talks of the need for “an attitude
shift insociety” on what counts as “knowledge”, and what's “dignified
work”. Caste, class and colonial legacies inform, to this day, what work
is “respectable”. Only 6.7% young graduates, aged 20-29, had permanent
salaried jobs in 2023. About 40% are unemployed. Less than half had
some form of work: self-employed or ready to be underemployed, as
away of gettingafoot in the door marked ‘better prospects’. Of course,
high levels of unemployment among graduates are not uniquely
anIndianph 1. But, the sheer volume
of India’s working-age population, makes

unemployability a crisis.

Lookatthe numbers-India’s 367mn-strong
working-age population (aged 15-29), is about
20mn rnore than US’s population. Keeping out
those in school and college, there are 263mn in
the workforce. By 2036, the report estimates,
graduates will be 38% of employable men, up
from 26% in 2023, in age group 20-24. Among

menaged 25-29, share of graduates is projected torisefrom about30%
t042% by 2036. It simply cannot be business as usual.

The idea that “head work” is superior to “hand work”, putting
higher value on mental labour than on physical labour, is defined
both by caste and class. Graduates from middle classes and aspiring
middle classes aspire to “head work”. Status is a prime consideration,
for jobs that will pass family and society’s approval. There is near
contempt for hand work. The report says skill training, vocational
and technical, must be made aspirational. Formalising jobs, that
such training attracts, is key. The world of work has to be made
class-and caste-agnostic.

Fine print, finer trap

On the great maya of travel insurance
Saurabh.Sinha@timesofindia.com

== Main Hoon Na. Never take this assurance at face value, unless
it's given by SRK. I learnt about this relatively unknown fifth
law of Newton the hard way, after buying travel insurance for
anoverseas trip, last month.
‘The policy worked very well as longas the tripwent smoothly.
At dumex on Lhe last night of my stay, l go( z\ ‘message from the
airline that my next mor back toastrikeatthe
airport. And the airline said they wouldn't provide a hotel, as the cancellation
wasn't their doing.
No pmhlem wo haina.1 told myse].f, thinking of the insurance that covered,
things, flight del fons. After makingary
for 1L:un:u thei »which told me Iwaseligible
for $40 compensation, for every four hours of delay.
Since that covered my unplanned expenses, I happily stayed
. on, and was a little heartbroken when the airline sent a mail next
evening, saying [ was booked on the next morning flight - a total
~ / delay of 24 hnurs “Just keep the boarding cards as proof. We are

" there for you,” the insurance portal told me, just like SRK in the
movie had assured his stepbrother.

After filing the claim on returning to India, it was my turn to get the
stepbrotherly treatment. “In the present case, as per the email from the airline,
‘we note that you were informed more than six hours prior to the scheduled
departure of the flight. Hence the claim is not admissible under the policy,”
the claim rejection letter said.

“Isthatfair?” Iaskedthei tal persol toagreewith
me, but blamed the fine print. Now, for future tnps Iha‘e created a foolproof
checklist to escape dodgy fine print clauses. Block the airline from contacting
me till I enter the six-hour departure window. Carry extra khakhra, mathri,
and a mini tent on future trips, to resist if my flight i Use

War Or Peace: Brains Of Nations

Behavioural science has an interesting take on why countries like US, Russia are now totally ignoring a
rules-based system: old habits change when new rewards seem, even if wrongly, more lucrative than older ones

Arindam Goswami

Charles Duhigg, in The Power of Habit,
says that most human behaviour
follows a simple loop: a cue triggers an
=L ™ ction, aroutine follows, and areward
tellsthe brain if itshould remember it.
Habits, once formed, do not go away.
They can be changed. By swapping in a new routine,
while keeping the same cue and reward. This idea also
explainswhy the international order after World War I
worked well for a time, and why it is now facing
problems, The habit of cooperation
has quietly been replaced, by the
habit of conflict.

After 1945, leaders like Truman,
Marshall, Monnet, and Adenauer knew
they couldn’t erase centuries of
distrust between countries. Instead,
they changed how countries handled
problems. Earlier, political disputes
or trade issues often led to military
action, and appeals to national pride,
Thenew approach replaced that with
legal processes, treaty obligations,
or turning to Brussels.

The reward was access to
European markets, reconstruction
funds, and political legitimacy.
This system kept peace in Western
Europe for 70 years. It was the habit
of cooperation, notjust good intentions,
that made the difference.

This same habit framework helps
explain why the international order is falling apart
today. Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, violence in Gaza,
and American actions - whether in Venezuela, Iran, or
pulling back from global institutions - all show a pattern:
powerful countries have decided that breaking the rules
now brings more benefits, than following them.

Duhigg points out that habits break down when
the rewards change. The post-war system relied on
rewards like trade, development money, security, and
d1plomauc status, which worked when US anditsallies

economy. That isnow
being challenged. For instance, now, China offers its
own rewards, Gulf money moves without democratic
rules, and IMF has less influence as new lenders
appear. Following the rules no longer always pays off,
and international institutions have not kept up.

Some might ask if any of this matters, since powerful

countrieslike US, China, and Russia set therules anyway.
That's a fair question. but it confuses short-term gains
with long-term interests. US's real strengths today
are not just military - they include dollar’s global role,
deep capital markets, demand for American tech, and
alliances that make its military power effective. All these
depend ona stable, rules-based world. When that system
breaks down and contracts, or norms are ignored, US
and its economy also suffer.

Now, to bring about change. a good starting point is
tolook at what behavioural economists call defaultsand
friction. Right now, if a country faces a border dispute,

it can choose international arbitration, but that process
isslow and uncertain, with no clear reward. If a country

breaks international law; it often just

be better access to markets, lower borrowing costs, faster
tech deals, or priority for development funds. Rewards
hould ickly and be updated oft 0 countries
can see the results, and plan ahead. This fits with Duhigg's
point that the brain craves rewards. If following therules
clearly brings benefits, and breaking them clearly
bringslosses, the habitloop will work again.

But Duhxggs biggest mslght IS about identity, not just
works,
because people start to see Lhemselves as non-drinkers,
supported by others whoshare that identity. After World
War 11, European leaders began to see themselves as
Europeans, not just as leaders of
their own countries. Today, the
international order is struggling
not only because its incentives are
outdated, but also because the sense
of global community has faded.
Being called an international outcast
does not hurt as much now; since
some leaders feel backed by other
countries with similar views.

Sowhere should we start? Duhigg
suggests looking for a keystone habit
~asingle change that triggers many
others. Inglobal affairs, that keystone
isreforming how UN Security Council
veto works. For example, a new rule
could say thatno permanent member
can vetoaresolution, abouta conflict
where it is directly involved. Then,
< Russia could not block action on
its own wars, US could not protect

its allies’ campaigns, and China
could not avoid scr utmy of itsactions.
ther
on i like a credit rating, bul for secumy and

anyone
reacts, whichrarely happens.

To change this, we need to redesign the system,
so that following the rules is automatic and brings
quick rewards, while breaking the rules leads to
immediate costs. This could mean preset actions like
trade suspensions, freezingassets, or cutting off access
to financial systems, instead of waiting for slow UN
Security Council decisions. This idea is already used
in bond markets, where countries that default on debt,
see instantchanges in pricing.

Thesameideaworks forrewards. Countries that follow
international law — by settling disputes peacefully.
meeting climate targets, and keeping borders open -
should get real and immediate benefits. These might

behaviour; agroupof

able to trigger economic consequences, without needing
big-power approval; and special trade and investment
deals, for countries with strong; complianoe records.

This is where India has a unique oppormmty as
the world’s largest acy,and a gr
power, with no ambitions to expand its borders. But to
lead, India must make a choice: move from staying on
the sidelines, to taking action. India should propose
Security Council veto reforms, and bring together a new
groupof mid-sized, rule-following nations, which together
areready to break free from old habit loops.

The writer is with the High-Tech Geopolitics Programme,
Takshashila Institution

‘I Visited Tehran In Nov, And It Disproved So Many Stereotypes’

@ Many women didn’t wear hijab @ Religiosity seemed less overt in most of the city than in some parts
of India @ Nightlife was not dead, it was great @ Israel and US were not discussed as hated countries

Sujit.John@timesofindia.com

Beneath global
day-to-day reality in Iran has long been
at variance with Western narratives. In
Nov, when wespent three daysin Tehran,
oneof thefirst messages I received when
=N Ireached - froma friend in US -said the
women must all be in hijabs. How wrong that was!

Barring some older women, no one was wearing —
forget hijabs - even a scarf over their heads in public
places. We were told that in restaurants, if a womanhas
ascarf covering her head, a young woman might come
by, flip it off, and say ‘Don’t betray the movement'.

This is a reference to the ‘Woman, Life, Freedom"

triggered by the Sept: f Amini,
a young Kurdish-Iranian woman, after her arrest by the
police forallegedly wearing the hijab improperly.

Yes, Western sanctions over decades have had a
severe impact on the economy, The person assigned to
pick me from the airport had some fascination for cars.
So during the one-hour drive to our hotel, he frequently

iouscar tly

brands. He noted that those models were no longer
being produced in Iran, but owners were managing to
keep them going, with parts imported from China, or
reverse-engineered locally. The cars looked old. Even
the one we were sitting in was long past its prime. The
few new cars are expensive, imported ones. The city
looks old too; modern buildings are few.

But socially, Iran is far from what most of us imagine.

Indian Embassy officials told us Iran is probably
less religious today, than India is. One of them said a
third of mosques in Tehran have shut down, because
nobody goes to them. That's true for mosques across
Iran. People who go are mostly those getting financial
assistance from govt, distributed through religious
bodies. It's one of the conditionsof thegrant.

Everyone wemet spoke of the phenomenal nightlife,
allthrough the week — private parties, dating, musicand

gatherings. One evening, we were at an open-air food-
court. Filled with youngsters - in groups, in pairs, boys
and girls. On one table, a young woman sat wearing
what looked like a wolf-shaped headgear. We could just
aswell have been in San Francisco or Bengaluru.

What stood out was also the warmth of ordinary
Iranians. Shopkeepers routinely offer items free. We
heard stories of cab drivers refusing payment, after
learning the passenger was from India.

Image: Al
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The conference we went for, while being a demoustra
tion of Iran's strengths in science and tech, was primarily
to bring Brics countries, including its researchers,
together - to find ways to reduce the world’s dependence
on the dollar: Iran is looking at crypto and

and discussions were matter-of-fact.

Like when Ali Asghar Ghaemi, member of Tehran City
Council, told us: “It's been more than 50 years that our
country has had controversieswith America. And we have
seen theresultson thescreen, the war, and destruction.
So, we are eagerly cooperating with any country that
would like to de-dollarise the economy. India has this
shared purpose...you have a conflict also with America,
and your country could handle it so well.”

These and other conversations also come to mind,
when today the world talks of the Iranian regime. The
West often presents the regime as a monolithic bloc
of Islamic fundamentalists. That may be far from the
case. Multiple people told us the regime is a mix of
hardlinersand reformists, and reformists are probably
gaining ground. Even hardliners probably aren’t as
har dlme asthey once were.

 Emba: hadpreviously
been posted in Tel Aviv. We asked the official, who —
Iran or Israel - was more delusional about the other
side’s “evil” intentions. “Both are equally so,” was
the instant response.

On our return flight was Narjes Mottaghi, a data
scientist, and head of ICT dept at Isfahan University of
Medical Sciences. She was coming to Beugalux uto meet
her Indi Herdream was
to be a Nasa scientist - put paid to by US sanctions.

She wears a hijab. “It makes men see me as a human
being, notasa woman, notas a pretty face,” sheexplained,
but added that she fully supported the 2022 women's
protest against the hijab. She told us there are more
women than men, in many science and tech universities
in Iran. Men are going into business, not doing higher
education, to incompatibility in marriages.

asanalternative.

Many Iranian govt officials and academics
spoke. What was striking was, even though the
event was happening less than five months after last
year’s Israel and US strikes, there were no offensive

Divorcerates arenear50%.

On weekends, Narjes drives across Iran alone for
adventure sports, sometimes stopping by the side of a
‘highway tosleep. “It's completely safe for women, " she said.

The writer was in Iran in Nov, for a blockchain & crypto-

references to either country, let alone rants.
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THATS EYEWITNESS ACTION
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= The only means
i of stre nyhunuq\
one'sintellect is
tomakeup one’s
mind about
nothing - tolet
themind bea
thoroughfare for
all thoughts.

John Keats

Can You

Control

Rajiv Vij They emer: acentral reference point for experience—
from the mind’s past conditioning, not an ‘i’ to whom everything happens,a
froma controller consciously choosing thinker behind the thinking.

and gently observe your thoughts.

and releasmgthem Yet from birth, our

Pause foramoment. Close your eyes

Do you notice themar g 1 structures reinforce togetherand strengthens the sense of
another—somelinked tothe previousone,  the ani thinkerwho  aconti Inthe process.
isjoi! ? Are ing these ownsand h an identity forms, Life no longer simply
thoughts, or are they appearing on their But what power do you actually unfolds; it happens to ‘me’, or is caused by
ownbeyond your control? Thave over your thoughts? Can you 22%% 0g ‘me’. Anawkward moment becomes
Consider your everyday thoughts choose your next thought? Did St ‘iam embarrassed’, followed by,

about the past or future. Thoughts that

youchoosethelastone?Ordo %

Over time, memory links experiences

‘Why am i like this?"

Your Thoughts?

don't need to judge them or ourselves
for them. Aslongas wearealive, just like
breathing, thinking continues. But the
rigid sense of a thinker can soften. Plans
aremade, conversations occur, and life
goes on. But the underlying tension and
the need for control can subside.
Recognising that thoughts arise
on their own does not mean we have
noresponsibility. Actions still have
consequences. Conditioning still

generate excitement or fear. Thoughts thoughtssimply arise,only 5,2 Butlet'slook closely. Is it shapes thinking and behaviour, but
coloured bylove, envy, or self-judgement. tofade away and give way to * possible that thinking bnppens msponsxbx.hty doesnot requirea
Don'tthey seem to arise by themselves?  thenext? ’X‘hecuuﬁ.nuily and onitsown and th thinkerat the centre -
Thisisclearly noti asleeples: athinkeris itself another only awareness of whatisarisingand
night whenan stream of f athinker. THE SPEAKING TREE thought?Thenarrativeof ‘i'is  sensitivity toitseffects.
thoughts shows up uninvited. But xs 1t pussxble that surely essential for navigating Maybe true inner growth isnot

Now conslder a S]tuauun where daily lifeand inginasocial construct. ~ about producing more positive thoughts
you 1 about h subtly appears, Butwhen we over-identify with thethinker  and eliminating negative ones. Maybe

the policy document carefully, to put the khakhra and achaar on.

In Love and Death, Woody Allen says: “There are worse things in life
than death. Have you ever spent an evening with an insurance salesman?”
‘While I love the man and his movies, I won’t blame the salesman. After all,
don’tshoot the messenger.

perhaps planning your

weekend, How did even the thought,

‘Let me plan my weekend’ arise? Did you

manufacture it? Or did it simply appear?
Thoughtsarise from memory, habit,

fear, desire - from everything we have ever

‘thinkin,
hungry’,

claiming ‘i am the one thinking™?

Itall begins with an experience. Pain
isfelt, hungerarises,a thuught appears.
But instead of noticing ‘pain’, ‘hunger’, or
g',welearntosay, ‘iaminpain’, ‘iam

‘iam thinking’. Language creates

struggle and unhappiness.

and take every thought personally, it
often becomes a source of emotional

If thoughts arise on their own, perhaps
they don’t need to be tightly managed.
Perhaps they don’t need todefine us. We

it'sseeingthat each thoughtarises on
its own and need not be taken personally.
‘When thoughts are observed without
identification, old patterns can begin
toshrink.

Thewriterisa Singapore-based lifecoach




LOKMAT TIMES

Devastating truth

A class VI girl from Ahilyanagar had acid thrown
at her face while returning home from school

t 13, childhood should still be intact, defined by
Aschool bells, scraped knees and unfinished home-

work. In Vadgaon Pan, Maharashtra's
Ahilyanagar district, that fragile world was shattered in
an instant. A class VI girl, walking home after school,
had acid thrown at her face by a man who vanished as
swiftly as he struck. In that moment, innocence was not
just interrupted, it was violently disfigured. The details
are as grim as they are familiar A child from a poor
family - father deceased, mother toiling as a daily wage
labourer, raised amid fragile economic security -- now
finds herself in a hospital bed, her life cleaved into a
‘before’ and ‘after’. The state will promise treatment.
Officials will cite swift action. The police will speak of
CCTV footage and ‘efforts underway’. Yet, behind this
procedural choreography lies a devastating truth: India
has not done enough to prevent such crimes, even
against its most vulnerable.

Acid attacks are not crimes of impulse alone, they are
crimes of access. Despite regulations, acid remains
cheap, available and lethally anonymous. It can be pur-
chased with fewer questions than a train ticket. Every
such attack is therefore not just the act of an individual,
but a systemic failure - of enforcement, of accountabili-
ty, of urgency. What compounds the horror is the age of
the victim. Thirteen. A number that should have placed
her far outside the radius of such brutality. The “motive
unknown” line, repeated with numbing regularity, only
deepens the unease. When violence becomes so arbitrary,
so detached from reason, it signals a deeper rot -- one
where power is asserted through cruelty and the weak
are seen as expendable.

There is also an uncomfortable social dimension that
cannot be ignored. Victims of acid attacks disproportion-
ately come from economically weaker backgrounds.
Their lives are less visible, their justice less urgent, their
recovery more uncertain. Rehabilitation - medical, psy-
chological, financial - remains an afterthought, often
dependent on sporadic charity rather than guaranteed
state support. This case must not dissolve into statistics.
It demands a response that goes beyond outrage. Stricter
enforcement of acid sale laws is non-negotiable. Fast-
track courts must ensure that justice is not just deliv-
ered, but delivered swiftly enough to matter. And most
critically, the survivor must receive comprehensive, life-
long support -- not as an act of benevolence, but as a
matter of right. A society is ultimately judged by how it
protects its children. In Vadgaon Pan, we have failed that
test - brutally, visibly, and once again. The question is no
longer whether we are outraged. The question is
whether we are willing to act before another childhood is
burned away. The chances look bleak.

Brutal assault

Pakistan’s airstrike on Kabul hospital
kills over 400, India calls it a barbaric act

he images from Kabul are not merely tragic, they
I are indictments. A hospital, meant to heal the
broken, turned into a graveyard in minutes. Over

400 dead, many of them recovering addicts, too frail to
flee, too forgotten to matter in the calculus of war. India
was right to call it what it is: A ‘barbaric’ assault on civ-
ilians. There are moments in international affairs
when moral clarity must override diplomatic hedging.
This is one such moment. Hospitals are not collateral.
Patients are not proxies, And addiction centres are not,
by any stretch of imagination, legitimate military tar-
gets. Pakistan, however, has chosen a familiar script -
deny, deflect and justify. It insists the strike targeted
‘terrorist infrastructure’ and not civilians. But even if
one were to momentarily entertain that claim, the scale
of civilian casualties tells its own story. Precision, the
oft-cited shield of modern warfare, collapses when hun-
dreds of the most vulnerable lie dead under rubble.

This is not just about competing narratives, it is
about the erosion of international humanitarian law.
The principle of distinction - between civilian and
combatant -- forms the bedrock of any rules-based
order. When a 2,000-bed rehabilitation hospital is
reduced to ashes, that principle is not merely violated,
it is mocked. Eyewitness accounts are chilling.
Patients burned alive in their beds. Buildings collaps-
ing on those who could not even walk unaided. These
are not the unintended consequences of war. They are
its ugliest, most preventable excesses. Pakistan faces a
real threat from militant groups operating along its
western frontier. But counter-terrorism cannot become
a carte blanche for indiscriminate force. If every
alleged militant hideout can justify a strike of this mag-
nitude, then no civilian structure -- school, hospital or
home - remains safe. What makes this episode even
more dangerous is its geopolitical ripple effect.

Afghanistan has already vowed retaliation. The
region stands on the edge of a wider conflagration,
where cycles of accusation and reprisal risk spiralling
into open war. In such a climate, truth itself becomes a
casualty. India’s condemnation is not merely rhetorical
positioning, it is a necessary assertion of a principle -
that state power must be restrained by law, not driven
by expediency. Silence would have amounted to com-
plicity. The international community must now move
beyond statements of concern. An independent investi-
gation is imperative. Accountability must follow. For, if
the bombing of a hospital housing society’s most vul-
nerable can be explained away as a tactical necessity,
then the very idea of humane warfare stands discred-
ited. Kabul's dead demand that the world refuses to nor-
malise this brutality.

Read more on www.epaperJlokmat.com/lokmattimes
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OPINION

nother controversial law

Maharashtra’s anti-conversion Bill furthers erosion of civil liberties

Alok Tiwari
PERSONAL VIEW

s far as anti-conversion

laws are concerned,

Maharashtra has been a

bit late to the party. This is
understandable as chief minister
Devendra Fadnavis was preoccu-
pied with things of far more impor-
tance. But the state has made up for
the delay by bringing a law that is
far more stringent. It will no doubt
help the chief minister gain some
distance in the race for being the
next Hindutva icon. One suspects
another law on uniform civil code
must be in the pipeline.

Like many laws pushed under
the Modi regime, this one too seeks
to Kill two birds with one stone.
One, it keeps the communal pot
boiling. And second, it gives
another tool to the government to
curb freedoms. Make no mistake, it
may be named Freedom of Religion
Bill, but its real purpose is exactly
the opposite. It aims at appeasing
the Hindutva base by empowering
the state to poke its nose into what
should be completely private affairs
- religion and marriage.

Jail terms ranging up to 10 years
and fines up to 5 lakh have been
mandated for “unlawful” and mass
conversions. Moreover, police can
initiate suo motu action or on the
complaint of an unrelated party.
This effectively means the police
can intervene in any interfaith
marriage. The bride, groom or their
relatives can be made accused.
Marriages done with the purpose
of conversion have been outlawed.
How is one to prove whether a mar-
riage has been done for the purpose
of converting someone or someone
is converting for the purpose of
marriage? Well, the burden of
proof is on the accused. The police
or any random accuser just has to
lodge a complaint. There is no pun-
ishment for anyone lodging a false

On paper the law will be neutral, but it will be selectively applied. The police
and street muscle power will ensure that.
mEm

complaint.

This law represents the biggest
fall in Maharashtra’s standing as a
progressive state that before long
celebrated inter-caste and inter-
faith marriages. This is the same
state where architect of our
Constitution Dr  Babasaheb
Ambedkar led lakhs of Hindus
from oppressed castes into
Buddhism. If Dr Babasaheb
Ambedkar were to do the same
today, he would be required to give a
notice to the Nagpur district collec-
tor 60 days in advance. Any caste
Hindu hurt by his actions could
lodge a complaint with local police
and he would have been arrested
under non-bailable provisions of
the law. He will have to prove over
the next several years that the con-
versions were not being made
under any inducement or coercion.

The law is so poorly drafted and
full of ambiguities that it should
not have survived even a cursory
legal scrutiny. Yet, given that much
of the judiciary is now similarly
motivated as proponents of this law,
it may survive legal challenge. Yet [
wonder how it will work in reality.
It is not clear what the ambit of reli-
gious conversion is. Will it apply
only to established religions or to

less known ones? What about
paganism or those outside of India
like Shintoism? Will becoming an
atheist be covered under the ambit
of conversion? Some who worship
Buddha as an avatar of Vishnu a
Hindu or a Buddhist? Will Jains
worshipping Hindu gods require an
enquiry by the collector? If a lover
promises their spouse a better life,
as all lovers do, is it inducement?
Are promises of heaven in every
religion inducement, or is warning
of hell coercion?

Government says the right to
profess any religion remains intact.
Does not a 60-day notice require-
ment abridge that right? What if
one wishes to convert under 60
days? What if they change their
mind after giving notice? Can one
find a unique religion and be the
sole convert to it or will that also
require giving a notice? What if one
wishes not to make one’s religion
public matter? Why should the state
or anyone know what religion I pro-
fess? Does that not violate my right
to privacy, also guaranteed by the
Constitution. These questions are
at the heart of freedom as we know
it. Faith being an intensely per-
sonal matter, it cannot be defined by
anyone else, much less the state. A

citizen should be free to follow any
faith any time, including changing
it without telling anyone.

Hence it appears the real pur-
pose of the law is to simply cause
harassment. That has been the
whole thrust of the Modi regime.
Today you have more laws that curb
your freedoms in more ways than 10
years back. You can be arrested for
more reasons, by more agencies,
and for longer periods. Government
has access to more of your data.
Your RTI requests can be denied for
more reasons. There are curbs on
what you can eat or drink and
where in more places than ever.
Heck, even tax authorities can now
demand access to your emails and
social media accounts. Increasingly
your accusers are no longer
required to prove your crime. The
onus is on you to prove yourself
innocent. And everything from
your bank balance to your social
media posts and even your identity
as a citizen can be questioned by
anyone.

On paper the law will be neutral,
but it will be selectively applied.
The police and street muscle power
will ensure that. A Muslim or a
Christian person marrying a Hindu
and converting will not be touched.
A Hindu marrying a Muslim or a
Christian will be harassed by goons
and arrested to have a chilling
effect on others contemplating sim-
ilar moves. Those with power,
money and influence, the elite, will
of course be spared. But ordinary
people falling in love and getting
married will be sacrificed at the
altar of political agenda.

Conversions are not a problem.
But the solution just adds another
cut to Indian democracy that is
dying by a thousand cuts. Slowly
but surely our liberties are being
eroded. The pill we are being given
is sugar coated with nationalism
and religion, but it is pure poison.

The author is a Nagpur-based
sentor journalist.
Views expressed are personal.
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Women judges
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The International Day for Women Judges is observed on March 10. In Indian
high courts, there are 116 women judges out of a total working strength of

781. Only the high courts in Punjab and Haryana, Madras and Bombay have
reasonable representation. In the Supreme Court, Justice B V Nagarathna is

SHAFFAQAT
HUSSAIN

the sole woman on the Bench among the 33 judges. No woman has been
appointed to the top court after 2021, As Chief Justice of India Surya Kant
said recently, the high court collegiums should identify more and more
suitable women to be elevated to the benches. Lawyers of a state practicing
in the Supreme Court could also be considered, he said. Women are well
equipped to find solutions through dialogue and they are hugely sensitive to
human rights and relations. It is believed that women judges bring with
them diverse approaches, varied outlook and fresh thought processes.

Dr Ganapathi Bhat,
Akola:

What LPG crisis reveals about society!

Biswajeet Banerjee

he shortage of LPG cylin-

ders in several parts of

Uttar Pradesh over the past

week has done more than
disrupt kitchens. It has revealed
how quickly an energy supply con-
cern can ripple through society,
influence politics, trigger panic
behaviour and expose weaknesses
in distribution systems.

On Monday, police filed cases
against six workers of the National
Students’ Union of India in
Varanasi after they attempted to
make tea using gas produced from a
drain outside the gate of Mahatma
Gandhi Kashi Vidyapeeth
University. The act was clearly
meant as satire. By trying to brew
tea from drain gas, the protesters
sought to mock what they described
as the government’s inability to
ensure cooking gas supplies amid
the ongoing Iran-US-Israel conflict
in West Asia.

The incident symbolised how a
domestic energy concern has
quickly turned into a political
issue. Opposition parties have
seized the moment to criticise the
government, accusing it of ineffi-
ciency and poor planning. For rul-
ing authorities, however, the crisis
is as much about perception as it is
about supply.

Across cities such as Lucknow,
Kanpur and Prayagraj, long queues
outside gas agencies have become a
common sight. Consumers begin
gathering early in the morning,
hoping to secure a refill. Many
return empty handed even after
waiting for hours. The scenes per-
sist despite repeated assurances
from the government that supplies
are adequate,

The persistence of queues
reflects a familiar pattern seen dur-
ing crises. When uncertainty
spreads, people tend to stock up on
essentials. This behaviour often
worsens the very shortages they
fear. Officials from the ministry of
petroleum and natural gas have
repeatedly stated that India cur-
rently has sufficient LPG stocks
and that domestic refineries are
operating at full or even higher
capacity.

According to government data,
domestic LPG production has been
increased by around 25 to 30 per
cent to cope with the sudden surge
in demand. Supplies of compressed
natural gas continue uninterrupted
and crude oil imports remain diver-
sified. Officials have also clarified
that disruptions in the Strait of
Hormuz have affected only about 20
per cent of shipping routes, while
India continues to receive signifi-
cant crude supplies from countries
such as Canada, Norway and
Russia.

Yet the reassurance has not fully
calmed public anxiety. Rumours

circulating through social media
and messaging platforms have
fuelled fears of an imminent cook-
ing gas crisis. In several regions,
daily refill requests have reportedly
surged to nearly three quarters
above normal levels. Such panic
booking places pressure on distri-
bution networks and creates tempo-
rary logistical bottlenecks.

Whenever shortages or per-
ceived shortages occur, the risk of
black marketing rises. The memory
of the Covid period, when panic
buying and hoarding created artifi-
cial scarcity of several essentials,
remains fresh. Authorities have
warned that rumours and panic
behaviour often provide an oppor-
tunity for unscrupulous traders to
exploit the situation.

The government has introduced
several measures to prevent hoard-
ing and diversion. In many urban
areas, a gap of 25 days between LPG
bookings has been mandated, while
some rural areas require a 45-day
gap. A delivery authentication code
system has also been implemented
so that a cylinder can be delivered
only after the consumer shares a

unique code. This measure aims to
prevent diversion of domestic cyl-
inders into commercial markets.

Despite these steps, the crisis
has revealed deeper lessons about
India’s energy security. The tension
in West Asia has once again demon-
strated how global geopolitical con-
flicts can quickly affect everyday
life thousands of Kkilometres away.
India has attempted to reduce this
risk by diversifying its energy
imports. At the same time, the pres-
ent disruption underscores the
need for a longer term strategy.
Expanding refinery capacity,
exploring new gas fields and accel-
erating the shift towards renewable
energy could gradually reduce
dependence on imported LPG.
Strengthening domestic production
and storage infrastructure will also
help cushion future shocks.

For society, however, the immedi-
ate challenge is managing fear and
expectations. Energy crises often
become self reinforcing when
rumours spread faster than facts.
When millions rush to book cylin-
ders simultaneously, even a robust
distribution network can appear
overwhelmed.

The gueues outside gas agencies,
the protest in Varanasi and the ris-
ing political rhetoric together illus-
trate how quickly supply anxieties
can shape public behaviour.

The author is a
senior journalist. Views
expressed are personal.
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INDIAN EXPRESS IS NOT AN
INDUSTRY. IT IS A MISSION.

— Ramnath Goenka

CROSS-VOTING IN RS POLLS
REFLECTS FADING IDEOLOGY,
WEAKER PARTY DISCIPLINE

HE election for 37 Rajya Sabha seats across 10 states

came down to thrillers that played out in Odisha, Bi-

har and Haryana. These three states, with the com-

bined strength of 11 seats, engaged in contest while

the rest were decided unopposed. The cat-and-mouse
game of resort-hopping and cross-voting led to a nail-bit-
ing finish, which seems to have become par for the course
in elections to the Upper House of Parliament.

