
�������� �����������
������ ��� �������� �������� �����

��������� ������� ����� �� ���� ��������� ���
�������� ����������� �� ��� ���������� ������
��� �������� �� ����� ����������

��������� ���� ��� ����

����������������� ������������������������

�������

� � ��� �� ��� ����� ��������
����������������������������
����� ���������� ������������ �����
���� ����� ��� ���������� ���
�������� ����� �� ����� ������

������ � ������������ ����� �������
�����������������������������������
��� ������������ �������� ���� �� ���
�����������������

��������������������������������
�� ������ �� ������������ ���� �����
�������� �� ������ ����� ���������
�� ����� ������������ �� � ������ �����
��� ������ �� ��� ��������� �������� ��
����������������������������������
����������

���������� ���� �������������� ����
������������������������������������
������������������������������������
�������������������������������������
������ ����� �� ����������� �������
�������� �� ����� ������� ������ ���
����������� ������� ���� ������������

���� ��� ����������� ���� ����� ��
����� ���� ��� ������� ��������� ���
������������������������������������
�� ��� ������������� ������������ ���
������� ������������ ��� ������� ���
��������� �� ��� ������� �����������
����� ��� ����������� ����� ����������
�� �� �������� �������������������

����� ����� �� �������� �������
������� ���� ��� �� ���������� ���� ���
���������������� �������� �� �������
���� � ����� ������ �� ���� �������� �� ��
��������������������������������
������� ��� �� ���������� ���� ����
����� �� ���� �� ���� ������� ��������
�������� ��� ������������ �� �� ���
���������������������������������
������������� ����������� �� �������
��� ��������������� ���������� ����
���������������������������������
�������� �����������������

���������������������������������
�����������������������������������
�� �� ���������� ���� ���������������
������ ���������� ���������� ������
�������������������������������������

����������������������������������
���������������� ��� �������� ����

����������������������������������
�� �������� �� ��� ������������ ����
������������������������������������
�� ���������� ����� �������� �� ���
�������� ��� ������������� �� ��������
��������� ��������� �� ������� ��
�������������������

���� ��� �������� ������������ ����
���������� ������� �� ��������� ����
��������� ������� ����
����������������������
������� ��������� ��� ����
����� �������� �����������
������������ �� ��� ������
�� ����������� ����������
��������� �� ���������� ����
��������� ��� ����������
����� ���� �� ��������
������������� ��������
������ ������ ����� �������
��� ��������� �������� ��
������ ���� �������� ��
���� �������� �� �� �����
����������� �� ���� ������
������� ���� �������� ���
������� ��������� ���������������

���������������������������������
�����������������������������������
������������ �������������������������
���� �� ������� �������� ��������� ����
���������� �� ��������� ��� ��� ������
����� ���������� ������� �� ��������� �
�������� �� ��������� �����������������
�������������������������������������
�����������������������������������
������ ������ �� ����� ������� ��� ��
���������� ��� ���������� ���� ���

�����������������
������������������������������

�� ������� ������������������ ����
����� �� ���������� ����������������
������������� ����������������������
������������������������������������
������ �� ������ ��������� ��� ����
����������������������������������
��������������������������������
��� ����������������� �������� ���������
��� �� ����� �� ��� ������ �� ������

�������� ����������� �� ��
����� ������ ����
������ ���������� �� ���
������������ ��� �� ����
������������������������
������ ������� �� �������
��� ����������� �� ���
�������� ����� ��� ���
������������ ����� ��
����������������������
������ ���� ��� ������
������������������������
����� ��� �������� ������
���� ��������� �� ����
����� �� �� �������� ��
����������������������

��� � �������� �� �������������� �����
��� �������������������������������
������ ������ �� ��������� ������ �� �
���������������������������������
����������� ����������

�������������� �������������������
��������� �� ��� ���� �� ���������
���������� ������������������� ���
���� �������� ������� ���������� ��
��������������� ��������� ���� �����
������ ����� ������ �� �������� �������
����������������������������������

����������������������������������
���� ����� ������ �� � ����������
����������������������������������
������������������������� �� �����
������������� ����� ���� ������� ���
���� ������� ������ �� �������� ����
��������� ������ ��� ������ ���� �
�������������� ���� �� �� ������ �
�����������������������������������
��� �� ������������� ������������� ��
����� �� ��� ����� ���� �� ������������
���� ���� � �������������� ����������
���������� ��� ���� ��� ����������
��������������������������������
���� ������ ���� ����� ���� �� �� ��
������� ������ ���� ������ ����������
����������������

��� ����� ���������� ��������� ����
���� �� �� ������� ��������� ����������
����� ��� ������ �� ���������� �� �����
���� ��������������������� �������
��������� ������������������� ����
���������������������� �� ��� ��������
����� ��� ������� �� � �������������
������������������������������������
������� ���� �� ������������ �������� ��
����� �� � ������ �� ����������� ����
��������� �������� �������� ������
������ ��� ��� ��������� �������� �����
����� �� ���� � ������� �� ������������
������� ��� ���� �� ��������� ���� �����
������������ ������������ ��� ����
��������������� �� ��� ���� �����
����� ��� ����� � ���� �� ���������
��������������������

����� �� ���� �� ������� �����
������������������������������������
������� ���� ��������� ���� �������� ���
�����������������������������������
�������������������� �������������
�����������������������������������
�����������������������������������
����������������������������������
�� ����� �� ��� ����� ��� ��������
��������� �����������

���������������������������
��������������������������������

���������������������������

� ���� ���������
���� ������� ���������������������� ����������������������������������� ����������

������� ������
�������� �������� ������ �����������

���� ���� �� ����������������

������ �������� ��
� ���������������

���������� ����
��������� ��������

��� ��������� ��
����� �� ����������
�� ���������� ����

����� �����
��������� �������

������� ��� ����
����� ��� ���������� ��� ����� ���� �����������
����������� ��� ������ �������� �� � ����� ���

� �������������������������������������������������������
������������������������������������������������������������
���������������������������������������������������������������
������������ ����� ������������������������������ � ���������

��������������������������������������������������������������������
�������������������������������������������������������������������
����������������������������������������������������������������
������������������� �������������������� ������������������ ��������
���� ������� ��� ���������� ����������� �� ��������� ��������� �� ��� ����
�����������������������������������������������������������������
���������������������������������������������������������������
�������������������������������������������������������������������
�����������������������������������������������

������� ����� ������ �� �������������� �� �� ����� ������ � ���������
������� ���������������� ������ ����� ������������� �����������������
�������������������������������������������������������������
����������������� �������� ���� ���������� �������������������
������������������������������������� �����������������������������
������ ����������������� ���� ����� ���������������������������
��������������������������������������������������������������������
�������������������������������������������������������������������
�����������������������������������������������������������������
������������������������������������������������������������������
��������������������������������������������������������������������
���������������������������������� ��������

������������������������������ ����� ���������� ���� ����������
�����������������������������������������������������������������
����������������������������������������������������������������
������������������������������������������������������������
����������������� ������������ ������������������������� ���� �����
������������������������������������������������������������������
����������������������������������� �����������������������������
������������������������������������������������������������������
������� ������������������������������������������� �����������
������������������������������������������������������� ������
������������������

�����������������������������������������������������������������
������������������ ������ ����� ������������ �� ������������ ���������
������������������������������������������ ����������� ������������
���������� ������� ��������������������������� ���������������
���������������������������������������������������������������
����������������������������������������������������������������
������������������ ������������ ������ ����� ������������������������
����������� �� ���������� ������������� ��������� ������ ����� ��� �
�������������������������������������������������������������
�����������������������������������������������������������������
������������������������������������������������������������������
������������������������������������������������������������������
���������������������������������������������������

���������� �����������
���� ���� � ���� ���������
������ ����������������� �� ���������� ������������������� ��� ��� ������
����� ��� ����������������� �������� ������������������ ��������������������
�������������������������������

��������������������������������������������������������������������
��������������������������������������������������������������������������
������������������������������������ ����� ���������������������������
���������������������������������������������������������������������������
������������������������������������������ ��������������������������
�����������������������������������������������������������������������
������������������������������������������������������������

����������������������������������������������������������������������
�����������������������������������������������������������������������
������ �������� ������� ������� ������������� ��� ���������� ������ ����
���������������������������������������������������������������������������
�����������������������������������������������������������������������
������������� �������������������������������������������������������
�����������������������������

�������� ��� ������� �������� ��� �� ������������� �������� ����������� ���
������������������������������������������������������������������� �������
������� �������������������������������������������������������

���������� ������� �������������� �� ���������� ������������������ ������
������������������ ������� �������������� ��������� � ������� ������������ ���

������������������� ���� ����� ���� ��������������
�������������������������������������������������
��������������������������������������������

��� ����������� ��������� �������������������
���������������� ����������������������������� ���
������������������������������������������������
����������������������� ��������������������������
��������������������������������������������������
���������������������������������������������
���������������������������������������������������
��������������������������������������������������
��������������������������������������������������
���� ������ ������������������� ��� ���������� ���� ��
�������������������������������������

������������� ����������� ��������� ����� �� ��� ��������� �����������������
�����������������������������������������������������������������������
���������������������� �������������������������� �������������� ���
������������������������������������������������������������������������
�������������������������������

�������������������������������������� �������������������� ���������
���������������������������������������������������������������������������
�����������������������������������������������������������������������������

����������������������������������������������������������������
������������������������������������������������������������������������
����������������������������������������������������������

�����������������������������������������������������������������������
�� ���������� ��������� ������������ ���� ������� ���������������� ������ ���� ��
��������������������������������������������������������������������������
����������������������������������������������������������������������
����������������������������������������������

���������������������������� �������������� ������������ ���������������
�����������������������������������������������������������������������������
����������������������������������������������������������������������
�������������������������������������������������������������������

�������������������������������������������������������������������
�������������������������������������������������������������������������
�����������������������������������������������������������������������
��������������������������������������������������������������������������
��������������������������������������������������������������������������

������������
�������� ����������� � ��������

�����������������������������
������������������������������������
�������������������� ������� ������
������������� ����������� ������� �� ���
��������������������������� ������
���� ���� ��������� ���� �����������
����������� ��� ���������� ��������
�����������������������������������
������� �������������������������������
������������������������������������
���� ����������� ����������� �������
���������������������� ������� ������
��� ������� ����� ���������� �����
��������������������������������������
�������������������������������������
������������������������������� ���
������������������ �������� �� �� ��
�����������������������������������

�������������������������������
������������������������������������
��������������������������������������
�������������������������������������
������������������������������������
��������������������������������������
����������� ��� ������������������ ���
�������������������������������������
����������������������������������
������ ������� ������� ��������� �����
���������������������� ����� ��������
���� �� ��� ������ ������������ �������
���������������������������������������
������� ����������� ���������� �������
������� ����� �������� �������� �������
��������������������������������

������ ������������������������������
��������������������������������
�������������������������������
�������������������������������������

�� ��� ���� ������� ��� �����������
���������������������� ��� ���������
������ �������������������������������
�� ��� ��������� ��������������� ���
������ ����� �������� �� ���� ��� �������
����� ��� ���� ����������� ��� ������
����������� ������ �� ��� �����������
��������� ������������� ����������� ���
������������������������������������
�������� ������� ������� ����� ������
��������������� ���� �������������������
������������������������
��� ���� ������ ��������
��� �� � �������� �������
��� ������������������
������������������������
������������������������
�����������������������
���� ���� ������ ���������
��������� ���� ����� ��
�����������

��������������� �����
������������������������
������� ��� ��������
����������������������
�� ��������� �������� ��
��������������� ��� �� ������������� �����
���� ��� ������������� ��������������
��������������������������������������
����������������� ��������������� �����
������������������ �����������������
�������������� ����� ���������������
���� ����������������� ������ ������
�����������������������������������
������������������������������������
������������� ��������� ���� ��������
�����������������������������������
��� ������������������ ��������������

�����������������������������������
�������� �������������� ��� ����������
�������������������������������������
������ ��������� ���� �� �������������
�������������������������������������
�������������������������

����� �������������� �����������
����������������������������������
����� �������� ����� ������� � ���� ��
������ �� ������������� �� ���������
�������� � ������ �� ��� ������ �� ���

�������������� ������� ����
������� �������� �������� ��
��� �������������� �����
��������� �� ��� �������
������ �� ��� ����������
������������������������
����������������� �������
��� ����� ������������ ���
������������������������
�����������������������
�����������������������
������ ��� �������������
������� �������� ������
��� ��� ��� ����� ������
���� ��� ������� �����

����� ���������� ��������������������
��������� ���� �� �� ����������� ��
������ ����� ���������� �� �������������
���� ��� ����� ������� �� ��������� ����
�����������������������������������
��������������������������������������

������ ����� ����� ������������ ���
�������������������������������������
��������������������������������������
����������������������������������
������ ���������� ���������� �� ������
����������� ����� �� �����������������

������������������������������������
���������� ����� ��� ����������� ����
������� ����� �� ��� ������ ����� ����
������������������������������������
��� ����� ���� �� �� ��������� �����
������������������������������������
�������������� ����� ���� ��� ������ ���
���������������������

��� ������������ ��� ��� ��� �������
��� ��� ������ ��� �������� ��� ����
���������������������������������������
�������� ����������� ������������
������������������������������ �� ����
����� ��������������� ������ ��������
��� ����� ����� ���� ���������� ���
�������� ��������������� �� � �������
����� �������������������� �������
���� �� ���� ��� ������� ������� ����
������� ���������� ������������� �������
����������������������������������

��� ������������������ ���������
�����������������������������������
�������������������������������������
�������������������������������������
�������������������������������������
������ ����������� ��� �����������������
������������� �����������������������
�������� ������������������������� ���
����������������������������������������
�� ��� ��������� ����� �� ������� ��� �����
�������������� ��� ��������� ��� ���� ����
�� ��������� �� ���������� �������� ���
������������������������������������
������ ����������� ������������������
��������������� ���������� ����� ���
���������������������������

����������������

������ ����� ������������ ������� ������� ������ �����
������ �������� ������������ �������� ��� ��������������
�� ���������� ����������� �� �������� ����������

������������ ������

�� ��� ��������� �����
�� ������� ���

����� ������������
�� ��� ���� ����� ��

� ���� ���� ��
��������� �� ���

������� ������ ��
��� ���� ����������
������������

����� ��� �� ������������� ������ ������������ ������� ��� ��������� �� ������ ������� �������� �� ������ �� ��� ������ ������� ��� ��� ��� ������� ����� ������ ������� ��� ��� ���������� ��������� ����� � ������ ��� ��������� ����� ������ ������� ��� ���� ��������� ������ ������� ��������� � � ���
������� ���� ����� ����� ���������������� ������ ������������� ������ ������ ���������� ������� ���� �������� ���� �������� �� ��� ������������ ������� ������� ������� ��������� ������ ������� �������� ������������ ������������� ��� ��������� ������ ����� ��� ������ �

����������� ��� ������ ������� ��� ��� ��� ������ ��������� ������������ �� ���������� ���������� �� ���������� ������� �� �� ������������ ������������ ���������� �� ����������� ��� ��������� ��������

������ ��������� ������
��������� ������ �������������
������� ���� ���� ���� ��� ������ �� �����
��������� ���� ������� ��������� �����
����������� ���������� �� ��� ������
������� �� ����������������� ���
��������������������� ����� �����
��� ����������������������
������������� ��������� ����������
����� ��� ��������� ���� ���������
������ ���������� ��������� �������
������������� ��� ����� �����������

��� ��� ���������� ���������� ��
��������������������������
�������������������������������
��������� ��� � ����� ����������
��������� �������� �� ��� �����������
��� �������� ���� ��������� ���������
�� ����������� ���������������������
������� ���� ����� ����������������
�� ���������� ����� ������ ���������
�������������� ��� �����������
���������� ������������� �� ���
�������������� �������� �� ������
���������� �� ����������� ���

���������������� ��������� ������
������ ����� �������� ������� ���
�������� �������� ��� ��������
��������������������

���� ��������������
������� ��������� ��������� �����
��� ���������������� ����� ���
����� �� �������������������� �� �����
������������� ������� ���������
������� �� ��������� ����� ������
��������� ����� ������������� ����
���������������� �� ���������� �����

����� �������������� ������
�������� ����� ��� ����������������
�������� ��� ���� ������ �����������
�� �������� ��������� ������������ ��
������ ���������� ����� �� �� �����
����������� ������� ������� ����������
������ ��� � ������ �����������
�������������� ������� �������
���������� ��� ���������� ��
�������� ������������ ��������
�������� ����������������

������ �� �� �� ��������������������������

������������� ��� �� �� �� ��� �� ��

�������
��������
���������

��� �����



Editor’s
TAKE

We were thrilled when my travel agent
confirmed that everything was set for
our trip to Kerala. With great excite-

ment, we packed our suitcases and boarded our
flight to Kochi. 