Odisha had a history of strong party discipline, with rare
exceptions like in 2002 when Dilip Ray managed to garner
votes across parties. This time, Ray entered the fray as a BJP-
backed independent candidate and unleashed a chain of
events from the Congress herding off its MLAs to a Bengaluru
resort and alleging large bribes offered for votes. When the
numbers came out, Ray had managed to gain 11 votes, eight
from the BJD and three from the Congress, to cross the finish
line. In the process, the BJP gained a seat, while the BJD and
the Congress together lost one despite having the numbers.

In Bihar, the NDA made a clean sweep of five seats, thanks
to three Congress and one RJD MLAs’ ‘absence’. However,
Haryana, with two seats on offer and the numbers stacked
equally between the BJP and the Congress, had the most dra-
matic climax. Though Congress’s Karamvir Boudh managed
to scrape through against BJP-backed independent Satish
Nandal, deep cracks were exposed as five Congress MLAs
cross-voted and four others’ votes were declared invalid.

The end result is that the NDA consolidated its position
in the Rajya Sabha with its seats rising from 135 to 141. On
the other hand, the INDIA bloc’s count went down from 62
to 58. Despite gaining two seats to take its tally to 29, Con-
gress legislators’ proneness to cross-voting exposed worsen-
ing internal problems and slipping organisational control.

In truth, these elections established cross-voting as a norm in
the current political climate, reflecting ideological erosion, op-
portunism and vulnerability to coercion or inducement. An at-
tempt was made during Atal Bihari Vajpayee’s NDA government
tomake Rajya Sabha elections more transparent with a shift from
secret to open ballot. When the process was challenged, the Su-
preme Court upheld it with the observation, “If secrecy becomes
asource for corruption, then sunlight and transparency have the
capacity to remove it.” Today, it has a ring of irony to it.

WITHDRAW BILL TO AMEND
TRANSGENDER RIGHTS LAW

'HE Supreme Court’s NALSA (2014) verdict recognised
theright of self-identification as male, female or trans-
gender. The verdict was a watershed moment for the
marginalised LGBTQIA+ community in India. Last
week, a Bill introduced to amend the Transgender Per-
sons (Protection of Rights) Act of 2019 weakened that right.
While the 2019 Act is based on the NALSA verdict and rec-
ognises the right of self-identification, the proposed amend-
ment regressively states that care has to be taken so that
“such identification cannot be extended on the basis of any
acquirable characteristics, or personal choice, or claimed
self-perceived identity of an individual”. The Bill seeks to
‘define’ transgender persons only as those “having such
socio-cultural identities”, persons who are intersex, and
persons who have been “compelled” to “assume, adopt, or
outwardly present a transgender identity”. Essentially, it
claims to protect only those who are marginalised due to
“biological reasons” for no choice of their own.

This ‘definition’ betrays an utter lack of comprehension of
the populace it seeks to protect. It conflates intersex persons
(who have biological conditions) with transgender individu-
als (whose gender identity differs from the sex they were as-
signed at birth). To reduce this nuance to vague “biological
reasons” betrays a lack of knowledge, understanding and
empathy. Further;, by relying on ‘socio-cultural’ identities, the
Bill effectively leaves trans men, non-binary individuals and
other marginalised identities from its ambit. Under this Bill,
the privacy and dignity of trans individuals will be compro-
mised at every level—gender-affirming treatment must be
notified to the district authorities and medical scrutiny
would be necessary to receive an identity certificate.

These provisions show that the law’s framers have not con-
sulted with members of the community on their needs. In the
name of protecting people from abduction and trafficking, the
Bill also potentially criminalises chosen (non-biological) com-
munities or families who provide support to LGBTQIA+ persons
who have left their natal families. That the Bill says nothing
about the real concerns of the community—reservation and sup-
port foreducation, employment and livelihood—reveals its intent
isnot really to help trans persons. The question the community
has asked of the Bill is valid: who asked for these changes, who
do they help and who do they harm? The answer is not the com-
munity. The Bill should be withdrawn.

SAFETY ON PLATE

N just amonth, the Food Safety and Standards Authority has

conducted raids in Jaipur, Dhanbad, Kanpur and Surat to

unearth tonnes of adulterated food and thousands of litres
of unsafe oil that were being distributed. This welcome step-
up in vigilance comes a month after the launch of a dedicated
portal to train central and state officers in food safety risk
assessment. Data shared in Parliament last week showed the
extent of the challenge in keeping our food safe—220licences
were cancelled and 1,265 criminal cases initiated against of-
fenders across the country in 2024-25 alone. Along with gov-
ernment capacity augmentation in personnel and laboratory
infrastructure, this requires heightened vigil on the part of
citizens, too. The future of India’s public health depends on
training school children on the basics of food safety:

HE myth that the country’s
south and east were virtually im-
pregnable for the BJP has long
been busted—albeit partially:
InKarnataka, the BJP isen-
trenched by itself and through
ally Janata Dal (Secular). The
JD(S), though singed by corruption
charges and discredited for perpetuating
dynastic rule, has a captive vote bank. In
Telangana, the BJP has made consider-
able strides despite the incongruence in
its vote shares in the 2024 Lok Sabha (35.4
percent) and 2023 Assembly (13.9 percent)
polls. In Andhra Pradesh, the national
party has a strong ally in the TDP. The
BJP ran a coalition government in Pu-
ducherry with the All India NR Congress,
a breakaway from the Congress whose
leader and incumbent Chief Minister N
Rangasamy quit in 2008 following differ-
ences with the Gandhis.

In the east, the BJP wrenched Odisha
from the BJD in the last Assembly election
and is ensconced in the state for now. In
West Bengal, it has edged out the Left as the
principal opposition in the legislature,

Yet, for all intents and purposes, Kerala
hasbeen a no-go for the BJP, which has just
had one MLA so far, the veteran O Rajag-
opal. The victory of V V Rajesh as Thiru-
vananthapuram’s mayor last December
was celebrated as a breakthrough that can
provide a base to build political capital.

Given this backdrop, what’s at stake
for the principal actors in next month’s
state polls?

On the face of it, the regional parties
have higher stakes—more than the main-
line BJP and Congress—because they
have invested everything they can sum-
mon in these states and owe their raison
d’étre to the turfs they hold. Take away
West Bengal from Trinamool Congress
chairperson Mamata Banerjee or Tamil
Nadu from DMK overlord M K Stalin, and
these leaders would be hollowed out. The
Congress is perhaps proactive in Kerala
because one of the Gandhis owes her Lok
Sabha seat to this state. Meanwhile, the
BJP is furiously on the job in West Ben-
gal, Assam and Kerala, though slightly
less so in Tamil Nadu and Puducherry:

ingthe BJP's steps—or misstep:
in West Bengal, it is apparent that it has
pulled out all stops to corral Banerjee,
leaving her with no time or inclination to
visit neighbouring Assam even once, Lay-
ing siege to Banerjee is retribution for the
BJP being ‘denied’ a win in the last state
polls after its quantum leap in the 2019 par-
liamentary elections. In 2021, the BJP’s
slogan of a Bengal poised for “poriborton”
(change) became a war cry. But the BJP
was left with only 77 of the 294 Assembly
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The stakes for regional outfits like Trinamool Congress and DMK
are higher at the upcoming state polls. The national parties
too have their tasks cut out

BATTLE LINES
SHIFTING IN
SANDS OF TIME

seats. Its ace political strategist Amit Shah
has still not reconciled with the indifferent
showing, according to insiders.

This time, the BJP has employed tac-
tics beyond the realm of conventional
electioneering. Trinamool has charged
that prodded by the Centre the Election
Commission deleted a large number of
voters from the rolls in Banerjee’s strong-
holds. The transfer of Governor R N Ravi
from Chennai to Kolkata, and the reloca-
tion of top bureaucrats believed to be
close to the Trinamool regime are aspects
of BJP’s Operation Siege, intended to se-
riously curtail Banerjee's room for pos-
sible manoeuvres to swing voters.

This leaves Banerjee to play the game
through conventional means like upping
the emotional quotient on regionalism
and the Centre’s “assault” on the state’s
hallowed culture, language and pride. The

SOURAV RDY

BJP’s central leaders have committed
their share of serious gaffes by exhibiting
acavalier attitude towards the names and
legacies of Bengal's revered icons.

The other factor at work is Bengal's
changing demography, especially in the
urban areas populated by migrants from
Bihar and Jharkhand. The ‘Bihar ef-
fect'—manifest in the NDA's sweep in the
Assembly polls—is cited as a reason why
the migrant Hindu votes could tilt to-
wards the BJP. Loss in Bengal will whit-
tle Banerjee’s clout nationally and dimin-
ish her hopes of leading the amorphous
INDIA bloc in 2029.

In the south, the DMK seems well
placed as the opposition is in disarray
and the BJP has not yet opened its cards.
In the prelude to the elections, the BJP
pulled out several arrows from its quiver
to reach out to Tamil Nadu’s voters—in-

Equality means more than passing laws, The
struggle is really won in the hearts and minds
of the community, where it really counts

Barbara
Gittings

stalling the Sengol, the golden sceptre
that symbolised righteous rule in the
Cholakingdom, on the Lok Sabha Speak-
er’s podium, organising annual Kashi
Tamil Sangamam at Varanasi, and re-
placing Edwin Lutyens’ statue with C Ra-
jagopalachari’s at Rashtrapati Bhavan.
But the Brahmanical overtones in the
Kashi congregations and Rajaji’s statue
were unmistakable and out of depth with
hardcore Dravida Kazhagam politics per-
meating Tamil Nadu, which the BJP
hasn't cracked so far.

Kerala is probably the only state left
with the Congress to prove its salience at
the helm of the UDF—if it manages to
unseat the LDF. Like the Left Front in
Bengal, the Congress has been relegated
to a has-been in the eastern state.

If the east is prized territory, the BJP
can celebrate the steady gains it made in
Assam and the footprints it seeks to leave
in the other northeastern states on the
back of its allies. However, after Gujarat
and Uttar Pradesh, Assam is where the
RSS's ideology effectively worked to the
BJP's advantage, unlike in Kerala, where
the Sangh'’s persistent work in the north-
ern region never translated into votes for
the political progeny. The BJP not only
succeeded in trouncing the Congress,
which was orphaned after former Chief
Minister Tarun Gogoi's death, but man-
aged to marginalise the once-formidable
Asom Gana Parishad that was born from
the All Assam Students’ Union agitation
against “illegal” ummgrants

Like many other promising regional
parties, the AGP’s central plank was co-
opted by the BJP. which has since appro-
priated the issue of alleged Bangladeshi
infiltration and taken it to a different lev-
el with the Hindu-Muslim divide. Chief
Minister Himanta Biswa Sarma, a Con-
gress migrant to the BJP, left no stone un-
turned to paint the entire Muslim com-
munity as an adversary worthy of
elimination. The Congress’s haplessness
against Sarma’s campaign is evident even
with Tarun Gogoi’s son Gaurav opting for
an Assembly ticket over his Parliament
membership from Jorhat. The defection
of MP Pradyut Bordoloi and former state
Congress chief Bhupen Borah to the BJP
made the power shift clearer.

To sum up, the elections are a litmus
test for Banerjee and Stalin because Ben-
gal and Tamil Nadu are thought of as the
last outposts stalling the BJP's overween-
ing ambition. For the BJP. the challenge
lies in unseating Trinamool. Meanwhile,
the Congress, daunted in its fight to wrest
Assam, will have to prove its worth by
gaining Kerala and possibly Puducherry.

(Views are personal)

SCIENCE

ITH the draft text of the In-
dia-European Union free
trade agreement now public,
attention must shift from the
headlines to the regulatory
architecture shaping India's
agricultural engagement
with one of the world's most standards-
intensive markets. Its provisions span
sanitary and phytosanitary (SPS) meas-
ures, sustainable food systems (SFS),
climate action, gender equality, biodi-
versity and marine resources, signal-
ling deeper integration where systems
credibility matters as much as tariffs.

The FTA reflects a shift from produc-
tion-centric agricultural science to regu-
latory- and sustainability-oriented sci-
ence. Competitiveness will increasingly
depend on surveillance, traceability, risk
assessment, sustainability metrics and
alignment with global benchmarks. For
India, this places the agricultural re-
search and innovation system, led by the
Indian Council of Agricultural Research,
at the centre of implementation. Science,
in effect, becomes trade infrastructure.

SPS credibility: Despite India’s price
competitiveness in several commodi-
ties, access to the EU has often been
shaped less by tariffs than by SPS re-
quirements. Concerns over residues,
pest status, disease outbreaks and ap-
provals have shaped trade continuity.

The negotiated text responds through
clearer regulatory disciplines. Import ap-
provals must rest on transparent risk as-
sessment and scientific reasoning.

Equivalence allows different regulato-
ry systems to be accepted if they deliver
comparable outcomes, shifting the focus
from identical standards to demonstrable
regulatory performance supported by re-
liable monitoring and institutional com-
petence. Technical consultations enable
structured engagement where concerns
arise, including emergency measures.
Their effectiveness will depend on India’s
capacity to respond with coordinated
technical expertise across its agricultural
science institutions.

Sustainability: The sustainability
provisions widen the mandate of agri-
cultural science. The SFS chapter—the
first such standalone framework in any

FOR A NEW TRADE ERA
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Director General. ICAR and

Secretary, Department of Agricultural
Research and Education

threshold, the FTA embeds dialogue, re-
search exchange and technical coopera-
tion within the trade architecture.
Trade and sustainable development
(TSD) provisions extend this approach.
Climate cooperation promotes mutually
supportive trade and climate policies
aligned with low-emission and climate-
resilient pathways. Agriculture is both
climate-sensitive and emission-rele-
vant; stress-tolerant crops, resource-ef-
ficient production systems and adapta-
tion across agro-climatic zones
increasingly shape competitiveness.

Tomake proper use of the EU
trade pact, Indian agriculture will
have to heed a host of regulations
regarding phytosanitary measures
and sustainable practices.

With focus shifting to the raft of
new norms, scientific engagement
will have to be at the core of
decision-making mechanisms

Provisions on biodiversity and genet-
ic resources recognise the trade rele-
vance of sustainably managed biologi-
cal resources, ecosystem valuation and
access to genetic material under inter-
national frameworks. For an economy
rich in plant and livestock diversity, this
elevates agrobiodiversity governance,

luded by India ishes co-
operation on responsible input use, re-
duction of food loss and waste, antimi-
crobial resistance, animal welfare and
sustainability across production, process-

ding germplasm conservation, in-
digenous breeds and seed systems as a
trade-relevant scientific function.
In fisheries and aquaculture, the FTA
promotes sustainable sourcing, respon-
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tance of marine exports, benchmarks
such as stock management, disease con-
trol and value-chain traceability increas-
ingly shape market access. India’s fisher-
ies research institutions therefore
become central to this interface.

Gender: Gender provisions encourage
cooperation on disaggregated trade data,
policy analysis and measures expanding
‘women's access to markets, finance and
business networks. In the agri-food econ-
omy, where women are central to crop
production, dairy, fisheries and rural en-
terprises, integrating women producers
into formal value chains becomes both an
equity and competitiveness imperative.
This reinforces the importance of gender-
inclusive innovation in technology de-
sign, value addition, producer organisa-
tions and digital advisory systems.

Monitoring and science: Across the
SPS, SFS and TSD chapters, the FTA es-
tablishes mechanisms for technical con-
sultation, monitoring and periodic re-
view. Measures affecting trade are
expected to draw on scientific informa-
tion, international standards and col-
laborative research. The credibility of
engagement will depend on the depth
and reliability of scientific inputs, from
surveillance systems and laboratories to
climate analytics, biodiversity docu-
mentation and fisheries assessment.

India’s agricultural research system
possesses substantial scientific depth.
Yet, evolving trade architecture requires
this expertise to be systematically inte-
grated into trade implementation rather
than engaged episodically. Scientific en-
gagement must move from the margins to
the core of decision-making. Institution-
alised linkages between research bodies
and trade policy processes are essential
so regulatory preparedness evolves with
global market expectations.

Sustained policy support and contin-
ued investment in agricultural research
will, therefore, be critical. In that align-
ment lies the opportunity to expand ex-
ports and strengthen the scientific
foundations of India’s agricultural sys-
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Reducing dependency

Ref: Rising trade deficit (Mar 18). China has
adroitly exploited its natural resources and
raw materials, and India lags in mining and
exploration due to environmental issues,
bureaucratic delays and lacklustre focus.
We need to diversify our supply chains and
augment R&D to accelerate mining and
reduce dependency.

Rajarao Kumar, Bengaluru

Everyday pragmatism

Ref: Dress for the climate (Mar 18). By
questioning why professionals should
suffer in stuffy suits simply for the sake
of convention, we apen the door to a
broader, necessary conversation: genuine
sustainability begins with everyday
pragmatism. Thisisn’t a step backward
from professionalism but a thoughtful
redefinition of it.

Veda Chidanand, email

Conflict-ready India
Ref: Pakistan's perpetual hostility (Mar
18). Pakistan’s military has always been
disrupting civilian initiatives for peace and
this will continue unabated. India should
maintain a constant state of readiness
against infiltration, skirmishes and political
miscalculations. Monitoring Pakistan’s
military actions is more important than
analysing its political statements.

Rama Rao, email

Electoral ethic

Ref: Chopping and changing to deliver (Mar
18). The ECI took the right step. It would be
better if, amid the severe trust deficit, the
Chief Election Commissioner voluntarily
steps aside to send a correct message that
the commission means serious business
when conducting fair and peaceful elections.
DNagarjuna, H

Softer Sonam

Ref: Wangchuk strikes conciliatory tone
(Mar 18). Sonam Wangchuk is a mellowed
man after his release. He said any negation
means both sides will have to make some
adjustments, yet his previous agitation
turned needlessly violent. Hopefully, the
violence and vandalism don't return.

KV Raghuram, Wayanad

Absent UN

Ref: Iran leader killed (Mar 18). Israel's claim
will only add to escalation of hostilities.
Where is that peacekeeping organisation
which we all used to call the UN? If it s
incapable of taming its murderous member

ing and consumption. Rather than treat-  sible practices, capacity buildingandre- tem for the decades ahead. states, it is better disbanded.
ing sustainability as a compliance search collaboration. Given the impor- (Views are personal) George Jacob, Kochi
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Pakistani attack on Afghan
hospital has no justification

th the world focused on the Iran war and its global fallout, Pakistan

carried out an attack on Afghanistan, bombing what turned out to

be a drug rehabilitation centre and killing patients staying there in

hundreds. The barbaric attack which took a death toll above 400 is

several times greater than the deaths in a dozen Gulf nations and among the

US armed forces put together in Iran’s retaliatory strikes.

Monday’s barbaric bombing of a civilian institution near Kabul from a
Pakistan air force jet, the deadliest since February when Pakistan declared
‘war on its neighbor and launched strikes at 20 locations and killing 274 people,
is part of a Gen. Asim Munir gambit that may have been meant to carry sev-
eral pointed messages to Afghanistan.

With all eyes on Iran for over two weeks now, the Field Marshal may have
timed the heavy attack to convey to the Taliban authorities not to use the
Tehreek-i-Taliban to attack Pakistan in cross-border raids and also not to cozy
up to India by sending ministers, diplomats and even delegations to New Delhi
after India was prepared for a thaw in relatwns with Kabul just as ties between
Pakistan and Taliban were beginning to

Pakistan has a right to defend itself is the arg gu.ment being used to justify the
escalation of the conflict in which several Pakistan Army personnel have also

SOME MP¢ STaced <
A WALKOUT.,, THE REST
WALKED OUT FOR ELECTION
CAMPAIGN

—_—

So long as the Pak
army, under a general
feted by the
American leadership
in Washington, runs a
state within a state,
waging war will
remain a hobby
carried out
periodically to keep
the forces busy

lost their lives in Afghan guerilla-type raids across
the 2,600-km border. No one buys the theory that
the rehab centre was previously an ammunition
dump nor its history earlier when US troops were
stationed there. A Pakistan minister claimed this
was one of several precision strikes carried out on
the Afghans.

Officials of both countries had been meeting reg-
ularly last year until the two militaries clashed
with each other last October. The ties had gone
rapidly downhill since then with the Pakistan
armed forces, several times more powerful than
that of the Taliban regime, inflicting damage
including on civilian places with its firepower
from the air being used to demonstrate the mili-

tary superiority.

So long as the Pakistan army, under a general feted by the American leader-

ship in Washington, runs a state within a

state, wa war will remain a

hobby to be carried out periodically to keep the forces busy, be it inside
Pakistan or in engaging neighbouring nations. It matters little to the armed
forces that the country itself is suﬂermg the effects of the [ran war and scram-
bling to make fuel available at a price that is climbing by the day. The admin-
istration has put a cap on the number of vehicles that the establishment can
use, and yet economic pain is most visible at the petrol pumps.
Given Pakistan’s troubled history with martial law and generals as dictators,

it should come as no surprise to the Afghans that peace wnth that nation is an

ideal impossible to attain. It is in the

with

the air force that boggles the imagination, whmh is why the use of the word
“barbaric” in India’s description of the attack on a centre for treating drug

addlctmn isapt.

tan’s melting pot are also militant nationalist movements run by the
Baloch]s in the south and by the Pashtuns in the north. However, there is no
denying that the Pakistan army’s dalliance with sponsored terrorism has also
brought trouble in unintended ways as the Pakistani Taliban, at the centre of
the conflict, was also patronised by the ISL There are no easy answers for
Pakistan, but bombing Afghanistan is not the solution.

BJP gains amid Opp. disarray

lections to the Rajya Sabha are an indication to the political climate
in the country as the elected members of the legislative Assemblies
form the electorate, If the latest elections are an indication, then the
picture one can see is very simple: The Opposition lacks focus, the
Congress which leads the platform is in ideological disarray and the BJP

es gains on its own strength

as well as by exploiting its weaknesses.

The NDA won all the five seats in Bihar where the Opposition had the
chance to win one, had all members were present and voting. However,
four MLAs, three from the Congress and one from the RJD, chose to keep
away, helping the NDA make a clean sweep. The Opposition BJD and the
Congress played truant in Odisha, where three Congress MLAs disobeyed
the party whip and voted for the BJP-backed Independent. Congress mem-

bers cross-voted in Haryana, too, but

the party candidate managed to

scrape through. In all, the N'DA won 22 of the 37 seats for which election

were conducted, taking th
house to 141.

g alliance’s number in the 250-member

The Congress has always claimed that it is wedded to the ideals in the
Constitution which include federalism and secularism, but the party is
often seen compromising with them. While in power, the party has used
every chance to strengthen the hands of the Union government and not the
states. Its stand on secularism is circumspect: it has, for instance, played

with

the BJP when it comes to Hindutva palmcs Such compromises

on core ideals cannot strengthen only disheartens constituents who will
break free at some point. The BJP, on its part, has only hardened its polit-
ical positions and continues to harvest the dividend.

The Congress is a 141-years old formation, and it need not take political
lessons from others. But if it chooses to not to recognise the sign of the

times, it will only hasten its own downwart

d spiral.
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Sanjeev Ahluwalia

he ill-advised and
oorly  thought
throy war
across the Middle

East has adversely
affected “good actors” like
India even more than “bad
actors”, At risk is India's
upward inclined growth
trend, flattening inflation
and export prospects, which
were just recovering from
the global dislocation caused
by the bilateral imposition of
arbnraxy American import
tariffs in early 2025.

FEconomic uncertainty, as
the efficacy of global trading
rules fade, is now heightened
by a weekslong war in the
Persian Gulf as the United
States and Israel bludgeon
Iran into a humiliating
defeat, while the powerful
friends of Iran, like China
and Russia, stand by and
India scrambles to set its
own energy supply chain in
order.

India imports 80 per cent of
its Liquified Petroleum Gas
(LPG) from Saudi Arabia,
which 330 ion house-
holds all across the country
and commercial users
depend upon for cooking.
Our natural gas imports are
from Qatar. The West Asian
crisis has disrupted both
energy imports. Iran regu-
lates the passage of s}uppmg
through the rait of
Hormuz — a narrow choke
point for exiting the Persian

ulf and entering the
Arabian  Sea.  Energy
importers, like India, now
live from ship-to-cooking
stove.

Ram) up domestic pro-
duction of LPG is not an
alternative. Only a small
fraction — about four per
cent of crude — can
refined into LPG. To meet its
full domestic LPG demand
from domestic production,
India would need to ramp up
its crude refining capacity
by four times, import all the
additional crude and then

This is like getting the tail to

wag the dog, which was
never an economical strate-
gy and certainly not when oil
is past its prime as an energy
source.

Better options to meet the
domestic supply of coolcmg
energy are at hand. First,
expanding the supply of
piped natural gas (PNG)
from just 14 million users
(domestic and commercial)
at present to 126 million by
2034 is planned. Sadly, we
are not abundant in naf

s resources either and
import about one half of our
demand, mostly from Qatar.
The import risk can be dilut-
ed by storing more natural
gas in liquid form (LNG).
But this is thrice as expen-
sive as storing LPG, and
twenty times more expen-
sive than storing crude.

Another option being
explored is the domestic pro-
duction of Dimethyl Ether
(DME) from coal via the gasx
fication route. While it is
lower in energy content than
LPG, it can bulk up LPG sup-
ply by 20 per cent, while also
capturing the carbon emis-
sions from the use of coal —
a mineral in which India is
abundant.

By 2050, petroleum is
unlikely to have the domi-
nant role it commands in
energy markets today. In the
long term, expand.ing elec-
tricity supply is the primary
option to derisk cooking and
transportation fuel from
external supply risk, via
improved induction stoves,
electric vehicles and hydro-
gen fuelled heavy transport.

Popularising this option
requires a root and branch
reform of India’s electricity
economy in conformity with
climate j This

Our ‘Goldilocks’ moment:
How to insulate from war

Expand the supply
of PNG from just
14 million users
at present to

126 million by
2034 as planned.
The import risk
can be diluted by
storing more
natural gas in
liquid form (LNG).

reserves. The government’s
crude reserve is good for ten
days of demand. The oil com-
panies maintain another
sixty-day reserve. Deepening
our total reserves to 100 days
of consumpuun across
crude, LNG and LPG would
require an outlay of Rs 3 tril-
Tion to %4 trillion, plus annu-
al maintenance charges.
Petro-deficient nations like
Japan, South Korea and
China store even more.

The required fiscal
resources equal about one
half of the outlay for defence
of Rs 6 trillion this year.
However, the Union govern-
ment earns one half of this
amount annually via tax on
fuels. Squirrelling away, say
one-third, for creating nor-
mative strategic petroleum
reserves is not impossible.
The upfront cost can be
reduced by partnering with
our petmleum fuel supply
partners — the United
States, Russia, Saudi Arabia,
Qatar and Australia — to
invest in storage facilities in
India — particularly LNG —
which is the most expensive
to store.

The second option is to
mainstream our structural
dependence on imported
petroleum as a key driver of
our external relationships
and shape the domestic nar-
rative accordingly. The
Reliance Industries group is
reportedly investing in the
US to build a refinery.
Encouraging other major

dian business groups to
network India into the global

reform also feeds into the
base layer of a five-stack Al
infrastructure.

In the near and medium
term, two actions can make
the petroleum fuel supply
chain resilient and derisk it
from geopolitics. The most
capital heavy option is to
deepen our strategic energy

should be a key diplomatic
initiative. Indian companies
going global is the flip side of
privatisation of publicly-
owned energy compa-
nies via foreign direct
investment.

Could India have managed
the 2026 oil crisis better?
India’s import dependence is

war?” (Mar. 1
ments offe

the lowest for LNG, which is
at about 50 per cent, followed
by LPG, at 65 per cent, and

DON'T BE SILENT

Re: “Who will call off

crude, at 85 per cent. Of the
three, LNG is the least wide-
ly traded with long-term fif-
teen-year contracts.
Diversifying the sources for
its import can dilute war
risk for PNG and LPG.

Curiously, piped cooking
gas (PNG) and CNG trans-
port fuel- derived from LNG
have been the least in the
news. Public hysteria is
around LPG supply — the
common household cooking
fuel The supply of fuel for

India’s 260 million momrcy
cles and scooters and 50 mil-
lion private cars and stand
by generators for decen-
tralised electricity supply is
similarly a lifestyle necessi-
ty. But petrol and diesel are
refined from crude, which is
widely traded globally, so
the availability risk is mini-
mal though the price risk
exists.

Despite the fuss, the
domestic supply of petro
products supply has been
maintained.

Pumps have not gone dry
for petrol or diesel.
Regulations for the fair dis-
tribution of LPG cylinders
have been revised to discour-
age panic purchase by
increasing the gap between
refill of LPG cylinders from
14 days to 25 dxys in urban
areas and 45 days in rural
areas.

More significantly, a
return to explicit, even-
handed diplomacy, across
the warring parties, has
been well received by Iran,
as shown by preferential

ugh-passage for Indi

(and Chinese) energy cargo
in the Strait of Hormuz. The
resumption of Russian crude
supply will similarly assist
in normalising energy sup-
ply for India. The habit of
Jjugaadis so deeply ingrained
in India, that even foreign
po].xcy mandarins are not
immune to it. Enshrining
into policy practice, the les-
son of successful Jugaad —
that energy security is criti-
cal for extending India’s
Goldilocks moment — would
be extremely welcome.

The writer is
Distinguished Fellow,
Chintan Research
Foundation, and was earlier
with the IAS and the

World Bank

in’s principled decision to de-
ny the US permission to use
the tly operated air bas

still ¢ Wenno ‘w normali-
sation of war. Yet sy "nboh:m
alone won'
Oppositio
of its media must rediscover
their role as demo

and a questioning press are
essential if dventur-
ism is to be re before
this war >pnd15 further.
Harsh Pawaria
Rohtak

ASYMMETRIC WARFARE

IRAN HAS mastered asymmetric war-
fare to counter stronger its rivalsthe US
and Israel. It uses low-cost tools — drones
like Shahed-136, prnx:es and cyber tac-
tics — under a “mosaic defence” that
adapts even after damage. By threaten-
ing, not closing, the Strait of Hormuz, it
fuels oil uncertainty while keeping con-
flicts prolonged and costly. Similar strate-
gies were seen in the Viemam War and
Soviet-Afghan War where weaker forces
raised costs for stronger powers. Iran has
suceeeded in avmdmg decisive defeat by
imposing strategic and economic strain.
India is applying comparable methods
against China alung the LAC. It uses ter-
rain advantage in Ladakh, forward
deployment of light, mobile forces,
swarm drones and precision artillery.