Our driver warmly welcomed us at the air-
port, and so began our unforgettable journey
through Kochi, Munnar, Thekkady and
Alleppey.

I knew Kerala was located on the southwestern coast
of India at an elevation of 3,000 feet. It’s well known for
exporting coffee, tea, spices, coconut, and rubber. Its long
coastline supports a thriving seafood industry. Besides
excellent commerce, Kerala also has the highest literacy
rate and life expectancy in India.

However, what I did not realise was that Kerala’s beau-
ty could not be captured in statistics and photographs. No
picture could have prepared me for the sheer splendour
and wonder it had to offer. 

The landscape and countryside were so pristine and
mesmerising — something I came to understand only
through firsthand experience.

Our drive to Munnar was absolutely breathtaking. The
misty, undulating hills blanketed with lush green tea plan-
tations looked like a picture postcard. We literally drove

through clouds. The sound of cascading water-
falls filled the air, excited tourists were taking
photographs, and vendors were selling fresh

coconut water — far more refreshing than any
“organic” variety sold in stores. To top it all,
monkeys lounged casually by the roadside, as
if they owned the hills, blending seamlessly into
the serene landscape. We finally arrived at
Munnar, a charming hill station. 

We stayed at a place called Tall Trees, which
had many different varieties of tall flowering
cacti, trees, beautiful vines and wildflowers. The
air was filled with a sweet fragrance, the sound

of waterfalls, and the chirping of birds. It was so peace-
ful and tranquil — as if time had stood still. During our
two-day stay, we watched the famous Kathakali dance per-
formance. 

The dancers’ costumes, expressions, and graceful
movements far exceeded my expectations. We also saw a
traditional martial arts performance. I was wowed by their
sheer energetic display of strength and skill. From the
misty, lush green hills of Munnar, we headed to Thekkady
and the Periyar Wildlife Sanctuary. 

A boat ride took us deep into the jungle. Although we
didn’t spot many animals, the experience of being sur-
rounded by raw nature was outstanding. Our next stop
was a spice plantation. 

It was fascinating to learn how spices grow in such har-
mony. The bark, seeds, leaves, pods and roots were all used

as spices. Their aroma lingered in the air. Next, we trav-
elled to the calm backwaters of Alleppey, often referred
to as the “Venice of the East,” for its intricate network of
canals and lagoons lined with coconut trees. One of the
highlights of our trip was the houseboat ride through the
backwaters. 

As we floated gently past lush green paddy fields and
swaying palm trees, we saw villagers fishing, some pad-
dling small canoes, and children cheerfully waving from
the banks. Onboard, we were served freshly caught
seafood, cooked in special Kerala spices and served on
banana leaves. Each meal was authentic and bursting with
flavour. 

Alleppey offered us not just scenic beauty but also a
glimpse into the local way of life. Finally, we returned to
Kochi, where I admired the Portuguese-influenced archi-
tecture. 

The city’s rich heritage was reflected in its exquisite tem-
ples, the historic St. Francis Church, and the ornate Jewish
Synagogue. I returned home in awe of such a beautiful
blend of culture, landscape, resources, and the warmth of
simple, hospitable people. 

As someone once said, “Some places leave you breath-
less not just for their beauty, but for the way they make
you feel.” For me, that place was Kerala.
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The Central
Government’s
intention to
reduce the

volume of court cases
should be warmly wel-
comed. After all, 70
per cent of cases in the
courts of the country
involve the Govern-
ments, whether at the
Centre or in the States.
On the other hand, speeding up the hear-
ing of cases and the passing of judgments
also need to be expedited. The amount of
time spent on each matter too needs 
to be recorded. 

This is perhaps not being done, and if that
is the case, it is certainly not published, as
it may embarrass some of the judges as well
as advocates. Adjournments are the main
cause of delays, and delays are the bane of
justice. They are often used as tactics to slow
down or even snuff out the progress of the
hearings. At times, they are sought because
the leading advocate of one or the other side
is busy in another case in another court —
maybe even in another city. 

For the ensuing waste of the court’s time,
a repeat court fee of, say, 50 per cent of the
initial amount should be charged to the side
that seeks the adjournment. When the
client is debited for this fee, he would learn
a lesson not to engage an advocate who is
so busy as to be distracted by several other
cases. The freedom to appeal upwards, again
and again, should be reduced. Some matters
which began in a small cases court in, say,
Mumbai have reached the apex court.
Normally, one appeal to each side may be
permitted. In special circumstances, perhaps
two could be considered.

Before a hearing begins in a matter, the
judge should, in consultation with both the
advocates, decide how much time each of
them would be given. If either side exceeds
their limit, they should have to pay extra fees
— rather like in a journey by a taxi. Why
should the court waste its time merely
because an advocate is slow to think or
express themselves, or keeps repeating
themselves? As a layman, I am surprised that
the litigant has to begin by submitting, usu-
ally, a lengthy affidavit. 

On the night before the first hearing, the
judge reads and digests all that has been stat-
ed in that affidavit. In the hearing, the advo-
cate verbally explains to the judge and the
opposing advocate what is written in the affi-

davit. Is this not a repetitive procedure?
Surely, it can be cut down? Once, I happened
to get a chance to read an opinion on a mat-
ter by a Kolkata advocate as well as a London
lawyer. I was surprised to see that the UK
draft was written in about 300 words while
the Indian one was longer, at over a thou-
sand words. For us Indians, writing in
English has not been the soul of wit. Since
a great deal of legal work is written, this
becomes an important area of check.
Incidentally, judgments or orders are not
always brief or terse.

And what about the working hours of the
courts themselves — or, more accurately, the
duration of the court machinery? While one
does not wish to be uncharitable, their
Lordships across the country’s courts taking
off for vacations has begun becoming the
topic of much talk.

In a country whose justice system is
clogged with pending cases whose number
runs into a few crores, such judicial holidays
need a relook. It is important to bear in mind
that these longish and regular vacations for
judges and senior lawyers is a practice from
the British days — a period when there was
no air-conditioning. The summer of the

Indian plains was simply unbearable for most
judges, and long vacations in the hill stations
of Simla, Darjeeling, Ooty, or the cold val-
ley of Kashmir was understandable — but
not in today’s age, when technology has
made it possible to overcome many chal-
lenges of nature.

The present hours of work in the coun-
try’s courtrooms too are not encouraging, as
far as utilisation of both time and manpow-
er are concerned. Most courts begin their
proceedings at 10:30 or thereabouts and con-

clude at 16:30 — i.e., working for six hours,
but effectively five, because there is an hour
off for lunch. Saturdays and Sundays are not
counted here. 

With overburdened judges and a moun-
tain of cases piling up by the day, it is high
time a shift system was introduced in the
judiciary. There is no reason why courts can-
not work in shifts, reducing the workload on
the judges and advocates, plus ensuring more
employment opportunities for many unem-
ployed lawyers and other associated staff. 

There are many advocates in the country
who stand to gain by such a measure in the
form of making the law and thereby, the
country’s legal system — accessible to the
lower rungs of society.

The latter point is too obvious to bear iter-
ation here. The then Chief Justice of India,
Y K Sabharwal, had in 2006 not mooted the
idea of courts needing to work in dual shifts
in order to reduce the workload.The acces-
sibility of justice to the common folk of the
country has to become the topmost priori-
ty for judicial reforms in the country.

Courts to shed delays, reduce
vacations and embrace reform

SHARMILA
VAIDYA

Opinion

Stepping into “God’s own country”

T he Indian judiciary can be summed up in one phrase from Bollywood
— tareekh pe tareekh. Whether you are a winner or a loser in court, the
fact remains that the judicial process takes a heavy toll on litigants.

Cases drag on for years, during which money drains and energy saps,
making it excruciatingly painful to even fight the case. The irony is that the
Government is one of the biggest litigants, putting an extra burden on the
courts. However, some respite is in sight. In a landmark initiative that
signals a major course correction in India’s legal landscape, the Union
Ministry of Law and Justice has rolled out a sweeping reform aimed at
tackling one of the most chronic issues plaguing the Indian judiciary —
delays caused by the Government’s own overreach as the largest litigant in
the country. Titled the Directive for the Efficient and Effective Management
of Litigation by Government of India, the new standard operating procedure
is more than an administrative adjustment. For years, India’s judiciary has
groaned under the burden of a staggering backlog, with over 4.7 crore
cases pending across courts.

These legal disputes are often the result of avoidable service-related
grievances, policy ambiguities, redundant appeals and poor
interdepartmental coordination. The new directive acknowledges this
reality and addresses it head-on by laying out a detailed, systemic roadmap
for ministries to reform how they engage with the judicial process.  A
significant part of the directive’s innovation lies in its call for classifying
court cases by their urgency and impact. Legal matters will now be
categorised as highly sensitive, sensitive or regular, ensuring that cases
involving national security, major financial implications or public policy are
flagged early and handled at the highest administrative levels.

At the same time, the directive discourages the filing of Special Leave
Petitions in the Supreme Court — except in rare and exceptional cases.
Central to this reform is the institutionalisation of legal expertise within
every ministry. Each department must now establish a legal cell headed by
a senior officer with legal training, supported by young professionals and
subject experts hired on a contractual basis. This structure is designed to
professionalise the Government’s legal handling, replacing the current ad
hoc and reactive approach with a more deliberate and informed process.
The directive also seeks to curb the impulse to litigate by promoting
alternative dispute resolution mechanisms such as mediation and
arbitration. By including arbitration clauses in contracts and creating a
centralised Arbitration Portal, the Government is taking concrete steps to
resolve disputes more swiftly and efficiently.

The reform is heavily technology-driven. All legal matters must now be
tracked through the Legal Information Management and Briefing System
(LIMBS), a centralised digital platform that will help ministries monitor
litigation, process payments to lawyers, track case histories, and detect
emerging legal trends. 

This system promises transparency and real-time accountability, giving
the Government a clearer view of its legal landscape and enabling it to
manage risks more proactively. If fully realised, it could help transform the
Indian judicial system from a bottleneck into a beacon of timely justice and
responsible governance.

The Centre’s bold push to reform litigation and judicial
efficiency is a welcome step, though challenges remain

A legacy of liberation
and defiance

Bold moves, missing plan B
President Trump remains no less enigmatic in his sec-
ond term, even more vivid than the first, as he juggles
many irons in the fire, with flourish. 

Be it calling on Kim Jong-un with élan, brokering
Abraham Accords in the Middle East or slapping tariffs
on China, his Plan A was bold, attention-grabbing and
deliberately disruptive by design. Not that Trump was not
alive to the prognosis of such unprecedented first
moves. Even as the rest of the world attempts to untan-
gle the knots, he adds some more, to follow neither pat-
tern nor predictability. 

What is getting worryingly evident is that either his Plan
B was too sketchy and tentative or, worse, there is none.
His China trade policy, saw tariffs imposed swiftly. But
for the vague and hesitant attempts at recalibration of sup-
ply chains, no definitive long-term objectives or measured
follow-up has emerged.  Absence of Plan B or the will-
ingness to craft one renders US policy transactional and
short-term. It has resulted in mounting uncertainty for
allies, erratic signals to adversaries, and volatility across
global markets and institutions. 

Ab initio, disruption without direction may well have
served as campaign slogans, but today it is creating a lead-
ership vacuum which the world can neither conjure 
up in an alternate leadership nor an antidote Plan B of
its own.                                      R NARAYANAN  | NAVI MUMBAI

Yemen execution halted, questions remain
The execution of Nimisha Priya, a Keralite nurse who
has been on death row in Yemen since 2020, was post-
poned a day before the scheduled date (July 16) owing
to the efforts of Kanthapuram AP Aboobacker Musliyar,
the General-Secretary of the All India Sunni Jamiyyathul
Ulama and the Chancellor of Jamia Markaz, and Yemeni
Sufi Islamic scholar Sheikh Habib Umar bin Hafiz.
Nimisha was convicted of murdering a Yemeni nation-
al, Talal Abdo Mahdi, in 2017. 

He was her partner in setting up a clinic but soon
allegedly began embezzling money and torturing her.
He also seized her passport and other documents, not
allowing her to return to India. Nimisha tried to sedate
him in order to retrieve her documents, but he died of
an overdose in the process. Indian citizens lured by over-
seas employment opportunities often face dire legal and
humanitarian risks. While efforts continue to try to save
Nimisha Priya, this episode demands urgent scrutiny
of recruitment agencies and their unchecked operations. 

Only God can save Nimisha Priya from being exe-
cuted in Yemen. The fate of Nimisha Priya hangs by a
thread, a stark reminder of the perils faced by those
seeking opportunities abroad. This tragic case under-
scores the urgent need for robust safeguards and eth-
ical recruitment practices to protect our citizens.

RS NARULA | PATIALA

Rice, reforms and a shaky coalition
Japan: Ahead of a parliamentary election on Sunday,
the agriculture minister has released stockpiled rice in
an effort to lower prices and woo voters. Indian polit-
ical game is being copied by other countries. The rul-
ing coalition needs to win 50 seats of the 125 up for
grabs in order to retain its majority. While the vote will
not directly determine whether Ishiba’s Government
falls, investors are nervous it will leave him beholden
to opposition parties advocating fiscal largesse that could
exacerbate mass selling of Japan’s Government bonds. 

In a worst-case scenario, some analysts say Ishiba may
have to resign, unleashing political drama as Tokyo
heads for an August 1 deadline to win reprieve from
punishing import levies set by its largest trading part-
ner, the United States. 

If he had an overwhelming loss. Japan’s shaky
minority Government is poised for another setback in
an upper house vote on Sunday, an outcome that could
jolt investor confidence in the world’s fourth largest
economy and complicate tariff talks with the United
States. Prime Minister Shigeru Ishiba’s Liberal
Democratic Party (LDP), which has ruled for most of
the post-war period, and its partner Komeito, are fore-
cast to lose their majority in a repeat of last year’s elec-
tion for the more-powerful lower house.

JAYANTHY SUBRAMANIAM | MUMBAI
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(The writer is a well-known columnist, an author and
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A fisherman rows his boat across the Hooghly river on a cloudy
evening, in Nadia. PTI

PIC TALK

Seventy-two-year-old Diane Julie
Abbott is a British independent
politician who has served as the MP for
Hackney North and Stoke Newington
since 1987.

The interview comes after Abbott
was asked about a controversy in
2023, when she was suspended as a
Labour Party MP for a year after
making comments about racism in a
letter to a newspaper. 

I think the Labour Party’s love for
Jews has become so intense that it
suspended its longest-serving member
of the House of Commons just because
she said that if anyone is the most
victimised by racism in British society,
it is people of Black African origin. She
only compared it to Jews because she
wanted to say that if you are of any
religion or from any part of the world, if
your skin colour is fair, then you will not
face the discrimination that a dark-
skinned person will face.

The Labour Party considered this
comment anti-Semitic and, to show its
strong relationship with Israel and to
please the Netanyahu government,
suspended Ms Abbott. 

Ms Abbott also said in her
clarification: “I have a little problem
with those who try to label me as anti-
Semitic because I have spent my whole
life fighting all forms of racism,
especially anti-Semitism, partly due to
the nature of my constituency.”

I think the Labour Party should
reconsider its decision. Ms Abbott’s
interview should be heard in full. Only
then should any conclusion be
reached. Being a Black woman herself,
she knows very well how much 
sarcasm and abuse a Black person has
to endure to survive in a white-
dominated society.

JANG BAHADUR SINGH|JAMSHEDPUR

UK LABOUR’S RACIAL
CONTRADICTIONS

Please send your letter to the letterstopioneer@gmail.com. In not more than 400 words. 
We appreciate your feedback.