S. Narula
Patiala

ARNAB AT IT AGAIN

CONCERNS regarding the role of Indian
media in fostering eommunal discord and-
spreading misinformation deserve legal
scrutiny. The Delhi high court has issued
summons to Repul)}ic TV editor-in-chief
Arnab Goswami in a case filed by the
Congress Party, over an allegation that he
made false claims regarding the party
maintaining an office in Istanbul. Justice
Mini Pushkarna is heading the bench. An
FIR was xegls(ered against Goswami and
Amit Malviya in the aftermath of
Operation Sindoor last May, ro]lowm;,
Turkey’s decision to side with
Jang

Jamshedpur

ed the Union government to frame a nofauh
policy” for serious ad
following Covid-19 vaccinations. The direction
marks an important moment for India's public
th policy and its nearly five-decade-old national
mnmummnon pmgranune. The court’s observation
that ‘campaigns are carried out under
the authority of the S’tale and therefore must include
f the social
contract between cmmns and the government.
‘When governments encourage people to partici-
pate in puhlm ‘health programmes for collective ben-
efit, they also assume a responsibility to support
those who may, in rare circumstances, experience
unintended harm. Vaccines save millions of lives
every year and remain among the most effective and
cost-efficient tools in modern medicine.
Vaccines have helped eliminate or dramatically
reduce diseases that once caused widespread suffer-
ingand death in variousage groups. Yet, like all med-

I:dxasSupmmeCoueramcemruun g, direct-

outcomes is often complex.

This is where the concept of a “no-fault compensa-
tion” system becomes relevant. Unlike oonvenuonal
legal proceedings where victims must prove neglx

gence or wrongdoing, a “nofault” mechanism recog-
nises that rare adverse outcomes may occur even
when vaccines are developed, tested and adminis-
mred accordmg to the highest scientific and regula-
tandards. The objective is not to assign blame
but to provide timely financial assistance to individ-
‘who experience serious harm after participating
in a public health programme. Several countries
have already msutununahsed such mechanisms, In
the United States, the National Vaccine Injury
in 1986

and operates through a specialised claims process
financed by a small excise tax on each ine de

be misinterpreted. If poorly communicated, compen-
sation policies might unintentionally fuel vaccine
hwtancy by creating the impression that vaccines
are inherently dangerous. India witne during
the pandemic how misinformation spread widely
with rumours linking vaccines to infertility or sud-
den deaths. Experience from countries with estab-
lished compensation programmes, however, sug
gests that fransparency tends to strengthen trust

rather than wkeaken IL‘When governments openly

should evaluate claims based on established evi-
dence rather than political or public pressure.
Efficiency will also be critical. The mechanism must
avoid !he delays that often characterise litigation,
e.us\mng that affected individuals and families
receive support within a reasonable timeframe.
Funding mechanisms must be sustainable potential-
ly thmngh a dedicated public health fund or a small

into vaccine ystem:
sxmﬂa: to mtematmnal models.

may occurand
create structured systems to assist those affected, cit-
izens are more hkely to view the health system as
fair and accountable. By contrast, ignoring or dis-
‘missing concerns can deepen suspicion and provide
fertile ground for misinformation. A well-designed
therefore becomes not

The UK runs the Vaccine Damage Paymenl

only a welfare measure but also an important instru-

Scheme Japan, Germany and several
maintain similar government-backed systems that
allow individuals to seek financial mmpensauon

mal inferventions, be asso-
ciated with adverse events. India’s response to the
Covid-19 pandemic included one of the largest vacci-

nation drives in human history. Over 220 crore doses
were administered across the country within a rela-
tively short period. cted in an;

without lengthy court p

recent years, India’s vaccination landscape has exp~

anded with the introduction of add.monal antigens

and broader campaigns targeting adolescents and

adults. Estahhshmg a structured compensation
would not only align India with global

such scale, adverse events following immunisation
or AEFI were recorded through national surveil-
lance systems. Though most were minor reactions, a

best practices but also reinforce transparency and
in public health
A& Lhe same time, the introduction of such a policy

very small number involved severe
and a few deaths were reported. Establishing a
causal relationship between vaceination and these

—+ o0 ©

ms. In an era sh; apedbyrapxd

‘ment for puhhc trust.
The i

will remain central to the policy’s
succes Policymakers must emphasise that serious
adverse events remain extremely rare and that vac-
cines continue to represent one of the most poy
tools for preventing disease and death. The compen-
sation programme should be framed as a protective
safety net within a responsible health system rather
than an indication of widespread risk. , pub-
lic health professionals and community leaders will
play a cmcml role in explaining this distinction. A
“nofault vaccine

clearer when oonsldermg the 1 ion of newer
vaccines. recently expanded access to the
‘Human Pap:llomavu‘us vaccine for adolescent girls
aged nine to fourteen years, a major step toward pre-
ventmg cervical cancer. Yet, uptake remains uneven
in several regions. Despite strong global evidence
showing the vaccine's safety and effectiveness,
doubts linger.

Designing the compensation framework carefully
will therefore be essential. The system must rely on
mbust scientific methods for assessing causality in

mformauan flows and thy

media, discussions about vaccine injury can aasﬂy

ed-

ical experts, epidemiologists and legal specialists

_‘_

compensation pellcy could therefore serve a broad-
er purpose. It could strengthen the foundations of
vaccine confidence in India, protect families facing
rare but serious health consequences and reinforce
the credibility of public health institutions. Such a
policy would also signal that the State will stand
beside citizens who support collective health efforts
in good faith.

Lahariya is a leading cardio-

Dr Chandrakant,
metabolic phvszaan and specialist in public health
policy, parenting and child development
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Now, US power
play over Cuba

& President Donald Trump’s threat to ‘take Cuba, in
the wake of engineered economic collapse staring at the
island nation of 11 million people, is a crude escalation of
a policy that successive American leaders have adopted
towards it. That he chose to ratchet up the pressure using
an energy chokehold on the Cuban government in the
midst of ongoing talks that his administration is holding
is a deplorable act of intimidation. No one believes that
Trump holds out idle threats after the capture of Vene-
zuela’s leader Nicolas Maduro and the bombing of Iran.
But the motives behind his attempt at regime change in
Cuba seem more symbolic, designed only to add another
trophy to show his supporters at home. Cuba has been an
ideological holdout in America’s backyard since the suc-
cess of the Communist revolution of 1959 and the loss of
capitalist power to the nationalisation of economic assets
under Fidel Castro. The small country has faced the brunt
of US sanctions over the decades and has been deprived
of trading opportunities. Now, after regional allies, such
as Venezuela, Mexico, Colombia, and Brazil, withdrew oil
supplies to Cuba in favour of humanitarian aid, in the face
of US pressure, the country’s electric grid has suffered col-
lapse. The regime of Miguel Diaz-Canel in Havana finds
itself even more embattled in the absence of backing from
China. Itis not that the Cuban leader has refused to appear
conciliatory, offering Cuban expatriates opportunities to
invest in their home

country and own busi- Just what the
nesses. Yet, Trump feels | US pol wy
compelled to flex hege- | seeks to

monistic muscle rather
than do an honourable
commercial deal.

achieve in
Cuba appears
Just what the US pol-

) USpol- | ynclear.

icy seeks to achieve in

Cuba appears unclear. By many accounts, setting the
country on the path to multi-party democracy is not high
on the agenda, as the recent experience in Venezuela
shows. America’s tradition of supporting dictators who
are ready to aid capitalist interests is well-known and is
very much part of Cuban history from the time of Fulgen-
cio Batista, who was overthrown by Castros fighters. The
island was the scene of an alarming Cold War erisis when
Russia and the US faced off over deployment of the
former’s nuclear missiles; later it was the target of crip-
pling economic sanctions. Today, as the Communist rev-
olution fades in appeal to many Cubans, the imperative is
to let the island’s people determine their future through
free and fair elections and global trade. America’s poor
neighbour is often eriticised for lack of political freedoms,
but Havana’s rulers point to universal healthcare and edu-
cation as achievements that the US, the most powerful
country, cannot match. Trump is ready to use any avail-
able tactic to advance his exploitative goals, as he plans to
in Zambia. There, he intends to seek more minerals to
continue the HIV treatment access. It is time all nations
condemn the savaging of innocents by ideologically bank-
rupt rulers, whether in Gaza, Iran or elsewhere.

Barbarity has
no justification

]’I‘ne bombing of the Omid Drug Addiction Treatment

Hospital in Kabul by Pakistan’s air force deserves the
strongest possible condemnation. Few acts in warfare are
as morally indefensible as the deliberate targeting of a fa-
cility where the sick and vulnerable seek healing. Accord-
ing to reports, nearly 400 patients undergoing treatment
for drug addiction were killed in the attack. Many of them
were already suffering the agony of withdrawal and were
in no condition to flee or defend themselves. They became
helpless targets in an act that violates not only the norms
of civilised conduct but also the most basic principles of
humanity. The hospital, a former US military base con-
verted into a rehabilitation centre, had become a refuge
for those attempting to reclaim their lives from addiction.
Instead, it turned into a site of mass death. The attack also

p a blatant infri Afghani sover-
eignty and airspace, underlining the dangerous disregard
Pakistan has repeatedly shown for international norms.

India’s Ministry of External Affairs was right in describ-
ing the bombing as a barbaric and unconscionable act.
The victims were civilians who had nothing to do with the
tensions along the Pakistan-Afghanistan border. They
were men struggling with addiction, seeking treatment
ina facility that symbolised hope and recovery. Their kill-
ing serves no conceivable military purpose. For many In-
dians, particularly those familiar with the early days of the
Kashmir conflict, the episode evokes grim historical
memories. When Pakistan-backed tribesmen invaded
Kashmir in 1947, the world witnessed similar brutality, in-
cluding the sacking of a hospital in Baramulla and the kill-
ing and assault of innocent civilians, among them a
Catholic nun. The swift securing of Srinagar airport and
the eviction of the raiders remain chapters written in
golden letters in India’s military history. Equally haunting
are the memories of the atrocities committed by Pakistani
forces in East Pakistan before the 1971 war. These episodes
reveal a troubling pattern in which civilian lives are
treated as expendable.

The world community must, therefore, unequivocally
condemn this assault on Afghanistans sovereignty and on
the sanctity of humanitarian institutions. The moral clar-
ity demanded in such situations must also be applied uni-
versally. The bombing of a school in Iran during the early
days of the current conflictin West Asia, which reportedly
killed several children, was similarly horrific. Initial at-
tempts to deny responsibility did little to soften the tra-
gedy when evidence suggested the missile involved was
of American origin. Civilian deaths, whether in a rehabili-
tation centre in Kabul or in a schoolyard in Iran, demand
the same moral outrage. Nations often weigh their re-
sponses through the prism of strategic interests, but hu-
manity expects something higher. When barbarity wears
different uniforms and produces the same suffering, the
world must ensure that its voice of condemnation is
guided not by convenience but by conscience.

BRIG BYTES

Brig Suyash Sharma, VSM (Retd)

y  did

US and

Israel go

to war in

Iran when the negotiations were
in an advanced stage and it is re-
liably learnt that they were pretty
close to a deal? Ever since Trump
returned to power, the war was
imminent, and the early indica-
tions were evident all along.
Since 1979, Iran has been the
nemesis of the US, when the Shah
of Iran, a stooge of the Ameri-
cans, was overthrown in the Is-
lamic  Revolution.  Iranian
resilience is legendary, having
survived the eight-year-long
Iran-Iraq war despite the overt
and covert support of the West. It
is the inheritor of the rich Persian
civilisation. But the story actually
began sometime in 1953, when
US indulged in a now quite infa-
mous regime change’ operation,
orchestrated a coup, and de-
posed the democratically elected

Py
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n the Arthashastra,

Chanakya  writes

with characteristic

clarity: “The root of
the kingdom is the treasury.”

Power may command armies,
diplomacy may shape alliances,
and culture may inspire respect,
but without economic strength
none of these instruments can be
sustained for long.

As India looks toward 2047, the
centenary of its independence,
the most frequently asked ques-
tion is whether the country can
become a $30 trillion economy.
Yet the more important question
is not simply whether that
number can be reached, but how
that scale will be constructed, and
whether the foundations beneath
it will be strong enough to sustain
it.

Today. India’s economy exceeds
$4 trillion and is growing among
the fastest of major economies,
yet the path to $30 trillion over
the next two decades will require
not merely steady growth but a
profound structural transforma-
tion in the way the country pro-
duces, innovates, trades, and

governs economic activity.
If India sustains real growth be-

Prime Minister Mohammed Mo-
saddegh because of his decision
to nationalise the British-con-
trolled oil industry, and installed
Shah Mohammed Reza Pahlavi
on the throne.

US was made to eat humble pie
after the Tehran hostage crisis of
1979, which lasted 444 days and
cost Jimmy Carter his presi-
dency. Iran has been at the re-
ceiving end of US-led sanctions
since then. It has not only sur-
vived all that but has been wag-
ing a proxy war through
Hezbollah, Hamas, and Houthis,
targeting the US and Western in-
terests in the Middle East. Israel
has been a thorn in the flesh for
the Mullahs of Iran, and they
have vowed to destroy the Zionist
state in totality. The rest of the
Arab world has been brought
around by the Americans to ac-
cept some sort of adjustment
with Israel, except the Iranians,
and hence the concern about the
Iranian nuclear programme. A
nuclear-powered Iran spells dis-
aster for Israel and, in the bar-
gain, for Western hegemony in

the region. Israel has been itching
to neutralise this threat once and
for all; however, US has been reti-
cent and cautious all this while
because the administration was
aware of the mess it may end up
n.
This time around, Bibi and the
powerful Jewish lobby in US ad-
ministration seem to have con-
vinced Trump that all that was
needed was the elimination of
the top leadership of Iran and the
cookie will crumble, as the
masses are themselves fed up
with this brutal dictatorial re-
gime. The leadership was elimin-
ated, but the regime has survived
so far, and there are no indica-
tions that it is anywhere near a
total collapse. It turned out to be
a grave miscalculation, as the war
is now in its third week and there
are no signs of any fatigue visible
in the Iranian response. Iran ob-
viously has not been surprised by
the turn of events, as its neigh-
bourhood has been targeted in
the last two decades or so, with
Egypt, Libya, Iraq, and Syria
meeting the same fate of regime

www.freepressjournalin

IRANIAN IMBROGLIO

Escalation in West Asia exposes fragile geopolitics and economic risks.
| Aprolonged Iran conflict could reshape global supply chains and stabil-

| change and ensuing anarchy.
Having been a witness to these
happenings, it has been quietly
preparing for this eventuality. So
it systematically targeted the US
bases in the region along with Is-
rael in the first phase, then de-
cided to choke the Strait of
Hormugz, thereby sending ripples
around the rest of the world as
well. If the war drags on longer,
these ripples can turn into tsuna-
mis, which may end up drowning
many of the smaller economies
of the world.

In today’s era, where economies
of the world are globalised and in-
tertwined, this blocking of the
Strait of Hormuz has implications
way beyond just oil. With oil
prices shooting through the roof
and supply of LPG severely af-
fected. this will end up in hyper-
inflation in smaller economies.
The other major sectors likely to
be affected in the near term are
agriculture, as nitrogen-based fer-
tilisers need gas, the semiconduc-
tor industry, which needs helium,
another byproduct of the petro-
chemicals industry, and plastic,

resins, and packaging material.

India is also being affected by
the shortage of LPG in the short
term. If the war continues for a
considerably longer period, the
economy will also face head-
winds. Global supply chain dis-
ruption will cause mayhem in
almost all sectors,

What is the end state of this
current imbroglio? It is evident
that Iran is not exactly suing for
peace. Trump’s call for support to
ease the blockage of the Strait of
Hormuz has not been heeded to
by NATO countries, nor China.
Signs are ominous; an off ramp is
required for US to call off the of-
fensive, which does not seem to
be available as of now. Knowing
the unpredictable nature of
Trump, it may just happen as
suddenly as it began, with him an-
nouncing that they have achieved
their aim of denuclearising Iran,
as he did last time around after
bombing Iranian nuclear facilities
and claiming to have decimated
them. That may end the war for
now, but peace will still remain
elusive.

India@2047 — The $30 TN Question

The five pillars that will shape India’s economic rise by 2047

tween 6.5 and 7 per cent over the
coming decades, a demanding
but plausible trajectory, the arith-
metic of compounding could in-
deed place the economy in the
$25-30 trillion range by 2047.
However, such growth cannot
rely indefinitely on domestic con-
sumption alone; it must be sup-
ported by  manufacturing
expansion, export competitive-
ness, technological capability, and
productivity gains across sectors.

The first pillar of this trans-
formation must therefore be
manufacturing scale.

Today, manufacturing con-
tributes roughly 16-17 percent of
India’s GDP, significantly below
the 25 percent threshold typically
associated with industrial power-
houses. Countries that have suc-
cessfully moved into high-income
status, from South Korea to Ger-
many, built strong industrial eco-
systems capable of exporting
globally competitive products.
For India, this implies not merely
assembling goods but mastering
advanced electronics, semicon-
ductors, defence systems, electric
mobility, and precision engineer-
ing, while simultaneously
strengthening small and medium
enterprises that form the back-
bone of supply chains.

Closely linked to manufactur-
ing is the second pillar: Export
dynamism.

India’s exports of goods and
services together approach $800
billion annually, yet reaching $30
trillion in GDP will require ex-
ports exceeding $2 trillion. This is
not merely a trade target; it is a
productivity test. Export com-
petitiveness forces industries to
innovate, reduce costs, improve
quality, and integrate into global
supply networks. The strategic
objective must therefore be to
position India as a trusted manu-
facturing and services hub in a
world where supply chains are
increasingly diversifying away
from excessive concentration.

The third pillar is tech-
nological sovereignty and in-
novation.

Research and development ex-
penditure in India currently re-
mains below 1 percent of GDP, far
behind innovation-driven econ-
omies that invest three to four
percent annually. If India is to
lead in artificial intelligence, bio-
technology, space technology,
and advanced materials, public
and private investment in re-
search must rise dramatically.
Universities must become en-
gines of discovery rather than
merely credentialing institutions,
and industry-academia collab-
oration must deepen so that inno-
vation moves from laboratories
into markets.

The fourth pillar is infra-

structure scale and urban
transformation.

Over the past decade, India has
made significant progress in
highways, digital infrastructure,
airports, and logistics corridors,
yet the coming decades will
require even more ambitious in-
tegration of rail freight corridors,
port modernisation, smart
energy grids, and sustainable ur-
banisation. By 2047, India is ex-
pected to have nearly 50 percent
of its population living in urban
areas, and the productivity of
these cities will determine
whether growth accelerates or
stalls.

The fifth pillar, often less dis-
cussed but equally decisive, is
human capital productivity.

India’s demographic profile re-
mains favourable, with a median
age far younger than most ad-
vanced economies, but demo-
graphics alone do not produce
prosperity. Education systems
must deliver foundational literacy
and numeracy universally, while
higher education must cultivate
analytical thinking, innovation,
and technical mastery. Skills
aligned with automation, artifi-
cial intelligence, and advanced
manufacturing will determine
whether the workforce becomes

not built by economics alone.

It depends fundamentally on
institutional credibility, predict-
able regulation, efficient dispute
resolution, transparent taxation,
and administrative competence
that reduces friction for entrepre-
neurs and investors alike. Inves-
tors do not seek perfection; they
seek reliability.

Indian civilisational thought re-
minds us that artha, prosperity,
must always remain aligned with
dharma. Economic growth that
deepens inequality, degrades the
environment, or erodes trust can-
not sustain itself for long. The
true test of India’s rise will there-
fore not be how quickly GDP ex-
pands, but how responsibly
prosperity is created and dis-
tributed.

The path to $30 trillion is thus
not a sprint but a disciplined con-
struction, of factories and labora-
tories, ports and classrooms, laws
and institutions,

The sutra for India@2047 is
therefore simple:

Build production with innova-
tion, expand trade with competi-
tiveness, and anchor growth in
institutions, for when the econ-
omic foundation is strong, the edi-
fice of national power stands
secure.

a competitive ad or a
missed opportunity.
Yet economic architecture is

The witer is director of Indian Institute of
Management, Indore
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Energy doubts about institutional _
Dependence balance within Parliament. 2
Tensions around the Strait K. Chidanand Kumar, Ben- ;
of Hormuz have exposed galuru =z
India's vulnerability to glo- ES
bal energy disruptions. Gas Disruption

Liquefied petroleum gas Supply disruptions of LPG

shortages and rising prices
are affecting households
and industries alike. The
crisis highlights the urgent
need to strengthen do-
mestic energy production
and diversify supply
sources to reduce depend-
ence on a volatile region.
Ranganathan Sivakumar,
Chennai

Missing
Statesmen
Recent global conflicts
have shattered the belief
that economic interdepen-
dence would ensure lasting
peace. The world today has
many powerful leaders but
few statesmen capable of
guiding humanity with
moral vision. Voices of rea-
son and ethical reflection
are urgently needed to
steer civilisation away from
rising nationalism and de-
structive conflict.

R. Narayanan,

Navi Mumbai

Speaker Debate
The no-confidence motion
against Lok Sabha Speaker
Om Birla may not succeed
numerically but has high-
lighted concerns about
parliamentary impartiality.
A Speaker must rise above
party affiliations to protect
democratic debate. The
continued absence of an
Opposition Deputy Speaker
has further intensified

cylinders due to the West
Asia conflict are troubling
consumers. Long queues at
gas agencies and delays in
refills have caused anxiety
in several cities. Though
authorities describe the
issue as a temporary logis-
tical problem, reports of
black-marketing and rising
commercial cylinder prices
are adding to public con-
cern.

Dimple Wadhawan,

Kanpur Nagar

Fare Surge
Airfares have surged
sharply during the US-Is-
rael-Iran conflict, raising
concerns about opportun-
istic pricing by airlines.
While fuel costs may justify
some increase, fares often
soar even during festivals
due to high demand. Such
practices appear unfair to
travellers. Authorities
should examine pricing
policies and ensure reason-
able limits on fare hikes.
Melville X. D'Souza,
Mumbai

Al Future

The prediction that 85% of
existing jobs may change
by 2030 due to artificial in-
telligence highlights the ur-
gency of preparing
students for a new tech-
nological era. Universities
such as Visvesvaraya Tech-
nological University are en-

Thereis LPG
shortage

The centre says there is no
LPG 'dry out’ so far. The
ground realities, however,
belie this assurance. The hotel
industry is badly affected, with
many hotels closing shutters,
throwing workers out of their
jobs. Why can the government
not make available alternate
sources of energy at
subsidised costs, viz.,
induction stove, coal, etc., or
follow the method being
adhered to by the Tamil Nadu

government?

P.R. Ravinder, Hyderabad

couraging innovation, de-
sign thinking and Al learn-
ing. Embracing technology
will help young people re-
main competitive and
adaptable.

Aditya Kamble,

Kalaburagi

Right To Die
The euthanasia debate
centres on dignity, personal
choice and compassionate
care. When terminal illness
causes unbearable suffer-
ing, the right to life must
also recognise the right to
die with dignity. Passive eu-
thanasia and living wills
have been discussed in
India, though active eutha-
nasia remains illegal. The
issue demands careful
legal and ethical consider-
ation.

GK Maniam, Ghaziabad

CSK Without
Rajini

Fans of Chennai Super

Kings will no longer hear
songs from Rajinikanth
films at matches. The fran-
chise informed the Madras
High Court it will avoid
tracks from Jailer, Jailer 2
and Coolie following a
copyright plea by Sun TV
Network. Even so, sup-
porters will expect the
team to deliver the same
excitement and charisma
on the field that Rajinikanth
brings to the screen.

A.P. Thiruvadi, Chennai

Talent Overflow
When talent overflows, it
finds many outlets. Kamal
Haasan, now a Member
of Parliament, recently
wrote an impassioned
letter to Donald Trump
urging him to stop med-
dling in India’s affairs.
Reading the letter ex-
plains why admirers hold
him in such regard. He
has proved that his com-
mand of written English
matches his reputation as

an actor and communica-

tor.
CKR Nathanji,
Coimbatore

IndiGo Joyride
IndiGo provided passen-
gers with an unusual avi-
ation experience this week:
a Dethi-Manchester-Delhi
journey lasting 13 hours
without landing in Man-
chester. Travellers enjoyed
uninterrupted views of the
sky while the crew served
meals and beverages.
When the aircraft returned
to Delhi, passengers dis-
embarked relieved. The
episode will long be re-
membered as a curious air-
line adventure.

CKS Dorai Ramani
Maniam, West Chennai

Artistic Minister

A photograph of a West
Bengal minister painting
has sparked humorous
speculation that art collec-
tors may soon rush to ac-

quire the works. Given the
state's revenue deficit,
some joke that these paint-
ings could become a new
income source. The min-
ister's artistic pursuits
often resurface during
political crises. In West
Bengal, governance may
fluctuate but artistic pro-
ductivity seems constant.
Ram Lakshman, Mumbai

Sibling Loyalty
Priyanka Gandhi's steadfast
support for her brother
Rahul Gandhi is often strik-
ing. She consistently inter-
prets his actions generously
and defends him vigorously
against criticism. Political
observers note that while
some in the ruling party
praise her leadership poten-
tial, she remains firmly com-
mitted to backing her
brother as Leader of the
Opposition. Family loyalty, it
appears, remains central.
Akhila Ramakrishnan,
Chennai

LPG Alternatives
The LPG shortage reminds
us of earlier times when
households relied on varied
cooking methods. People
can explore alternatives
such as induction stoves,
microwaves, ovens, tan-
doors or traditional chulhas
using wood or coal. Most
households still possess one
full eylinder, so panic buying
is unnecessary. Calm adher-
ence to supply guidelines
and modest adjustments in
cooking habits will help sta-
bilise the situation.

Maya Hemant

Bhatkar, Pune
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reliability for critical applica-
tions like defence, disaster
management, and transporta-
tion is severely compromised.
The navigation system was en-
visioned as a step towards self-
reliance in satellite-based navi-
gation, yet its relatively low
usage in smartphones and
commercial applications re-
flects gaps in policy execution
and industry collaboration.

Telangana Today

NavIC needs urgent reset

illed as India’s answer to the American GPS
network, the indigenous satellite navigation
system — Navigation with Indian Constella-
tion (NavIC) — is plagued by technical failures
and ageing infrastructure. It needs an urgent reset if the
ambitious goals set by the Indian Space Research Or-
ganisation (ISRO) are to be met. Experts have com-
mented that NavIC represents a classic case of over-
promising and underdelivering. It is ironic that just two
years ago, the Ministry of Science and Technology had
described it as “a beacon of self-reliance, shining
brightly in the world of satellite navigation”. Despite
ISRO’s commendable technological achievements, per-
sistent issues such as satellite failures, delays, and lim-
ited integration in consumer devices have restricted
NavIC's effectiveness. The system’s primary weakness
has been the failure of onboard rubidium atomic clocks
— many of which were imported. Without these pre-
cise clocks, satellites cannot provide accurate position-
ing data, leading to a cascade of service capability
losses. The clocks have continued to malfunction, and
as many as five satellites have been rendered unusable.
A functional satellite navigation system requires at
least four satellites to be visible simultaneously for reli-
able positioning. With reports indicating that the con-
stellation has fallen below this threshold, the system’s

The system

faces challenges,

including
satellite failures,

faulty atomic
clocks, and poor
smartphone
integration

The idea of NavIC was born out of a strategic need
for indigenous navigation and timing services, particu-
larly after India was denied access to foreign GPS data
during the Kargil War. The NavIC was designed to pro-
vide precise position, velocity, and timing information
over India and surrounding areas. It was meant to be
particularly useful in high-altitude areas where signals
from global systems are sometimes unavailable. The
hybrid operation of NavIC, along with GPS and other
systems, could contribute to higher accuracy and seam-
less operation in certain geographic areas. However,
the commercial and public utilisation of NavIC has re-
mained very low. India’s mobile phone market cur-
rently has some 20 major brands and 700 phone mod-
els. To enable handsets to support the Indian
navigation system, changes must be made to both hard-
ware and software. Although some chipset manufactur-
ers are shipping processors that support NavIC, a study
by the Space Applications Centre and Vishwakarma
University, Pune, found that NavIC signals on many de-
vices remain invisible or are filtered out by low-level
drivers, even though hardware support exists. Over the
decades, ISRO has delivered complex missions, devel-
oping indigenous capability in key segments of space
technology. However, it has faced huge challenges
when it comes to the mass application of space technol-
ogy beyond dedicated government use.

VIEWPOINT
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We must respect and
operate according to
reasonable restrictions
under the Freedom of
Speech. Freedom of
Speech cannot be
absolute; it has tobein

the context of
29

society, culture

‘ Itis not our war; The youth are standing
we did not start inline for jobs, but there

it. We want diplomatic areno jobs. Apart from

solutions and a swift rolling out some new

end to the conflict. agenda every now and

Sending more warships then to distract

tothe region (Hormuz) aftention, the Prime

will certainly not Minister has no solution

contribute to that to this mega-crisis

BORIS PISTORIUS JAIRAM RAMESH

German Defence Minister Congress general secretary.

ASHWINI VAISHNAW
1&B Minister

Who pays the price of wars?

Consumption is not
merely market
behaviour — it
reflects deeper
economic resilience
and vulnerability

hen conflicts erupt thou-

sands of kilometres

away, their conse-

quences often appear
much closer — at the fuel pump, in gro-
cery prices, and within household
budgets. Wars and geopolitical ten-
sions disrupt energy markets, strain
global supply chains, and trigger infla-
tionary pressures that ripple across
economies. For a country like India,
which depends heavily on global trade
and imported crude oil, these shocks
quickly translate into everyday eco-
nomic realities.

Yet the transmission of global shocks
into domestic economies is rarely lin-
ear. Prices rise, markets fluctuate, and
policy responses follow — but the true
economic story lies in how these shifts
filter through different layers of society.
Consumption patterns become a quiet
indicator of economic stress: what peo-
ple delay buying, substitute, or stop
consuming altogether often reveals
more about economic strain than head-
line statistics. In this sense, consump-
tion behaviour functions as an early sig-
nal of how deeply global turbulence

domestic ic life.

Ralen v, gl

For instance, food inflation often in-
tensifies when fuel prices rise because
modern agricultural systems are deeply
energy-dependent. Transportation of
produce from farms to urban markets,
the operation of irrigation systems, and
the production of fertilizers all rely sig-
nificantly on fuel and energy inputs.
When energy costs increase, these
higher input and logistics expenses cas-
cade through the supply chain, ulti-
mately raising the retail prices of essen-
tial food commodities such as
vegetables, edible oils, and grains.

For lower-income households, the
impact is particularly severe because
food typically constitutes a substantial
share of total household expenditure.
C quently, even modest i
in food prices can significantly erode
purchasing power, forcing families to
reduce consumption diversity and real-
locate spending toward basic survival
needs. These households experience
what we may call consumption com-
pression. Instead of reallocating spend-
ing across categories, they often reduce
the quantity or quality of essential con-
sumption itself. Nutritional diversity
declines, healthcare visits may be post-
poned, and educational expenditures
can be reduced.

From a behavioural perspective,
these households prioritise short-term
survival over long-term welfare, rein-
forcing cycles of economic vulnerabil-
ity. This highlights a structural issue in
developing economies: external shocks
disproportionately affect those whose

ion is already constrained.

" This raises deeper questions. Who
ultimately absorbs the cost of global in-
stability? How do international con-
flicts reshape everyday consumption
decisions within emerging economies?
And can India build greater economic
resilience so that external shocks do
not disproportionately burden its most
vulnerable households?

Lower-Income Consumers
Lower-income households operate
under severe income elasticity con-
straints, where even small price changes
dramatically affect consumption behav-
iour. Because most of their income is
spent on essential goods — food, trans-
port, and utilities — their ability to ad-
just spending is extremely limited.

The Squeezed Middle Class

The middle-class operates within what
we may describe as intertemporal con-
sumption planning — balancing pres-
ent consumption with future financial
commitments. Loans for housing, edu-
cation, and automobiles allow house-

=
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spending—protecting essentials such
as education, healthcare, and housing
while postponing discretionary con-
sumption. Rather than eliminating
spending entirely, middle-class con-
sumers typically recalibrate their
choices, shifting from premium prod-
ucts to budget alternatives and from in-
ternational to domestic travel. These
adjustments illustrate how credit com-
mitments and economic uncertainty
reshape middle-class consumption be-
haviour,

Geopolitical shocks often trigger in-
flationary pressures that lead central
banks to increase interest rates. This
disrupts the delicate balance of in-
tertemporal planning. Rising loan costs
increase financial commitments, reduc-
ing disposable income and forcing
households to reassess consumption
priorities. Unlike lower-income house-
holds that cut essential spending, mid-
dle-class consumers typically adjust by
reducing discretionary consumption.
Leisure spending, travel, and premium
goods become the first casualties. In
this way, geopolitical crises reshape
middle-class consumption patterns
through financial tightening rather
than direct deprivation.

Affluent Consumers

Affluent consumers respond to geopo-
litical shocks through a different mech-
anism: the wealth effect. Their con-
sumption decisions are i ed less

ments. For instance, luxury consump-
tion — international travel, high-end
automobiles, premium experiences —
may be temporarily postponed as afflu-
ent consumers adopt a cautious out-
look. However, unlike other groups,
these adjustments rarely threaten es-
sential consumption. Instead, they re-
flect a strategic moderation of lifestyle
spending, illustrating how financial
sentiment rather than price shocks
shapes consumption behaviour at the
top of the income distribution.

Geopolitical tensions often create
volatility in equities, currencies, and
global investments, influencing percep-
tions of wealth. In response, high-in-
come households tend to moderate
lifestyle spending —postponing interna-
tional travel, luxury purchases, or high-
value experiences. However, rather
than eliminating consumption, they typ-
ically reallocate spending, shifting from
international to domestic luxury experi-
ences or premium local services. This
pattern reflects the wealth effect, where
perceived changes in asset values influ-
ence consumption behaviour, demon-
strating how financial confidence —
rather than 1mmed1ate economlc

hapes sp
among aﬂiuem consumers.

At the same time, a segment of ultra-
wealthy consumers remains largely in-
sulated, as diversified assets and high
liquidity buffer them from immediate
economic shocks. These asymmetries
highlight how global crises amplify
structural inequalities, underscoring
the need for policies that strengthen
economic resilience and protect the
most vulnerable consumers.

For policymakers and businesses,
this highlights the need to view con-
sumption not merely as market behav-
iour but as a reflection of deeper eco-
nomic resilience and vulnerability.
Strengthening domestic supply chains,
reducing dependence on volatile en-
ergy imports, and safeguarding essen-
tial consumption sectors become cru-
cial in limiting the transmission of
global shocks. Yet important questions
remain. How can economies protect
essential ion when global

by immediate price changes and more
by fluctuations in financial markets and
perceived wealth. When geopolitical
tensions create uncertainty in stock
markets or global investment flows,
wealthy households often experience
declines in portfolio valuations. Even
when their income remains stable, this
perceived reduction in wealth can lead
to sentiment-driven spending adjust-

holds to smooth ion over
time. For instance, middle-class house-
holds function within a credit-driven
consumption framework, where major
purchases such as housing and automo-
biles are financed through loans.

When inflation rises, monetary tight-
ening increases interest rates, raising
loan repayments and compressing dis-
posable income. As financial obliga-
tions expand, households reprioritise

Geopolitical tensions are
reshaping consumption in
India, hitting lower-income
households the hardest,
and forcing middie-class
adjustments

markets become unstable? Are existing
policy tools sufficient to shield vulnera-
ble households from external price
shocks? And can India build a con-
sumption structure that remains re-
silient even when global geopolitical
tensions intensify?

Addressing these questions will de-
termine whether global instability
translates into domestic insecurity —
or whether the Indian economy can de-
velop the structural resilience needed
to protect its most economically fragile
consumers,

(The author is Visiting Faculty,
Department of Management Studies,
Pondicherry University, Port Blair

(Sri Vijaya Puram), Andaman &
Nicobar Islands. She is also a Marketer
& Digital Brand Experience Consultant
for Island Tourism Brands)
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Preventable tragedy

Literary honour

| E ltor_]

Fire safety rules

Hospitals are meant to be
places of healing, yet negli-
gence in fire safety meas-
ures can turn them into
sites of disaster. This Cut-
tak incident calls for strict
enforcement of fire safety
regulations, regular safety
audits, and proper staff
training to handle emergen-
cies. Authorities must en-
sure that hospitals are

d with

Unlike many other toxic substances, there is no specific antidote available for
paraquat espite agg medical the mortality rate
remains extremely high. In the Nizamabad region alone, an estlmated 8-10

The selection of Tamil poet and lyricist
Vairamuthu for the 60th Jnanpith
award illustrates his profound impact

deaths per month are being reported due to paraquat i
nearly 100 deaths annually within a single district, highlighting the magmtude of
the problem at a regional level. The easy availability of this toxic herbicide in
agricultural ities contributes signifi to these pi deaths.
In the interest of public safety, a complete ban on paraquat should be strongly
considered in India. Paraquat poisoning is not merely a toxicological issue — it is
apreventable public health crisis that demands urgent and decisive action.

Dr VJITHIN, nizamabad

Gig workers’ welfare

This refers to “Seen but not secured” (March 18). Although the Social Security
Code aims to safeguard today's workforce, it often fails to specify the exact
quantum of benefits. The framework does not address the core issue of income
ion or the lack of a minimum guaranteed wage or income for gig

fire extinguishers, alarms,
and clear evacuation plans.
Accountability must be

workers. Many firms have not yet set up the mandated social security fund.
While the reform provides a national registration framework, e-Shram, and
mandates a grievance redressal mechanism for gig workers, it still suffers from

fixed, and those resp
ble should face strict action
to prevent such tragedies.
NAGARAJAMANI MV,
Secunderabad

poor i ion. The government should allocate funds for the welfare of
gig workers, including healthcare, education, and housing. It must also address.
practical challenges such as rigid eligibility criteria and an unclear funding
mechanism.

P VICTOR SELVARA]J, palayamkottsi

Write to us at letters@telanganatoday.com

on y Tamil i and
his works on social concerns and na-
ture. Vairamuthu is the third Tamil au-
thor to receive this prestigious award,
following Akilan and Jayakanthan, rep-
resenting a major milestone after a
gap of 24 years. However, the selec-
tion of the award on Vairamuthu has
sparked significant controversy, with
several women and activists from the
#MeToo Movement strongly opposing
the honour. By awarding the Jnanpith
to a person associated with unresolved
allegations that left a lasting shadow
over his public image, the institution
has inevitably drawn itself into an ethi-
cal debate. It also raises a paradoxical
question whether artistic brilliance be
celebrated separately from personal
misconduct or do allegations leave a
permanent shadow on such honours.
RANGANATHAN SIVAKUMAR,

Chennal

|_Indiain the |
hotspot

W Bloomberg

Why India has friends everywhere, but no leverage

For more than a decade now, India has sought to build its “strategic autonomy."
New Delhi has booked a place at every high table — the Quad, Shanghai Coopera-
tion Organization, BRICS, & the 12U2 Group and Abu Dhabi. The national interest,
we were told, required us to be close to everyone, but not too close to anyone.

W AllJazeera

How war on Iran puts Indian remittances at risk

As the United States-Israeli war on Iran completes two weeks, one country in
particular could face a double whammy if the conflict intensifies: India, the
world's fourth-largest economy, depends on the Gulf for its energy needs and
also for remittances sent by a vast workforce resident in the Middle East.

B The Japan Times

Modi walks fine line between Iran, US as war hits...

India's Prime Minister Narendra Modi is stepping up engagement with Iran as a
worsening conflict in the Middle East causes severe gas shortages in the country
and threatens economic growth, testing New Delhi’s relations with the US. Ear-
lier this month, the U.S. allowed India to buy Russian oil again.
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A dividend at risk

Mismatch between education, jobs, and aspirations
could narrow India’s demographic window

MPLOYABILITY AND JOB shortages have long cast doubt on

India’sability liseits much-vaunted der icdividend.

Anew report by Azim Premji University adds to t.hese concerns,

flagginga growing mismatch by pirationsand economic
realities.India s projected to have aworking-age population of overone bil-
lionby 2030.However,according to the State of Working India 2026 report,
theshare of this cohortislikely tobegin declining from 2030, signalling that
the window to harness this advantage may be narrower than previously
assumed. This shift is expected to coincide with a rise in unemployed grad-
uates, particularly among the young. Although the demographic dividend
isexpected tolastuntil 2055, itwill be of limited valueifyoungercohortsare
forced intolow-skill work.

Thereportsuggests thistrend is already underway,with lowlevels of per-
manent,salaried and white-collaremploymentamong graduates.Consider
this: fewer than 7% of male graduates were able to secure a permanent
salaried jobwithin ayear of graduatingas of 2023.These findingsare espe-
cially concerning given a labour market facing headwinds from artificial
intelligence and automation, whose impact on entry-level roles is increas-
inglyvisible and likely to intensify in the coming years. The shortage of
salaried employment has been building over the past decade. Economists
note that since the early 2010s, the number of young people entering the
labour force hasrisen steadﬂy, even as job creation has slowed. The study
acknowled, inbridgingeducational gaps of earlierdecades.Gross
enm]ment ratlos m hlghereducanon arebroadlyin linewith India’s stage of
development, and socioeconomic barriers—across genderand caste—have
narrowed to some extent. Yet, despite rising overall enrolment, the share of
young men in education has fallen from 38% in 2017 to 34% in the last
quarterof 2024.Akey reason is financial pressure, with manyforced to sup-
porthouseholdincomes,oftenatthe costof completing theireducation.The
government has sought to boost employability through initiatives such as
the Prime Minister Internship Scheme, but it has struggled to attract appli-
cants,with concerns ranging from low stipends to logistical constraints.

Policy priorities must centre on expanding salaried employment oppor-
tunities. This includes improving the absorption of women graduates. A
TeamLease report earlier this year noted that onlyabout one-third are con-
sidered employable despite asharp rise in women’s participation in higher
education.\ dly, unless structural divid. id d,Indiarisks
notonly onomicopportunitybutalsofacing social strains that
could deepen inequality. It is Jmportant to reverse trends such as the nsmg

share of students from poorer h Ids in tertiary education,
the continued domi: e of those from more affluent back dsinpro-
| courses such ingand medicine.

The rapid expansion ofvocational training institutes since the 2010s—
driven largely by private industrial training institutes—has not translated
into betteremployment outcomes, largely due to concerns over qualityand
weak industry linkages. This has contributed to a persistent skills gap that
undermines India’s manufacturing ambitions. Historically, China moved
ahead withabroad-based approach to vocational training and basic educa-
tion,while India focused more on elite highereducation. Bridging thisimbal-
ance is essential if the goals of the 2020 National Education Policy, particu-
larly improving employability, are to move beyond intent and deliver
measurable outcomes.

Firms pivoting from China
shedding to maxxing

talobal "

origins to sidestep Western scrutiny. But that: approach, called“China sheddmg" has
run its course—at least for the bigger players.

Thesurprise homecoming of online retailer Shein Group’s foundershould be the
final nail in the coffin for the strategy. Last month, Xu Yangtian,who has been rarely
photographed, took to the stage in the southern Chmese province of Guangdong to
thankthelocal governmentand i retail
juggernaut. Shein is now the biggest player in the global market for bargain-priced
apparel, according to GlobalData,ahead of the likes of Primark and Target Corp. Pri-
vate market research firm Sacra estimatesits 2025 salesat $60 bi]lion,wbich would
be more than Hennes & Mauritzand Inditex’s Zara combined.

Blurrmgtresto‘x.qmg regulatory orreputational ri wasa
Atthetime, el ] maker Huawei

Tec i ill making overspy-
ji I that episode, Chinese fir forinternational promi-

nencewanted toavoid asimilarfate,
Three of the rnosr succcssful—soaal mcdla platform TikTok and budget online

retailers theirroots.None
havesucceeded from Beijing, i itharecentvibeshift
thath perceptions of Chinese products sug-

gest it would be smart forhome-grown companies to
be more upfront about where they’re from.
What was unusual aboutXu s first- -ever publicapp-
isthat |r elfasa Sin-
ased East-Bashion g ith

mgnticms onits website of the region that powers its
abilitytochurnoutdesignsinaslittleas threeweeks.It’s
that upset the
tors who must appmve its lung delayed IPO.
Another reason onmpames should be more honest
is that Chis hard sell lookat
leI‘ak, owned by Beijing-based ByteDance. No matter

onvinc

4

) ¢

JULIANA LIU

Bloomberg

whatittried, theshort-formvideo platfor
n't Chinese, eventhough it doesn 't ex.|st in China.
i-Jil 2019

p itwas-

Fearinga I security probe, TikTok hired
KevinMayer,a furmerWaltD y asCEO ttoi i
inginthe US. Tt left Hong Kong in 2020 tosignal i

China.To no avail. President Joe Biden’s efforts to investigate it culminated ina con-
gressional grilling of the next chief executive, Shou Chew,in March 2023.

Pressed on whether TikTok was Chinese, Chew sidestepped the question, saying
only that the app was unavailable in China and based in Los Angeles and Singapore.

Though Chew himselfs hi: was ing. The lesson?
imply playing i enough toavoid political scrutiny. Eventu-
ally,the Trump White deal US-  TikToktowhich
ByteDance licensesits algorithm.

Last year, dunng the height of the US-China tensions, President Donald Trump
ndedal ding tariff ds under$800 that had propelled the
furtunes of’ Teruu., owned by PDD Holdmgs, and Shein. But while the active users of
fell, they rec with Sheint ingback

especially quickly,according to market firm Sensor Tower.

In fact, trade volatility hasn’t hurt the seller of $1 eyebrow shapers and $4 wax
stripsatall. Shein raised its US prices before tariffs on small packages were imposed,
which is expected to have helped its net income hit $2 billion in 2025, nearly double
theyear before, BIamnbergNmus reported

Smaller maystilll flyunder the radarwith Chinashedding. Not
so for the global heavyweights forwhich honesty would be the best policy.
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NDIAIS ONE of the globalleaders
indigitally delivered services and
goods trade through e-com-
merce.The government has taken
several measures to promote
small and medium enterprise exports
through online platforms at a time of
global trade uncertainty. As the World
Trade Organization (WTO)approachesits
nextMinisterial Conference (MC14)next
week in Cameroon, debate intensifies on
India’s position regarding the morato-
rium on e-commerce. Should India

' WTO MORATORIUM
INDIA SHOULD SUPPORT ITS CONTINUATION, WHILE PRESSING FOR CLARITY, FAIRNESS, AND SAFEGUARDS

Naysayer to decision-maker

ARPITA MUKHERIJEE

Professor, ICRIER

Stakes for a digital economy
Asone of the fastes( growmg drg1tal

ship roles in global digital trade policy-
making. India is already agreemg to zero

traderules.Elec i it ver
software downl, , cloud services,

secureits export i from
a naysayer to a decision-maker, or con-
tinue aligning with South Africa and
Indonesia, even if they shift positions for
key markets like the US?

Discussions on e-commerce began in
1998 withth oftheWork-
ing Programme on E-commerce (WPEC)
at the WTO. Members agreed toa “mora-
torium”—no customs duty on electronic
transmissions. This has been renewed at
each Ministerial Conference and was
extended in MC13 until MC14 or March
31,whenboththemoratoriumand WPEC
are set to expire. Progress on trade rules
within WPEC has been limited, raising
questionsabout its survival.

What began as a temporary arrange-
mem Iras over nearly th.ree decades,

economy and India’s exports. India has
opposedapermanent moratorium,argu-
ing that the definition of e-commerce is
stillevolving i be perma-
nendy waived fora sector that rcrnains

about tarun 1

design files, research data, and cross-bor-
derdigital services.In 1998, e-commerce
was largely confined to digitally ordered
goods and some services. Today, digitally
delivered goods and services are ubiqui-
tous,yet WPEChas not reached consensus

tariffs under multiple
so tariffs can no longer be treated as an
import shield.

Revenue concerns

The principal argument against the
moratorium is fiscal/custom revenue
loss.Somestudies (suchas United Nations
Tradeand Development [UNCTAD]stud-

WWW.FINANCIALEX|
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® 6G AND INDIA

Union Communications Minister Jyotiraditya Scindia

The promise of 6G lies not only in

technological sophistication, but also in the
democratisation of opportunity. It is here that
India’s story comes to the fore on the global stage

India is investing heavily in semicon-
ductor design,advanced manufacturing,
artificial intelligence development and

igital
tions depend on Lntegratlon mtc global

upply ys-
tems. Timing is critical. While the us
r.hreateust;m’fis ,Indiais positioning itself
moratorium could strengthen Indla s

market, especiall;

as global ﬁrms seek secure supply chains
and evaluate long-term investments.

Abalanced path forward
Supporting the continuation of the
moratorium does not mean accepting
ambiguity. india should use upcoming
negotiations to push for clarity on what
constitutesan “electronic transmission”
and how it should be treated within
ks. Clear definitions

would reduce disputes and provide

At the same time, India can advocate
complementary measures to ensure

Lmde,'l‘rh'lsincludesstmngthening capac-
ity-building provisions, facilitating tech-
nologyaccess for MSMEs,and improving

onscope ordefinition. iesby Banga, 019 and 2021) estimated
Trade agreements, however, have that i P i WTO

definitions of e- in tariff from digital imports.

djglml trade chapters. India Countering this, ICRIER | greaterlegal certainty.
has digital trade chapters 5 Working Paper (WP) 426
with the United Arab Emi- India should found that the UNCTAD
rates, the UK, and the Euro- use upcoming studies inciuded goods
ean Union. WPEC discus- iati where India has a positive
ls)ions remain crucial tokeep neEonaﬂo'}s ] trade balance and/or is a
e-commerce on the multi- push for da'_"ty ON  netimporter where tariffs
lateral agenda, especially ~ What constitutes  are already zero or low

since JSI's status as plurilat-
eral is unclear. The US has

an ‘electronic

under existing free trade
g Thus, the

not joined ST but remains

argument is technically

—_— M
part of WPEC. The morato- weak for India. With more
rium has enabled busi: all rade digital products
smaller firms, to access platforms and will likely be duty-free.

markets without layered border taxes. If
countries begin levying duties on digital

countries.Yet,Indiahas s(ruggledtobuxld
support,asmanydeveloping nations have
joined the Joint Statement Initiative (JSI)
on e-commerce. On July 26,2024, 80 ]SI
members reached consensus on trade
rulesina“stabilised text”. Key exceptions
are India and the US, with Washington
treating the moratorium as a bargaining
toolinits trade agreements.

ente
inauincreasmgly protecuumst world.

Withgovernment focus onelectronics
exports, global capability centres, and

digital infrastructure financing.

Trade rules must evolvewith technol-
ogy. Abrupt reversals that introduce
uncertaintyintodigital commercewould
beastepbackward. TheWTO moratorium
‘has provided stability during the forma-
tive decades of the digital economy.

India should support its continua-
tion—while prcssmg for clarity, fairness,

micro,small,and medium revival of special ic zones, India and Doing so
(d Id should prioritise removing export barri- would reinforce India’s roleasa responsr-
ers. duties on intangi- bledigital ;;nr]nnmm t i
The India Al Impact Summit 2026 in ble digital issi also pose of il
New Delhishowcased India’sambition to serious administrative challenges. thmughmtegranon,not rsulauon_
ible, human- i pted to create a separate The question before policymakers is

become a hub for

centricAl innovation. It highlighted how
technology can drive inclusive growth
across the Global South and demon-
strated India’s readiness to take leader-

HS code,without success.ICRIERWP 426
argued that domestic tax/goods and ser-
vices tax is a more effective revenue col-
lection method than customs duty.

not whether digital trade will expand. It
will.The questioniswhether indiachooses
to shape that expansion from within the
system or risks standing at its margins.

Liberalisation sandboxes can break deadlock

VARDAAN AHLUWALIA

General Counsel, Premij nvest

Used well, they could become living demonstrations of
the govt’s reform vision—global models of sustainable,
rules-based urban and economic governance

INDIAHAS BECOME boldly itiousin
what it wants to build but remains less so
inhowtoachieveit.Reformsoverthe past
decade have been a pattern of incremen-
talism at best—not because they lack
democratic legitimacy or policy nuance,
but because they were limited by politi-
cally safe measures that ultimately failed
todelivercommensurate results. Forevery
step forward,a chorus of special interests
and federal complexities often pulls
another step back The costs are substan-
tial—the stalling of land acquisition ref-
ormalone has left land-related disputes
holding up investment projects greater
than $200 billion. Initiatives such as spe-
cial economic zones (SEZs) and the pro-
ductmn linked incentive scheme alsofol-

Tow byrelying

and s plinginland markets—where two-thirds  ible market-accesscommitmentsinring-
cial regulatory design, such ﬁameworks of civil cases involve property disputes. fenced territories for clearer evaluation.
could betestedlocallyin UTst The e y affect India’s While mnstitutjonaﬂysuu.nd,libmliv
scaled nationally. Takelarge-scale Al ati pti

The creatiou of the Island Develop-
ment Agency and the $9.4-billion Great
Nicobar Island Development Project ref-
lects a renewed push by the government
tounlock grawrthTs Yet these initiat-

will require international talent digital
infrastructure, reliable baseload power,
and assured access to land and water.
These investments depend on clear titles
and liability laws,

tepand must
not! bypass~checksand balances through

nance.

Concernsthat thi: i -

ile ecologi ities, or

onfinancial i

tructural
bottlenecksratherth: them.

Effective reform is a public good, one
that requires deliberate effort in diverse
democracies. As James Madison and BR

simply rebrand SEZs are legitimate. The
government could anchor this througha
council presided over by the PMO—draw-
ingon mtematmnal and Indlan consti-

tutic =
ntalist: d £
desrgn best-in-class governance ﬁ-ameA
works ithinter

ness havens, A well-conceived sandbox
approach will embed suitable environ-
mental and social safeguards within the

inthe  and predictable regulatory approvals. In
same legal and administrative framew- their absence, even well-capitalised pro-
Orks that have COnStAINel e jOCES struggle to move
execution, The real oppor- beyond planning.
tunityliesnotinincremen-  The Structure When layered onto Ind-
tal adjustmentstoexisting ~ governing Union  ia’s federal polity, where re-
models but in rethinking Territories helps form efforts often trigger
fabric. lise the ic distortions,
India’s UTs occupyadis- 5 these constraints become
tinct constitutional posi- democratic decisive. A liberalisation
tion, en- distortions that sandbox offers theability to
tre-state legislative impede reform jettison such di: by
demarcation that defines offeringbest-in-classgover-

Indian federalism. Under
Articles 240and 246, UTswithoutalegis-
lature fall under the direct legislativeand

are distorted when formally emp

governmentsare unabletoactbecause of
narrow special interests.

This raises the question of whether

alternative reform pathways exist that can

on-

sensus. One possibility lies in using exist-

exec the g
ment—a distinction reaffirmed by the
Supreme Court in 2023. This structure
helps neutralise the democratic distor-
tions that impede reform—it places law-
makmg squarelywnhm the Uruon 'scon-

titutional remit

pecial-i vetoes.

by reimagining Union Territories(UTs)not
asadministrativeafterthoughtsorstrate-
gicoutposts but as liberalisation sand-
boxes—controlled reform environments.
Drawing on experience from Guang-
dong’sreform enclaves, Estonia’se-gover-

nance and administrative
frameworks. For instance, the govern-
ment could pioneer blockchain-secured
landregistries, single-windowregulatory
clearances, fast-track dispute resolution,
and state-backed nuclear liability frame-
workstolaunchsuch projectsin UTs.Over
time, ritoriesc
economic capabilities—Al clusters, inter-
national financial services, arbitration
lrubs, tokmlsannn, and digitally enabled

India’s
tion as a hidden tax on grcwth Cans\der
dispute resolution—with nearly 50 mil-
lion pending cases and commercial con-
tractenforcementtypically
four years, and delays are especially crip-

talent. Bey-

ond economic gains, their success would

create a channel for evidence-based poli—
ing, encouraging wider adk

and strengthemng New Delhl shand i in

HE EDITOR

Turbulence

for Air India

Apropos of "Faltering flight path"

(FE, March 18), four years after the
Tata Group's takeover of Air India, the
airline is trailing expectations. Regular
travellers and public rejoiced with
confidence when Al was taken over by
Tata, hoping the latter would overhaul
the ailing airline's systems and its
management, and bring it at par with
private players. While the Tata group

was channelising efforts, placing
orders for a massive number of
aircraft, overhauling the brand,

and setting the house in order, the
unfortunate Ahmedabad crash last
year cast aspersions. People have
confidence in the group's dedication,
but it needs to initiate multi-pronged
initiatives right from refining internal
control, upgrading the fleet, and
upskilling flight crew, to reorienting
administrative mechanisms.

—RV Baskaran, Pune

China’s growth strategy

Apropos of “Enabling Chinese
ambitions" (FE, March 18), China is
resilient to the disruption in its huge
Iranian oil import of1.38 million barrel
a day due to the US-Iran war. The oil
import disruption increases costs and
impact its economic growth, and
China's Iranian investments, including
the Belt and Road Initiative, will be
affected. Despite these headwinds,
China chalked out its 15th Five-Year

, Mahape, Navi 710
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k.Ifachieved,we’d

strengthen institutional democracy by
evolution rather than weakemng it

Wrth India’s macrueconunuc condi-
t unit
is both immediate and substantial. The
Andamanand Nicobarlslandsare 10 tim-
es the size of Singaporeand larger than
Hong Kong,while Dadraand Nagar Haveli
and Daman and Diu are comparable in
scaleto Smgapore offenng scope forcon-
mnmmd Used
well,th
demonstrations of the government visi-
on—global models of sustainable, rules-
based urban and economic governance.
The challenge is self-imposed and war-
rants a deliberate constitutional solution
inthe service of democratic evolution.

y
b 1db Touh

plan with reduced growth rate

but with a goal of high-quality
investments, transforming its
economy for technological self-
reliance and innovation-driven growth
including artificial intelligence and
robotic and digital application in
industries. The instability in West Asia
doesn't appear to be affecting China's
agenda for high-quality growth yet.
—NR Nagarajan, Sivakasi

®Wiite to us at feletters@expressindia.com
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Reeves’ ambitious growth rhetoric clashes with reality

UK chancellor’s plans
Jfor areset with the
EU lack credibility

‘The economic backdrop for UK chan-
cellor Rachel Reeves’ Mais lecture —a
prestigious annual set piece — was less
than ideal. Official data on Friday
revealed the British economy flatlined
inJanuary, after a sluggish end to 2025.
The Iran war has prompted investors to
scale back their expectations for inter-
est rate cuts by the Bank of England —
which the government had hoped
would help drive growth this year —
while concerns over rising energy prices
are mounting. Reeves’ speech set out an
ambitious agenda for growth, but it will
dolittle tolift the near-term gloom.

The chancellor put a deeper relation-
ship with the EU, rapid technological
adoption and regional growth at the
heart of her plans. These are all laudable
priorities. Closer ties with the bloc on

regulation, defence and energy would in
theory support growth and national
security. Britain’s services-led economy
isalso well placed to benefit froma pro-
ductivity boom through faster Al adop-
tion, while backing the quantum indus-
try should reinforce its technological
edge. Finally, boosting activity beyond
London would help harness more of the
country’s productive potential.

But there are doubts about the
government's ability to meaningfully
deliver on her three goals. First, the EU
will balk at the chancellor’s unrealistic
strategy to cherry-pick arrangements
without being prepared to rethink the
government's redline opposition to
returning to the single market or
customs union. The bloc is likely to
demand politically contentious conces-
sions in return. Reeves’ approach ech-
oes the “cakeism” that stymied earlier
negotiations with Brussels.

Next, Reeves’ backing of Aland quan-
tum technologies with £2.5bn in invest-
ment and procurement pledges sends a

post jgnal toi 3 S
But worries around a shallow venture
capital pool and steep marginal tax rates
must also be addressed to prevent tech
talent from leaving the UK.

On regional growth, the chancellor
appears Lo be taking a more holistic
approach. Her goal to turn the Oxford-
Cambridge Arc into Europe’s Silicon
Valley — using development corpora-
tions to spur investment and cut
bureaucracy — is promising, as are
plans for new city investment funds and
greater fiscal devolution.

Reeves' speech builds on her earlier
efforts to boost public investment, free
up pension capital and streamline the
planning system. But her initiatives will
takea while to generate growth. Compa-
nies and workers need more immediate
reasons for optimism too, particularly
amid the conflictin the Middle East.

Private sector confidence has been
weak since Reeves® first tax-raising
budget in October 2024. Hiring and
investment intentions are subdued, and

Calls for a more
‘active and
strategic state’
will be met with
scepticism by
SOME INVESTOrs,
given the
government's
record so far

joblessness — especially among younger
people — is also on a worrying upward
trend. The chancellor’s calls for a more
“active and strategic state” will be met
with scepticism by some investors,
given the government’s record so far.
Meanwhile, reports that former deputy
leader Angela Rayner, a favouriteto suc-
ceed Prime Minister Sir Keir Starmer,
has been courting investors will only
add to concerns about political churn.
Indeed, businesses, investors and
households will be looking for more
clarity on the chancellor’s plans ahead
of her Budget in the autumn. They will
be focused on bread and butter issues
such as tax reform and simplification,
investment and hiring incentives, and
measures to contain rising costs along-
side fiscal and political stability.
Reeves’ broader growth agenda is
finally taking shape but needs to be
developed. Either way, without
innear-ters fid
it will lack the economic momentum it
needstotake off.

Opinion Technology

What's with all
the Allobsters?

Elaine
Moore

he invitation to this

weel’s meetup for fans of

viral Al agent OpenClaw

comes illustrated with a

giant, smiling lobster
perched on top of The Gherkin in Lon-
don. At a recent “ClawCon” in New
York, partygoers were photographed
wearing lobster claw headbands. Ber-
lin's spin on the trend this month wasa
night of “technical deep dives and
‘music”.

‘Whether an Al rave sounds like
your idea of a good time or not, lob-
sters are everywhere in tech right now.
They are in emojis, on merchandise
and added to project titles. The play-
fulness feels like pre-techlash days,
when downloading tools with cute
logos was considered fun and hardly
anyone talked about human obsoles-
cence. Even Ashton Kutcher — main-
stay of the 2010s tech scene — is back,

The playfulness around
OpenClaw’s popular
autonomous agent feels
like pre-techlash days

posing for pictures at the San Fran-
cisco chapter of ClawCon.