With over 70 per cent of all court cases involving Government entities and millions of cases pending across the
country, the Centre’s recent move to reduce litigation is a welcome first step

ADJOURNMENTS ARE THE
MAIN CAUSE OF DELAYS AND

DELAYS ARE THE BANE OF
JUSTICE. THEY ARE OFTEN

USED AS TACTICS TO SLOW
DOWN OR EVEN SNUFF OUT

THE PROGRESS 
OF THE HEARINGS



To be, or not to be.”
S h a k e s p e a r e ’ s
Hamlet posed his
existential question

centuries ago, but in the 21st
century, India faces a similar
fateful choice: whether to
persist with an oil economy
chained to imported fossil
fuels, or to boldly embrace
biofuels — especially
biodiesel and Sustainable
Aviation Fuel (SAF) — as the foundation of a more
resilient, self-reliant future. The decision is not aca-
demic. It will shape the nation’s economic securi-
ty, public health, strategic autonomy, and it’s
standing in a world buffeted by both geopolitical
conflict and climate crisis. The importance of alter-
natives to fossil fuel has been recognised the world
over, and even the international bodies are mak-
ing coordinated efforts to promote biofuel devel-
opment and adoption. The Paris Agreement — a
global treaty for limiting global warming — does
emphasise transitioning to biofuels, substituting
reliance on fossil fuels. Brazil’s RenovaBio pro-
gramme provides for an increase in biofuel produc-
tion and consumption. Similarly, the UN Renewable
Energy Agency encourages international cooper-
ation in promoting biofuel production and trade.

India, being a signatory to the Paris Agreement,
has been actively following the commitments to
address the issue of global warming and defined five
goals (Panchamrit) — announced by the Prime
Minister at COP 26 in Glasgow. The larger goal is
to achieve net zero emissions by 2070 through iden-
tified action points. It is heartening to know that
we have already achieved one goal before the sched-
uled date (50 per cent energy requirement from
renewable energy) of 2030. India has also integrat-
ed green energy with its developmental agenda.
Initiatives such as the “PM Jivan” scheme and the
promotion of “One Ped Ma Ke Naam” are unique
and prove the country’s commitments to a better
and cleaner future for the new generation. Indian
effort and strategy can serve as a model for other
developing countries.
Petrodollar Chains: Old Risks, New
Vulnerabilities
Recent Government data shows that our energy
needs of more than 50 per cent are being met from
non-fossil fuel resources. In this, solar-based
power generation is emerging as a key player and
contributor. Historically, India has long depended
on imported crude, with over 85 per cent of its oil
coming from abroad. This economic reality ties
India’s fate to the ‘petrodollar’ system: global oil
transactions conducted in US dollars, a system that
not only enriches oil-exporting countries but rein-
forces US financial hegemony. The consequences
— India’s economy remains hostage to supply dis-
ruptions, OPEC+ cartel manoeuvring, and the price

shocks as a result of geopolitical turmoil. The 2022-
23 energy crunch triggered by the Russia-Ukraine
conflict, which sent oil prices and inflation soar-
ing, is only the most recent reminder that depen-
dence on mineral oil can inflict swift and severe
pain. The US Government’s new move to impose
100 per cent duties on countries that are import-
ing oil from Russia reflects the vulnerability of coun-
tries like India who import a substantial quantity
from Russia to meet their domestic demands. One
has to wait and watch to understand the real impli-
cation of such a condition on our economy and
geopolitical relationships.

But the true cost of fossil fuels goes far beyond
the market price at the pump. Our continued
reliance on oil exacts invisible but massive tolls —
polluted air, oil spills, respiratory illnesses, and the
staggering reach of climate change. Globally, the
International Monetary Fund estimated fossil sub-
sidies (including hidden health and environmen-
tal costs) at a staggering $7 trillion in 2023. Such
externalities are never reflected in the price of petrol,
but the public pays for them all the same — in hos-
pital wards, in lost crops, in balance-of-payments
crises.

It is true that as compared to fossil fuels includ-
ing coal, oil, and natural gas, biofuels are definite-
ly superior alternatives to counter the emerging
challenges of climate change and deal with the arm-
twisting tactics by the fossil fuel lobby. In addition,
there are other advantages offered by biofuels such
as environmental friendliness, easy biodegradabil-
ity, availability in abundance, renewable nature and
sustainability, besides being price competitive.

Biofuels generally include solid biofuels (solid bio-
mass, biochar), liquid biofuels (bioethanol,
biodiesel), and gaseous biofuels (e.g. biogas, bio-
hydrogen). Biofuels, such as ethanol, biodiesel, and
biogas, are produced from renewable organic
materials, including crops, algae, agricultural
residues, and waste.

Countries across the globe are taking steps to pro-
mote the usage of biofuel. The European Union has
proposed to achieve 14 per cent renewable energy
in transport by the year 2030, with strict sustain-
ability criteria for biofuels. Countries like Brazil and
India are investing heavily in ethanol and biodiesel
programmes to reduce dependence on fossil fuels.
India announced a biofuel policy in 2018 which
allows the production of ethanol from damaged
wheat, sugarcane, rotten potatoes, corn etc. and pro-
vides incentives for biorefineries. Its focus is to pro-
mote biodiesel production from non-edible oil
seeds, used cooking oil and short-duration crops.
It has advanced the ethanol blending targets in
petrol to 20 per cent by 2025-26.
Biofuel Pathway: Sovereignty,
Security, and Circular Prosperity
This is where biodiesel and SAF offer a transfor-
mative alternative. Rather than importing crude,
biofuels can be produced right here in India from
waste and residues: used cooking oil, acid oil from
vegetable oil processing, palm oil effluent, and a
mountain of agricultural waste. Biofuels insulate
India from global oil shocks while powering a new
economy rooted in local jobs, clean technology, and
rural prosperity. Waste to Wealth is the new slogan

— offering immense opportunities for new entre-
preneurs and other stakeholders involved in last-
mile collection and segregation. Circular economy
— promotes India’s vision of ‘AtmaNirbhar Bharat’
and “Gram Swaraj” — thereby fulfilling the aspi-
rations of millions living in rural India by offering
employment opportunities at the local level.

Consider the numbers: India discards more than
1.5 million tonnes of used cooking oil and acid oil
each year, much of it dumped unchecked, clogging
drains and polluting rivers — or worse, illegally
recycled into food, threatening public health.
Properly processed, that very waste becomes valu-
able fuel. 

A single 1-million-tonne-per-year biodiesel
plant can generate up to 7,000 direct and indirect
jobs, primarily in rural and waste sectors — on top
of cleaning up India’s waterways and skies.

Sustainable Aviation Fuel (SAF) is no less revo-
lutionary. International aviation must decarbonise,
and airlines are desperate for scalable alternatives
to fossil-based jet fuel. SAF made from used oils
and agricultural residues cuts CO2 emissions by up
to 70 per cent over its lifecycle, while plugging India
directly into the future of global green commerce.
Economic and Policy Winds Are
Shifting
The resources and technology are available, and the
winds of global investment are shifting too. While
traditional fossil giants still draw state bank loans
and sovereign fund investments, climate-con-
scious capital — green bonds, impact funds, and
carbon credit markets — is flowing into biofuels.

ESG (environment, social,
governance) mandates and
net-zero targets mean major
corporations and
Governments are seeking
verified, traceable biofuels
rather than risk the reputa-
tional hit of ‘greenwashing.’
Modern Indian biofuel
plants, using advanced
process automation, now
deliver auditable supply

chain data and emissions savings, opening doors
to international finance. The Government’s policies
have begun to reflect this reality. From the Ethanol
Blending Programme to the National Bio-Energy
Mission and initiatives promoting waste-based SAF
production, India is laying the foundations for a bio-
fuel revolution — one aligned with global trends,
national goals, and rural livelihoods.
Circular Economy: Turning Waste
into Wealth
At the heart of the biofuel transition lies the idea
of the circular economy. Instead of treating used oil
or crop residue as waste, India can turn them into
valuable fuel, closing the loop of extraction, use, and
disposal. This reduces methane emissions from
landfills, prevents toxic oil reuse in the food chain,
and significantly relieves the municipal burden of
waste management. By doing so, India can mone-
tise what is currently a billion-dollar loss each year.
Answering Shakespeare’s Question
in Policy and Practice
India’s energy dilemma is not merely technical but
profoundly strategic: remain mired in import
dependency with all its costs, or step confidently
into a future of energy sovereignty and inclusive
growth. The right policy mix — scaling advanced
biodiesel and SAF, leveraging carbon markets and
green credits (announced by the Government),
building export-ready biofuel clusters, rewarding
verified emissions reductions, and fostering glob-
al partnerships — will turn vision into reality.

“To be or not to be?” For India, the answer is
clear: to be energy sovereign, to be clean, to be
resilient — by embracing biofuels, especially
biodiesel and SAF where the bulk of the require-
ments lie. It is the economic, environmental, and
strategic choice of our times. Also, in an era where
India is aspiring to be a global superpower — ini-
tiatives in reducing dependency on fossil fuel
through strategic and time-bound action can def-
initely become an example for other countries to
emulate and establish Indian leadership amongst
the nations.

Ancient Roots of
Local Self-
Governance
India’s legacy of local self-
governance traces back to
ancient times when village
councils were like ‘Sabhas’
and ‘Samitis’, which played
crucial roles in decision-
making. The ‘Panch
Parameshwar’, or council of
five elders, administered jus-
tice and local Government by
mutual consent. According to
Kautilya’s ‘Arthashastra’, the ‘Gramika’ (village
head) is responsible for tax collection, land 
administration, and law enforcement. 

The decentralised governance structure was
built on community engagement, proximity-
based decision-making, and a feeling of strong, 
joint responsibility. 

However, with the emergence of centralised 
monarchs, particularly during British colonial
rule, these self-sufficient institutions were replaced
with tax-collecting centres, which deprived villages
of their participatory governance essence. 

Colonial emphasis on centralised authority
undercut grassroots democracy, resulting in a 
governance vacuum that lasted long after indepen-
dence. This historical context demonstrates that
India previously prospered under decentralised 
governance, a model that modern Panchayati Raj
aims to recreate.
The Constitutional Revival of
Panchayati Raj

Following independence, the imperative of
restoring grassroots governance prompted the
development of the Panchayati Raj system. The
Balwant Rai Mehta Committee (1957) proposed a
three-tier Government structure, followed by the
Ashok Mehta Committee (1977), which pushed for
constitutional backing. This resulted in the 73rd and
74th Constitutional Amendments (1992-93), which
gave Panchayats and Municipalities constitution-
al standing. These developments introduced reg-
ular elections, special seats for women and under-
privileged groups, State Finance Commissions, and
decentralisation of power. Nonetheless, three
decades after these changes, the full potential of
decentralised democracy has yet to be achieved. 

Elections are frequently postponed, financial
devolution is limited, and bureaucratic interference
erodes local autonomy. Although constitutionally
sound, the Panchayat system is a work in progress,
requiring continual political will and reforms to
function as intended — a true type of democracy
close to the people it seeks to serve.
Electoral Disruptions and the
Erosion of Democratic Mandate
The integrity of India’s Panchayati Raj system is
increasingly compromised by persistent delays and
manipulations in local elections, fundamentally
eroding the democratic mandate. Panchayat elec-
tions were brutally postponed for almost two years

in Assam and Manipur, robbing the populace of
their fundamental democratic right to representa-
tion and halting the flow of vital national money
needed for local development. 

Similar democratic vacuums occurred in
Telangana, where disagreements over reservation
policy resulted in the appointment of special offi-
cers to replace elected bodies, hence blocking ̀ 1,514
crore allocated for rural development under the 15th
Finance Commission. 

In Madhya Pradesh, Panchayat elections were
outright cancelled by the State Election Commission
due to conflicts surrounding caste-based reserva-
tion norms — a decision that starkly illustrates how
legal and policy gridlocks can disenfranchise
entire rural populations. 

These incidents reveal not just administrative fail-
ures but a systemic undermining of grassroots
democracy, where state Governments and electoral
institutions fail to prioritise or preserve the core
rights of local self-governance. 

These delays, which disproportionately impact
marginalised and rural people, are not merely pro-
cedural oversights but also deliberate roadblocks
that impair local institutions’ accountability and halt
the pace of progress.
Corruption, Misgovernance, and
Judicial Interventions
Financial corruption and governance apathy
increase the Panchayati Raj system’s defective

nature, with horrifying incidents of misappropri-
ation and administrative negligence spreading
throughout states. In the north-western part of
India, a former ‘sarpanch’ plundered `79 lakh by
fabricating records of infrastructure projects,
including non-existent solar lamps and toilets.
Similarly, in the tribal belt located in the eastern part
of India, a ‘Mukhiya’ was suspended for corruptly
moving public cash into a private account, a clear
breach of fiduciary responsibility. 

The effects of such financial malfeasance are evi-
dent in areas such as a hilly belt located in the north-
ern part of India, where Panchayats refused to repair
flood-damaged access roads, leaving villages iso-
lated even during election seasons. 

The dissolution of municipal councils in Nagpur,
Maharashtra, led to “autopilot governance”, where
worsening roads and sanitary facilities reflected
increased administrative tardiness. 

In order to uphold constitutional obligations,
courts have had to step in. For example, in
Telangana, the judiciary questioned the State
Election Commission’s passivity, while in Rajasthan,
the High Court denounced political interference in
Panchayat delimitation and election scheduling. 

These actions, while vital, highlight a sobering
reality: without fundamental changes to protect local
Government from political manipulation and cor-
ruption, Panchayati Raj institutions risk becoming
mere facades of democracy rather than engines of
grassroots empowerment.

The Way Forward: Strengthening
Panchayati Raj
Several adjustments are required to revitalise the
Panchayat system and achieve the goal of decen-
tralised democracy. First, financial decentralisation
must be prioritised, granting Panchayats access to
untied funds that can be spent on local objectives.
Second, mandatory social audits and regular pub-
lic disclosures regarding financial spending can
increase transparency. 
Third, capacity-building initiatives for elected rep-
resentatives and officials should be implemented to
improve governance abilities. Fourth, ‘Gram Sabhas’
should have the ability to make decisions, approve
initiatives, and track progress. Fifth, anti-corrup-
tion measures, such as local ombudsman offices and
whistleblower protections, must be created to
combat financial misuse. Finally, technological inte-
gration needs to be expanded to include support
for digital infrastructure. These initiatives will
ensure that Panchayats progress from symbolic enti-
ties to genuine drivers of development and democ-
racy. Despite progressive policies, many states strug-
gle with implementation.
Technology and Decentralised
Governance
Technology has the potential to alter local gover-
nance. Initiatives such as the Suakati ‘Gram
Panchayat’ in Odisha have shown how e-governance

platforms may digitalise ser-
vice delivery, making the
Government more transpar-
ent and responsive. Geo-tag-
ging of assets, mobile moni-
toring apps, and real-time
dashboards are employed
across states to track plan
development and ensure that
benefits reach their intended
recipients. These technology
solutions can improve trans-
parency, prevent leaks, and
provide citizens with infor-
mation. However, the sus-

tainability of digital governance is dependent on dig-
ital literacy, internet availability, and technical sup-
port, especially in remote and tribal regions.
Simply adopting technology without addressing
these issues risks worsening inequities. As a result,
integrating technology into Panchayati Raj
Institutions must be supported by initiatives to teach
members, construct digital infrastructure, and edu-
cate citizens on their rights and entitlements.
Reclaiming the Spirit of Grassroots
Democracy
The strength of India’s democracy lies not just in
its Parliament, but also in its villages, towns, and
wards, where residents have firsthand experience
with governance. Despite legislative initiatives
such as the Rashtriya Gram Swaraj Abhiyan
(RGSA), states like Jharkhand and Chhattisgarh
have poor implementation, particularly in tribal
areas. The PESA Act (1996) is poorly enforced in
Madhya Pradesh and Odisha, because ‘Gram
Sabhas’ lack true authority. Additionally, women’s
reservations in Haryana frequently result in proxy
rule by male relatives. These failures demonstrate
a significant disconnect between policy frameworks
and their real impact on grassroots empowerment
and governance. Furthermore, under the Swachh
Bharat Abhiyan, the NFHS-5 (2019-21) stated that
many toilets in areas such as Bihar and Rajasthan
go unused due to a shortage of water and knowl-
edge. Regardless of its flaws, the Panchayat system
remains an important institution for democratic
decentralisation. To be truly effective, there must
be a genuine commitment to devolution, both finan-
cially and administratively. Villages and local
Governments should be trusted to create, imple-
ment, and oversee development programmes. 
Only when Panchayats are granted actual power,
autonomy, and support can they carry out their con-
stitutional mandate. 
Reviving the spirit of ancient local councils with
contemporary, efficient, and accountable Panchayats
is important for developing a dynamic, inclusive,
and participatory democracy. The path forward is
to increase decentralisation, embrace transparen-
cy, and encourage citizen participation at all levels
of Government.
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At the end of the 20th 
century, celebrated Co -
lombian writer Ga briel 
Garcia Marquez made 

a seminal observation: “Expect 
nothing from the 21st century; 
it is the 21st century that expects 
everything from us.” Marquez 
was right. The new century pro -
mised glorious sunrise, major 
advances in human civilisation, 
innovations, and societal prog -
ress from the physical to the 
abstract, and from the digital to 
the tangible.  

We are in the third decadal 
journey of the 21st century. With 
degeneration all around, one 
doesn’t have even a faint hope 
in what Victor Hugo believed: 
“even the darkest night will end, 
and the sun will rise.” 

Today, science is slogging, 
technology is straying into the 
realm of the unknown and soci-
ety is in retreat. Nobel laureate 
Venki Ramakrishnan believes 
that we are living in a profound-
ly anti-science moment.  

The age of theory is drawing 
to its end. We have entered a 
phase of “post-theory science.” 
How can science flourish when 
denial, distraction, accusation 
and lies are part of the new 
game in town? Doubt is essen-
tial for science. 

We are in the belly of the 
beast. Technology is helping the 
believers of neo-science to per-
petuate their myths. Thanks to 
the ‘smartphonification’ of life, 
we now have more memories in 
our pockets and less in our 
heads. We have entered a phase 
of unreason. 

We may not have entered 
the age of anti-Enlightenment. 
But we see the core values of the 
Enlightenment fading. Critical 
thinking, empirical rigour and a 
spirit of debate and discussion 
are losing ground.  

Today, secular values are 
ridiculed. The modern world, as 
Jurgen Habermas had said was 
“distinguished from the old by 

the fact that it opened itself to 
the future.” With barbarians at 
the gate, modernity has become 
shambolic. 

Democracy is on decline. In 
a large number of countries, 
there has been a merger of the 
nation with the state in which 
the citizen has become a glori-
fied employee. We are moving 
towards a dystopian future. A 
tiny tech elite is operating the 
machinery of civilisation while 
the rest is becoming a mute 
spectator. 

Internet has given us a 
wealth of information but the 
majority suffers from informa-
tion poverty. Collapse of public 
debate is the result of digital dis-
traction. As an analyst argues, 
instead of following Rene 
Descartes’ “I think, therefore I 
am”, we tend to adhere to 
“someone else thinks for me, 
therefore he/she is.” 

Digitisation has trans-
formed governance 
in India. We are 
now the third lar -
gest digitised coun-
try in the world be -
hind US and China. 
But India’s prob-
lems lie elsewhere. 
Tagore’s rebuke 
remains relevant 
today. He said that 
the imposing “to -
wer of misery” 
which rests in the 
“heart of India” has 
its sole foundation 
“in the absence of 
education.” 

Humanity faces major chal-
lenges. Yuval Noah Harari talks 
of 21 lessons that we must wres-
tle with including nuclear war, 
climate challenge and techno-
logical-biological disruption.  
He also poses the question  
how we stay relevant in an AI-
driven world.  

Big data is threatening the 
foundations of liberty and pri-
vacy. Harari also foresees “digi-

tal dictatorships” where govern-
ments track and control people 
using AI, stopping dissent. 

The Dark Age began with 
barbarians driving Roman civil-
isation from Europe. The label 
“Dark Ages” was more a figure 
of speech than a fair judgement, 
which showed a desire to dis-
tance from the medieval past 
and was repeated over time 
until it became part of public 
thinking. 

Today, the age of reason is 
in danger of shifting backwards. 
The deluge of information is 
making us anything but smarter. 
It is ushering us into a new Dark 
Age of superficiality and narcis-
sism. Universities are under 
attack. Our romance with books 
has faded. With so much stuff 
on the internet, we are destined 
to become a species of techno-
logical scavenging. 

The 21st century is fast 
becoming a “New Dark Age.” 

Canadian author 
George Case des -
cribes the new 
dark age as “the 
age of cacopho-
nous technology, 
of information 
overload, of toxic 
clamour and atte -
ntion-fuelled bar-
barism.” 

We are losing 
trust in science 
but there is a gro -
wing trust in tech 
emperors. It is a 
new romantics 

wonder!  Big tech Czars have 
their own agendas. The new 
plutocrats of Silicon Valley are 
like predatory wolves. Innova-
tion is not always progressive. It 
is often at the service of the  
plutocrats. 

Another worry is the geo -
politics of big tech. High tech 
has come to signify high politics, 
too. Today, digital and tech ad -
vancements are geopolitical 
issues of the highest order. As 

British writer James Bridle wri -
tes, “We know more and more 
about the world, while being  
less and less able to do anything 
about it.” Let us not allow  
technology to magically fix 
everything. 

Social media and news 
cycles have taken away our abil-
ity to reflect and think deeply 
about what is actually happen-
ing. Through the attention 
economy, our mind is being 
fracked.  

In an attention economy, 
our attention is constantly 
demanded. In fact, our attention 
itself has become a commodity. 
Attention, not money, is the fuel 
of politics. In this economy, the 
worst victims are the Gen-Zers 
who face what American jour-
nalist David Brooks calls “rejec-
tion after rejection.” 

Our leaders get, demand 
and control our attention. Both 
politics and commerce now 
grab and seduce our attention. 
If our attention is a transaction 
in the world’s most valuable 
currency, our political leaders 
keep us distracted from real 
problems and undermine our 
worldviews and our under-
standing of the world and poli-
tics. Politics itself has become a 
spectacle. 

We have so much access to 
information and yet we are get-
ting impoverished. The thug-
gish financial systems, algo-
rithms of all kinds, AI, state 
secrecy and mass surveillance 
regimes darken our horizons. 
Data may be new oil for the rich 
and the powerful, citizens are 
blind and deaf in the middle of 
a freeway.

Who benefits when we 
remain glued to our screens, our 
every scroll,  click, like and 
share? We are facing what Bridle 
calls “a cloud of the unknown”? 
A New Dark Age has dawned. 
And it has its own barbarians ~ 
big tech plutocrats, the new rob-
ber barons.

I remember vividly my child-
hood journeys on the back-
seat of my parents’ bicycles, 
surrounded by dozens of bi -

cy cles riding together in the busy 
streets of Hà Noi. Motorcycles 
cost a fortune back then, and it 
was not until 2000 that we got our 
first motorbike, a Chinese-manu-
factured bike in the form of the 
Honda Dream, or as the Vietna -
mese would call them, ‘Dream 
Tàu’. Cars were even rarer and 
were perceived as a symbol of 
wealth; you could only see one or 
two parked in the streets during 
the 90s. My parents, on the other 
hand, have vivid memories of a 
public transport vehicle called 
Tàu i n, which literally means 
‘elec tric trains’, but is more accu-
rately translated as ‘trams’.  

The trams connected the city 
centre to the outer rings of the 
capital, all the way to places like 
B ch Mai and Hà ông. As my dad 
was then living near B ch Mai, and 
my mom lived in the city centre, 
the tram line was the most effec-
tive mode of transportation when 
they were dating. 

And then all of that rapidly 
changed as Viet Nam developed. 
As the economy progressed, trams 
were discontinued and replaced 
by buses. Motorcycles started 
popping up like crazy. By the time 
I was in high school, even some 
of my peers had their own mope-

ds. And with entry-level affordable 
cars available by 1998, owning an 
automobile was no longer a wild 
dream for most Vietnamese fam-
ilies. But there is one more mem-
ory from my childhood that many 
others brought up in the Hà Noi 
of the 90s will also recall: the blue 
skies on summer days.  

As we progressed into the 
2010s and the 2020s, these days 
became rarer, and grey and white 
became more dominant. After a 
mild pneumonia sent me into the 
hospital last June, my doctors rec-
ommended that I took up a light 
sport for lung recovery. I eventu-
ally chose cycling.  

My most common cycling 
route is described by many as 
‘bizarre’: I tend to travel in rush 
hour from the office in the city 
centre down Nguy n Trãi Road all 
the way to the outskirts of the city 
and then back again to the Old 
Quarter. 

But through that route I was 
able to see the reality of air pollu-
tion and traffic congestion in Hà 
Noi. A chaotic traffic game of fill-
in-the-blanks.  

The smell of gasoline and 
sometimes a dash of black fumes 
from buses. All this as residents 
rush to get home as soon as pos-
sible ~ and it gets even worse on 
rainy days. A summer sunset on 
my cycling route is few and far 
between, but a sight to behold.  

A study by the World Bank in 
2020 suggested that 40 per cent of 
Hà Noi’s population is affected  
by a level of PM2.5 dust particles 
at 45 micrograms per cubic  
metre, five times higher than 
World Health Organization 
(WHO) standards. 
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Fiscal Rifts 

At first glance, the proposal to rescind over $9 bil-
lion in US federal spending appears to be a rela-
tively modest budgetary adjustment. In reality, it 

is a litmus test ~ not just for fiscal discipline, but for the 
current state of the Republican Party’s cohesion and its 
evolving relationship with executive power. The Trump 
administration’s push for this rescissions bill is more 
about political posture than prudent governance, and 
it reveals a fault line that may widen as deeper cuts are 
pursued in future.  

The core of the bill targets funding that, while often 
criticized by conservatives, serves tangible and some-
times life-saving purposes: foreign aid, public broad-
casting, refugee programmes, and global health initia-
tives like PEPFAR. Though these expenditures constitute 
a small fraction of the federal budget, they represent 
disproportionately large benefits in global goodwill, 
public health, and rural infrastructure. Cutting them sig-
nals not just a shift in fiscal policy, but a retreat from 
bipartisan commitments forged over decades. The 
White House insists this is just the beginning, but sym-
bolic victories often unravel when applied to complex 
systems. Governance demands more than gestures ~ it 
requires nuance, especially when lives and livelihoods 
are at stake. The administration’s method of circum-
venting the usual 60-vote threshold through the 
Impoundment Control Act is telling. It prioritises polit-
ical expediency over deliberative governance. What is 
more revealing, however, is the reluctance of several 
Senate Republicans to fall in line. Lawmakers who have 
traditionally supported public broadcasting, global 
health aid, or bipartisan appropriations processes now 
find themselves caught between ideological loyalty and 
practical governance. 

This internal Republican split underscores the limits 
of symbolic austerity. Legislating cuts to PBS or foreign 
electric bus projects may play well in certain political 
circles, but the real-world impact ~ especially on rural 
communities and global disease prevention ~ cannot 
be dismissed. Emergency radio broadcasts, refugee 
resettlement efforts, and epidemic control measures 
don’t lend themselves to partisan framing quite so easily 
when their absence begins to bite. Moreover, using 
rescissions as a tool to renegotiate past bipartisan deals 
threatens the trust and functionality of the appropria-
tions process itself.  

If one side believes the other will claw back agreed-
upon funds through procedural shortcuts, the entire 
premise of compromise erodes. Future budget negoti-
ations could stall, not over ideological disagreement, 
but over fear of bad faith. In effect, the rescissions bill 
may succeed in the short term, but it risks long-term 
institutional damage. More critically, it tests the bound-
aries of party loyalty and policy coherence within the 
GOP. Those Republicans who oppose the bill are not 
merely dissenting; they are trying to preserve a govern-
ing framework that prioritises continuity, deliberation, 
and shared responsibility. If today’s modest rescissions 
package becomes the precedent for tomorrow’s sweep-
ing cuts, the divide within the party ~ and its governing 
challenges ~ will only deepen. At some point, symbolism 
must give way to substance. The Senate, even in a par-
tisan age, must still reckon with that choice. 

 

Turbaned Legacy 

Fauja Singh did not just run marathons; he ran 
against time, against loss, and against the limita-
tions that society ~ and biology ~ impose on age. 

His death in a tragic hit-and-run at 114 is not merely 
the passing of a man. It is the closing of a chapter that 
redefined human endurance and spiritual resilience. 
Singh’s life was remarkable not because he lived long, 
but because of how he chose to live in his final decades. 
In a culture where old age is often treated as a period of 
withdrawal and quiet decline, Singh took to running at 
89 ~ not for medals or glory, but to heal, to remember, 
and eventually, to inspire.  

It is easy to romanticise such a journey, but it’s 
important to recognise the very real pain that drove him 
to the starting line: the deaths of his wife and younger 
son, the scars of partition, and the dislocation of migra-
tion. Running, for him, was not a sport. It was survival. 
And survive he did, clocking nine marathons between 
the ages of 89 and 101, becoming the face of campaigns, 
the bearer of Olympic torches, and a cultural ambassa-
dor who wore his turban not as an identity, but as a 
quiet assertion of dignity. That he was denied official 
recognition by record-keeping bodies due to a lack of 
birth documents is irrelevant to history. Communities 
don’t remember file numbers ~ they remember impact. 
Singh’s legacy is not just of broken records, but of bar-
riers broken.  

Even as global headlines celebrate athletic youth, 
Fauja Singh stood as a beacon for a forgotten demo-
graphic ~ elderly individuals still capable of growth, grit, 
and grace under pressure. At a time when India’s elders 
are often excluded from narratives of aspiration and 
action, Singh’s example is revolutionary. His life chal-
lenges the idea that youth alone defines energy or pur-
pose. Here was a man who proved that the body can be 
trained, and the spirit rekindled, regardless of age. For 
the aging millions in India and abroad, he offered more 
than inspiration ~ he offered a roadmap: eat light, walk 
long, smile often, and stay rooted in something larger 
than yourself. We cannot help but feel the bitter irony 
in his final moments ~ a man who ran across continents 
laid low by reckless driving in the quiet village where he 
first learned to walk.  

Yet even in death, Singh’s story compels us to 
rethink public safety, elderly care, and the value we place 
on our oldest citizens ~ not as burdens, but as torch-
bearers. Let his passing not be mourned in silence alone. 
Let it spark policies that make Indian roads safer for all 
pedestrians, regardless of age. Fauja Singh never wanted 
to be a hero. But in his quiet discipline, he became one. 
Not by outrunning others, but by outlasting despair, and 
turning personal grief into global hope. That is a finish 
line worth remembering.

New Dark Age? 
Today, the age of reason is in danger of shifting backwards. The deluge of 
information is making us anything but smarter. It is ushering us into a new 
Dark Age of superficiality and narcissism. Universities are under attack. Our 
romance with books has faded. With so much stuff on the internet, we are 
destined to become a species of technological scavenging 

Sir, Prof. Anshuman Kar’s 
article “Learning from AI” is an 
engaging read. When undergrad-
uate or postgraduate students 
face difficulties with certain texts, 
concepts, assignments, tests,  
projects and many other aca-
demic issues, AI helps or guides 
them like a teacher. There is no 
doubt about its efficiency. I do 
agree there with Mr Sanjeev 
Sanyal. But it has, as Prof Kar 
observes, its own limitations. 
Machines cannot replace hum -
ans where the warmth of human 
relationships matter. 

A student needs knowledge. 
The process of acquiring or con-
structing knowledge involves 
intellectual exercise. AI can stim-
ulate a student’s intellect which 

is a matter of the head or the 
brain. Intellect is the instrument 
of knowledge.  

But there is another aspect 
to consider, i.e. his  affective do -
main. The heart is the instrument 
of inspiration. When the head 
and the heart combine great 
things happen. It is the actual  
teacher alone who can reach out 
to his students through his heart. 
He understands their strengths 
and weakneses better than AI. 
His voice of wisdom and warmth 
of heart strengthen their minds 
to overcome the challenges of 
their academic life.  

Swami Vivekanada said, “We 
want that education by which 
character is formed, strength of 
mind is increased, the intellect is 
expanded, and by which one can 
stand on one’s feet.”  

This highest aim of educa-
tion no machine alone can fulfil. 
For this, a physical classroom 
with the instrument of inspira-
tion , i.e. an actual warm-hearted  
teacher is indispensable.  