Everything tracks back to the origi-
nal lobster — OpenClaw’s wide-eyed
cartoon crustacean, its claws pointed
up as if welcoming a hug. In the space
of five months the logo for this free,

, Jocally run
agent is on its way to becoming the
mascot for agentic Al — artificial intel-
ligence that can carry out actions on
your behalf.

Alneeded a friendly symbol. Thisis,
as one venture capital fund manager
in San Francisco put it recently, “an
unsettling time”. Warnings of job dis-
placements arrive in tandem with
company enforcement of Al use.
‘Weak murmurings about guardrails
are being drowned out by imperatives
towin the global race.

The sector’s own branding does lit-
tle to soothe existential anxiety. Think
of OpenAI's mcchamcal Ioukmgclrcle
(whichis d to blos-

intoafuture that is weird, and picking
something that is weird yet approach-
able seemed like the right thing to do
for this project”.

The fact that OpenClaw was created
by asingle person instead of a big com-
pany is part of its appeal. It is a call-
back to the tinkering side of tech.
Steinberger, a software engineer from
Austria in hislate thirties, says he built
itasahobby in less than a week. Previ-
ously the creator of a popular PDF
tools company, he stepped back a few
years ago to, in his words, party, go to
therapy and do ayahuasca. Now that
he’s back, he is leaning hard into the
lobster joke — referring to himself as
the“ClawFather”,

Tech companies have been quick to
adopt the identification too — bolting
the word claw on to agentic projects,
like Xiaomi's miclaw and Nvidia’s
NemoClaw.

The backlash has been as rapid as
the adoption. The OpenClaw commu-
nity went viral with Moltbook — the
“Reddit for bots” where Al agents
using OpenClaw could communicate.
Some of the weirder posts are now
thought to have been written by peo-
ple, taking some of the shine off. Still,
the claim that agentic AT has put us on
the precipice of a sci-fi future returned
last month with RentAHuman.ai, a
marketplace for Al agents to pay peo-
ple to carry out tasks in the real world.
The over 600,000 sign-ups fecls like a
joke that has gone too far.

It helpsthat the friendly lobster logo
rubs off some of the rougher edges. To
work best, agents need access to eve-
rything on your computer. That
means OpenClaw can cause real dam-
ageifitis used incorrectly. Steinberger
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We need to remember that real lives are devastated by wars

Watching wars play out as entertaining
movies and video games, we
conveniently overlook that real people
are being maimed and killed; real
homes, businesses and critical
infrastructure are being blown to

band’s lyric — “It’s always funny until
someone gets hurt / And then it's
hilarious” — is how we perceive wars:
faraway, as our bombs, missiles and
drones rain death on people whose
lives we consider unimportant.

gleeful and boastful about death and
destruction. Commanders who do so
are unfit for office (“White House
accused of going too far with fiery war
rhetoric”, Report, March 7).

But even worse would be to

and morality to power and vengeance
should recognise that the proliferation
of potent, effective, inexpensive,
mass-produced lethal technologies
make it easier for our foes to turn the
tables on us, We would find that

smithereens ("Al-driven ‘kill chain’ The ethos of true warriors holds outsource battlefield decisions to neither entertaining nor hilarious.
transforms how US wages war”, Report, | life sacred and considers killing a amoral hines that are indiff to | Jay i

March 14). The Faith No More rock necessary evil. It is barbaric to be life. Even those who subordinate ethics | Pound Ridge, NY, US

Don't forget the seafarers Shein’s core fashion How parliament ignored a
caught up in this crisis offering looks intact disability charity’s evidence
Understandably, the ongoing conflict in / \ Your article details the mounting Your article “Labour to refocus

the Gulf has prompted a great deal of regulatory pressure facing Shein (“The | apprenticeships on youth” (Report,
speculation about oil and gas prices problems piling up for Shein”, The Big March 14) highlights renewed efforts to
and the knock-on effects for other \ / Read, February 21). tackle economic inactivity among

essential industries, from aluminium
to fertiliser production. With roughly
3,200 ships unable to transit as a result
of the effective closure of the Strait of
Hormuz, these concerns are both real
and immediate.

However, one dimension of this
disruption risks being overlooked: the
people on board those vessels. It is
estimated that as many as 20,000
seafarers are stranded on ships caught
up in the crisis, As the war enters its
third week, we face a serious and
under-discussed challenge — how to
carry out routine crew changes or
repatriation.

The maritime sector has experienced
this before. During Covid, travel
restrictions and port closures left
seafarers in effect trapped at sea, in
some cases for more than a year
beyond the end of their contracts.
Extended periods on board, away from
families and with limited shore access,
placed enormous strain on both the
wellbeing and safety of crews.

Seafarers perform an essential role in
sustaining global trade. Yet when
maritime disruptions occur, their
welfare can quickly become a
secondary consideration, behind
freight rates, commodity prices and
supply chains, This situation cannot be
allowed to drift. Governments and
relevant authorities must work
urgently to ensure that maritime

NAT@

Bawx

stage on grounds of economy.
Environmentalists argue, rather
simplistically 1 fear, that we can simply
import diesel for that purpose, perhaps
from Norway, a very near neighbour.
Well, here is further irony indeed.
Norway is currently pumping oil from
the North Sea right up to the boundary
of its sector, bordering that of the UK,
rather cruelly exploding Ward's
argument. And guess what? Norway
has also just ordered six Type-26
frigates from us. Further, one reason
for the Type-26/31 programmes is that
we need to be able to protect our green
North Sea wind farms from Russian
sabotage. I might mention too that our

Customs scrutiny, the end of duty
exemptions and investigations under
the EU’s Digital Services Act are
significant developments. However,
regulatory pressure is not the same as
behavioural collapse.

Our analysis of cross-market retail
and social media data across the fast-
fashion sector shows that Shein’s core
engagement patterns remain intact.
‘The company’s model rests on a repeat
cycle: low prices, rapid product
lumovcr and heavy social medla

younger people, many of whom are
outside the labour market because of
sickness or disability. If this debate is to
be meaningful, both government and
parliament must listen to the lived
experience of those navigating the
systems designed to support them.

Disabled workers from Aspire —
including one who previously had
fallen into the Neet category (not in
employment, education or training) as
aresult of disability, exclusion from
school and lack of educational

That cycle to
generate high levels of online
replication and short-term purchasing
spikes, even in markets where scrutiny
has intensified.

Search volumes around seasonal
events remain elevated. Social media
haul formats and discount-code
sharing remain widespread. In several
European markets, controversy itself

— helped prepare our
evidence for parliament’s public
accounts committee inquiry into the
access to work scheme. This is the
grant intended to enable disabled
people to access and remain in
employment.

‘The committee accepted our
submission. To the dismay of our
workers our evidence was not

has ided with i d visibility
rather than retreat. While enforcement
may affect margins, logistics and
expansion plans, there is little evidence

blished. When we asked, we were
told it had been marked confidential, a
decision never communicated to us.
Wedo not know the number of other

sofarofa
participation.

| break in the ittee felt unable
to publish. But the chair has indicated
This distinction matters, Shein’s there are many.
vulnerability appears to lie in sustained Because evidence submitted to a
capital formation and regulatory parliamentary committee becomes the

tolerance, not in immediate demand.

fighters stationed at RAF L
use military-grade kerosene as fuel to
defend our offshore skies from Russian

Tariffs and costs may
compress profitability. But the appetite
for inexpensive, fast-moving fashion —

property of parliament, it cannot be
published without permission. To do so
would technically place us in contempt
of parliamenL

declared in January that hi
should not install it But even the
experts have had problems. The fol-
lowing month a Meta employee wrote
on X that her agent had deleted her
inbox.

Moltbook's creators have now
joined Meta. Steinberger has opted to
join OpenAL Both he and OpenAl are
clear that OpenClaw will remain open
but competition from Big Tech is
looming.

Developers like to point out that
what makes OpenClaw stand out is its

routes are reopened safely and that the | incursion. larly during a prol d cost of y inquiries exist to
security and welfare of seafarers are There is a noxious reek here that living squeeze — remains strong. slrengthen scrutiny by bringing lived
guaranteed. cannot be attributable to an escape of The central question is whether expenence mw the ¢ open.

As analysts and markets 1 d AmIwrong in lation can alter illusi rows
about where oil prices may be in six, muddled thinking? behaviour, not just corporate whcn people fee_l cheated by a system
eight or 12 weeks’ time, it is wonh Donald R MacLeod KC economics. that says one thing and does the other.

bering that th of dinburgh, UK Until the demand for speed and And when that feeling is strong some
seafan‘_rs are already facing the affordability weakens, pressure may will stop participating, others will
of thiscrisis, | Europe must secure a slow Shein’s growth without never start and the rest will hear a
Thomas A Kazakos . . fundamentally dismantling its core louder and clearer message that the
Secretary General, quxd proquoon Ukraine loop. ’ : truly do matter from lhosg:who woeu};d
International Chamber of Shipping, Donald Trump’s political approach is Russell Glenister wish to sweep democratic institutions

London EC3, UK

famously transactional. European
leaders should bear this in mind as

North Sea wind farms will | tensions in the Strait of Hormuz
P . threaten disruption to one of the

not fuel British warsh[ps world’s most vital energy corridors.

It was perhaps an unintended irony With US midterm elections

that you should have posi d the blicans face

letter from Peter Double, bemoaning
the rusty state of HMS Dragon (“How
Jenn)fs Side Party kept l.he Royal Navy

mounting pressure from high petrol
prices and inflation. Domestic
economic pressure may therefore

ibility. But thisalone ", March 13), ide that shape to seek
thy. What it has done is show how of Bob Ward urging the prevention of help abroad (Interview, March 17).
enthusiastic people feel about Al further development of our North Sea ‘The US Navy appears stretched,

when they understand what it can do
and how to communicate with it. For
those of us who don’t spend our days

som) and Grok’s Interstellar-like sin-
gularity symbol. More ominous is the
Lovecraftian tentacle monster
adopted by some as an early Al meme
— away torepresent the real nature of
the technology.

Into this unease steps a friendly,
blobby lobster. Peter Steinberger,
OpenClaw’s creator, says he chose it
because the world is “marching fast

up software solutions, an
agent that you message via WhatsApp
and instruct to carry out tasks is unin-
timidating.

“My goal was to get people to think
outside the box and inspire them and
to make things fun and weird,” wrote
Steinberger when I asked what his
plan was. “I think1managed )"

elaine.moore@ft.com

oil reserves as an example to other
nations.

1 have difficulty accepting the
argument of the latter. Our
government is seeking to address the
somewhat parlous state of the Royal
Navy by building eight Type-26 anti-
submarine frigates on the Clyde and
five Type-31 frigates at Rosyth.

These vessels, and our two huge
aircraft carriers, are all powered
by diesel-electric propulsion,
which was deemed preferable
to nuclear propulsion in the concept

lacking sufficient destroyers and mine
countermeasure vessels to guarantee
the uninterrupted flow of oil. The UK,
France and other European partners
could help safeguard this critical artery
by contributing naval assets.

But such support should come with a
clear quid pro quo: renewed and
unequivocal US military and economic
backing for Ukraine and an end to
policies that weaken Kyiv's position
against Moscow.

Howard Radley
London NW6, UK

Founder and CEO, The Fame Index,
London EC1, UK

Stranger than fiction

The future of writing novels and fiction
generally is bleak if the front page of
Monday’s FT is to be believed.

The splash for example explains how
the world’s largest military force in
history — according to President
Donald Trump — cannot make the
Strait of Hormuz safe for world
shipping (“Talks with Iran yield res-
ults, India says”, Report, March 16).

Below the fold, we read that
Peter Thiel will be preaching
against Pope Leo X1V, arguing that
those who lobby for tech regulation

part.
Katharine Sutton
‘Managing Director, Aspire Community
Works, London E2, UK

Gross national contentment

“Touched if not generated by AL” What
a brilliant insight from Claire Bodanis
(“A "Made by Me’ tag, to show humans
created the content”, Letters,

March 17). 1 do hope you will give
active support to her specific

proposal . . . ie for “labelling non-Al-
generated content”. This will certainly
be in the interests of maximising our
gross national contentment!

David Lea, Lord Lea of Crondall
Crondall, Hampshire, UK

are harbingers of the antichrist
(“Palantir founder Thiel challenges
pope with lecture in Rome on the
antichrist”, Report, March 16).

So do 1 read novels? No, I make do
with the FT.
Richard Hooper
London N2, UK

Correction

o Matthew Chitwood isa former
Institute of Current World Affairs
fellow, nota former Fulbright scholar as
wrongly stated in anarticle on March 9.
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ars, Al drama, even the

odd peace prize — the

world had plenty on its

bingo card for 2026. But.

it did not include Don-
ald Trump urging China to send ships to
the Middle East. The US president’s
request for Chinese help is a black swan
moment.

In an age of great power rivalry, the
hegemon is inviting its main challenger
to help extract it from the world’s
most combustible region. Read that
again. Then ponder where China’s
incentive lies. Why interrupt your

China is not going to bail the president out

enemy while he is making a mistake?

That China has no intention of send-
ing minesweepers to the Strait of Hor-
muz s clear. The question is whether Xi
Jinping wants to see Trump backed into
acorner. Itis one thing for Chinato gain
a diplomatic edge over the US; quite
another to test whether Trump is
Dr Strangelove.

The worse things go for Trump in the
Gulf, the more tempted he will be to
take risks. George W Bush's 2003 inva-
sion of Iraq ended up being a geopoliti-
cal windfall for China. US boots on the
ground in Iran could be at least as big.

Trump’s pitch to China nevertheless
makes sense. With roughly half of
China’s oil imports coming through
the Strait of Hormuz, compared with
almost nothing for America, Xi has a
greater long-term stake in Middle East-
ernstability than the US.

That was one reason why Joe Biden
commended China for brokering a

rapprochement between Saudi Arabia
and Iran in 2023. The hope was that
China’s days of free riding on US mari-
time security were over. That sounded
plausible then. In today’s drone-
infested Middle East, however, Beijing is
content to play the onlooker.

Yet China also dreads instability.
Since being re-elected in 2024, Trump

In an age of great power
rivalry, why interrupt
your enemy while he is
making a mistake?

has been pressing Xi to host a summit,
Last April, however, Trump launched
an economic war on China, which was
his biggest “liberation day" target with
tariffs reaching 145 per cent. Following
China’s rare earths embargo, the two

reached atruce last October. That paved
the way for Xi to invite Trump to China.
From Xi’s point of view, the summit’s
goal would be to stabilise US-China rela-
tions, Until the US struck Iran on Febru-

insert personnel into the world’s most
lethal chokepoint, we must take the
reason for the president’s delay with a
pinchof salt.

Which leaves the world in a state of

ary 28, Trump's purpose was hazier. The
only thing on his mind now is exit from a
conflict that could consume his presi-
dency. Trump needs all the help he can
get, including from China.

Yet he was clearly loath to be pictured
ona podium with Xi while the war with
Iran is still raging. The optics of any US
president — let alone Trump — heading
to the Forbidden City with a begging
bowl is too lurid. In an interview with
the FT on Sunday, Trump floated the
prospect of delaying the summit, which
wasset for March 31to April 2.

On Monday he postponed it. In the
interview, he said that China’s help in
the Gulf would be needed before he met
Xi, whenever that is. Since Trump
knows there is scant chance China will

Trump has better odds of
cajoling help from Nato partners,
including Britain. Even then, however,
he has made it very hard for US allies to
say yes. For a start, they were not con-
sulted about a war that none of them
would have advised. Second, Nato is a
self-defence organisation. That means
an attack on one is treated as an attack
onall. It does not mean that a unilateral
attack by one against a third party must
be joined by fellow

missiles available for Ukraine, is a blow
to European security.

Trump is unfazed by evidence that
Putin is helping Iran target US military
assets. Vetoing Britain’s deal with Mau-
ritius on Diego Garcia is one threat he
wastempted to carry out before the war.
Withholding intelligence from Ukraine
isanother.

By contrast, Chinais a nut that Trump
has not learnt to crack. While Beijing

lehold on rare earths, Amer-
ica is at a disadvantage. Chinese con-
sumers dislike higher oil prices as much
as Americans, Until Tramp postponed,
China said it wanted the summit to go
sheadsesehagiled

when they see that war as gratuitous.
The difference is that Trump can
inflict real pain on Europe for refusing
to help him. He already suspended oil
sanctions on Russia, which is boosting
Vladimir Putin’s coffers. That, and the
fact that there are far fewer Patriot

But Trump is now caught in a trap of
his own making. Two weeks is famously
along time in the US president’s eyes.
Which means he is adjusting his mind-
set foralongwar,

edward luce@ft.com

Trump has
broken it. Now
he owns it

Martin Wolf I'conomics

Continued closure of the Strait of
Hormuz threatens the movement
of gas and fertilisers as well as oil

he only thing prohibiting

transit in the straits right

now is Iran shooting at ship-

ping. It is open for transit,

should Iran not do that.”
This staggering remark from “secretary
of war” Pete Hegseth explains why none
of the US allies being asked to join in the
fight to reopen the Strait of Hormuz are
prepared to do so: they were not con-
sulted; this is not a Nato operation; and,
above all, the people in charge are
plainly careless. Of course, Iran is
attacking the shipping in the strait. That
is the most obvious way for its leader-
ship to fend off the US and Israeli
assault. The question is rather what are
the attackers able to do about it. After
all, as Ray Dalio, founder of Bridgewa-
ter, notes, “in the case of this Iran
war, . . . there is near-universal agree-
ment, that it all comes down to who con-
trols the Strait of Hormuz”. At the
moment Iran does. So long as this is
true, it is winning,

Quite simply, as the International
Energy Agency has noted: “The war in
the Middle East is creating the largest
supply disruption in the history of the
global oil market.” Yet it also estimates
that global oil supply will actually rise
“by L1lmn barrels a day in 2026 on aver-
age, with non-Opec+ producers
accounting for the entire increase.” That
is because the IEA expects trade flows
through the strait to resume gradually
from the end of March and then quickly
recover over April. But it is not hard to
imagine a far grimmer future,

In his Substack, The Overshoot, Mat-
thew Klein argues that oil prices are sur-
prisingly low. This is true in both nomi-
nal and long-run real terms. Just like the
IEA, markets assume that things will
soon return to normal. Yetitis not at all
obvious why this will be the case. In par-
ticular, as Klein stresses, “the current
threat to supply is d”.

Markets expect the price of a barrel of oil

to peak above $100

Price of Brent crude for future delivery ($ per barrel)
~= Eve of Iran war (Feb 27)

= Start of 2025

If the Strait of Hormuz is closed, the reduction
in oil supply would be among the largest ever
— Hiistorical global crude oil supply (mn barrels per day)*

+»+ Estimate, based on tankers avoiding the Strait of Hormuz

Moreover, he adds, previous “changes in
prices required to reduce demand and/
or increase supply were far larger than
what we have seen so far, and the adjust-
ment periods also took longer, even
though the changes in volumes were
also far smaller than what is currently
happening”. (See charts.)

Crucially, exports of crude oil from
Iran, Irag, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Qatar
and the United Arab Emirates were
about 20 per cent of global supply and
more than 40 per cent of global crude oil
exports. Much of this has now vanished.
If traffic through the strait were to stay
blocked because ships choose to avoid
Iran’s missiles, drones and mines, the
loss of supply would be unprecedented.

Since the early 1970s, notes Klein, we
have had three periods when oil prices
more than doubled from “normal” lev-
els and then stayed high: the Arab oil
embargo of 1973; the Iranian revolution
of the late 1970s; and the soaring
demand of 2003-08, especially from
China. For demand and supply to bal-
ance, there would once again have to be
far higher prices, because demand for
oil is inelastic, especially in the short
run. To achieve needed reductions in

Sources: ICE; Matthew Kiein

‘Sources; EIA; Matthew Klein

*Log scale; including lease condensate

Most people in important allied countries no
longer view the US as a reliable ally
Responses to poll question: ‘Do you agree that the US

is a reliable ally?'
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Sources: Palitico poll of UK, German, French & Canadian adults, 6-9 Feb 2026

demand, oil prices might have torise far
above $200 a barrel, which would sup-
press demand for oil both directly and
also indirectly, via the macroeconomic
impacts of higher inflation, interest
rates and unemployment.

Moreover, it is not just about oil. It is
also about gas, fertilisers and petro-
chemicals, more broadly. These are cru-
cial inputs. Higher prices and outright
scarcity would have damaging effects,
notably on food producuon Many of
these would be particul in

Asia, for which the Gulfis the dominant
supplier of oil, gas and related products.

In brief, if the strait is not reopened
soon, the world risks both economicand
political disruption. Only one major
power, Russia, will be unambiguously
better off. Moreover, not only net oil and
gas importers will be damaged. Coun-
tries may need some of these products
because they suit particular purposes.
Moreover, almost all countries will be
hurt by the impact on inflation, demand
andi ks

Almost all countries will
be hurt by the impact on
inflation, demand and
income distribution

Sowhat is to be done? In the short run
itisupto the USto fix the problem it cre-
ated. It must find a way to end this
entirely predictable (and predicted)
threat from Iran. It cannot be up to oth-
ers to save it from its failure to think
things through, particularly after its
multiple hostile actions and words,

notably over tariffs. It should have
remembered the words of Colin Powell,
a wiser military leader, who famously
warned George W Bush that “If you
break it, you own it.” That was said of
the war in Irag. It is now true of global oil
supply. The US owns that problem.

Yes, the US will threaten not to come
to the rescue of its Nato allies in a crisis.
But the sad truth is that very few of its
allies expect it to do so in any case. Its
behaviour towards them has been so
erratic and offensive, under Trump,
that trust has in large part evaporated.
‘Worse, the US has even seemed hostile
to the liberal democratic values that
Europeans and olhers long believed
they shared with th

know. Ifit isa military one, it is up to
those who attacked Iran to find it. If it is
adiplomatic one, then outside countries
might be able to help, though India or
China are likely to have far more influ-

ence over Iran than any western power.
In the long run, the world needs to
diminish its reliance on oil and gas. But
that will not be tomorrow. In the short
run, the world has to hope that the US
comes Lo its senses. | used to think that
‘Trump’s sole good point was that he did
not want to fight wars. Now it turns out
he loves them, but cannot bother to
think through how he is going to win
them — a problem many of his prede-
cessors shared. Maybe he will learn
ing useful from this war. But first

Is there then a way through this mess
to a measure of meaningful stability in
this crucial region of the world? 1 do not

ofall he must find awaytoendit.

martinwolf@ft.com

Nicholas
Mulder

ran’s effective closure of the Strait
of Hormuz has sent shockwaves

The era of US dominance in economic warfare is over

embarked on an assault on the global
trade system by levying hefty tariffs on
friends and foes alike. Several US allies
succumbed and quickly signed trade
deals to preserve their relationship with
‘Washington. But not all countries acqui-
esced. China held firm and launched a
counteroffensive. When new US export
controls were unvuled in late 2025, Bei-
liated by

through the global The jing controls on

Iranian threat to shipping in the itsexports of refined rare earths.

Gulf is widely seen as an asymmet- In the decades that followed the end
ric retaliation against the US and Israel.  ofthe cold war, America had an effective
But Iran has actually repli atactic ly on major That is

that America has long practised in its
use of sanctions: it has turned a key
chokepoint in the world economy into a
weapon to compel its adversary to de-
escalate.
This is not the first time that the
Trump administration has faced blow-
back from an adversary responding

no longer the case. Iran and China have
now shown that the era of US domi-
nance in economic warfareis over.

The Chinese critical minerals weapon
struck US manufacturers in the defence,

tion. The deal concluded with Xi Jinping
in South Korea in October 2025
amounted to a Sino-American truce in
economic coercion.

Now, by embarking on another Amer-
ican war in the Middle East, Trump has

In today’s sanctions-
clogged world, more
pressure can mean
diminishing returns

unleashed a much larger set of risks.
The entire world is expeuencmg thc

the global fertiliser trade that passes
through the Strait of Hormuz and
enforcing that closure with missiles,
dronesand mines.

‘What does the end of the unipolar era

does not mean that they will fare any
better than the US. ‘l'h: failure of sanc-

Chinese companies have reacted to US
tariffs by shifting production abroad,

tionsisawi
The economic blockade of Qatar by its
Gulf neighbours from 2017 to 2021 was

imposed by the

economy? For one thing, it is apparent
that the US and its allies will face hard
trade-offs, especially when seeking to
use sanctions in the oil market. Iran’s
blockade has caused such a large energy
price shock that the Trump administra-
tion has temporarily relented on its
sanctions on Russian oil.

The EU, which only recently cele-
brated its imminent decoupling from
Russlan gas, may now have to continue
from Russia to avoid

damage that bi
coercmn can inflict. By moving from

and bile industries,

leading to delays and production cutsin
North America and elsewhere. China’s

with their own
Upon returning to office, Trump

t v chai 1

forced Trump into economic de-escala-

pressure” on Iran
to open war, the US prompted the Irani-

economic damage. Warding off the
energy weapon used by Tehran has thus

ans to deploy an economic weapon of
their own — cutting off 20 per cent of
global oil and gas flows and one-third of

d a dialling down of the eco-
nomic war on Moscow. But although
other countries are resorting to eco-
nomic pressure more frequently, this

Economic Community of West African
States (Ecowas) have failed to mend
relations with military juntas in Mali,
Burkina Faso and Niger. And China’s use
of rare earth export controls against
Japan and its ban on Australian coal
imports have made Tokyoand Canberm

and the hit from export con-
trols on chips by accelerating domestic
innovation. In today’s sanctions-
clogged world economy, more pressure
can mean diminishing returns.

Indeed, the political and diplomatic
usefulness of sanctions is declining, For
along time, one could argue that sanc-
tions were, despite their imperfect
record, at least a preferable alternative
to open war. After the US attacks on

ind Iran, this claim no longer
seems convincing. Instead of averting
military action, sanctions are now just

more rather than less ic
towards Beijing.

This is not surprising. Throughnul the
history of ic coercion,

use of sanctions has often prompted tar-
geted states to increase their self-suffi-
ciency and seek new partners. Diversi-
fying trading patterns weakens the
effects of pressure over time. After
2022, Russia reoriented its trade to
Asian economies to avoid sanctions.

as freqy ly paving the way to violent
escalation. A world of persistent eco-
nomic wars will, sooner or later, spiral
intoactual warfare.

The writer, an assistant professor at Cornell
University, is the author of ‘The Economic
Weapon™
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The Iran war and the alleged plot against China

crchants of rumors and

conspiracy theorists,

much like merchants

of war d off peoples

fears and anxieties.

With the first shot

t Middle East conflict, a
wave of theories emerged. The most promi-
nent being that the war is nothing mare than
a S strategic plan against China, aimed at
controlling Gulf oil and its maritime routes
Another suggests that US President Donald
Trump dragged the region into a devastating
war and will eventually walk away, leaving
Gulf states to face their fate. Others argue
that Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netan-
yahu pulled Trump into the conflict and that
hoth will ultimately flee the confrontation. A
fourth theory claims the war was launched
to grant Israel a reglonal role and eliminate
the Palestinian cause

All of these can be debated and the truth is
not definitive. But why not consider that the
reality may be simpler?

fived in the curre

This war has
multiple causes
and one main
ohjective. The most
importantdriveris
the growing threat
from Tehran

The war against Iran is the result of
prolonged tensions and proxy conflicts. It
is not surprising that matters eventually
escalated nto direct war, whether to change
the regime or to limit its capabilities.

One of the most widespread theories,
especially smong some intellectual circles,
is thit this war is a chapter in the US-China
rivalry, with Washington secking to control
energy resources and maritime routes to
deny Hejjing dominance.

This theory stems from political science
frameworks and does not contradict the
broader dynamics of great power competi
tion. Its only law is that the US already
controls these routes in the oceans and the
Gulf, with military bases on land and at sea
1t also dominates the oil industry and its
movement across the supply chain, from
companies to spare parts and insurance.

The war with Iran has multiple causes
and one main objective, The most impor
tant driver is the growing threat from
Tehran — its nuchear ambitions, missiles and

The Lebanese
sifaation -

ABDULRAMMAN AL
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RASHMED

cross-border militias — which Washington
believes must be contained. The stated goal
is to curh the threat posed by Iran's i
Does Washington want to control energy
sources and maritime routes against its rival
China? Yes, but not in a simplistic sense.
Competition is more ke a chess game

plaved across the global map.

US-China competition is indeed strong
in Asia and Africa but that is separate from
the serious threats created by Iran's regime
in the region and globally — threats that
Washington believes have reached a point
requiring contaimment and deterrence

The rivalry between the tw
is intense over resources, markets and
technology. but this does not necessanly
mean entering semi-direct wars,

In fact, contrary to that notion, during
the current oil shock, Washington lifted

powers

restrictions and facilitated China's purchase
of Iranian and Russian oil to prevent global
ccanomic collapse. Trump also urged China
tosend forces to help protect oil tankers,

Much of America's competition with
Chian is strate hedging the US remains
the primary power securing global energy
routes. [ronically, China benefits from
this protection, while also being the most
harmed by Tran’s military activities, which
have disrupted the flow of Guif and Tragi oll

and gas and targeted related infrastructure
The cost to China is high because it
is the world's largest energy importer,

while the US is now the largest producer of

obl and gas.

As for why the war is happening,
Washington savs it seeks to strengthen
it influence by eliminating the Iranian
thireal to its interests and the security of
its allies, not to deprive China of oil today ar
in the future,

The consequences of the current war
are also costly for Washington, particu-
Larty in terms of inflation and its impact on
dom

stic elections
The discussion of conspiracies will
contnue.

The regionis
again becoming
an arena where

competing powers
pursue influence,
deterrence and
ideological
ambitions

Why the Arab world must avoid the Iran-Israel trap

HANI HAZAIMEH

he escalating confronta-

tion between the US, Tsrael

and Iran is being framed

in much of the interna

tional discourse as a battle

between opposing camps
one defending stability and deterrence, the
other resisting Western and Isracli domi
nance. But for the Arab world, this framing
is dangerously misleading. The reality is far
more troubling

For decades, the Arab region has repeat
edly found itself trapped in conflicts
designed, driven or manipulated by
external powers, The current escalation
is another example of this grim paltern
Arabs must understand a basic and uncom
fortable truth: neither Israel nor Iran is
acting in the interests of Arab stability,
sovereignty or prosperity. Both are
pursuing their own strategic ag
both have already extracted a devastating
human price from Arab societies.
Those who still believe this confrontation

endas and

represents a simple struggie between
“good” and “evil” are missing the deeper
geopolitical reality, The Middle East is once
again becoming an arena where competing
powers pursue influence, detervence and
ideological ambitions while Arab popula-
tions bear the consequences,
Israel’s role in this equation is ha
ambiguous. For more than seven d
Tsrael has occupied Arab Land, defied
intermational law and entrenched a system
that continues to dispossess and oppress
the Palestinian people. Israchi leadens often
justify their actions under the banner of
national security. Yet the scale of destruc

tion inflicted on Palestinian civilians has
raised profound moral and legal questions
worldwide.