Had I not got Alok Biswas, a 
warm-hearted erudite teacher, as 
my friend, philosopher and gui -

de, it would not have been pos-
sible for me to embark on a teac -
hing career with English as my 
subject giving up a lucrative Cen-
tral government job at a crucial 
moment of my life.   

However, in the age of sci-
ence and techonlogy, teachers 
must be techno-savvy to serve 
their students more efficiently. 

Yours, etc., Subir Kr Saha 
Nadia, 18 July. 

 

ADRIFT 
Sir, Apropos “Pressure by 

design” published today, six 
months into the Oval office, Pres-
ident Trump remains no less 
enigmatic. His second term is 
proving even more vivid than the 
first, as he juggles with too many 
irons in the fire, each with flour-
ish and  drama. Be it calling on 
Kim Jong-un, brokering the Abra-
ham Accords in the Middle East 
or slapping tariffs on China, his 
Plan A was bold, attention-grab-
bing, and disruptive by design.  

Not that Trump was san-
guine on the prognosis of such 
unprecedented first moves. Even 
as the rest of the world attempts 
to untangle the knots, he adds 
some more, following neither 
pattern nor predictability. 

What is getting worryingly 
evident is that either his Plan B is 
too sketchy and tentative or 
worse,  that there is none. His 
China trade policy saw tariffs 
imposed swiftly.  

But for the vague and hesi-
tant attempts at recalibration of 
supply chains, no  definitive long 
term objectives or measured fol-
low-up has emerged. 

The absence of a Plan B or 
the willingness to craft one ren-

ders U.S. policy transactional and 
short-term. It has resulted in 
mounting uncertainty for allies, 
erratic signals to adversaries, and 
volatility across global markets 
and institutions. 

  Disruption without direc-
tion may well have served as a 
campaign slogans, but  today it 
is creating a leadership vacuum 
which leaves the world adrift.  

Yours, etc., R Narayanan,  
Navi Mumbai, 18 July.

A  teacher's  touch 

Hà Noi's green 
future is close, but 

it needs a bold plan

GREAT EFFORT 

Sir, When even the Indian Government has informed the 
Supreme Court that there was nothing more it could do to save 
the life of Nimisha Priya, who was to be hanged today in Yemen 
for killing her business partner, it has come as a great relief to 
all that her hanging has been postponed because of the efforts 
of the 94-year-old Kanthapuram A P Aboobackar Musliar, Grand 
Mufti of India who had pleaded with Muslim leaders in Yemen 
to stall Nimisha’s hanging.  

Though what Aboobakar Musliar has achieved is great, par-
ticularly when even our government had given up hope, he has 
been very humble in saying that he did so giving priority to 
humanity and compassion towards others, the primary teach-
ings of Islam. 

This is only a temporary reprieve for Nimisha. Now the ball 
is back in India’s court to make it a permanent relief through 
its diplomatic channels. 

Yours, etc., Tharcius S. Fernando, 
Chennai, 16 July.

editor@thestatesman.comLETTERS TO THE EDITOR
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A FEW more cases like those put up 
by the Bengal Iron Company and the iron 
merchants of Bombay, and the Govern-
ment of India will have to con¬sider the 
appointment of a Commission to report 
upon the question of restoring free trade. 
Protection is like a backfiring car—you 
never know when it is going to kick. The 
Tariff Board was piquantly reminded of 
this tendency on Friday by Mr. G. B. Trive-
di, a Bombay iron merchant, who empha-
sized the backfire put up by the Indian 
consumers of protected steel. Protection 
increased the price by 30 or 40 per cent 
and the “stockists” proceeded, in the usual 
way of business, to pass on the extra bur-
den to the consumer. Unfortunately for 
them the consumer either could not or 
would not pay the full protected price, and 
the merchants were therefore compelled 
to supply him for less than they had actu-
ally paid themselves. Calculations, as Mr. 
Trivedi put it, had been upset. So, one 
gathers, were the iron merchants. 

PRESS ARTICLES 

BAN ON BRITISH 
DOCTORS REMOVED 
(FROM OUR OWN CORRESPONDENT.! 
LONDON, JULY 18. 

The British Medical Association has 
decided to lift the ban that has hitherto 
forbidden doctors to contribute articles to 
the newspapers under their own names. 

The British press describes this deci-
sion as a notable landmark in the progress 
of doctors, denoting their emancipation 
from the old-time exclusion and aloofness. 

The Association requests those of its 
members who may write for the lay press 
to refrain from publishing their addresses 
or unnecessarily displaying their medical 
qualifications or appointments. 

TEMPLE WORSHIP 

PRIVY COUNCIL 
VERDICT FOR 
RESPONDENT 
LONDON, JULY 17. 

THE Privy Council to-day resumed the 
hearing of the appeal in the matter of a per-
son, stated not to be a Parsee, worshipping 
in the Parsee fire temple at Rangoon. 

Mr. Dunne, for the appellant, said that 
they objected to worshipping in the pres-
ence of persons of another race, and also 
objected to a person not a Parsee, being a 
Zoroastrian. They were of opinion that 
purity of blood was the first consideration. 

Replying to Lord Blanesburgh, Coun-
sel said that there could not be a genuine 
Zoroastrian who was not a Parsee. Not for 
1,000 years, until the recent case of a 
wealthy French lady in Bombay, had such 
a question of conversion been raised. The 
appellants held that a man could not be a 
convert to their religion. 

Lord Phillimore said that conversion 
to a religion must be a possibility, other-
wise the initiation ceremonies would be 
meaningless. Mr. Dunne had quoted a 
Bombay judge in a similar action, who 
asserted that the Parsees were ready to 
overlook immorality and anything but 
alienage. They would not admit the purest 
and most blameless foreigner, but were 
willing to admit all the illegitimate chil-
dren of Parsee parents. That was not reli-
gion, it was essentially irreligious, it was 
pure unadulterated, oriental caste. 

At the conclusion of the appellant's 
case, Lord Phillimore said that Their Lord-
ships accepted the findings of the court 
below that Bella’s mother was a Parsee, and 
that any ceremonies necessary to make her 
a Zoroastrian had been carried out. There-
fore, she could be taken to be a Zoroastrian.

All that the respondent’s counsel had 
to do was to argue the remaining points. 
The case was adjourned.— Reuter. 

 �SERIOUS SITUATION� 

RIFF PROPAGANDA 
BEHIND FRENCH LINES 
(� TIMES �� SPECIAL SERVICE'). 
LONDON, JULY 

The Times Paris correspondent says 
that, according to the latest news from 
Morocco the situation remains serious on 
account of the efforts which the Riffs are 
making to induce the tribes behind the 
French lines to revolt. 

Small detachments continue their infil-
trating and working on the tribes by means 
of threats and propaganda. Simultaneously 
bodies of the enemy are concentrating with 
the evident intention of trying out the road 
from Fez to Ainaicha by which important 
French posts are supplied and relieved. 

The French are counter-patrolling the 
territory of the hesitating tribes and dis-
persing enemy concentrations by means 
of  aeroplanes. 

India was represented by Mrs, Sen, 
who gave a comprehensive history of the 
women's movement in India and also by 
Atya Begum, who asserted that the posi-
tion of Eastern women was deliberately 
misunderstood by Westerners. She quoted 
instances of heroism and of the education 
of women dating back fifteen hundred 
years, and added that it was only within 
the past two hundred years, when Western 
civilization dominated Eastern, that the 
position was different. 
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OCCASIONAL NOTE

ACROSS 
 

1    Whale to blow 

endlessly, about to 

rise? (7) 

5    Demand navy to 

attend old Italian port 

(7) 

9    A great many you 

once observed beside 

coastal feature  

(9) 

10  Players welcoming a 

very dab hand (5) 

11  Time to return, 

pursued by hot 

woman (5) 

12  Fellow arrives beside 

a large thicket of 

trees (9) 

14  Tackling corruption 

with his band, 

reversing poor 

showing in 

Government  

(7-7) 

17  Male in pursuit of 

fancy electric tools � 

something one has to 

have? (10,4) 

21  Small second soccer 

team around end of 

October regressed, 

becoming flabby (9) 

23  Swedish inventor�s 

book appearing in 

festive season (5) 

24  Former Hollywood 

actor appearing in 

bizarre event (5) 

25  End of game sees 

friend following 

regular pattern  

(9) 

26  Mount finale of 

festival, blocking 

version of my opus 

(7) 

27  Attempt to secure 

outbuilding that�s 

ditched by leather 

works (7) 

 

Down 

1    Understand good 

parent avoids force 

(6) 

2    A heavy arrow mostly 

is hard to stop  

(7) 

3    Quickly suggest 

reduced hydrogen in 

sample (4-5) 

4    Revolutionary counts 

least in revolution? 

(11) 

5    Something 

identifying sibling, 

primarily (3) 

6    Proposition from 

Frenchman, then 

married in the 

country (5) 

7    Othello�s setback 

mostly provided by 

Iago, principally  

(7) 

8    Studying wine, upset 

one over record year 

(8) 

13  A conifer ultimately 

carried aroma 

resembling a tree (11) 

15  Paper describing the 

leek? (9) 

16  No time at all to get 

wind of wild film idea 

(8) 

18  Clear criminal over US 

city crime (7) 

19  Accept support after 

not-so-brief space (7) 

20  Agent, having 

secured shelter, 

ready to go out? (6) 

22  Carefully observe 

confirmation of a 

palindrome? (3,2) 

25  Reduction in price for 

salad vegetable (3)

NOTE: Figures in parentheses denote the number of letters  in the  words required.  (By arrangement with The Independent, London)
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I
IT-Ropar director Professor 
Rajeev Ahuja is one of the most 
highly cited researchers as well 
as one of the top materials sci-

entists in Sweden and India. He is a 
Professor of Computational Materi-
als Science primarily researching 
batteries, hydrogen storage and 
production, sensors, and high-pres-
sure physics. He previously worked 
as Professor at Uppsala University 
in Sweden for more than 30 years.  
He also has more than 1,000 scien-
tific publications in high-ranking 
international journals accumulating 
more than 41,000 citations. 

Professor Ahuja talks about the 
growth trajectory of the Indian Insti-
tute of Technology (IIT), the societal 
pressure faced by engineering students 
as well as his interesting research proj-
ects in an interaction with Parwinder 
Sandhu of The Statesman.   

 
Q. Since your appointment as 

Director in April 2021, what have 
been your key priorities in steering 
IIT Ropar's growth? 

A: My focus has been on trans-
forming the institute into a globally 
recognized center for excellence in 
education, research, and innovation. 
We have strengthened our research 
ecosystem with major initiatives like 
ANNAM.AI and the PAIR grant, 
expanded industry linkages through 
collaborations with defence bodies and 
regulatory agencies, and launched for-
ward-looking programmes such as a 
universal AI minor and new under-
graduate degrees in Digital Agriculture 
and IC Technology. 

These efforts are backed by a 
strong commitment to inclusivity, 
global engagement, and societal 
impact - reflected in our rise in inter-
national rankings and our initiatives 
in sustainability, community out-
reach, and regional development. Our 
journey has been one of purposeful 
growth, with education and research 
at its heart, serving both national 
needs and global challenges. 

 
Q. How do you envision IIT 

Ropar's role in India's evolving high-
er education landscape, especially 
among the newer IITs? 

A: IIT Ropar sees itself as more 
than just an institute and we want 

to become a transformative force in 
changing India’s higher education 
scenario. Even though we are striv-
ing towards improving our infra-
structure and rankings,  we are 
equally committed to innovation, 
inclusivity, and bringing a meaning-
ful social impact. 

Based in Punjab, we have an edge 
to address regional challenges per-
taining to agriculture, defence, and 
water management. Initiatives like 
ANNAM.AI reflect this mission. As a 
young IIT, we do not see or present 
ourselves as competitors. Instead, we 
focus on building bonds through col-
laboration with other institutions, 
industry, and society at large. 

IIT Ropar intends to be a light-
house institution that influences not 
just academic results but also national 
progress. This is being done through 
the creation of a model of interdisci-
plinary learning which empowers stu-
dents from all backgrounds. 

 
Q. Can you share insights into 

the interdisciplinary research areas 
that IIT Ropar is focusing on such as 
renewable energy and artificial intel-
ligence? 

A. Our vision focuses on using 
interdisciplinary research to tackle 
real-world problems, whether they are 
global issues or local challenges. We 
bring together engineering, science, 
and social relevance to drive innova-
tion, emphasizing fields like artificial 
intelligence, clean energy, and rural 
development. 

IIT Ropar has a dedicated School 
of AI and Data Engineering that 
advances research in areas like deep 
learning and interpretable AI. We also 
have the Indo-Taiwan Joint Research 
Centre to boost global collaboration. 
In clean energy, our teams are devel-
oping next-generation technologies 
such as hydrogen storage and battery 
innovation, supported by top-tier 
research in materials science. 

Our work in agriculture and water 
connects closely with the region. We 
use AI and IoT to address stubble 
burning, evaluate water quality, and 
promote smart farming. In healthcare 
too, we collaborate with institutions 
like PGIMER and IIT Mandi to create 
affordable technologies that cater to 
country-specific needs. 

We are also establishing a new 
Centre for Micro and Nano Fabrica-
tion to aid innovative research in sen-
sors and devices. Our efforts are sup-
ported by our Central Research Facil-
ity, which gathers experts from vari-
ous fields 

 
Q. Could you elaborate on the 

significance of the DST Technology 
Innovation Hub at IIT Ropar and its 
impact on agriculture and water 
technologies? 

A. The Department of Science 
and Technology-supported Technol-
ogy Innovation Hub at IIT Ropar, 
AWaDH (Agriculture and Water Tech-
nology Development Hub), demon-
strates our strong conviction that 
deep-tech innovation can transform 
lives, particularly in agriculture and 
water management, two areas that 
have a direct impact on millions of 
people around the globe. 

Established under the National 
Mission on Interdisciplinary Cyber-
Physical Systems, AWaDH brings 
modern tools like AI and IoT to farm-
ers and rural communities, improving 
agriculture by making it more effi-
cient, sustainable, and data-driven. 

We have developed over 70 
breakthrough technologies, from 
smart irrigation systems to nano-bub-
ble oxygenation, and many have 
already been commercialized in vari-
ous states. But AWaDH is more than 
a research hub. It has nurtured over 
150 startups, offering incubation, 
mentorship, and funding. More than 
3,000 professionals have been trained 
in cyber-physical systems, and the 
hub has contributed to over 8000 job 
opportunities. This showcases how 
innovation can truly empower people 
from the ground up. 

Our work also covers water qual-
ity, stubble management, and soil 
health, key areas in the field of agri-
culture today. At IIT Ropar, we create 
solutions that have both environmen-
tal and social benefits. It has generat-
ed over 150 publications, 20+ patents, 
and 9 industrial designs, AWaDH has 
laid the groundwork for our new AI 
Centre of Excellence. 

 
Q. In recent discussions, you 

have highlighted the societal pres-
sures faced by students. What initia-

tives has IIT Ropar undertaken to 
support student mental health and 
well-being? 

A. At IIT Ropar, student mental 
health and well-being are treated as 
foundational pillars of our academic 
ecosystem - not as an afterthought. 
Recognizing the societal pressures 
and emotional challenges students 
face, we have implemented a multi-
layered support system that is proac-
tive, compassionate, and inclusive. 

Through the Snehita Wellbeing 
Cell, students, faculty, and staff can 
access confidential counseling from 
trained psychologists, along with a 
peer buddy system. We emphasize 
early detection, with faculty and men-
tors watching for signs of distress. We 
are also developing digital platforms 
to ensure 24/7 access to help. 

We hold regular workshops on 
emotional resilience and mental 
health awareness, aimed at students, 
faculty, and caretakers, to promote a 
campus culture built on empathy. We 
are working with organizations like 
NIMHANS and AIIMS to strengthen 
our approach with evidence-based 
practices. 

Our initiatives are designed to 
assure students that IIT Ropar is not just 
an academic institution—it is a commu-
nity that genuinely cares for their well-
being, growth, and happiness. 

 
Q. How does IIT Ropar integrate 

practical learning and industry expo-
sure into its curriculum to prepare 
students for real-world challenges? 

A. At IIT Ropar, practical learning 
and industry exposure are seamlessly 
woven into the academic fabric to 
ensure students are equipped for real-
world challenges. Our curriculum is 
designed not just to impart theoretical 
knowledge, but to cultivate hands-on 
skills, entrepreneurial thinking, and 
professional readiness. 

Hands-on learning is at the heart 
of our academic approach. Every pro-
gramme integrates lab work, design 
projects, and capstone experiences 
that reflect real-world problem-solv-
ing and industry practices. We offer 
industry-certified courses with part-
ners like NIELIT and TCS iON in areas 
such as AI and cybersecurity, ensuring 
students gain practical skills through 
live projects and mentorship. 

Structured internships with 
organizations like DRDO, CSIR, and 
leading startups expose students to 
cutting-edge technologies and profes-
sional settings. Through our incuba-
tors—TBI and iHub-AWaDH—stu-
dents tackle real-world issues in agri-
culture and sustainability, with many 
turning ideas into startups. 

 
Q. What are your strategic goals 

for IIT Ropar in the next five years, 
particularly concerning research 
output and global rankings? 

A. Over the next five years, our 
strategic goals are anchored in elevat-
ing research output, enhancing global 
rankings, and deepening our societal 
impact. These goals reflect our com-
mitment to becoming a globally rec-
ognized institution that leads with 
innovation, inclusivity, and excellence. 

We aim to double our annual 
research publications, with a strong 
emphasis on high-impact journals 
and interdisciplinary collaborations. 
Our focus will be on frontier areas 
such as quantum technologies, hydro-
gen energy, AI for social good, and 
sustainable agriculture. 

Building on our recent ascent to 
the 12th position in the IIRF 2025 
rankings, we plan to further improve 
our standing in global indices. Our 
five-year roadmap is not just about 
numbers - it’s about nurturing a cul-
ture of excellence, curiosity, and 
impact. IIT Ropar will continue to be 
a lighthouse institution, illuminating 
pathways for transformative educa-
tion and research.

SATURDAY INTERVIEW

�We will nurture excellence�

NEWS ITEMS 

I
t began with a crack - barely visi-
ble, tucked away in the weld joint 
of a pressure feedline on a Fal-
con-9 booster. A minor flaw, per-

haps, in the grand machinery of 
spaceflight. But for India, it was a 
moment of reckoning. Our scientists 
at ISRO, vigilant and uncompromis-
ing, demanded answers. They insisted 
on repairs, not workarounds. And in 
doing so, they didn’t just protect a 
mission - they safeguarded a dream. 

That dream took flight on 25 June 
when Group Captain Shubhanshu 
Shukla, an Indian Air Force officer and 
ISRO-trained astronaut, soared into 
orbit aboard the Axiom-4 mission. 

Docking with the International Space 
Station (ISS) a day later, he became 
the face of India’s next great leap - not 
just into space, but into the future of 
human-centric science, medicine, 
and technology. 

This wasn’t a ceremonial voyage. 
It was a scientific crusade. Shukla car-
ried with him seven microgravity 
experiments, each meticulously 
designed by Indian researchers to 
answer questions that matter - not 
just to astronauts, but to farmers, doc-
tors, engineers, and students across 
our nation. 

Consider the sprouting of methi 
and moong seeds in space. It sounds 
simple, almost poetic. But its impli-
cations are profound. In the confined 
quarters of a spacecraft, where every 
gram of nutrition counts, understand-
ing how Indian crops behave in 
microgravity could redefine crew diets 
for long-duration missions. More 
importantly, it could inspire innova-
tions in vertical farming and hydro-
ponics back on Earth, especially in 
regions battling soil degradation and 
water scarcity. 

Then there’s the study of Indian 
tardigrades - microscopic creatures 
known for their resilience. Revived 
from dormancy, these tiny organisms 
were observed for survival, reproduc-
tion, and genetic expression in space. 

Their behavior could unlock secrets 
of biological endurance, informing 
everything from vaccine development 
to climate-resilient agriculture. 

Shukla also conducted a myoge-
nesis experiment, examining how 
human muscle cells respond to space 
conditions and nutritional supple-
ments. The findings could revolution-
ize treatments for muscular degener-
ation, benefiting not just astronauts 
but elderly patients and those recov-
ering from trauma. 

Other ongoing experiments 
include the growth of cyanobacteria - 
organisms that could one day support 
life-support systems in space - and 
the passive exposure of Indian crop 
seeds like rice, cowpea, sesame, brin-
jal, and tomato to microgravity. These 
seeds will be cultivated across gener-
ations to study inherited changes, 
potentially leading to new crop vari-
eties adapted to extreme environ-
ments. 

Even human-machine interac-
tion was put to the test. Shukla per-
formed web-based assessments to 
understand how microgravity affects 
our ability to interact with electronic 
displays - a crucial insight for design-
ing intuitive interfaces for future 
space stations and spacecraft. 

These are not abstract pursuits. 
They are deeply rooted in the Indian 

ethos of science for society. Every 
experiment aboard Axiom-4 carries 
the potential to touch lives on Earth - 
whether it’s a tribal farmer in Odisha, 
a schoolchild in Shillong, or a front-
line doctor in Ladakh. 

The mission also showcased 
India’s growing stature in global space 
diplomacy. Our insistence on safety 
protocols led SpaceX to identify and 
repair a potentially catastrophic flaw. 
Our collaboration with NASA, ESA, 
and Axiom Space reflects a new era of 
equal partnership, where India is not 
just participating but leading. 

Throughout the mission, ISRO’s 
flight surgeons monitored Shukla’s 
health, ensuring his physical and psy-
chological well-being. He remained in 
high spirits, interacting with students 
across India - from Lucknow to 
Trivandrum, Bangalore to Shillong - 
igniting young minds with the possi-
bilities of science and space. 

Shukla has since returned, and he 
brings back with him a rich wealth of 
data, samples, and insights that will 
fuel India’s upcoming Gaganyaan 
mission and the Bharat Space Station. 

This is not just about one astro-
naut. It’s about a nation rising. It’s 
about transforming space science 
into public service. It’s about ensur-
ing that the benefits of microgravity 
research reach every corner of India 

- from satellite internet in remote vil-
lages to regenerative medicine in 
urban hospitals. 

In the words of Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi, Gaganyaan is about 
placing an Indian in space by Indian 
means. Axiom-4 is the rehearsal, the 
proof of concept, the bridge between 
aspiration and achievement. 

And as we look up at the stars, we 
do so not with awe alone, but with 
intent. Because for India, the sky is 
not the limit - it is the laboratory. 

 
  

(The writer is Union Minister of State 
(Independent Charge) for Science and 
Technology; Earth Sciences and Minister of 
State for PMO, Department of Atomic Energy, 
Department of Space, Personnel, Public 
Grievances and Pensions.)

A space journey to broaden a  
common man�s horizons

DR. JITENDRA SINGH 
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T
he sharp rebound in paddy output this year
seems to have given India’s grain-based
ethanol programme a new lease of life. Last

week, the Centre more than doubled the quota of rice
that the Food Corporation of India (FCI) can sell to
ethanol distilleries to 5.2 million tonnes from the
earlier cap of 2.4 million tonnes. This is a policy
U-turn from two years ago when the government had
to ban the diversion of FCI rice to ethanol after
dwindling stocks risked a price spiral. 

No doubt, the supply situation today is a
far cry from what it was in July 2023. The
Agriculture Ministry’s third advance
estimates peg India’s rice production for
2024-25 at 149 million tonnes, up from
136-137 million tonnes in the previous two
years. FCI carried rice stocks of about 37
million tonnes in its warehouses in June 2025
compared to 26 million tonnes in June 2023.
Current FCI rice stocks are nearly three
times bu�er stock norms. However,
comfortable supplies alone cannot be good
enough reason to divert a widely consumed
foodgrain for fuel.

The use of rice to meet India’s fuel
blending targets is problematic on several
counts. For one, grain-based ethanol
distilleries are wholly reliant on subsidised
FCI supplies to meet their output targets.
FCI has been incurring an economic cost of
₹41.73 per kilogram towards procurement
and storage of rice. It is supplying rice to
ethanol plants at just ₹22.5 per kg. The
Centre has, in fact, had to slash the sale price
from ₹28 per kg in January 2025 after
distillers complained of the price being
unviable. Since FCI’s losses are directly
funded by the government, the subsidy is
e�ectively borne by taxpayers. Two,
purchases of rice-based ethanol by Oil
Marketing Companies (OMCs) are not
driven by commercial considerations either.
To encourage the ethanol economy, OMCs
are required to lift fixed quantities from
distilleries at government-determined
prices. 

The current OMC purchase price is at
₹57.9 per litre for rice-based ethanol after
many increases over the years. The argument
that diversion of “excess” rice by FCI to
ethanol doesn’t harm consumers or the poor
is a bit thin too. State governments,
co-operatives and community kitchens
seeking to purchase rice for their public
nutrition programmes compete with ethanol
producers to buy rice under FCI’s OMSS
(open market sale scheme). Though they get
rice at the same subsidised rate, the
quantities they can procure are limited by
quotas which are more stringent than those
for ethanol. While foodgrain unfit for human
consumption can be diverted to other uses, it
is unlikely that the bulk of the rice sold under
the FCI’s OMSS fits this description. If
India’s fuel blending programme is to be
self-sustaining, ethanol units need
predictable feedstock availability, with the
ability to be commercially viable without
subsidies. As things stand, second-generation
ethanol projects which rely on crop residue
and agricultural waste as feedstock rather
than food crops, seem a better fit for India. 

Fuel for thought 
Diverting FCI rice to ethanol is problematic 
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Unclaimed deposits
I am writing in response to your
article “The phenomenal rise in
unclaimed deposits” (July 18). The
staggering increase from ₹2,795
crore in 2014 to ₹97,545 crore in
2025 raises serious concerns about
financial awareness and public
outreach.
Despite RBI’s e�orts through the
DEA Fund, UDGAM portal, and KYC
campaigns, the unclaimed amounts
continue to grow. 
This highlights a clear gap in
execution and public engagement.

Stronger grassroots awareness,
simpler claim processes, and
transparent reporting by banks are
the need of the hour.
This issue involves the lifetime
savings of citizens and must be
addressed with urgency.
Chetan Malvi
Raipur (Chhattisgarh)

Apropos ‘The phenomenal rise in
unclaimed deposits’, Indians are
generally very secretive about their
finances. 
Very often even the family members

are unaware of their bank accounts
as they they keep their pass books
and other bank related documents
outside their homes in places where
they are employed. 
Not all colleagues are kind enough to
inform the families. 
Another reason is that older parents
fear; not without reason, that their
own children may dupe them,
fraudulently withdraw their money
and leave them to the mercy of God.
So, they keep them in the dark.
Anthony Henriques 
Mumbai

Oil worries
Apropos, ‘India can secure oil from
other sources if Russian imports are
sanctioned’, (July 18). The threat by
US President Donald Trump to
impose secondary sanctions
through exorbitant tari�s on
countries importing oil from Russia,
is deeply concerning. 
India, which sources around 35 per
cent of its crude oil from Russia at
prices lower than global
benchmarks, stands to su�er
significant economic consequences.
Cutting o� Russian oil imports would

strain India’s energy security, inflate
costs, and disrupt its budgetary
stability. Such coercive tactics
undermine sovereign
decision-making and disregard the
economic realities of developing
nations. 
Instead of punitive pressure, global
diplomacy should focus on
cooperation and mutual respect to
address geopolitical tensions
without harming nations striving for
a�ordable energy.
N Sadhasiva Reddy
Bengaluru

LETTERS TO EDITOR Send your letters by email to bleditor@thehindu.co.in or by post to ‘Letters to the Editor’, The Hindu Business Line, Kasturi Buildings, 859-860, Anna Salai, Chennai 600002.

D
onald Trump has gained almost
unprecedented control over
both his country and the rest of

the world during his second term. It’s,
however, not a secret that Trump is
fervently pursuing a Nobel Peace Prize.
Consequently, it seems that the world
has learned its newest tactic to sway
Trump and win his favour. Simply
commend his e�orts to promote peace
and nominate him for the Nobel Peace
Prize! And world leaders are working
hard to implement that plan.

Well, Trump has been nominated for
the Nobel Peace Prize since his first
term – for his e�orts in the Middle East,
his outreach and summitry with North
Korean leader Kim Jong Un, his
mediating role in the historic Abraham
Accords, and his e�orts to normalise
relations between Kosovo and Serbia.
But he may be more desperate now.
Perhaps he thinks it will strengthen his
legacy and align it with Obama’s. 

In 2009, Obama’s nomination after
just a few days in o�ce created
controversy; many argued that he had
not accomplished enough to be worthy
of the accolade. Trump even tweeted in
2013 that Obama’s award ought to be
revoked.

The US President, who is his biggest
political supporter and supplier of
armaments, has now been put forward

by Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu as a contender for the
world’s top peace prize. A few days later,
a group of African leaders took their turn
with Trump. These leaders nominated
Trump for the US assistance in
mediating a recent agreement between
Rwanda and the Democratic Republic of
the Congo (DRC) to achieve peace after
decades of brutal conflict that has
claimed millions of lives. And Pakistan
Army chief Asim Munir recently pledged
to nominate Trump for the award.

TRUMP, THE MEDIATOR 

Trump, who has long coveted the
honour, certainly views himself as a
world mediator because of his successes
with the Abraham Accords and in a
number of crises ranging from Rwanda
and the DRC to Israel and Iran. Although
India vehemently denied Trump’s claim
of mediating during the recent brief
conflict between India and Pakistan,
Trump continued to take credit for
settling it. Trump’s followers also
believe that his e�orts to mediate the
Russia-Ukraine conflict and a ceasefire
between Israel and Hamas make him
deserving of the prestigious honour.

Well, the Abraham Accords, which
Trump mediated, resulted in the
normalisation of ties between Israel and
a number of Arab countries. However,
the accords ignored the Palestinian
problem, which has long been
acknowledged as the root cause of

instability in the region. And Trump has
yet to succeed in resolving the
Russia-Ukraine or the Israel-Hamas
conflict.

Trump can legitimately argue that his
pressure on Iran and Israel resulted in a
ceasefire in their 12-day war in June.
However, some critics argued that
Trump’s decision to terminate nuclear
negotiations with Tehran in 2018 is only
made worse by his bombing of Iran.
Although a peace deal pertaining to the
Rwanda-DRC conflict was signed in the
Oval O�ce in June, some contend that
Qatar had a major role that the Trump
administration has downplayed.

Trump’s policies have caused
divisiveness in the US and around the
world, according to his detractors.
Actually, not everything Trump has done
fits the modern definition of “peace.”
For example, Trump tried to annex
Canada and seize Greenland and the

Panama Canal, just like the imperialists
of the 19th century. His trade wars are a
threat to the world. Trump’s
pro-fossil-fuel views may not be the best
for someone hoping to win the Nobel
Peace Prize either.

Trump’s cuts to USAID are
devastating. In 204 countries and
regions, these programmes supported
pro-democracy, health, and disaster
relief e�orts. One study estimates that
by 2030, 14 million people — including
4.5 million children — will have died as a
result of the Trump administration’s
dissolution of USAID. Such a
programme’s suspension is undoubtedly
an act that contradicts the modern
concept of peace in a more
comprehensive sense. The same is true
of the WHO and the second withdrawal
from the Paris Climate Accord too.
Overall, through his various activities,
Trump may be contrasting his e�orts to
promote peace with some damning
actions.

“They will never give me a Nobel
Peace Prize. It’s too bad. I deserve it, but
they will never give it to me,” Trump said
in February 2025. Or perhaps they will –
who knows. However, Trump’s pursuit
of the golden deer persists in his own
style, involving numerous deals and also
obtaining nominations from
international leaders.

The writer is Professor of Statistics, Indian Statistical
Institute, Kolkata

Trump’s curious quest for the Nobel Peace Prize

Atanu Biswas

TRUMP. Nobel aspirations REUTERS

World leaders, wanting to curry favour with the US President, have rushed to nominate him 
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A
fter the change in the State
government, several parts of
Delhi have witnessed
demolitions of slums. These
demolitions may go on in

Delhi and elsewhere but even if these
come to a halt, we have a very serious
problem nevertheless. Demolitions are
painful but they are also a visible
reminder of an ongoing, otherwise
silent, and deep-rooted problem. Life in
slums and even in many unauthorised
constructions is, all said and done,
di�cult, unhygienic, unsafe and even
inhuman.