But if Israel's record in the Arab world
is marked by oceupation and military
supremacy, lran's regional policy presents
a different — but egually tronbling
— challenge.

Over the past two decades, Tran has

X: phanihazaimen

For Tl warsion oy
wwn Arabnews com

/ opinion

pursued a strategy aimed at expanding
its political and military influence across
multiple Arab states. Through alliances
with nonstate actors, militias and ideolog
ical networks, Tehran has steadily inserted
itsedf into the internal dynamics of several
Arab countries. The consequences of this
strategy are visible across the region
from the fragile political landscape of Iraq
to the protracted civil war in Syria and the
ongoing instability in Lebanon and Yemen
Iran presents itself as a champion of
resistance against Israel and Western
hegemony. Yet the practical outcome of its
regional strategy has often been prolonged
instability within Arab societies.
This is the painful truth the region
must confront: Arab lives have repeat
edly become collateral damage in power
struggles that do not serve Arab interests
Now, with missiles and drones inflicting
damage across the 1 sks facing
the Arab world are multiplying. Any full-
scale war between Israel and Tran would

glon, the

not remain confined to distant battlefields
The Middle
politically, economically and geographi
cally — for such a conflict to remain
limitesd

Arab governments must guard against
the expansion of external influence
that undermines national sovereignty.
Stability cannot be achieved if regional
actors continue o operate through proxy
networks and armed factions that weaken
state institutions

T'he growing confrontation between
1srael and Tran s not simply another
chapter in their long rivalry. It is a waming
sign that the region could be drifting
toward a wider and more destructive
conllict.

For the Arab world, the path forward
should not be dictated by the agendas of
others. It must be shaped by a clear under
standing of the region’s own priarities and

st is oo interconnected —

by a firm commitment 1o protecting the
lives, dignity and future of its people
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Is Lebanon now living its last chance?

ast week, my d col- Hezbollah, Iran's *Trojan borse”

league Hiba Nasr, an Asharg This of the Leb

News correspondent in Wash- h:sllwm‘sﬂmdcmnzdmcklemad\w-

Ington, wrote a post on X that turism o the part of an armed force that is

reflected palpabl I ideologically and str lly beholden to

about the receding shadow of outside powers and that has consistently
the Lebanese state in her village insouthern failed to ack Todge the severe imbalance

Lebanon after the army's withdrawal in the
face of a new Israeli assault,
Hiba wrote about her tranguil village,

of power between its camp and its rival’s.
Accordingty, this segment believes that this
force, Hezbollah, has allowed the israeli

nestled in the Wadi fundamentalist hard-
AlTaym valley and “ liners to implement thelr
sheltered by the majesty messianic ambitions by
of Mount Hesmon, qu“d the mﬂ'"lng portraying their assault as
despairing at how the and pl'll of the Jegitimate “self-defense”™
state, after having given .. and eventually pursue
residents the impression population, the scorched-earth operations
that they could again have  Lebanese osclllate  inpreparation for setzing
hope and dream, was between a blame and settling the land.
abandoning them. This is precisely what

“It weighs heavily an gameandfears oo o0
s 1o be abandoned for for the future continues to happen in
decades, only to appear whist remains of Palestine.
in the news as part of a conflict we never 1t is currently also unfolding in Lebanon
chose,” she wrote, “May we return ... May it andd it is what the rest of the Arab Levant can
be a nightmare that ends soon.” expect.

Beyond the suffering and pain of On the other hand, another segment
the population native to this land, the of the Lebanese population believes that
Lehanese uscillate between a blame Hezbollah should be und lasa

EYAD ABU SHAKRA

Eyna Abw Shakm s
Managng oditor ¢f Amnary
Al-Awnal wehers the afTicn

and expansionism, it was not the cause
of these actions.

From there, this segment angues
that pinning all of Lebanon's suffering
on Hezbollah's actions reflects a denial of
reality and an ignorance of history. They
point out that Hezbollal, as a political-
military onganization, did not exist before
the Isracli occupation of 1962. The Zionist

of his predecessors, he is now hoasting,
with remarkable arvogance, that Isracl has
hevome a major regional power and Is on its
way to hecoming a major global power that
will likely set its sights on Turkiye once it is
done with fran,

Hels 1 that the i far
right has truly come to represent a majority
of Israclis. The Israeli public supports

project, for its part, came to light in the and ocx
Swiss city of Basel in 1897 wherever its army can
and it began to be practi- 26 reach. The evidence Is
cally implemented with the now clear in both the West
Balfour Declaration in 1917. Netanyahu is Bank and Lebanon, after
Its execution on the ground now certain that the workd witnessed the
(through funding, sponsor- thereareno horrors of Gaza.
ship, complicity and milita- Morvover, the Isracli
rization) proceeded over the international or e minister is now
following decades until the reglonal obstacles  certainthat there are no
establishment of the state of Ifillmen internationai or reghonal
Tsrae] in the spring of 1948, to the fu tof obstackes to the fullillment
And while many believe hisambitions i itions The moral
that Arab naivety in 1048, compass has been lost and
then again in 1956 and in 1967, was directly the once “central” Palestinian cause has
responsible for Israels growing and evaporated,

expanding footprint, they deny crucial
historical developments staring us in the
face, chiefamong them being that this entity
was never, al any point, alone or isolated.

In light of all this, it is no longer surprising
that Netanyahu feeds invincible and behaves
with unprecedented hubris, How could
he not when we now even hear those who

game and fears for the future. One segment Lebanese palitical condition and, in their was crighnaty st et lnspntwpnhurumyxhilkdnusunm hadmcchnnrdlobehkmmunnd
finds comfort in addressing a workd it had view, while the party may have facilitated X; doyadinen A toabandon his ¥ ies, such as Benny Gantz and Yair
known for decades, decrying the nmtﬂduwknellmwmmmhm P NS claim of “victimhood” After having Lapid, voice positions no bess extreme and
marginalization of the state in favor of and helped justify its aggression, oc www opinien d thi: better than any abrasive than his own?
The future is urban
YOSS| MEKELBERG

ome changes in human history reduced access 10 green spaces and strug- are seeing the decline of the ded ic sir they are in fact

are sudden and we are often ghing infrastructure for waste management farnily and the support str this comple Y.

mesmerized by them. Others are among the most common challenges, has traditionally provided. And many Rising living costs, particularly in highly

arc more incremental and evo-
lutionary, yet no less revolu-
tionary or impactful. Urbaniza-
tion belongs to the latter.
The movement from the countryside
and rural life toward towns and cities has
dramatically changed the wiy humans live
— and the last chapter of this story is far

Higher crime rates in some urban areas add
to these concerns,

Yet the benefits of city life often outweigh
its disadvantages and the trajectory points
to continued urban growth, A recent UN
report estimated that the world will have
gained approximately 2.2 billion new urban
residents by 2050, mostly in Africa and

from being written. Asia. As a result, sbout 70
From humble beginnings “ percent of humanity might

in small settiements, the be living in cities, many of

urhan population humku The benefits of city  them megacitios with more

than 10 million inhabitants.

:‘dr:‘unm:c:.‘m inthe life often oulmlgh What draws people to
post-Secand World War itsdisadvantages o oo tngible and
era, the demand for manual —— and the trajectory  inangibie. Cities offer
labor has declined while new polnts to continued material benefits, jobs and
opportunities continue to urt th wealth-creating opportuni-
emerge in towns and cities. ties, while services are more

101950, urban living was still
relatively uncommon: only about 20 percent
of the world's 2.5 billion people lived in
cities, defined as population centers with at
least 50,000 inhabitants. Decades of urban-
ization have since transformed the global
landscape. Today, cities are home to about
45 percent of the world's 8.2 billion people.
Despite the negative aspects of urban

widely available, accessible
and diverse. Healthcare, education and retail
options are typically far more extensive than
in rural areas, Yet urban life is also about
lifestyle — one that is constantly evolving
Urban living has reshaped human interac-
tions and transformed society. Without
cities, art and culture, architecture and
tourisimn, even the art of conversation, would

Yous Maketery & professor of
rremasonal relaticns and an

people feel that city life can be paradoxi-
cally solitary, where one can live among
millions of others yet often experience
Over decades of urban debate since the
mid-20th century, cities have emerged
as engines of both natlonal and global
economic growth and centers for the cross-
fertilization of ideas and

—

sought-after cities that usually have soaring
rents, can push people toward poverty or
keep them constantly on the brink of it,
sometimes leading to homelessness, In
lower-income countries, cities increas-
ingly serve as refuges from poverty and the
consequences of climate change.

When conditions in large cities, and
OTE SO i megaci-
thes, become hostile to

innovation. Today, cities “
account for more than 80 low-income residents,
Mmmlkorwuducltﬁ:r“ : sl lorm:l:?‘:;\\m and
exceeding their share of d‘y life can be cities to think bigger.
the workds populationand  Paradoxically solitary, — nough the mave
suggesting signitcantly — Hiving among millions of  wward urban life may
:‘::lﬂ productivity than - gthers yet experiencing ::WW ::f"
areas. ©n more by neces-
social isolation

‘The direction of travel is
clear: the future Is urban,
If projections suggesting that up Lo H0
percent of the global population could live
in cithes by the end of the century prove
aceurate, urban develop will

sity than preference,
urban centers have
nonetheless continued to attract growing
numbers to the city lights, Beyond just jobs,
cities give people a sense of identity, pride
and belonging. They are a place where

even more complex, vet also more exciting
and promising.

Rapid urban expansion requires cities,
regardless of thelr location, to demonstrate

life rurely feels dull and where people can

continue to grow throughout their lives,
As the British writer Samuel Johnson

famously observed in the late 18th century:

Iiving, largely driven by high population likely not have flourished as tey have done, »-,‘r.: .{"&’:ﬁ&" »:‘:-.-A resilience across three key areas: economic  “When a man is tiredd of London, he s tired
density, cities continue 1o attract people in Howeves, this transformation has come at e productivity, social inclusion and environ- of life.” Those who embrace urban life (o its
growing numbers. High pollution levels, a cost, Urbanization has changed the nature PP PR — mental sustainability, While these goals fullest may occasionally suffer from fatigue
rising living costs, severe traffic congestion,  of some of our social ties, For we —e eoinion may appear contradictory within current — but rarely from boredom,
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It threatens to disenf]

Like many incumbent Democrats
throughout the state, Illinois Reps. Fred
Crespo and Harry Benton ran unopposed
inyesterday’s primary. But here’s where

ose two suburban lawmakers differ from
Tilinois’ other Democratic state lawmakers
who are preparing for November’s general
election.

They're not permitted to attend caucus
meetings with their fellow Democrats.

Asaresult, Democrats in Crespo’s
northwest suburban district and Benton’s
southwest suburban district are voting for
representatives whose ability to make a
difference in the Capitol has been signifi-
cantly weakened due to internal party poli-

tics.

These men have been dispatched to the
Democratic doghouse for different reasons
by Illinois House Speaker Emanuel “Chris”
Welch, who’s built quite arecord of ruling
his caucus with an iron fist over the last five
years orso.

‘Without public explanation, Welch
stripped Benton of his committee assign-
ments and barred him from caucus meet-
ings late last month, the Tribune reported.
Last year, Welch stripped Crespo ofa
committee chairmanship and kicked him
out of the caucus after Crespo publicly
proposed amajor budget policy to gird
against potential Trump administration
cuts (quite the sensible idea, we might
add) as the caucus internally was trying to
forge House Democratic consensus on the
budget.

Former speaker, now federal prison
inmate, Michael Madigan, was dubbed the
velvet hammer for how he spoke softly —
and seldom — and yet set firm expectations
for his fellow Democrats, which most of
them followed. The few who displeased
or challenged him usually suffered some
form of punishment, as Madigan held firm
control over campaign funding on which
most members relied for re-election.

But with Madigan, at least, there was the
chance of future rehabilitation for those
with whom he was unhappy. Perhaps
the best example comes from 2011, when
Madigan tapped then-Rep. Elaine Nekritz
for leadership in the House even after she’d
voted against the chamber’s rules pack-
age in 2009 — ano-no in Madigan’s book.

EDITORIALS

Speaker Chris Welch has an iron fist.

%@s‘z

ranchise voters

something Welch should emulate.

Since becoming speaker in 2021, Welch
already has booted three Democrats from
his party’s House caucus and ousted one
of them — long-time Rep. Mary Flowers —
from the chamber by recruiting a primary
challenger, who defeated her.

In Benton’s case, allegations of sexual
may have prompted Welch’s

Madigan came to see Nekritz as a valuable
member of his caucus and didn’t allow any
lingering personal beef to stand in the way
ofhis judgment about what she had to offer.
He said as much at the time.

‘We're not recounting this history about
Madigan to say we’ve had a change of heart
about him. Far from it. But we are recalling
the aspect of Madigan’s leadership where
he could relegate past slights to history and
forge new, productive relationships. That is

action, the Tribune reported. Our reporter
‘was not able to reach Benton for comment.
Welch also declined to comment; sepa-
rately, he also had for no comment for us.
Such silence is unhelpful. We agree with
House Republicans who have said that the
public deserves to know the substance and
nature of any such allegations and how they
arebeing handled by the speaker.

Still, the news about Benton prompted
us toreach out to Crespo to get caughtup

on his situation. Crespo told us that, yes
indeed, he’s still frozen out of the caucus.
‘We condemned Welch'’s punishment of
Crespo shortly after it happened; That he
remains on the outs is beyond absurd.

But Crespo added something more
disturbing. Last year, after amasked
gunman shot the former Minnesota House
speaker and her husband to death and
tried to assassinate other Democratic
state lawmakers, Tllinois state police held
sessions with anxious Springfield lawmak-
ers to discuss their security. Crespo tellsus
he wasn'tallowed in those

SCOTT STANTIS/FOR THE CHICAGO TRIBUNE

respond on the Crespo situation, but they
declined to comment.

‘We understand that keeping Demo-
crats in Springfield working productively
together is challenging and tricky. But
it’s clear to us that Crespo’s treatment is
unwarranted.

As it stands, two House Democrats will
be on the ballotin November who aren’t
allowed to caucus with their fellow Demo-
crats. That reflects poorly on the speaker,
who has an informal rule that no major bill
wx].l move to the floor unless at least 60 of

hamber’s 78 D

“That to me was going too far,” Crespo
said. “What kind of leader would not
include all the colleagues for something as
serious as public safety?”

What kind indeed?

We also asked Speaker Welch’s office to

It’s going to get ever more dlﬁicult to
enforce that dictate — which is unwise
anyway and purposefully impedes bipar-
tisan solutions to Illinois’ many problems
— if Welch keeps booting more fel fP Tlow
Democrats out of his club.

As a hot, new market tests Chicago’s trading industry, trouble looms

The rise of prediction markets has
enabled Americans across the country to
trade on practically any event, from sports
to elections and, most recently, death and
destruction.

‘Will Iran’s leader be removed, potentially
by assassination? Will anuclear bomb be
detonated?

Prediction markets such as Polymar-
ket and Kalshi enable customers to bet
yes-or-no on all kinds of timely questions,
pitting individuals against each other
rather than against a casino or betting site.

The rise of these markets has prompted
abacklash, most recently over the contro-
versial contracts related to war that may
have violated U.S. regulations. Mainstream
financial players are struggling to embrace
the latest innovations without inviting a
regulatory crackdown. In Congress, Sen.
Chris Murphy, a Connecticut Democrat,
probably spoke for many of his colleagues
when he responded to wagers on military
strikes against Iran with an incredulous,
“It’s insane this is legal”

Itmay not be legal.

As it stands, Kalshi and Polymarket
have offered sports-event contracts in I1li-
nois and other places where state regu-
lators say the products amount to illegal

or unlicensed sports betting, settingup a
direct clash over whether federal deriv-
atives law can pre-empt state gaming
rules. Illinois is among the states that have
pushed back, and the Trump administra-
tion has backed a broader view of federal
authority.

‘With Congress unlikely to act during an
election year, the Supreme Court could be
left to decide cases now winding through
lower-court jurisdictions that appear to be
split. The dispute doesn’t fit neatly intoa
conservative versus liberal legal template.
Depending on the outcome, the future of
these markets could be up for grabs or,
conversely, states could lose control over
gamblingand the billions of dollars in reve-
nue it generates.

For years, this page has staunchly
defended free markets. But we’re not
in favor of free-for-alls, and the current
state-of-play is alarming. Even many of
the free-market advocates attending last
week’s Futures Industry Association
conference express misgivings. An industry
that has worked for decades to disassoci-
ate itself from gambling now finds itself
tempted to roll the dice on these fast-grow-
ing new markets.

Cboe saysit is focused on financial

contracts rather than sports betting and is
launching a more nuanced new version of
the simple yes-or-no prediction-market
offerings, aiming to attract cerebral young
traders who could graduate to its tradi-
tional options products.

Crosstown rival CME has partnered
with FanDuel, the sports betting platform,
and Chief Executive Officer Terry Duffy
recently complaiued about the difficulty of
making strategic decisions without legal or
regulatory clarity. Last year, ICE, owner uf
the NYSE and other excl

hollowed out by layoffs and retirements.
More than a year into the Trump adminis-
tration, only one of its five commissioners
isin place, and Chairman Michael Selig has
yetto establish any credibility.

As of today, the CFTC is poorly posi-
tioned to protect customers and prevent
manipulation in these fast-moving new
markets. Congress shows little sign of
settling the regulatory question anytime
soon.

Withlawmakers divided and courts

hing competing rulings, the legal

it made a multibillion-dollar investment in
Polymarket, which offers a dizzying range
of contracts.

Problems are piling up, including
disputes over how markets are resolved
and scrutiny over whether traders with
inside information could profit from sensi-
tive events.

framework governing these markets may
remain unsettled for some time.

This undesirable situation can be
resolved with common-sense guardrails.
If Congress is too divided to act, and courts
won't reach a final ruling for years, the
trading industry should take matters into
its own hands, policing itself to a greater
extex‘xtt than it has so far.

Exchanges have a duty to llst contracts
that can’t be readily p Sizable
bets were placed hours before airstrikes
began in Iran, for instance, raising ques-
tions about whether government officials
profited from secret intelligence.

The Commodity Futures Trading
Commission, on deck to regulate Kalshi,
Polymarket and their ilk, has been

lation would be much better
than letting a dispute fester with states
coast-to-coast and failing to protect the
integrity of markets that a new generation
of customers has eagerly embraced. The
longer the wait, the greater the risk ofa
potentially transformative financial inno-
vation being smothered in the crib.

ON THIS DAY 26 YEARS AGO THE SAD AND SICKENING NRA

Ttwould be asweet irony if the National Rifle Associa-
tion’s revolting attempt to capitalize on the murder of Ricky
1

Byrdsong finally broke Washington’

control.

Even for an organization that thrives on cowboy rhetoric,
the official wisdom that emanated from the NRA last week

was shocking.

Last Sunday, NRA Executive Vice President Wayne LaPi-
errerecklessly claimed that President Clinton was “will-
ing to accept a certain level of killing to further his political
agenda” Three days later, LaPierre suggested that Clinton
was responsible for the death last summer of Byrdsong, the
former Northwestern University basketball coach who was
shot to death by white supremacist Benjamin Smith.

That’s more than vile political rhetoric from the NRA.

That’s sick.

gun tall

national debate?

So when s the Republican leadership in Congress
goingto realize that by stalling negotiations on gun safety
have been on hold since last fall—it is doing
the bidding of alobbying group that stands on the fringe of

Maybe thatis starting to dawn on some people. Texas
Gov. George W. Bush has tried to walk a fine line on guns,
buthe was quick to repudiate LaPierre and to emphasize his
own support for some gun-control measures, He hasyet to
make as dramatic a statement as his father did in 1995, when

1 b

ing renewed negotiations. House Speaker Dennis Hastert

and Judiciary Committee Chairman Henry Hyde have all

along made a commendable effort to keep the issue alive.
But the fact is that even after the horrendous shootings

at Columbine High School last April, the NRA ultimately

George Bush

former

ship after the group called federal agents “jack-booted thugs *
George W. Bush could go further by pressing Congress to

resume negotiations on gun control. It is hardly as though

Bush would be standing alone. A number of Republicans

d his NRA

NRA?

last week voted fora

ful House

support-

prevailed. Congress was paralyzed by the power of the gun
lobby, and did nothing,

Even the gun industry is passing Congress by in the
effort toward firearms safety. The Clinton administra-
tion announc:
lawsuit against Smith & Wesson because the gunmaker has
agreed to install trigger locks on its firearms and promote
other gun safety measures.
‘Will Congress be the lastbody standing in defense of the

Friday thatit will stay out of a class-action

Tribune editorial board, March 18,2000
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The US has the ability
to achieve victory in Iran

By Chuck DeVore
SPECIAL TO THE TRIBUNE

Americans tend toignore
foreign policy. Living in a conti-
nent-sized nation bounded by two
vast oceans allows for that danger-
ous self-deception. But when
we're attacked or the price of gas
spikes, we're rudely reminded
that while we may not care about
the world, the world cares for us.

‘Why did President Donald
Trump order an attack on Iran?
Two reasons: because we had to
and because we had the ability to
achieve victory.

The Islamic Republic of Iran
hasbeen a problem for the U.S.
since President Jimmy Carter
encouraged the fall of the shah in
1979. Carter was worried about
human rights. If only he knew the
horrors his actions would unleash.

The pattern of Iranian aggres-
sion began in 1979, when revolu-
tionaries seized the U.S. Embassy
in Tehran and held 52 Americans
hostage for 444 days. This act of
war humiliated the United States
and established Tehran’s play-
book: terrorism, defiance and
impunity. Four years later, Iran
backed nascent militant group
Hezbollah’s suicide bombing of
the Marine barracks in Beirut,
whichkilled 241 U.S. service
members ona peacekeeping
mission in the deadliest single-day
loss for the Corps since Iwo Jima.
The Islamic Revolutionary Guard
Corps (IRGC) trained and armed
the attackers, yet the regime faced
no serious consequences.

Iran’s support for deadly prox-
iesincludes Hezbollah in Leba-
non, Hamas in Gaza, the Houthis
in Yemen, and Shia militias in Iraq
and Syria. They actas Tehran’s
forward bases, attacking U.S.
forces and allies with funding,
weapons and direction from Iran.
During the extended conflictand
occupation of Iraq, Iranian-sup-
plied penetrators — sophisticated
improvised explosive devices —
killed or wounded hundreds of
American troops, with estimates
of more than 600 U.S. deaths
attributable to Iranian-backed
attacks.

Closer to home, Iran conducts
illegal operations on U.S. soil,
including cyberespionage, assas-
sination plots and attempts
to smuggle agents across our
borders. FBI warnings about
Iranian sleeper cells are based on
years of intelligence.

Globally, Iran aids Russia’s war
on Ukraine by supplying Shahed
drones — cheap, deadly “kami-
kaze” weapons that mostly kill
and maim Ukrainian civilians

A man stands in a damaged residence on Saturday at the site of buildings, including a police station, that were destroyed in an airstrike two days
ago in the Khani Abad neighborhood of Tehran, Iran. According to authorities, the police station was empty at the time of the attack but six civilians
were killed. The United States and Israel have continued a campaign of air strikes in Iran after launching their joint war on the country on Feb. 28.

MAJID SAEEDI/GETTY

while draining Western

‘With China’s help, Iran has
been rapidly expandingits ballis-
tic missile arsenal, improving
guidance and production with the
intent to create an overwhelming
offensive capability — before that
plan was interrupted by joint U.S.
and Israeli action.

And then there’s Iran’s nuclear
weapons program. Iran has
amassed about a ton of highly
enriched uranium — material
with no credible civilian use.
‘While June’s Operation Midnight
Hammer interrupted Iranian
progress toward a larger nuclear
stockpile, its existing stocks of
60% enriched uranium were
merely weeks away from purifica-
tion to weapons grade.

Adding to the peril, Iran tested
sea-based missile launches two
years ago. Using a converted
container ship, the IRGC fired
aballistic missile to simulate a
high-altitude electromagnetic
pulse (EMP) detonation. This
capability allows Iran to position
adisguised vessel off America’s
coast, launch a nuclear warhead

highinto the ats here to crip-
ple our grid and then sink the ship
to obscure its origins. Such an
EMP attack could cause millions
of deaths from collapsed infra-
structure — with no interconti-
nental ballistic missile required.

Further, Iran’s corrupt theo-
cratic regime believes that ts
actions against the “Great Satan”
(America) and the “Little Satan”
(Israel) can bring about the apoc-
alyptic arrival of the hidden 12th
Imam — hardly people that tradi-
tional nuclear deterrence would
be effective against. Further,
there’s a very high likelihood that
if Iran acquired nuclear weapons,
Saudi Arabiaand other regional
powers would follow soon after.

‘Why now? While Iran’s ballis-
tic missile and nuclear programs
were rapidly advancing, so, too,
were U.S. capabilities in a chang-
ingworld.

The face of warfare has trans-
formed since Iran’s 1979 Islamic
revolution. What once demanded
hundreds of thousands of ground
troops — such as the forces assem-
bled for Desert Storm from 1990

t01991— can now be accom-
plished through precision air
power. Advances in guided muni-
tions, drones and intelligence
enable rapid strikes with accuracy
measured in mere feet, disman-
tling missile sites, command
centers and leadership swiftly.

Crucially, the Iranian people
themselves can serve as the deci-
sive force on the ground. Wide-
spread discontent, fueled by
repression, economic failure,
corruption and protests over
rights and shortages, has eroded
regime loyalty. Unlike more cohe-
sive dictatorships, Iran’s youth,
middle class and ethnic minori-
ties — Persians number less than
50% inanation with seven major
ethnic groups — are primed to
rise once air power shatters the
mullahs’ control. Further, the
clandestine infiltration of Starlink
terminals allows unprecedented
coordination among dissident
groups as well the even more
remarkable real-time, on-the-
ground intelligence from Iranians
helping U.S. and Israeli airpower
destroy their tormentors.

Now, with superior technology
and an Iranian population primed
for change, Trump’s decision to
eliminate a growing threat might
also achieve lasting strategic
results for American national
security — the collapse of Iran’s
ayatollahs will rank with the fall
of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the
collapse of the Soviet Union two
years later.

Had action been deferred,
Iran’s rapidly increasing ballistic
missile would have soon reached
the point of immunity — erecting
ashield of threatened destruc-
tion behind which the mullah’s
nuclear program could be rebuilt.

Iranhasalongand proud
history. But the past 47 years
under theocratic rule have been
anaberration that’s held the
region — and the world — hostage
to violence, chaos and threats.

Chuck DeVore is chief national
initiatives officer for the Texas
Public Policy Foundation, a
retired US. Army intelligence
officer, and a former California
state assemblyman.

Meta’s smart glasses are a privacy risk invisible to Chicagoans

By Yunus Emre Tozal
SPECIAL TO THE TRIBUNE

Meta Ray-Ban smart glasses
have asmall LED light on the
frame that blinks when the
camerais recording. According
to Meta, this light is the privacy
feature, a design solution for the
fact that you are now wearinga
camera onyour face in public.

I find myselfthinkingabout that
light. Notbecause itis inadequate,
thoughitis. I think about itbecause
itinvites interpretation, like all
urban objects do. The stoplight, the
security camera, the construction
fence: Interpretation is how we
move through cities, though weare
seldom aware of it. The LED onthe
Ray-Ban frame is one such signal.
The problem is that nobody really
understands what it means.

Recently, Swedish journal-
ists broke news that should
have brought the news cycle
to ascreeching halt. Meta pays
subcontractor Sama, based in
Nairobi, Kenya, to manually label
videos taken by Ray-Ban smart
glasses. A user says “Hey Meta”
to the artificial intelligence on
the glasses in asking it to exam-
ine whatit’s seeing. That then
sends the video to Meta's servers,
then it goes on to workers who
label what they see on the video:
objects, faces, locations, etc. These
workers, the journalists found,
see people undressing, using the
bathroom and recording their
own bank cards by accident. One
annotator described the work as:
“We see everything”

Seven million pairs of these
glasses were sold in 2025. Each
pair generates training data. Each
“Hey Meta” command routes
footage through human eyes on
two continents, where they work
for low wages under nondisclo-
sure agreements, surveillance
cameras and a strict no-ques-
tions policy. Workers who raised
concerns about what they were

Food influencer Natasha Sonya Zhatko turns on her Meta Ray-Ban smart glasses, which she uses for content
creation, in Brea, California, on Feb. 11, 2026. STELLA KALININA/THE NEW YORK TIMES

seeingwere fired.

This is the same Sama that
‘Time magazine exposed in 2023
for paying Kenyan workers less
than $2 an hour to label graphic
violence and abuse content for
OpenAlI Workers described the
experience as psychologically
devastating, while contracts
stated that OpenAI would pay an
hourly rate of $12.50 per worker
per hour.

Meta technically discloses this
arrangement buried in its privacy
policy. A sentence notes that
the company reserves the right
to conduct “manual (human)
review” of Al interactions. That
sentence is doing enormous legal
work. Itis the LED light of the
legal world. Technically visible
but designed not to be seen.

Urban planners have a concept
called legibility, developed by
Kevin Lynch in the 1960s. The

ideais that cities should be
designed so residents can orient
themselves, understand their
environmentand feel a sense of
agency withinit. Alegible city is
one where the street grid makes
sense, where landmarks anchor
neighborhoods, and where you
know where you are and roughly
how things work. Anillegible city
produces anxiety, alienation and
disorientation.

The smart-glasses problemis a
legibility problem.

‘When you walk down Michigan
Avenue today, you cannot tell who
around you is recording. The LED
light blinks only when active, and
evenifyou spotted every active
device, you would have no way of
knowing that your image, caught
accidentally and without context,
might be reviewed by a worker
in Nairobi who has no choice but
to keep watching no matter what

appears on screen.

This is not a hypothetical
privacy risk. Itis an active data
pipeline running through one of
the most documented failures of
Al labor ethics on record, operat-
ing atscale in every city where 7
million pairs of glasses are being
worn.

Cities are negotiated spaces.
The compact is implicit but real:
‘When you walk outside, you
accepta degree of visibility. You
might be seen, photc hed or

visited, for a company that paid $2
an hour for the privilege.

Chicago is not a naive city when
it comes to surveillance. We have
more cameras per capita than
almost any American city. The
city has debated, legislated and
litigated cameras in public space
for decades. But those debates
assumed a fixed infrastructure.
Cameras mounted on poles, oper-
ated by identifiable institutions,
subject to Freedom of Informa-
tion Act requests and City Council
oversight. Wearable AT cameras
are none of those things. They are
mobile, privately operated, legally
obscured and outsourced to labor
markets with no connection to the
cities being recorded.

Meta is already working on the
next generation of these glasses.
Facial recognition, the ability to
identify strangers on the streetin
real time, is coming. The company
that cannot reliably blur faces
in training data wants to start
naming them on purpose.

The LED light will still be there.
It will still blink. Most people still
will not know what it means.

Cities are legible when their
systems are honest about what
they are and how they work. A
security cameramounted ona
pole has an owner, an operator
and alegal framework. You can
dispute it, submit a FOIA request
about it and protest it. A tiny light
on a fashionable frame, signal-
ing nothing interpretable to the
people walking past, connected
toalabor pipeline that runs from
the ifi Mile to a Nairobi

remembered. But that compact

office where workers are fired

has always d some rough
parity. The person seeing you is
also visible to you, subject to the
same social norms and stand-
ingon the same sidewalk. The
smart-glasses pipeline breaks that
entirely. The person reviewing
your footage is invisible to you,
working under rules you never
agreed to, in a city you have never

for asking qs Thatisnota
privacy feature. It is a design deci-
sion made to look like one.

Thatisacity that no longer
knows how to read itself.

Yunus Emre Tozal is a civil
engineer in Chicago and a
master’s of art student at Catholic
Theological Union.
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Pride Cleaners building at 558 E. 79th St. in Chicago on March 12. TERRENCE ANTONIO JAMES/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

SERVICE

Chicago must act to protect the South Side’s
midcentury modern Pride Cleaners

By Elizabeth Blasius
SPECIAL TO THE TRIBUNE

On Feb. 28, the last orders of
crisply pressed dress shirts passed
chroug'h the doors of 79th Street’s
iconic Pride Cleaners. After nearly
70 years cleaning South Siders’
uniforms, sweaters and suits from
abuildingstraight out of the futur-
ism of “The Jetsons,” Pride Clean-
ers closed its doors — leaving its
future uncertain.

Pride Cleaners, located at 558 E.
79th St. and designed by architect
Gerald Siegwart in 1959, was built
duringa period when midcen-
tury modern design was used to
capture the attention of consum-
ers with shape and flash.

Yet Pride Cleaners, both the
angled, parabolic building and
the towering, colorful pylon sign
out front, captured more than
customers. This humble dry
cleaner, a de jure Chicago land-
mark, hasbeen photographed by
professionals and amateurs alike;
has appeared in books, films and

music videos; and has become a
keystone in conversations about
the significance of Chicago’s
South Side to this city’s architec-
tural heritage.

The archltecture of Pride
Cleaners stands in stark contrast
to Chatham’s bungalows and
courtyard apartments and the
classical revival ornamentation of
79th Street’s commercial thor-
oughfare. Yet when surveyors
evaluated Chatham in the 1980s as
apartofthe fieldwork conducted
for the Chicago Historic
Resources Survey (CHRS), they
were looking for these traditional
architectural elements; midcen-
tury modernism was largely
considered too new of astyle to
be evaluated objectively, so Pride
Cleaners was notincluded.

Nearly 40 years later, Chicago is
still using the aging CHRS dataas
abellwether for what it considers
potentially historic, what is land-
mark-worthy and what buildings
canbe torn down or substan-
tially altered as of right without

Historic Preservation Commis-
sion staff review. The movement
and field of preservation and
architectural history has since
broadened its purview to include
the vernacular, the midcentury
modern and even the postmod-
ern, yet our data and policies in

ing its complicated mechanies and
the expense of repair and upkeep.

spaces with incredible architec-
tural and cultural history are uften
ol 1
by

Yet despite its lack of ill
tion, the sign remains remarkably
intact — for now.

Despite its presence in Chicago
pop culture, as an icon of South
Side architecture, Pride Clean-

Chicagoremainstuckinthe past.  ersisnota Chicago landmark.
The striking Pride Cleaners Its absence from the Chicago
sign, original to the site, spellsout  Historic Resources Survey means
the word “Pride” in metal letters  that the iconic structure could be
filled with light bulbs, placed destroyed as of right —and the
within brightly colored pointed highly collectable sign could be
oval lollipops. A metal sign frame ~ dismantled and sold.
belowis deslgned to dlummate Achange in use -includinga
the words “shirts laundered”and 1 acrit-
“cleaners” in neon. ical period in the hfe ofa historic
‘While the city of Chicago place. Preservationists know that
amended its municipal code in swift action often makes a differ-

2023 to make it easier for prop-
erty owners to keep and main-
tain vintage signs such as this one
by bypassing select permits and
approvals, the cost of maintenance
is placed squarely on property
owners. The Pride Cleaners sign
hasbeen dark for decades, likely
the result of the labor of maintain-

ence in terms of whether historic
places have an opportunity fora
future. South Siders know that in
terms of historic places, thereisa
paradox between what is worthy
of protection, recognition and
resources there and what occurs
on the North Side or in the Loop.
On the South Side, places and

who then demohsh them for the
promise of a project that never
materializes beyond creating yet
another vacant lot.

In the case of Pride Cleaners,
designating the building and the
sign together as du jure Chicago
landmarks right now, while the
site is still intact, guarantees their
future and incentivizes their
preservation and maintenance —
whether that future is adaptive
reuse or another 70 years of clean-
ingshirts.

Elizabeth Blasius, a South Shore
resident, is an architectural
historian and writer and co-
founder of Preservation Futures,
an architecture firm focused on
historic preservation. She writes
a monthly column for MAS
Context, a nonprofit architecture
and design platform, and is vice
chair of the DOCOMOMO US/
Chicago board of directors.

Voice of the People

Let Bears pay for stadium

Regarding David Greising’s
op-ed on the possible departure
of the Chicago Bears from the
city (“Chicago is going to lose the
Bears. It didn’t need to happen,”
March 13), the real need for lead-
ership lies in Washington, D.C.,
where Congress should step in
to ban professional sports teams
from pressuring taxpayers into
funding new stadiums.

Ifthe Bears or any other profes-
sional team wants a new stadium,
they should use their own billions
inrevenue to construct it, as the
Chicago Fire has done. Congress
should pass a law preventing
states from offering financial
incentives to lure teams from
other states and stipulate that
any state or local government
offering such incentives would
see its federal subsidies or grants
reduced by an equal amount.

— Arthur H. Anderson, Harbert,
Michigan

Johnson out of his depth

Tagree wholeheartedly with the
op-ed on the Bears stadium deba-
cle. David Greising says just about
what I wrote to the incoherent
mayor of Chicago. With no disre-
spect to Mayor Brandon Johnson,
heis out of his depth completely.
His inability to ask for help from
the many extremely qualified
leaders and busmesspeople of
Chicago is as mind-bogglingas
President Donald Trump picking
the clowns he has.

This whole thing s short-
sighted: $1 billion over 20 years
isapittance to pay to keep hotels,
restaurants, shopping and new
business locating to this wonder-
ful city. If only the Bears could
hold out alittle while longer until
1.Iolmsa)n is shown the door and

egin aj
- Tadd waft Chicago

The power of the rich

The Tribune Editorial Board
on March 13 correctly praises
Gov. JB Pritzker for trying to
avoid raising taxes on high-in-
come Illinoisans (“Whatever his
reasons, it's good Pritzker isn’t

Season ticket holder Dave LaCerra wears a Chicago Bears hat, center,
while attending a rally about bringing the Bears to Arlington Heights, at
the DoubleTree by Hilton on Feb. 11in Arlington Heights.

ARMANDO L. SANCHEZ/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

joining other blue states on the
tax-the-rich bandwagon”). On
the next page, David Greising
faults Mayor Brandon Johnson
for failing to adequately entice
the Bears to stay in Chicago.
‘What'’s interesting is that both
arguments are not ethically based
but practical. Raising taxes on the
rich might motivate some to leave
Illinois, and losing the Bears may
be costly for Chicago. It seems to

rich reads like a who's who of

the industry. This trend is likely
to continue. According to the St.
Louis Federal Reserve, the share
of the nation’s net worth held by
the top 1% steadily rose from 23%
in1990 to over 31% in 2024. The
share held by the 50th to 90th
percentile fell 5 percentage points
during the same period. Any good
investor can tell you the reason:
Money invested tends to multiply

be accepted as agiven that if we exponentially in the absence of
fail to treat the rich in the way that  any controls.

they prefer, they can Arewel 1

cause us agreat deal of harm. A republic? T hope not, but we seem
small number of individualsseem  tobe headingin that direction.

tobe dictating terms because of
their immense power.

— Craig Zabel, Sugar Grove

Of course, teams d
tax breaks and financial assistance
for new stadiums is nothing new,
but other changes are occurring.
Our president is a billionaire, and
anumber of his Cabinet members
are billionaires as well. And of
course, our governor is a]su a

g's

How obtuse can an opinion
be?1just read the whining opin-
ion of David Greising regarding
the Bears rejecting the former
Michael Reese Hospital site
tobuild astadium. Thatsite is
godawful and didn’t warrant the

billionaire. Cq 2 Unlikely.

‘Wealth can buy influence.

Not longago, the Supreme
Court decided that unlimited
campaign contributions are free
speech and that paying a “gratu-
ity” to politicians who have
pleased someone is perfectly legal.
Alist of media controlled by the

The Bears are going to make
asizable investment on their
stadium and have the right to
choose their location. They have:
InIllinois, it’s Arlington Heights.

So stop the bleating and belly-
aching over Bronzeville.

— Bruce Stanley, Naperville

Pritzker could cut a check

The Bears stadium saga seems
to have gone somewhat quiet, but
Ican envision late-night meet-

million in the case, but after an
appeal and some new revelations,
city attorneys and the Finance
Committee are now recommend-

ings in Springfield tryingtocome  ing that survivors be awarded a
up withaplan. Weallknow that ~ shocking $27 million.
Gov. JB Pritzker has his ey a Two thi lear to me:
new residence in 2028. It really Innocent plaintiffs do deserve to
wouldn't look too good on his be compensated, but the pool of
resume if the Bears escape to Indi-  available compensation comes
ana. from Chicago taxpayers and is very
IfIwere abettingman,Iwould limited, perhaps even shrinking,
wager thataplanwill come from  And police pursuits are the result
those late-night meetings that of split-second decisions made by
willkeep BearsinTllinoisand give ~well-intentioned police officers
the governor cover from taxpayer  actingin good faith and under
backlash. usually very stressful conditions.
Using any Illinois taxpayer It’s time to require that deci-
money to support this should sion-makers, whether they be

be a nonstarter. Taking money
from hardworking, already-
overtaxed residents to support

city officials, attorneys, judges
or jurors, balance the interests
ofi mnocent plaintiffs with the

a billion-dollar corp

which has many employees who
make millions, makes no sense.
Also, giving the Bears a 20-year
or more break on real estate
taxes speaks volumes. Are taxes
already so high a business cannot
be successful without a special
break? I could sure use a 20-year
break on real estate taxes.
Iknow the pressure on the
governor to keep the Bears in Illi-
nois is tremendous. Ifhe really
cares about the residents of Tlli-
nois, maybe he should just write
the Bears a check himself — prob-
lem solved, win-win-win. He
could even put his name on the
stadium.
— Bill Adamson, Naperville

Rein in shocking awards

In Saturday print, the Tribune
carried the story “Panel advances
$27M deal for woman killed in
police chase” In this case, a car
fleeing from police officers and
driven by a person soughton
suspicion of firing a gun struck the
victim’s car, killing her. After the
crash, agun was found in the flee-
ing car. It appears a Cook County
jury originally awarded $10.2

Chicago
taxpayers tc reinin these shock~
ing awards.

Chlcago 's survival as a world-
class city requiresit.
— John Mulvey, Chicago

Shows that open our eyes

Op-ed writer Alexis Alex-
anian is absolutely right (“What
‘Sinners’ reveals about the future
of cinema,” March 15).

‘Two of the most interesting
series on Netflix are “North of
North,” setin a Canadian Arctic
community with alot of Native
things worked into the plot, and
“Hello Bachhon,” set in India and
based on a true story. “Hello Bach-
hon” shows some of what poverty
inIndia s like. The poverty in our
country doesn’t nearly approach
how bad the living conditions are
inIndia.

These two series are eye-open-
ers about some of the ways people
outside our experiences live. The
importance of culturally derived
shows is more important than
ever with the increasing narrow-
ness of racism and antisemitism.
— Alice Marcus Solovy, Highland
Park

For online-exclusive letters, go to www.chicagotribune.com/letters.
Email your letter submissions, 400 words or less, to letters@chicago
tribune.com. Include your full name, address and phone number.
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OPINION

War Requires Ugly Choices

Presidents

miscalculate

in war all

the time,

from John F.

Kennedy

&Q launching
BUSINESS the Bay of
;vyoxlzlb"?a" w. Pigs inva-
Jenkins, Jr.  Sion and in-
1S iting  the
Diem coup

in Vietnam, to Lyndon John-
son escalating without believ-
ing in victory, to Harry Tru-
man failing to draw a red line

around Korea, to George W,
Bush pinning so much of the
public case against Saddam
Hussein on weapons of mass
destruction.

The Trump administration
didn’t fail to perceive the
Hormuz Strait risk. It bet a
regime survivor (aka an Ira-
nian Delcy Rodriguez) would
quickly sue for peace and
make the issue moot, in a
case of scenario fixation
syndrome.

Now U.S. prestige has
been committed. The best

must be made of it. Options war.

include a convoying and fire-
suppression effort to take
back control of the Persian
Gulf—an open-ended military
commitment. Or the U.S.
might make a hostage of
Iran’s own oil exports, which
are actually increasing while
the regime gives itself free
passage in the Gulf. A U.S.
Marine flotilla may be on its
way to Kharg Island, where
it would need constant over-
head protection against Ira-
nian drones and missiles.
Add that Iran is believed to
have 50 days of output

stored on tankers, about half
of it around Singapore.

Then an idea that seems to
be grudgingly considered:
leveling Iran’s oil industry,
forcing Iran’s customers,
neighbors and allies to deal
with the mess.

Mr. Trump understandably
finds the notion repulsive,
just days earlier picturing a
friendly or at least compliant
regime that would marry its
oil power to America’s, in the
great game with China.

Mr. Trump bombed mili-
tary emplacements on Kharg
but, as he put it, spared an
attack that would “knock the
hell” out of “the pipes.”

Iran’s normal incentive,
let’s understand, is not to in-
terfere with Hormuz ship-
ping, making an enemy of its
own customers, importantly
China. The exception: when
the regime is under existen-
tial, terminal threat—exactly
the consideration Mr. Trump
set out to create.

That’s why his regime-
change war has become an oil

I'm aware of the specula-
tion that the U.S. acted to
take an Iran threat off the
board in light of a possible
Taiwan contingency. The
counterargument: Weakness
is provocative. The U.S. has
shown its military highly ca-~
pable, all the more reason to
challenge it while it’s dis-
tracted and its stocks are
low.

Mr. Trump has made a sit-
uation for himself. If Iran
can't be coaxed by China or
other mediators to reach
terms, he may have to esca-

late more than he ever in-
tended or wanted to.

The only US. flag officer
to win a Pulitzer, Adm. Wil-
liam Sims, wrote in 1920's
“The Victory at Sea” that the
point of escorting Allied ship-
ping in World War 1 wasn't to
protect the ships. Convoys
were bait. German subs were
forced to surface in the pres-
ence of Allied destroyers or
give up the fight, as they did.

If Trump wants to exit
rather than escalate,
he can take out Iran’s
oil infrastructure.

In the Gulf today, the par-
allels are exactly zip. Iran not
only fields elusive, multi-
pronged threats to shipping
traffic via speedboat, drone,
mine and missile. It need
only threaten the flow to
stop it.

But there’s a flip side. The
U.S. is a net exporter; oil is a
shrinking share of household
budgets and total domestic
output. The U.S. economy is
more flexible, not least be-
cause of the Carter-era de-
regulation of transportation.

In the Iranian revolution of
1979, oil reached $165 in to-
day’s dollars. Analysts are
fretting now about the possi-
bility of $150.

The Soviet Union is no
more. The main beneficiary
of 1980’s Carter Doctrine,
which held that the U.S. must
defend the Gulf even at the
risk of nuclear war, is China.

Strategic conceptions are
ripe to be overhauled in the
heat of crisis. U.S. troops
don’t need to be risked to
protect China’s oil. If a rea-
sonable settlement isn't
forthcoming, Mr. Trump can
tell Tehran the U.S. will un-
leash its precision munitions
on its export infrastructure.

Mr. Trump can still hope a
better option will material-
ize—the outcome I'd bet on.
China or other intercessors
will engineer the out he seeks
because they fear his escala-
tion. But this outcome will
receive impetus only if he
shows himself willing to fol-
low the logic of the regime-
change war he started and
the oil war he got.

lromcally, the U.S. was al-
ready in a good and improv-
ing posmon in Iran, thanks to
the regime’s domestic unpop-
ularity, Mr. Trump's sanc-
tions, and U.S. and Israeli
suppression of its nuclear
program and air defenses.

The U.S., in other words,
was in a good position to at-
tend to other priorities, such
as rebuilding its military
stockpiles and adapting to a
new strategic environment
and new war technologies.

More than its allies, the
U.S. has done the right
things on energy and na-
tional-security investments.
China is still a long way
from being able to act mili-
tarily in the Gulf. Remember,
Mr. Trump’s larger purpose
was supposed to be redis-
tributing peacekeeping du-
ties to regional stakeholders
so the U.S. can focus on big-
ger matters.

Iran and the Escalation Trap

. If war is the
; 1 continuation
of politics by
other means,

as the mili-

tary theorist

Carl von

g(;_lﬁlTK:S Clausewitz
==t famously

ﬁy G’Z'Ig;:nm claimed, then
- a war’s suc-

cess must be
judged by the achievement of
its political goals. Military
victories, however stunning,
aren’t ends in themselves.

The war in Gaza brought
home this truth to Israel.
More than two years of battle
destroyed much of the infra-
structure that Hamas built
and killed many of its fight-
ers, at the cost of mass civil-
ian casualties and injuries
along with the widespread de-
struction of apartments, hos-
pitals and schools, But after
the most recent cease-fire
took hold last October, Hamas
emerged from its tunnels and
quickly exerted political con-
trol over Gaza's demoralized
civilians and restless tribal
leaders. Its fighters refuse to
disarm, exposing the terms of
the cease-fire agreement as a
sham. Some far-right Israeli
leaders are demanding a re-
newed war to finish the job, a
move the U.S. wouldn’t toler-
ate. Israel’s Gaza campaign
was a military success but a
political failure.

As America’s war with Iran
enters its third week, we've
reached a moment of decision.
The U.S. military has achieved
significant successes. Much of
Iran’s navy has been de-

stroyed, and its capacity to
launch ballistic missiles has
been substantially reduced.
(Drones are another matter.)
The Islamic Revolutionary
Guard Corps, the regime’s pri-
mary fighting force, has lost
much of its infrastructure,
and some members of the
basij militia reportedly are re-
fusing to show up for work.
Despite these achieve-
ments, the Trump inistra-

most technically challenging
special-forces operation in
history.

Iran’s decision to close the
Strait of Hormuz—a step that
every U.S. military official
knew was inevitable—has
turned the tables on the
Trump administration, which
seems to have been caught
unprepared. Our options for
reopening the strait without

tion’s prospects for achieving
its political objectives remain
remote. At the onset of the
war, President Trump said to
the Iranian people, “When we
are finished, take over your
government. It will be yours
to take.” It's now clear that
‘won't happen anytime soon, a
point that both the president
and Israel’s prime minister
have conceded.

Nor will Iran agree to Mr.
Trump’s demand for “uncon-
ditional surrender,” a goal
that the U.S. achieved at the
end of World War 11 only by
conquering Germany and
dropping two atomic bombs
on Japan.

Nor will Iran agree to sur-
render its stocks of enriched
uranium, which are probably
buried deep underground be-
neath the rubble from the
U.S.-Israeli attack on its nu-
clear facilities last June.
Asked about the enriched
uranium at a congressional
briefing this month, Secretary
of State Marco Rubio report-
edly said that “people are go-
ing to have to go and get it.”
Such a task would have un-
certain prospects and would
likely require the biggest and

U.S. military successes
against Tehran don’t
guarantee a lasting
political victory.

Iran’s agreement aren't at-
tractive. The US. Navy is
weeks away, at best, from be-
ing able to escort oil tankers
through the strait, a mission
that experts estimate would
require two ships per tanker.
Naval officers worry that Ira-
nian drones and missiles
could turn this confined area
into a “kill box” for American
sailors.

This dismal prospect in-
vites a further : What

The logic of escalation could
lead the Trump administra-
tion down a road it doesn't
want to travel.

One thing is clear: If the
U.S. tries to reopen the strait,
it can’t expect much help from
its allies. With the exception of
France, Mr. Trump’s request to
join with the U.S. in naval con-
voys has met a chilly recep-
tion. Germany’s defense minis-
ter said bluntly that “this is
not our war.” A senior Japa-
nese policy adviser said
Japan’s threshold for joining
such an operation is “ex-
tremely high.” British Prime
Minister Keir Starmer has re-
fused to send warships to the
strait. If Mr. Trump had con-
sulted allies before starting
this war, he might be getting a
better reception.

Sen. Lindsey Graham (R.,
$.C.) and some others have
urged the administration to
seize control of Kharg Island,
the command post for Iranian
oil exports. But this would in-
volve us in a risky game of
chicken. If we cut off Iran’s
exports, would we bring the
regime to its knees before
soaring oil prices severely

the global

would it take to suppress Ira-
nian fire directed at our Navy
and the ships it's escorting?
The most likely answer: using
U.S. ground forces to seize
IRGC strongholds along Iran’s
southern coast. Even if such
an assault were to succeed,
the US. beachheads would
have to be protected against
counterattacks from the IRGC,
whose strength is estimated
at 190,000 active personnel.

and forced us to relent?

The U.S. decided when the
war with Iran would begin,
but it doesn’t control when
the war will end. Even if we
Wwere to announce a unilateral
cease-fire, Iran wouldn’t re-
open the Strait of Hormuz
without

BOOKSHELF | By Stuart Halpern
Bravery in the
Bonfires of War

Out of the Sky
By Matti Friedman
Spiegel & Grau, 256 pages, $29

controlled Palestine to save their co-religionists in

Europe. Officially serving as British special-operations
troops, they parachuted behind enemy lines and tried to
disrupt the Nazi death machine. Matti Friedman docu-
ments their mission in “Out of the Sky,” an account of
the personal motivations and tragic fates of these heroic
figures of undying Jewish faith.

Mr. Friedman, a Canadian-Israeli journalist, focuses
on four of the roughly 30 parachutists who landed in
Europe. Though they could have survived the Holocaust
by remaining in Palestine, they instead chose to travel
through the Sinai Desert and then to a liberated airfield
in Italy before departing on their mission. “In the story
of the Exodus from Egypt,” Mr. Friedman writes, Sinai
“leads from slavery and death to freedom in the prom-

ised land. The charac-

ters in this book

make the astonishing

choice to travel the

other way.”

Mr. Friedman relies
on unpublished letters,
out-of-print memoirs
and declassified files to
craft his narrative of the
operation, a joint initia-
tive between British
intelligence and the Jew-
ish Agency. Many of the

volunteers had emigrated
from Europe to escape
the Nazis.

After arriving in Pales-
tine in 1940 the Hungar-

. ian-born Mihély Kaszas
changed his name to Haim Hermesh. His new surname
meant “scythe” in Hebrew. “A hero needs a narrative in
which actions matter and death has meaning,” Mr. Fried-
man explains. “Kaszas was a victim. The Scythe is a man
of the land, an avenger.” His orders in 1944 were to coor-
dinate the rescue of downed Allied airmen and prisoners
of war while establishing radio contact between the resis-
tance and the British.

Hermesh—the only one of Mr. Friedman’s four princi-
pal flgures to survive the mission—had no love for his

officers. In 1939 the British had
fired on the refugee vessel Tiger Hill, killing multiple
Jews trying to reach safety. But the Jews had no air
force and Hermesh had no other choice. He landed in
Yugoslavia with instructions to head to Hungary. After
getting separated from his team, he joined up with local
partisans and repeatedly ambushed Nazi soldiers before
returning to Palestine at war’s end.

Enzo Sereni grew up in Rome, a short walk from the
Arch of Titus, with its engraved legionnaires celebrating
the defeat of ancient Judea by plundering the Second
Temple. In 1927 he and his wife moved to Palestine,
where they helped found a klbbutz and advocated for
peaceful with Arab

Sereni, who recited cantos from Dante in Italian to
calm his nerves, was offered a British alias for the para-
chuting mission. He refused, Mr. Friedman notes, “instead
choosing papers identifying him as a Jewish officer from
Palestine.” He was apprehended almost immediately in
Northern Italy and killed at the Dachau ccncenn'anun
camp. “There was no repl; for Enzo,”

David Ben-Gurion, the Zionist leader who would later
serve as Israel’s first prime minister.

Marta Reick was active in the Zionist youth movement
in her native Czechoslovakia. In Hebrew, Mr. Friedman
notes, her parents were named Mordechai and Esther, the
two main characters in the story of Purim, which is
about a Jewish queen who saves her people. After arriv-
ing in Palestine in 1939 she changed her first name to
Haviva, which means “beloved.” Reick sought to help
Jews in her home country, where the rest of her family
was murdered. “We must parachute into Europe,” she
wrote before setting out, “like a mother breaking into a
burning house to rescue her children.” She too was cap-
tured and killed.

In early 1944 a group of Jewish volunteers left British-

A group of Jewish volunteers parachuted
into occupied Europe with the goal of saving
their co-religionists and fighting the Nazis.

that
we would find difficult to ac-
cept. Translating our military
achievements into political
gains won’t be easy.

How to Hollow Out Your State’s Economy

By Arthur Laffer
And Stephen Moore

ashington has been
one of the fastest-
growing states for

decades. It conspicuously
avoided the “blue-state dis-
ase” of low economic growth
and population declines. The
Seattle area is home to great
companies from Microsoft
and Amazon to Starbucks.
Washington has been the
Florida or Texas of the West
Coast.

A secret to the

brushing aside a 1933 prece-
dent under which it is plainly
unconstitutional.

The decision to enact an
income tax bodes ill for
Washington’s economic fu-
ture. Eleven states have done
so since 1960: West Virginia,
Indiana, Michigan, Nebraska,
Illinois, Maine, Pennsylvania,

Washington residents
will soon pay an
income tax of 9.9%.

State’s success has been that it
has no income tax. But Demo-
crats in Olympia are perilously
close to enacting a “millionaire
tax” of 99%. Washington
would go from being one of
nine states with no income tax
to having the fifth-highest rate
in the country. The tax has
passed both legislative houses
and Gov. Bob Ferguson says
he'll sign it. Supporters hope
the state supreme court will
uphold it, overturning or

Rhode Island, Ohio, New Jer-
sey and Connecticut. We
found that every one of them
significantly underperformed
the rest of the nation in ev-
ery economic measure we
looked at, including share of
the nationwide population,
income, and state and local
tax revenue,

The 11 states in combina-
tion accounted for about one-
third of national output in

1970. Today they account for
slightly more than one-fifth.
Since Ohio adopted its income
tax in 1971, its share of na-
tionwide domestic output has
fallen by nearly half. Since
Michigan adopted its income
tax in 1967, its share of total
state and local tax revenue
nationwide has fallen by 53%.

Pennsylvania’s share of
national output declined 42%
since its income tax of 1971;
West Virginia has lagged na-
tional population growth by
56% since its income tax of
1961; and Rhode Island’s
share of state and local tax
revenue nationally has plum-
meted by a third since its in-
come tax of 1971. In terms of
the change in its share of the
nation’s population, eco-
nomic output and population,
not one of the new income-
tax states registers a positive
number since the imposition
of this tax. And the negative
numbers are often highly
negative.

In every state that adopted

an income tax, supporters
promised the added money
would be used to improve ed-
ucation. Washington is trying
to play this card, saying the
tax hike is for education, but
the statements from lawmak-
ers make it clear they want a
new fund for any of their
spending desires.

When the Washington
House approved the income
tax, Rep. April Berg, chairman
of the Finance Committee, tri-
umphantly declared this plan
“truly historic” because it will
“make life more affordable
for Washingtonians.”

Many of them will not be
Washingtonians anymore. Illi-
nois added its income tax in
1969, and since then its share
of the national population has
sunk by 40%. By following
suit, Washington will join the
ranks of the incredible shrink-
ing states.

Messrs. Laffer and Moore
are co-founders of Unleash
Prosperity.

Then there was the Hungarian-born Hannah Szenes
(anglicized as Senesh). She emigrated to Palestine in 1939
to study at an agricultural school. Senesh would become
the most renowned of the group because she also wrote
poetry, miraculously preserved amid her misadventures
behind enemy lines. She was captured in Nazi-occupied
Hungary and executed a few months before the fall of
Budapest in early 1945.

Senesh’s words have lived on. In the aftermath of
Hamas’s attack against Israel on Oct. 7, 2023, Mr. Fried-
man recounts seeing a video clip of a battalion com-
mander speaking to his troops. “1 want to read you a
poem,” the commander said, “written by a brave woman
who was a poet and a farmer but who, when her people’s
fate hung in the balance, parachuted behind the lines of
the Nazi enemy on a mission that had little chance of
success, because she believed this was the right thing to
do.” He then recited lines that Senesh had written in
1940: “In the bonfires of war, in the blaze, in the flame /
Between bloody seas that race, / I light my little torch /
And seek a human face,”

Today in Israel, Mr. Friedman relates, there are kibbut-
zim named for Reick, Senesh and Sereni. (Senesh also
lends her name to a forest and no less than 32 streets.)
“I've lived most of my life in this country,” the author
writes, “where the language of the Bible is the language
of electricity bills and pop music, where Jews aren’t
forced into questions of identity or warped by the fanta-
sies of their neighbors.” Mr. Friedman often rides his
bike in his hometown of Jerusalem, at the intersection
of roads named for Senesh and Sereni, “hoping for some-
thing evocative to happen.” But nothing ever does in that
quiet neighborhood. Such moments of serenity in the
Jewish homeland were exactly what the paratroopers
had fought for.

Mr. Halpern is the senior adviser to the provost at
Yeshiva University. He is the author, with Wilfred McClay,
of “Jewish Roots of American Liberty.”
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REVIEW & OUTLOOK
Why the SAVE America Act . .. Won’t

or partisan hype, it’s hard to beat the

Senate debate this week on the SAVE

America Act. President Trump says the
legislation is a salvation from

dozens of state laws on mail voting, by restrict-
ing such ballots to people who are sick, dis-
abled, serving in the military, or traveling. As

an election policy, this has real

mass voter fraud. Sen. Chuck A pyl'l‘hlc victory on upside. Yet many GOP states
Schumer says it’s an effort at voting isn’t worth let anyone vote absentee. Do
mass voter suppression, “Jim . ¥ Republicans really want to en-
Crow 2.0.” Neither is reality. bustlng the filibuster. dorse having the federal gov-

Also, Republicans don’t have
the votes to clear the Senate’s
filibuster. And if they bully the bill through any-
way, Democrats eyeing the end of the 60-vote
rule will quietly celebrate.

* * *

The House version of the SAVE America Act,
which passed last month, has two main planks.
First, people registering to vote would be asked
to show proof of U.S. citizenship, such as a pass-
port, birth certificate or naturalization docu-
ment. Many driver’s licenses wouldn’t qualify.
While the bill says it would accept a REAL ID
“that indicates the applicant is a citizen,” stan-
dard license designs often don’t say. Legal im-
migrants can get REAL IDs, too.