The future of an entire generation
that grows up there is often at stake, and
there are many negative “externalities”
for the city at large. It is not just Delhi.
Nearly half the urban population in
India lives in slums! And, possibly
another 10-25 per cent people live in,
what are, in one way or another,
unauthorised constructions. 

Why? Property prices are, by and
large, very high in the big cities. So, a
market for illegal or semi-legal real
estate arrangements evolves at various
levels. The price for such an
arrangement is relatively low. This is a
parallel housing “system” alongside
legal housing. And, there is corruption
and harassment. But there is also an
understanding on the part of public
authorities, many of whom are in a
dilemma. 

There are, broadly speaking, two
views on this whole matter. First,
because many real estate developments
are illegal and cause negative
“externalities”, these should be
demolished. Second, the users are poor
or not well-to-do, and so they should be
allowed to stay. There is a dilemma. And,
yet this whole way of thinking is actually
missing the larger picture! 

E�ectively, the focus is usually, if not
almost always, on the short term. It is
time that we started thinking seriously
about a long-term meaningful solution.
It is true that such a solution can take
5-10 years and possibly even more. But
we need to make a beginning at some
stage, if we don’t want the problem to
become bigger. 

The heart of the problem is limited
supply of housing, and this is basically
for policy reasons. Now extending the
existing big cities is very messy, and very
costly. So, we need to think of a solution
outside of the existing big cities. We
need new cities, or extensions of
existing small cities. We may treat these
too as new cities. 

SMART CITIES

An important mission of the Union
government in 2014 was to build 100
new cities which would also be smart.

Soon enough, however, there was a shift
to a mission under which 100 mostly
existing cities would become smart. The
idea of 100 new cities was, broadly
speaking, shelved. The main reason
seems to be that public money and state
capacity are limited, and so this was a
nearly impossible mission. But there is
another route; this is mainly through an
enabling public policy to build some new
cities. 

Consider economics. It is true that
developing new cities has a very high
opportunity cost. It is even debatable
whether we should have new cities.
Note, however, that this approach
assumes that the resources are at
present, more or less, fully utilised. But
this is not true. We have, in India,
underutilisation and ine�cient
allocation of the various factors of
production — land, labour, capital and
organisation. 

As an example, the top 10 cities
occupy only about 0.2 per cent of the
land mass! This is contrary to the
common perception that there is a
shortage of land for urbanisation. We
have massive under-allocation for cities,
which is where the value of (raw) land is
very high. This is tantamount to serious
underutilisation. It is true that the Land
Acquisition Act, 2013 can come in the
way of developing new cities. 

However, if we make a very big change
in policy, then it is not just about
a�ordable housing, and decongestion in
the existing cities. It is also about higher
economic growth and greater
employment. And, a big change in policy
can itself pave the way, or at least make it
less di�cult, to amend the Land
Acquisition Act, 2013. 

This is not the space to get into the
detailed economics of why it is actually
less di�cult to make an improvement in
the utilisation and allocation of
resources by developing new cities,
instead of a substantial improvement in
some other sector of the economy. But it
will help to elaborate a little on the use
of one of the factors of production here
— labour in developing the new cities. 

JOBS ANGLE

A new city can come up — with possible

hiccups — over what is now a rural area.
The density of population in rural India
is, understandably, low. This obviously
means that when there is the
development of an entire city over some
(now) rural area, there is a need for
hiring people from outside. Where can
these people come from? 

In the existing cities we have not only
people who live in bad conditions in
slums, and even unauthorised
constructions, most of these people also
have odd jobs, under-employment, and
low incomes. There is scope then for a
mutually beneficial and voluntary
“trade”. 

Some of these people can shift to the
new areas and get better occupations,
close to full-time jobs, higher incomes,
and cheaper, decent and legal housing.
And, the new cities are useful for
absorbing other people in the future as
well.Urbanisation in India is only at 34
per cent. Anyway, it helps to have new
cities. In conclusion, the way out of the
problem of slums, and unauthorised
constructions lies mainly in the creation
of new cities, which is possible. Sooner
or later many people need to live and
work there. 

The writer is an independent economist. He has taught
at Ashoka University, ISI (Delhi) and JNU

Slums — looking for 
a long-term solution

REUTERS

Some people can shift to
the new areas and get
better occupations, close
to full-time jobs, higher
incomes, and cheaper,
decent and legal housing

BUILDING AHEAD. We need new cities, or extensions of existing small cities 

GURBACHAN SINGH

POCKET RAVIKANTH
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Corrections & Clarifications

Bilaspur is a city in Chhattisgarh, and not in Madhya Pradesh, as given in a

report, “Ahmedabad tops cleanliness chart for cities above 10 lakh popu-

lation in India” (July 18, 2025).

T
he Prime Minister Dhan-Dhaanya Krishi
Yojana (PMDDKY), a scheme approved
by the Union Cabinet, is to be implement-

ed through the convergence of 36 existing
schemes across 11 Departments. According to Un-
ion Agriculture Minister Shivraj Singh Chouhan,
the scheme seeks to address the “disparities in
productivity” between States, and even among
districts within a State. The Centre’s pet schemes
such as the Pradhan Mantri Kisan Samman Nidhi
(PM-KISAN) and the PM Fasal Bima Yojana
(PMFBY) as well as relevant State schemes, to be
identi�ed by the District Dhan Dhaanya Samitis,
will be subsumed in the PMDDKY. Local partner-
ships with the private sector will also be promot-
ed under the proposed scheme, which will begin
in October during the rabi crop season. The
scheme is to get an annual outlay of ₹24,000
crore for six years. Modelled on NITI Aayog’s As-
pirational Districts Programme, the Centre will
identify 100 districts based on low productivity
and cropping intensity and less credit disburse-
ment. The hope is that the scheme will result in
higher productivity, value addition in agriculture
and allied sectors, local livelihood creation, lead-
ing to increased domestic production and self-re-
liance. This convergence of schemes must be
viewed in the background of decreasing public
spending on agriculture. The Parliamentary
Standing Committee on Agriculture, in the latest
report on Demands for Grants, had observed a
continuous decline, from 3.53% in 2021-22 to
3.14% (2022-23), 2.57% (2023-24), 2.54% (2024-25)
and 2.51% (2025-26), of the allocations for agricul-
ture as a percentage of total Central Plan outlay. 

This aggregation of all schemes under one um-
brella suggests that the Government wants un-
iformity in running the welfare, �nancial and
technical schemes in the agriculture sector. It is
keen to add States’ measures too in the new
scheme. It remains to be seen how e�ective such
uniformity will be on the ground as further de-
crease in public investment in agriculture could
be disastrous. Private-public partnerships should
be for the larger good of self-reliance, particularly
in the production of foodgrains, edible oil and
pulses. The progress of area coverage under kha-
rif crops, released last week, points to a decrease
in the sowing of oil seeds and popular pulses.
Though it promotes national uniformity, it is wel-
come that the new scheme will function based on
‘District Plans’ that will be aligned to the national
goals of crop diversi�cation, conservation of wa-
ter and soil health, self-su�ciency in agriculture
and allied sectors. For the PMDDKY, the Centre
will monitor 117 key indicators of progress on a
monthly basis. But to make it more participatory,
States, local self governments, primary agricul-
ture cooperative societies, agriculture universi-
ties and organisations of farmers and traders
must be involved in this process. 

All in one 
Agriculture needs more public

spending, not just one umbrella scheme  

F
or many cricket lovers in Bengaluru and
Karnataka, the one lingering disappoint-
ment was the persisting failure of Royal

Challengers Bengaluru to win the Indian Premier
League (IPL) trophy. Virat Kohli may have been
king across the world but in the IPL he was not,
until a dramatic change of fortunes at the very
end of his career. The cup win in 2025 was to be
the crowning glory of Kohli, RCB, and, eventual-
ly, Bengaluru itself. But tragically enough, the
stampede at the M. Chinnaswamy Stadium dur-
ing the victory celebrations on June 4 upended
that glory. In its probe of the stampede that killed
11 and left 71 injured, the John Michael D’Cunha
Commission has come down severely on the RCB
management and the police. It has pinpointed
the cause as “not regulating the entry into the
gates and making reckless announcements with
regard to the entry into the stadium”. It has
named many and recommended legal action
against them while discussing how such gather-
ings can be made safer and the medical backups
that may be required. But its terms of inquiry
were limited and missed the bigger picture.
Blame must be apportioned to all stakeholders
who just did not think of the consequences of
calling for such a large gathering and going ahead
with it without the permissions and arrange-
ments. The police must be faulted for not bee�ng
up the arrangements at the stadium’s entry and
exit points. But it may not be fair to blame them
for allowing the event — it had practically become
a fait accompli as the administration was going
along with the celebrations and the euphoria.

The stadium event was among the three
planned that day. As if to kick o� the celebra-
tions, Karnataka Chief Minister Siddaramaiah fel-
icitated the team in an open-air event outside the
Vidhana Soudha in the morning. These celebra-
tions set the tone for what unfolded that day. To
their credit, the police did refuse to allow the
planned victory parade on an open bus. And at
the Vidhana Soudha, where only a few among
the lakhs who had gathered got to see their favou-
rite stars, an announcement was made that peo-
ple could proceed to the stadium which has a
seating capacity of just 32,000. In a broader
sense though, the stampede was a re�ection of
the realities of urban life too, where massive �ash
crowds can generate from communities sharing a
common passion and kindled by social media.
Urban planners and managers have little clue on
how to handle such mobilisations, which have re-
sulted in stampedes at religious, social and cultu-
ral events, leading to the loss of hundreds of lives.

Taking responsibility 
The Karnataka government must share 

the blame for the stampede   

I
nequality is an important concern for the
political economy of a democracy.
However, the Indian inequality debate is
often characterised by the selective use of

data to make exaggerated claims that fuel
misperceptions rather than result in a better
understanding. The sharp reactions to a recent
World Bank report (“India Poverty and Equity
Brief: April 2025”) are an illustrative case in point.

The World Bank report claims that India has
almost eradicated extreme poverty. Further, it
claims, the country has signi�cantly reduced
consumption inequality since 2011-12, in terms of
consumption patterns of the population. In terms
of the Gini coe�cient, a measure of inequality,
the report (without separating the consumption
and income inequality-based estimates) has
placed India among the top four least unequal
countries. These �ndings have created quite a
stir, as the media and the public are accustomed
to reports claiming very high inequality in India.
What has happened?

What it is based on
The World Bank’s claims about the Indian
inequality are based on the o�cial Household
Consumption Expenditure Survey (HCES) data
for 2022-2023. This data is collected using the
modi�ed mixed reference period (MMRP)
method, which employs the state-of-the-art
statistical technique. As the World Bank report
correctly observes, “The MMRP is considered an
improvement and alignment with international
best practices...” The World Bank has adjusted
the Indian data to account for some but not all
government-provided free goods and services.

The World Bank �nds that during 2011-12 and
2022-23, India registered a major decline in
consumption inequality; in this period, the
consumption-based Gini coe�cient dropped
from 28.8 to 25.5.

Critics of the report argue that the World Bank
has underestimated the inequality, as the HCES
data does not capture consumption by the rich. It
is a valid critique, but India is not an exception.
This limitation applies to all survey data in all
countries and, in itself, does not question the
broad ranking of countries. Even if we discount
the precision of the World Bank’s inequality
estimates, a signi�cant improvement in India’s
international ranking is a fact. Of course, we
should not confuse consumption inequality with
income inequality.

The decrease in India’s consumption
inequality is substantial and indisputable. To
address the data issue, let us assume that the
problem of missing elite consumption is more
pronounced in India — say, the HCES rounds do
not capture consumption by the top 5% families
at all. In that case, going by the consumption
expenditure data, it is irrefutable that the
consumption inequality has decreased between
2011-12 and 2022-23 for the remaining 95% of the

population covered in HCES data.
The HCES data show that the country’s

consumption basket is healthier today than ever.
Between 2012 and 2023, the per capita
availability of milk and eggs has increased by 45%
and 63%, respectively. The availability of fruits,
vegetables and protein products has increased.
The share of cereals in the food bill, as well as
calorie intake, has decreased, while that of
healthier products has increased, for all strata. All
this improves the diet for the 95%, rather than
the richest groups, whose consumption already
matches the best in the world.

The dietary intake improvements are most
striking for the bottom 20% of households in
rural and urban areas, even if we ignore the free
food and cash transfers received by these groups.
The share of rural households consuming fresh
fruits (to a di�erent frequency) has increased
from 63.8% in 2011-12 to 90% in 2023.

The 2022-23 and 2023-24 rounds of
consumption data irrefutably demonstrate that
extreme poverty has been almost eradicated.
Whether we use the Rangarajan, Tendulkar, or
the multi-dimensional poverty index of NITI
Aayog, poverty has declined signi�cantly. Based
on the International Poverty Line of $3 between
2011 and 2023, India has pulled around 27 crore
people out of extreme poverty.

Independently, the nightlight data show a
signi�cant increase in ownership rates of pucca
homes and paved roads in rural areas over the
last 10 years, owing to the Pradhan Mantri
Gramin Awas Yojana and Pradhan Mantri Gram
Sadak Yojana. Among the poorest 20% of
households, more than 40% own a vehicle today,
compared to just 6% in 2011-12. This enables rural
workers to work part-time in nearby cities
without having to migrate. If we factor in these
and the other policies targeted at the bottom of
the pyramid, such as Ayushman Bharat, the
aggregates of welfare for the poor would look
even better.

Examining income levels
True, it is important to examine income
inequality separately from consumption
inequality. There is no o�cial income survey data
yet. The mainstream media and commentators
use the income shares of the top 1%, as estimated
by the World Inequality Lab (WIL) to argue that
the income inequality is very high in India,
disregarding critical limitations of these
estimates.

Given the lack of data on income distribution,
the WIL uses the income tax data to estimate top
income levels. They use the old consumption
data and estimates of the income-consumption
relationship to estimate income for low- and
middle-income households. The latter estimates
unrealistically assume that consumption
expenditure exceeds income for 70%-80% of
households. How can it be that all families,

except the top 20-30%, spend more than they
earn, year after year?

As an inevitable consequence of using such an
implausible assumption, the income of the
bottom 80% gets underestimated. This reduces
their estimated share of national income.
Conversely, shares of top income groups are
overestimated.

Even if we ignore these limitations, we do not
�nd an increase in income inequality. Taking the
WIL estimates as they stand, the national income
shares of the bottom 50% have increased from
13.9% in 2017 to 15% in 2022. During the same
period, the share of the top 10% has decreased
from 58.8% to 57.7%.

The high national income shares of the top 1%
are a matter of concern. However, since 2017, the
income shares of the top 1% have increased by
only 0.3 percentage points. Research by this
writer indicates that a part of this increase is
attributable to improved income reporting by
affluent groups in response to the Centre’s
anti-tax evasion measures since 2016-17. Better
reporting should not be mistaken for increased
inequality.

Furthermore, the WIL inequality estimates
used by the media and commentators are based
on pre-tax income levels. However, it is the
post-tax and post-subsidy/transfer income that
matters to people. Therefore, to be meaningful,
income inequality estimates should be based on
the post-tax rather than the pre-tax income. For
instance, in the assessment year 2023-24, the top
1% of all taxpayers accounted for 72.77% of the
total tax paid. Even in the individual category, the
top 1% paid 42% of the total tax paid.

Arguably, wealthy individuals should pay more
taxes, but the point is that even at the existing tax
rates, the actual post-tax income of top-income
taxpayers is only 65%-75% of the levels used in
headline-grabbing estimates. For low-income
groups, in contrast, the income levels used are
smaller than the actual e�ective income, which is
higher, due to the all-time high welfare transfers
that account for more than 8% of GDP. On a
post-subsidy, post-tax income basis, over the last
decade, we will �nd a decrease in income
inequality in recent years.

The other story about India
Admittedly, we must travel a long way before we
can claim to be an egalitarian society. Inequality
in accessing quality health and education is a
serious concern. For a country of our size and
diversity, inevitably, there are many lived
realities. However, the story of India is not just
about poverty and inequality any more; it is
about progress and aspirations too. While being
mindful of the current problems and challenges
ahead, let us also celebrate the country’s
successes.