“Enhanced” driver’s licenses do show citi-
zenship, and those can be used to cross interna-
tional borders. But they’re available in only five
states that neighbor Canada, according to the
Department of Homeland Security. To pick one
state, Minnesota says it has issued 782,000 “en-
hanced” licenses, out of a total 4.7 million ac-
tive credentials.

People who register to vote at a motor-vehi-
cle office, while proving U.S. citizenship to get
a REAL ID, might not have any problem under
the GOP bill. But Americans who join the voter
rolls elsewhere, such as at a county office, could
be told that a driver’s license is no longer suffi-
cient, so they have to find other documents. If
the state already knows they’re citizens, can’t
it check its own database?

The House bill’s second piece would set a na-
tional rule on voter ID, which is popular because
it makes sense to millions of Americans who
flash a driver’s license when they check inat a
hotel or buy alcohol. Under the GOP bill, a voter
casting a ballot in person would be asked for
photo identification, such as a state, tribal or
military card. An absentee voter would send in
acopy of an ID, or else an affidavit that it can’t
be obtained after “reasonable efforts.”

Mr. Trump now wants to expand the SAVE
America Act. One of his ideas is to countermand

ernment overrule the election
laws in Florida, Georgia, Wis-
consin, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Oklahoma, Kansas,
and more?

The decentralized nature of American elec-
tions is a source of resilience, and Republicans
rightly opposed President Biden’s attempt to
federalize voting rules on the lax California
model. Have they given up federalist principle?
If 51 Senate votes are all it takes to limit mail
ballots across the country and require voter ID,
Democrats next time will use 51 votes to man-
date ballot harvesting and ban voter ID.

That’s to say nothing of what else progres-
sives have in mind if Republicans do them the
favor of launching a pre-emptive strike on the
filibuster. Mr. Schumer might make new states
out of Washington, D.C., and Puerto Rico, mean-
ing four new Democratic Senators. He might
add Justices to the Supreme Court. In exchange
for laying the groundwork, Republicans get ... .
the SAVE America Act? No thanks.

Although Mr. Trump insists that voter fraud
is endemic, his big claims aren’t backed by hard
evidence. The President recently said illegal
aliens are voting in such huge numbers that he
won Minnesota three times.

Audits in a variety of places—Georgia, Michi-
gan, Texas, Utah, Idaho—have found noncitizen
voting and registration to be rare. Other states
might be worse, but consider incentives: Illegal
immigrants who want to stay are trying to avoid
being noticed by the authorities. Green card
holders have much to lose if they commit a
crime. Prosecuting violators is good for deter-
rence, and vigilance is important.

But the SAVE America Act wouldn’t turn blue
states red, and it can’t save Republicans from
voter anger at unpopular policies. In the MAGA
era, the bill could even marginally hurt the GOP.
Kamala Harris in 2024 won college graduates and
voters earning over $100,000 a year. Mr. Trump
carried those with no degrees and lower salaries.
Which coalition is most likely not to have pass-
ports and birth certificates handy?

Joe Kent Resigns on Anti-Israel Principle

take a job unless you’re prepared to re-
sign, and more people should heed it.
The resignation Tuesday of a
Trump counterterror official

S ound advice in Washington is never to

A counterterror official

from Israel and its powerful American lobby,”
he wrote. Mr. Kent said “high-ranking Israeli
officials and influential members of the Ameri-
can media deployed a misin-
formation campaign,” and he

in TSR At e I g the Jetshlobly Sl toal dase
grounds, but why was he in dragged ’n'ump into war. yes, the nefarious Jewish

the Administration in the
first place?

“I cannot in good conscience support the on-
going war in Iran,” Joe Kent, director of the Na-
tional Counterterrorism Center, wrote in a
public letter. “Iran posed no imminent threat
to our nation.”

Mr. Kent, who worked under Director of Na-
tional Intelligence Tulsi Gabbard, added that
as “a veteran who deployed to combat 11 times”
he “cannot support sending the next genera-
tion off to fight and die in a war that serves no
benefit to the American people nor justifies the
cost of American lives.”

Resigning over sincere differences is an
honorable tradition, but Mr. Kent couldn’t
leave without adding some dishonor: It “is
clear that we started this war due to pressure

lobby.

This is a smear about an
ally fighting alongside U.S. troops. Mr. Kent’s
portfolio was terrorism—and it isn’t reassuring
that he was more concerned with Israel than
with an Iranian regime that has sought to kill
President Trump and other U.S. officials.

Mr. Kent hails from the corner of Mr. Trump’s
base that paints any U.S. action in the world as
a quagmire, and the White House let many of
them into the Administration as coalition man-
agement. Ms. Gabbard is another, and now one
of her underlings has produced a spectacle to
undermine Mr. Trump during a war.

“When I read his statement, I realized that
it’s a good thing that he’s out,” Mr. Trump said
of the resignation. May there be more such res-
ignations, voluntary or otherwise.

The Allies Take a Pass on Iran

for refusing to help make the Strait of

Hormuz passable for oil tankers, and the
media coverage boils down to a version of
“serves him right.” Mr. Trump has played the
bully with allies, who are now returning the dis-
favor. This is satisfying for those who dislike
Mr. Trump, but the outcome may not turn out
well for the allies.

Europeans have a point that Mr. Trump
didn’t consult them before he began this round
of bombing with Israel. He’s also been high-
handed with Europe over Greenland, and with
the world on his unilateral tariffs. A more con-
ventional U.S. President would have done more
to cultivate personal ties with leaders who
could help smooth over rough political mo-
ments. Mr. Trump always prefers the U.S. power
flex, which is no doubt grating on European
sensibilities.

Yet let’s assume Mr. Trump feels he must
keep bombing for many more weeks to end an
Iranian veto on oil flows through the Strait of
Hormuz, Who will be harmed the most? Not the
U.S., which is largely self-sufficient in energy.
Americans will pay more for gasoline because
oil is a global market. But the price of West
Texas crude is still lower than the Brent crude
global price, and natural gas is far less expen-
sive in the U.S. than in Europe or Asia.

Escorting ships through the Strait is danger-
ous and costly even for the U.S. Navy. If there’s
no cease-fire that Iran agrees to, Mr. Trump
might decide to blow up Iran’s oil energy facili-
ties on Kharg Island.

On Friday the U.S. hit Iran’s military forces
on the island but spared the oil production tar-
gets. Hitting those would cost Iran dearly since
it is still exporting oil through the Strait. It

P resident Trump is angry with U.S. allies

would also hit the rest of the world far more
than it would the U.S.

Mr. Trump said Monday “we don’t need any-
body” in the Gulf, but he wouldn’t be asking if
that were true. European countries have more
mine-sweeping ships than the U.S, Naval help
would reduce the burden on the U.S. Navy,
which has other interests to protect around the
world. These days that includes the Caribbean
and the Pacific.

More important for relations with Mr.
Trump for the next three years—sorry, folks, he
still has 34 months to go—is the message that
countries were unwilling to help when asked.
Mr. Trump has a long memory, and Europe sim-
ply can’t defend itself without American mili-
tary power.

The country in Europe that most seems to
appreciate this is Ukraine, of all places. Presi-
dent Volodymyr Zelensky has dispatched his ex-
perts on drone defenses to the Gulf, and that
could well save American lives. The military in
Europe most threatened at home is the one
most willing to help the U.S. abroad. Mr. Trump
might keep this in mind before pressuring
Ukraine into a bad peace with Russia.

The tragedy of this Western division is that
the real winners are Iran, Russia and China.
They’re working together to defeat the U.S. in
the Gulf and weaken American deterrence. If
Iran emerges with a veto over Strait of Hormuz
oil flows, and U.S. credibility is damaged, Mr.
Trump will be hurt.

But the bigger losers in the long run will be
countries that depend on American power to
deter aggressors. See Ukraine 2014 and 2022,
and Gaza 2023. The allies may come to regret
their short-term Schadenfreude about Mr.
Trump’s Hormuz predicament.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

MAGA Isn’t Really Against the Iran Operation

Barton Swaim is wrong that Presi-
dent Trump “antagonized a material
faction of his MAGA coalition” with
Operation Epic Fury (“Trump’s Old-
Fashioned War,” Unruly Republic,
March 12). Polls have shown decisively
that in contrast to what some pod-
casters and online influencers may
wish, Trump voters—particularly his
most loyal MAGA base—strongly sup-
port his fight with Iran. In a poll we
recently conducted, 84% of Trump
voters overall and 94% of those identi-
fying as MAGA specifically support
U.S. military action in Iran. These
numbers track closely with other re-
cent polls and align with the views of
‘Trump voters expressed in our polling
taken after Operations Midnight Ham-
mer and Absolute Resolve.

These results strengthen Mr.
Swaim’s overall argument that the
president’s decision to order the
strikes was “a judicious and honorable
one,” motivated by the need to neu-
tralize the Iranian threat to America
and our allies. Trump voters, and Mr.

identify the right time and manner in
which to fight to protect American in-
terests. Trump voters ultimately may
turn on Operation Epic Fury if it is un-
successful, but their discontent will be
about the specific result rather than
an immutable opposition to the use of
American power.
CoreaN TEAGUE
Senior policy director
The Vandenberg Coalition
Washington

Mr. Swaim’s analogy to the Japa-
nese surrender in World War 11 is in
some ways more apt than he allows.
The Japanese considered the emperor
to be divine, and a surrender was to
admit his fallibility—a very bitter pill
to swallow. The mullahs likewise con-
sider their cause preordained by their
god. But the important difference
comes in the fact that most of the
country doesn’t share their zeal. Mr.
Trump is betting the regime can be
destroyed and Iran left intact. The
critical missing link at present is a vi-

Trump himself, clearly r ize the
reality—confirmed by all of human
history—that conflict and war are in-
evitable. Neither liberal international-
ist utopianism nor spheres-of-influ-
ence arrangements can prevent that.
The question isn’t how to prevent or
avoid all conflict, but rather how to

able t: 1 government. Since
the mission is only a few weeks in,
this isn’t necessarily unexpected, but
its absence risks extending the mis-
sion to the point of intolerance for the
American people.
Lroyp W. TALBERT
Manhattan Beach, Calif.

We Don’t Need a Strategic Petroleum Reserve

Your editorial “A Strategic Petro-
leum Red Herring” (March 10) points
out that the Strategic Petroleum Re-
serve’s “storage facilities require ex-
tensive repairs before they can be re-
filled.” Given the amount of time and
money required to refill them, why not
take this opportunity to abandon the
SPR altogether?

The strategic reserve may have
been conceived as a tool to mitigate
supply disruptions in emergencies,
but, as with all things placed in the
hands of politicians, the function of
the SPR has changed since its estab-
lishment in 1975. Rather than address
genuine crises, the SPR has been used
by politicians to manage the price of
oil, releasing oil from the reserve not
in genuine emergencies but, rather,
when the price of oil gets uncomfort-
ably high and there exists some sort
of overseas disturbance that can jus-
tify such interference with the mar-
kets. The strategic reserve has thus
stifled the very price mechanism that
would address rising oil prices ina
more enduring manner. Why should

producers respond to high prices by
increasing production when it is virtu-
ally assured that the government will
take measures to bring down those
prices by releasing SPR crude?

The market has long been capable
of handling price spikes, even those
resulting from geopolitical events in
oil producing regions, when it has
been allowed to function without po-
litical interference. Furthermore, now
that the U.S. is a net exporter of en-
ergy, the possibility that America will
suddenly find itself “out of oil” has
been eliminated. So why do we insist
on maintaining a device that interferes
with the efficient functioning of the oil
markets in order to avoid a catastro-
phe that has zero chance of occurring?

Let the SPR run dry, perhaps by
gradually selling forward contracts on
its output. Doing so will both make
and save the taxpayers a lot of money
and will allow the market to more effi-
ciently address perceived and real oil
shocks.

Magrk M. Quinn
Naperville, 1ll.

A ‘Millionaire Tax’ Quickly Goes Middle Class

You make the same very good
point in two editorials in the March
12 paper addressing the populist in-
troduction of a “millionaire tax” in
Washington (“Washington State's In-
come Tax Con”) and New York (“New
York’s Dismal Tax Forecast”). As mil-
lionaire taxes fail to deliver the prom-
ised collections because of implemen-
tation issues and the fact that
millionaires tend to be very mobile,
the tax base will inevitably expand

Enjoy the Houston TSA Line

Regarding your editorial “Put Chuck
Schumer on TSA Duty” (March 16): Why
not take this idea one step further and
pass a bill that stops all payments to
congressmen and senators if they cre-
ate a budget shutdown? Let’s let those
who pass the laws live in the same
world as those that implement them.

JEFF STACK
Aiken, S.C.

Rather than have Sen. Schumer put
on a Transportation Security Adminis-
tration uniform, I would like to see
him have to stand in the Houston
screening line for a couple of hours.

CuARLES H. GESSNER
Marblehead, Mass.

Do we really want Mr. Schumer to
be the one responsible for checking
our baggage for bombs?

STEPHEN BORKOWSKI
Pittsburg, Texas

and hit a broader swath of the middle
class. One of the best examples of
how this plays out is the Alternative
Minimum Tax. Enacted in 1969 as an
add-on tax so that the “rich” paid
their fair share, it has evolved into a
complex paralle] tax system that has
gone through numerous legislative
tweaks over the years. A congressio-
nal report in 2017 concluded that the
AMT “may reduce the equity of the
tax system” and that it reduced “both
the simplicity and the transparency of
the tax system.” The AMT has often
ensnared a higher percentage of mid-
dle and upper middle-class taxpayers
rather than millionaires, according to
the Tax Policy Center. In the end, the
AMT is more of a boon to accoun-
tants than a true equalizer of the tax
burden. These millionaire taxes may
have similar unhappy endings.
PROF. S. ABRAHAM RAVID
Yeshiva University
New York

Bring India’s Potential Here
1 agree with Parag Saxena’s op-ed
“India’s Boundless Biotech Potential”
(March 13). Not only do Indian manu-
facturers account for about 20% of
global supply of the generic medica-
tions, as Mr. Saxena writes, India has
good tech talent, too. I hope President
Trump will ease H1-Bl visa restric-
tions for tech talent and physicians.
P.J. Reppy, M.D.
Wichita, Kan.
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Newsom’s Climate False Alarms

By Bjorn Lomborg

avin Newsom is raising

alarms on climate change

again—and getting basic

facts wrong. The Califor-

nia governor vows to sue
the federal government over the
Trump administration’s repeal of the
Environmental Protection Agency’s
2009 “endangerment finding,” the
main legal basis under the Clean Air
Act for mandating reductions in car-
bon-dioxide emissions. Mr. Newsom
claims the reversal will trigger “more
deadly wildfires” and “more extreme
heat deaths.”

Age-adjusted heat-related death
risk in California has risen modestly
in recent decades—enough to account
for 90 additional annual deaths likely
linked to higher temperatures. But he
omits the other side: Warming has
helped reduce age-adjusted cold-re-
lated deaths by more than 5,000 a
year. Citing only the tiny heat increase
while ignoring the large decrease in
cold-related deaths is misleading.

Global warming isn’t
behind California’s
wildfires, and fires around
the world are declining.

As for wildfires, Mr. Newsom has
long wrongly focused on California
and the Western U.S. while ignoring
that global warming is global. He has
repeatedly referred to California as
“the tip of the spear of climate
change,” including after last Janu-
ary’s Palisades Fire. Years earlier,
amid West Coast wildfires, he said
climate change’s role “cannot be de-
nied,” that the science was “absolute”

Gavin Newsom

and the data “self-evident.”

Global data contradict this. The
National Aeronautics and Space Ad-
ministration’s satellites have tracked
fires globally for more than 25 years.
In the early 2000s, about 3% of the
world’s land burned annually—in to-
tal acreage, an area about twice
Mexico’s size. The trend since has
been downward: 2022 hit a record
low of 2.169%, and 2025 nearly
matched it at 2.198%, the second-
lowest. That’s a reduction of over
25%, sparing an area of land larger
than Texas and California combined
each year. North America is the only
continent where burned area is in-
creasing, but it accounts for only
2.2% of the global total.

Despite Mr. Newsony’s pronounce-
ments, global warming isn’t the main
driver of fires in North America. Poor
planning puts more houses in ex-
treme fire-risk zones. California’s
surge in wildfires stems overwhelm-
ingly from poor forest management:
decades of fire suppression that built
up fuels, with almost no prescribed

burns, Studies indicate nearly 20% of
the state needs controlled burns to
reduce risk, yet only 0.1% to 0.3% re-
ceives them annually.

Wildfire CO2 emissions have also
plummeted globally, hitting a satel-
lite-era low last year—down 3 billion
tons from early-2000s levels. This
undercuts claims of supercharged
fires and feedback loops of carbon re-
lease, Because less of the world’s
landscape is burning, the result is
less air pollution, especially in heav-
ily populated areas in Africa. A 2024
Lancet study found that deaths from
fire-related air pollution declined be-
tween 2000 and 2019, even as the
global population increased over
26%. Adjusted to today’s population,
this means about two million people
would have died from such pollution
in 2000. Toward the end of the study
period, 400,000 fewer people died
each year because of the reduction in
fire-driven air pollution.

The wildfire decline is a century-
long pattern driven by human adap-
tation. In the early 1900s, nearly 4%

of global land burned yearly. Last
year, only 2.2% did. Better land man-
agement, farming practices and sup-
pression have tamed global fires.

Some claim that “intense” fires
are worsening, citing a 2024 Nature
paper that declared extreme fire
events doubled globally from 2003 to
2023. But a subsequent Nature re-
view demolished that claim: The orig-
inal study inflated trends by cluster-
ing fire hot spots and measuring
their “radiative power” as intensity.
Properly analyzed, extreme fire
didn’t burn more; its frequency de-
creased by about 35%. Yet NASA's fire
homepage still prominently features
the original study’s claim.

Mr. Newsom’s push for aggressive
mandates and lawsuits to preserve
federal climate rules ignores these
facts and gives priority to high-cost,
low-benefit policies. According to
United Nations models, even if the
world’s wealthiest nations made ma-
Jjor emissions reductions, far exceed-
ing what California or the U.S. could
do, the effect would be negligible: It
would avert less than 0.2 degree
Fahrenheit of warming at significant
cost. Emerging economies will drive
most future emissions. Policies like
California’s vehicle mandates have
imposed economic pain for negligible
global effect, a trade-off voters else-
where have rejected.

Global fires are dramatically de-
clining in extent, emissions, pollution
death risk and intensity. Mr.
Newsom’s rhetoric may energize his
supporters, but Americans deserve
evidence-based policies, not cherry-
picked alarm.

Mr. Lomborg is president of the
Copenhagen Consensus, a visiting fel-
low at Stanford University’s Hoover
Institution, and author of “False
Alarm” and “Best Things First.”

Paul Ehrlich Was Always Wrong, Never in Doubt

Not many biologists
§ sell millions of
books, make fre-
quent appearances
? on late-night talk
% shows and achieve
guru status. Paul

P ARD . Ehrlich, the popula-
By Jason L. tion-control advo-
Riley cate who died last

week at 93, checked
all three boxes.

Ehrlich’s 1968 book, “The Popula-
tion Bomb,” first brought him noto-
riety. It asserted that widespread
famines and mass starvation would
doom huge swaths of mankind be-
cause the world’s population was
growing too rapidly. “The battle to
feed humanity is over,” Ehrlich
wrote. “In the 1970s and 1980s hun-
dreds of millions of people will
starve to death in spite of any crash
programs embarked upon now.”

Ehrlich had visited India and con-
cluded that poor people were over-
breeding. He believed that the devel-
oping world simply had “too many
people” and calculated that the
earth’s population needed to be cut
in half. “The operation will demand
many apparently brutal and heart-
less decisions,” and the “pain may
be intense,” he cautioned, sounding
like a cartoon villain. But it would be
“coercion in a good cause.” Ehrlich
urged wealthy nations to cut off
food assistance to the Third World.
He endorsed an Indian official’s pro-
posal for “sterilizing all Indian males
with three or more children.” It was
for their own good, he insisted.

The world’s population grew, but
famine on the scale that Ehrlich pre-
dicted never materialized. Within a
decade, India not only produced
enough food to feed itself, thanks to
technological advances in agricul-
ture that Ehrlich hadn’t anticipated,
but was a net exporter of wheat.
“Since 1900 the world has increased
its population by 400 per cent; its
cropland area by 30 per cent; its av-
erage yields by 400 per cent and its
total crop harvest by 600 per cent,”
Matt Ridley wrote in his 2010 book,
“The Rational Optimist.” “So per
capita food production has risen by
50 per cent.”

Making spectacularly wrong pre-
dictions of imminent catastrophe be-
came something of a habit for Ehr-
lich over the decades. His dire
forecasts about global cooling and

warming were wide of the mark, a
twofer. He speculated that the U.S.
and Europe would be forced to ra-
tion food and encouraged couples to
limit themselves to one or two chil-
dren. In 1971, he said that by “the
year 2000 the United Kingdom will
be simply a small group of impover-
ished islands, inhabited by some 70
million hungry people.” Three years

He didn’t repudiate his

warnings when they failed
to pan out, yet didn’t lose
his popularity or prestige.

later, he pred.lcted that “America’s
economic joyride is coming to an
end: there will be no more cheap,
abundant energy, no more cheap
abundant food.”

Today, the UK. has the sixth-
largest economy in the world, and
its population has yet to reach 70
million. After adjusting for inflation,
staple foods and energy in the U.S.
cost less than they did 50 years ago
and claim a smaller percentage of
the average person’s disposable in-

come. Ehrlich said in 1970 that fam-
ine would kill 65 million Americans
between 1980 and 1989. The reality
is that our population has more
than doubled since 1950, our air and
water have gotten cleaner, and obe-
sity is a much bigger problem than
hunger,

Ehrlich’s knack for being not only
wrong but 180 degrees in error cost
him neither popularity—he appeared
on “The Tonight Show Starring
Johnny Carson” more than a dozen
times—nor prestige in academia. But
it did cost him a famous bet. In 1980
the economist Julian Simon, an-
noyed by the “phony bad news” be-
ing fed to the public, wagered that
Ehrlich couldn’t name a natural re-
source that would become more ex-
pensive after adjusting for inflation
over the next decade. Ehrlich ac-
cepted the bet and chose copper,
chromium, tin, nickel and tungsten.
He lost. Each one of the minerals de-
clined in price. Ehrlich sent Simon a
check for $576.07 and wisely de-
clined the offer to reup the bet,
which he would have lost in 2000 as
well.

Ehrlich was often labeled a neo-
Malthusian, a reference to the
18th-century British political econ-

omist Thomas Malthus, best known
for “An Essay on the Principle of
Population.” Malthus argued that
“the power of population is indefi-
nitely greater than the power of
the earth to produce sustenance
for man.” Still, comparing Ehrlich
to Malthus is something of an in-
sult to the latter. Malthus pub-
lished several revisions of his orig-
inal essay, responding to new
observations as well as criticism
from contemporary economic gi-
ants like David Ricardo.

During his lifetime, Malthus's pre-
diction that more people would nec-
essarily lead to a decline in the stan-
dard of living proved incorrect. He
witnessed a simultaneous rise in
population and living standards,
which continues today. “From the
first to the seventh edition of An Es-
say on the Principle of Population,
its author moved from an ecological
to a sociological perspective,” wrote
Malthus biographer William Pe-
tersen, “and—most remarkably—
from an unrelenting pessimism to a
cautious optimism.” Facts and evi-
dence mattered to Thomas Malthus.
To Paul Ehrlich, and the radical envi-
ronmentalists who revered him, they
were at best an afterthought.

One Exit Won’t Cure the FDA’s Culture

By Robert M. Goldberg

inay Prasad’s departure from

the Food and Drug Administra-

tion is an admission that
something has gone wrong in how
the agency handles therapies for
rare and life-threatening diseases.
But Dr. Prasad’s exit from the Center
for Biologics Evaluation and Re-
search doesn’t solve the problem.
The larger failure belongs to Com-
missioner Martin Makary.

Dr. Prasad became the face of the
agency’s turmoil, but Dr. Makary
made it possible. He brought Dr.
Prasad in, empowered him and ele-
vated deputies who treated the pa-
tient-focused flexibility built into
rare-disease regulation as a flaw
rather than a necessity.

President Trump began his sec-
ond term promising more domestic
drug manufacturing, faster innova-
tion and lower prices through com-
petition and new therapies. The ex-

pectation was that the FDA would
help carry out that agenda. Instead
it has often appeared hostile to its
own mission.

Gene therapies for tiny patient
populations, the kind of product that
requires regulatory flexibility, became
targets of shifting standards and sur-
prise objections. Companies were
guided one way during development
and judged by another at review.
Families confronting fatal childhood
diseases, after working with the FDA
on endpoints and trial design, saw
applications delayed, rejected or re-
fused filing on grounds that departed
from earlier advice.

For such patients, delay can mean
no treatment at all. This was pre-
sented as scientific rigor. Too often,
it looked like a regulatory mugging
of children with rare diseases.

Congress understood that rare-
disease medications can’t be re-
viewed as if every condition has
large trial populations and unlimited
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time. L k and the FDA spent
years building a framework that rec-
ognizes small patient populations,
their urgent need, and the value of
multiple forms of evidence. The
point was flexibility. The Makary-
Prasad faction treated flexibility as a
loophole to be closed.

Dr. Prasad’s departure doesn't
mean that faction is gone. Consider
Katherine Szarama, one of his clos-
est deputies. Before joining the FDA,
she served at the philanthropy or-
ganization Arnold Ventures, known
for favoring more-stringent drug -ap-

ing requirements and demanding ad-
ditional years of study after the fact.

Ms. Szarama has supported the
requirement of randomized superior-
ity trials for emerging therapies
such as CAR-T, even when patients
have exhausted multiple prior treat-
ments. In rare diseases and ad-
vanced cancer, such demands can be
impractical, ethically dubious and
less informative than carefully ana-
lyzed real-world evidence.

Then there is Tracy Beth Hoeg,
acting head of the FDA’s Center for
Drug Evaluation and Research. Her
background is in sports medicine,
epidemiology and pandemic policy,
not the traditional disciplines of
drug d and y

Regime
hange Is
Inexorable

By John Bolton

ow does President Trump ex-

pect the Iran war to end?

He’s been ambiguous about
the answer, saying in an interview
last Friday that he’ll know it “when
1 feel it in my bones.” Some of his
advisers and supporters urge him to
stop short of a change of regime in
Tehran. But the logic of regime
change is inexorable.

If the president wasn't fully re-
solved to remove the ayatollahs, he
should never have initiated so ambi-
tious a military effort. Strikes on
military targets alone won't topple
the regime. Instead, they must debil-
itate the institutions of state power,
notably the Islamic Revolutionary
Guard Corps and the basij militia.
That would prove the regime’s in-
ability to defend itself, signifying it
can’t long survive and exacerbating
divisions within a system already
rocked by an accelerated succession
crisis and the elimination of many
top leaders. Iran’s opposition must
help intensify regime collapse by
working with disaffected officials,
civil and military.

Mr. Trump is already failing in
one key respect: Many Iranians feel
betrayed, fearing mortal reprisals if
the regime survives. Regime-
change failure would also pose
grave risks in three critical areas:
oil, international terrorism and nu-
clear weapons.

Tehran last week closed the Strait
of Hormuz, through which most
Gulf-produced oil passes, causing
turmoil in global markets, increased
oil prices and stock-market declines.
The administration says the block-
ade took it by surprise.

In the war’s opening days, the
U.S. and Israel rightly gave priority
to eliminating Iran’s air defenses and
its ballistic-missile retaliatory strike
capability. But closing Hormuz was
also an Iranian retaliatory option
that warranted urgent attention.
Iran’s mine-laying ships were de-
stroyed late, 10 days into the opera-
tion, and attacks on drone and

Ending the war now is
untenable. As Trump said
last week, ‘We don’t want
to go back every two years.

small-boat mine-laying efforts, re-
ducing threats to oil tankers, are still
under way, as the strikes on Kharg
Island underline. A reported attack
over the weekend on Bandar-e Jask,
outside the strait, might have
stopped Iranian oil exports there.

It would be untenable for the
‘White House to declare victory while
it remains unsafe to export Gulf oil.
The ayatollahs now have palpable
evidence of what closing the strait
means for the global economy. If
they remain in power, they will
never forget it.

The lessons being learned in the
Strait of Hormuz apply with even
more force to Tehran’s support for
international terrorism and its nu-
clear-weapons and ballistic-missile
programs. Should the regime sur-
vive, it will undoubtedly resume
work on both fronts. On terrorism, if
the U.S.-Israeli campaign is fostering
a new generation of terrorists, as
some anti-regime-change critics con-
tend, those future threats will be far
more menacing if a terrorist-spon-
soring, oil-rich regime holds sway in
Tehran.

Russia and China have undoubt-
edly provided Iran nuclear-weapons
and ballistic-missile assistance in
years gone by. Moscow is reportedly
supplying Tehran with both military
intelligence and battlefield insights
from its experience using Iran’s
drones in combat against Ukraine, If
regime change fails, the ayatollahs
will seek i ion on

management. Whatever her
strengths, that is an unusual résumé
for overseeing the nation’s main
drug-review operation.

Dr. Hoeg has also faced scrutiny
over a potential conflict involving ef-
forts to recruit a professional associ-
ate while supporting internal action
on his petition. An FDA already
struggling with credibility shouldn’t
invite further doubts about judg-
ment and impartiality.

Dr. Prasad’s exit changes the per-
sonnel, not the philosophy. Dr. Ma-
kary empowered him, and his allies
remain. The same mindset governs:
evidentiary maximalism detached
from clinical reality, indifference to
patient urgency, and hostility to the
flexibility Congress intended.

Replacing one lieutenant won’t
change the culture that resides in

Officer; Josh Stinchcomb, EVP & Chief Revenue
Officer, WSJ | Barron’s Group

office. If the ad-
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proval dards and for sk the
toward regulatory flexibility. Rare-
ase have long warned

that this philosophy would slow the
development of urgently needed
therapies. Inside the FDA, it appears
to have done exactly that by chang-

ministration wants a real correction
at the FDA, it should begin there,

Mr. Goldberg is vice president of
the Center for Medicine in the Public
Interest.

such matters—and more, such as
missile defense. South Korean mis-
sile defenses now operational in the
United Arab Emirates have doubtless
attracted attention in both Iran and
North Korea. Future destruction of
Iran’s nuclear program will only be
harder.

The president’s partner, Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu,
knows the inexorable logic of re-
gime change well. So do Iran’s aya-
tollahs, whose fanaticism justifies
any sacrifice to ensure not military
victory but regime survival, living to
fight another day. And Mr. Trump
has made this point himself. In Ken-
tucky on March 11, he said: “We
don’t want to go back every two
vears. . . . There will be some day
when you don’t have me as presi-
dent. . . . Perhaps you'll have a
weak, pathetic person like we've had
in the past.”

Mr. Bolton served as White House
national security adviser, 2018-19,
and is author of “The Room Where It
Happened: A White House Memoir.”