The views expressed are personal

Indian inequality and the World Bank’s claims 
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signi�cant
improvement in
India’s
international
ranking is a fact

S
ubsequent to the Aircraft Accident
Investigation Bureau’s release of its
preliminary report of the accident involving

an Air India Boeing 787 �ight at Ahmedabad on
June 12, 2025, there has been a lot of debate on
social media platforms and YouTube channels
about pilot involvement. This has, in turn, led to
further discussion on the sensitive topic of the
mental health of pilots. While one should not
indulge in speculation about the cause of the
accident until the �nal report is published, there
is no better time than now to examine this topic,
which is, unfortunately, considered taboo.

Though there have been at least 19
documented cases of pilot suicides, where pilots
used aircraft to end their own lives and those of
others, it was the Germanwings disaster (�ight
9525 in March 2015) which served as a wake-up
call about pilot mental health. In this accident,
the investigation revealed that the captain had
left the cockpit and the copilot used this time to
�y the Airbus A320 into a mountain killing all 150
passengers on board.

Factors in the life of a pilot
Pilots, by nature, are a group of people who will
not accept any form of human weakness willingly
and will instead opt to bear the rough ride and
hide their pain. Added to this are the
consequences of any voluntary disclosure, which
could mean the end of the pilot’s career. In
addition to the normal stressors that the general
public are exposed to, there are other factors
unique to the profession which place undue
demands both on a pilot at the physiological level
and the psychological level. In the course of their
job, pilots are expected to “sleep to order” in
unfamiliar locations that are spread across
various time zones. However, this is next to
impossible and, obviously, results in long periods
of wakefulness and sleep debt. Frequent changes
in the roster also disturb a pilot’s work-life
balance, in turn a�ecting relationships with other
members of the pilot’s family. In addition,
escalating training costs and stagnant salaries
impose �nancial pressures. With the widespread

use of social media, people in general are
exposed to more depressing events. These a�ect
all of us — pilots are also human beings and,
therefore, not immune to it. The stress of modern
living in cities also throws up its own set of
challenges.

How airline managements can help crew
A study by the Harvard T.H. Chan School of
Public Health, U.S. (which included Joseph G.
Allen, Associate Professor of Exposure
Assessment Science), titled “Airplane pilot mental
health and suicidal thoughts”, conducted a
cross-sectional descriptive study using an
anonymous web-based survey. Analysis of the
study showed that 12.6% of the pilots who
answered the survey crossed the threshold of
criteria for having depression, and an astonishing
4.1% said they considered suicide within the
preceding two weeks.

Airline operators can play a major role in
alleviating the stress on aircrew. For example,
there can be policies that allow pilots to proceed
on paid leave when going through life-changing
events such as divorce, the loss of a loved one,
attending to a sick child or even taking care of a
child who has learning di�culties. The majority
of pilots have a high degree of resilience and it
will only be a very small minority who may opt
for leave citing such circumstances — this is not
going to cause a dent in the �nances of the
company. A minor short-term issue can be
prevented from escalating into a serious problem.

Though there is no evidence that the captain of
the Malaysian Airlines �ight, MH370 (March
2014), committed suicide, it was reported that he
had marital problems and was living a lonely life.
Airlines should have very active peer support
programmes that are managed solely by pilot
groups. The social stigma associated with this
should be removed and steps should be taken to
improve the trust between aviation medical
specialists and the pilots. Another very pragmatic
approach is to permit pilots diagnosed with
certain conditions to continue �ying as long as
they receive treatment. It is better to know and

monitor than not knowing. A person could
function very safely with aviation-approved
medication and regular follow up. As the Federal
Air Surgeon of the U.S. Federal Aviation
Administration (FAA) said in 2022, “Early
treatment is a win-win: the person gets help more
quickly; typically, the symptoms are less severe
and obtaining a special issuance is more likely to
be successful.” 

In the United States, the FAA has �nally
acknowledged that there is a problem and
recently established a Mental Health and Aviation
Medical Clearances Aviation Rulemaking
Committee which is expected to make major
changes.

Changes in the system
India’s regulator, the Directorate General of Civil
Aviation (DGCA), should adopt a very progressive
attitude towards �nding a solution. Requiring
pilots to undergo detailed mental health tests will
only be counterproductive and impose more
mental burdens on the pilots. There are severe
limitations in objectively assessing mental health
and if the test is subjective without speci�c
criteria, it will only open up more issues. People
with mental health conditions might go without
being diagnosed and others could be
misdiagnosed. The most pragmatic solution will
be to educate pilots to recognise signs of
depression in their colleagues. Flight instructors
can be an important link in this as they get to see
the di�culties experienced by trainees much
before other peers.

The Union Ministry of Health should also enact
legislation de�ning rules that require health-care
providers to inform the appropriate authorities
when a patient’s health is very likely to impact
public safety, while, at the same time, protecting
the patient’s personal/private data from
unnecessary disclosure. While we may not be
able to completely eliminate the risk, we can
e�ectively manage the risks by a balanced
approach and following best practices.

The views expressed are personal
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for sustained cleanliness

Colony. He was a close
friend of Flute Mali. I
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played the Kapi Rag for four
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took me back in time.
Comrade A.S.R. Chari
(Delhi), an eminent
barrister, was so fond of
Carnatic music that every
year he would arrange for a
programme of Chamber
music in his sprawling
bungalow in Defence
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F
or years, Sonalben Ramesh Padhiyar,
32, and Ramesh, 32, the parents of four
girls, had prayed for a son. Their wish —
in a country that still prefers sons over

daughters — came true two years ago when Sonal
gave birth to a boy, Naitik. The couple were elat-
ed and decided that they would go to the Bapa
Sitaram temple in Bagdana village of Bhavnagar
district in Gujarat to thank the saint, Bapa Sita-
ram, for answering their prayers. They never got
around to doing this until July 9. That morning,
the two of them got into a car with Naitik, their 4-
year-old daughter, Vedika, and three relatives,
and set out from Dariyapur in Vadodara district.

Five kilometres from their house was the four-
decade-old Mujpur-Ghambira bridge, which had
repeatedly been �agged as structurally unsafe by
the residents of Vadodara.

A trembling Sonal recalls the moments they
drove over the bridge and a part of it gave way. “I
was sitting in the rear seat,” she says. “When we
were on the bridge, the car suddenly plunged in-
to the Mahisagar river below. After we hit the wa-
ter, I somehow managed to smash the rear wind-
shield and get out. I stood on top of the sinking
car and clutched some cables that were dangling
from the bridge. I held onto them and screamed
for help for nearly two hours.”

Sonal was the only family member to
survive the incident. The tragedy, which
the Gujarat government said occurred
owing to structural failure, claimed 20
lives and left four injured. One person re-
mains missing.

Sitting on the �oor of a relative’s house
with one bandaged arm and a bruised fo-
rehead and legs, Sonal says she
screamed, “Bachao! Maro dikro doobi
gayo, maro gharwalo doobi gayo (Save

me! My son has drowned; my husband has
drowned)”. Bystanders on the riverbank and the
remaining portion of the bridge recorded videos
of her, but no one came to her rescue. A video
showing her pleading with onlookers to save her
family went viral online.

Sonal is grief-stricken and also worried. As Ra-
mesh was the sole breadwinner of the family, she
says she will now have to �gure a way of provid-
ing for her three remaining daughters and ageing
in-laws. Pulling her ghunghat (head covering) ov-
er her head, she cries remembering how help ar-
rived late. “By then the river had nothing to give
me back except bodies,” she says.

A crumbling bridge

The Vadodara district collector, Anil Dhameliya,
says rescue teams recovered 12 bodies and res-
cued �ve people on the day of the tragedy. The
following day, they retrieved six more bodies. On
the third day, they recovered one body. One of
the injured victims died during treatment.

The Mujpur-Ghambira bridge serves as a vital
link between central Gujarat and the Saurashtra
region to the west. Construction of the bridge be-
gan in 1981, and it was o�cially opened to the pu-
blic in 1985. It is an 832-metre-long bridge with 23
spans. (A span is the horizontal space between
two supports of a structure.) Many commuters,
especially heavy vehicles, preferred using this
bridge, which helped them bypass the toll on the
Ahmedabad-Vadodara Expressway. With the
bridge closed after the incident, the only way to
reach Saurashtra from central Gujarat is now
through Vasad town, an extra 50 km.

Dhameliya says the bridge collapsed at around

7.40 a.m. “The community was the �rst respon-
der. The police and ambulances reached within
10 minutes of the incident. Rescue teams arrived
at the site by 8.20 a.m.,” he says. O�cials say it
took some more time to rescue the survivors.

In 2017, the Opposition Congress and many re-
sidents of Vadodara �agged concerns regarding
the safety of the bridge. They say they had also
called for a ban on heavy vehicles on the bridge.
“The bridge had developed cracks and shook
whenever a heavy vehicle passed,” says district
panchayat member, Harshadsinh Parmar.

Sonal’s father-in-law, Ravjibhai, 72, says they
begged the government to repair the “crumbling
bridge”, but their requests were ignored. Ravjib-
hai has lost not only his son and two grandchil-
dren, but also his two sons-in-law and a distant
relative in the tragedy.

“Ramesh was my only son. Naitik was born af-
ter years of prayers,” Ravjibhai says as he greets
relatives, residents, and local leaders who have
come to o�er their condolences. “My wife was in
shock on receiving the news and collapsed. She
had to be hospitalised. My entire family is gone
and the government is responsible for the inci-
dent,” he says.

Dhameliya accepts that residents had repeat-
edly raised concerns about the bridge’s deterio-
rating condition with local o�cers. “While some
repair work had been carried out, the State go-
vernment had also proposed constructing a new
bridge after visits from technical teams,” he says.

In response to initial �ndings of negligence,
Gujarat Chief Minister Bhupendra Patel suspend-
ed four o�cials from the Roads and Buildings
(R&B) Department. “Wherever lapses have come
to light, action has been taken. The government
will not hesitate to take further necessary mea-
sures,” said Patel, who holds the R&B Depart-
ment portfolio.

State Health Minister Rushikesh Patel, who is
also a government spokesperson, said that a
high-level probe was being conducted by the
R&B Department. “As per the committee’s initial
�ndings, the collapse occurred due to ‘crushing
of the pedestal and articulation’,” the Minister
said, without o�ering any further explanation.
He said that a detailed report would be submit-
ted to the Chief Minister within 30 days.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi and Bhupen-
dra Patel announced ex gratia amounts of ₹2 lakh
and ₹4 lakh, respectively, for the families of the
deceased, and ₹50,000 for each injured person.

On July 13, the Chief Minister approved ₹212
crore for the construction of a new two-lane
bridge over the Mahisagar river, which will run
parallel to the collapsed structure. He says the
project will be completed in 18 months.

Ignoring concerns

On the third day after the incident, National Dis-
aster Response Force personnel continue to car-
ry out rescue operations with quiet determina-
tion. Some of them wade waist-deep in the water,
others carry stretchers, and a few board in�ata-
ble boats to continue the search for the missing.
O�cers oversee the operations from a tent put
up on the banks of the river.

When one of the teams brings back a body,
Parmar points towards it and says, “This could
have been prevented if the bridge had been
closed to vehicles years ago. In so-called progres-
sive Gujarat, it is taking them more than three
days to carry out rescue operations.”

Social activist Lakhan Darbar, founder of a
group called Yuva Sena in Vadodara, says the is-
sue of safety �rst gained attention in August 2022.
Parmar, who is also a Yuva Sena member, submit-
ted a written complaint about the bridge’s condi-
tion to o�cials from the R&B Department and
provided representations to the district collector.

“There was no response to Parmar’s com-
plaint and representations,” he says. “So I took it
up with a department o�cer. He acknowledged
the risks, but no action followed.”

Darbar also shares an audio recording of his
conversation with the R&B department o�cer. In
the clip, Darbar is heard saying that the depart-
ment should either repair or reconstruct the
bridge given the dangers it posed to commuters.
“People’s lives are in danger but no action has
been taken yet. We will sit on a fast if steps are not
taken,” he is heard saying.

The o�cer is heard responding that a survey
by a private consultant had also �agged con-
cerns. He admits that the bridge may not last
much longer. “Even we believe that the bridge
may not survive for long... how can we just shut
the bridge? We have informed our superiors. A
proposal to either rebuild or strengthen the
structure has been sent. Our design team will in-
spect it,” the o�cial says.

Where the light has gone out

Bamangam is located on one side of the bridge.
There are no street lights here. Villagers use
torches and mobile phones at night to navigate
their way.

Jayantibhai Rathod, a daily wage worker, sits
outside his house in near-total darkness. His son,
Atul, 21, had lost his life in the bridge collapse.
Two other men from the village, Mohan Chavda
and Dilip Padiyar, also died in the incident. All
three of them were travelling together on a mo-
torcycle to Mujpur to report for work at their res-
pective companies, says Rathod.

He says Atul had joined a pharmaceutical com-

pany after a month-long internship only six days
before the incident. “All my three children stu-
died at night using lanterns. Atul studied very
hard and we were thrilled when he got the job. I
was relieved that he would share familial respon-
sibilities. But god took him away,” says Rathod.

About 200 m from Rathod’s house is Mohan
Chavda’s house at the edge of a village pond. It is
locked. When the hospital handed over Mohan’s
body to his family, they took it to his brother’s
house, which was safer and easier to reach.

“We got our daughter married in February and
had to repay a loan of ₹1.75 lakh. Mohan was plan-
ning to withdraw part of his provident fund to
clear the debt and had been anxious about it,”
says his wife, Sitaben.

Falling bridges

The Opposition parties in Gujarat have remained
united in their condemnation of the BJP govern-
ment. Former Chief Minister Shankersinh Vaghe-
la launched a scathing attack against the govern-
ment, claiming that the tragedy is the “price of
the BJP’s 30-year misrule.” Congress leaders Amit
Chavda and Manish Doshi demanded a high-level
judicial probe, and Supriya Shrinate said that the
“hollow ‘Gujarat Model’ is another name for cor-
ruption”. The Aam Aadmi Party’s Isudan Gadhvi
called it “a man-made disaster.”

The Trinamool Congress also criticised the go-
vernment, recalling that a British-era suspension
bridge in Morbi, Gujarat, had collapsed three
years ago, killing at least 135 people. The party
questioned the State’s infrastructure and called
for accountability. “Is this the much-celebrated
“Gujarat Model” that PM @narendramodi conti-
nues to champion? Will this too be dismissed as
an ‘Act of God’ or will you �nally accept it for
what it is: AN ACT OF FRAUD!” said its post on X.

At least six bridges have collapsed since 2021
in Gujarat. The Morbi incident took place in
2022. In June 2023, a newly constructed bridge
on the Mindhola river in Tapi district collapsed;
no casualties were reported. In September that
year, four people were injured when a portion of
an old bridge on the Bhogavo river in Surendra-
nagar district gave way after a 40-tonne dumper
attempted to cross it. In August 2024, a small
bridge over the Bhogavo river, connecting Habi-
yasar village to Chotila town in Surendranagar,
collapsed due to sudden water discharge from an
over�owing dam. No fatalities were reported.

Out of the 7,000 bridges in the State that have
been surveyed, the government has identi�ed
the ones that need repairs or need to be recon-
structed, Minister Patel said.

Since the incident, the government has shut
down �ve bridges — two in Morbi district and
three in Surendranagar district — on the Narmada
canal network. Authorities have also restricted
heavy vehicle movement on four bridges and list-
ed 36 others for urgent repairs. After the col-
lapse, the Sardar Sarovar Narmada Nigam Limit-
ed, which oversees the canal system, conducted
technical assessments of over 2,110 bridges locat-
ed across national highways, State highways, and
rural roads.

Parmar is unimpressed. “They have decided
to construct a new bridge only after all these lives
were lost. They ignored repeated requests from
the locals to check these bridges. Will this govern-
ment respond to people’s concerns only after
deaths occur,” he asks.
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The remains of vehicles that fell into the Mahisagar river when a portion of the Mujpur-Ghambira bridge collapsed in Vadodara district. VIJAY SONEJI 

Falling
through the
cracks

Earlier this month, 20 people were killed in Gujarat when a segment of the Mujpur-Ghambira bridge fell into the swollen Mahisagar river below. Residents say they had �agged concerns

about the safety of the structure, but claim that the authorities either ignored them or took no action despite admitting that there were risks. Abhinay Deshpande reports on the

tragedy in a State where at least six bridges have collapsed in the last four years 
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There was no response to Harshadsinh
Parmar’s complaint. So I took it up with a
department o�cer. He acknowledged the
risks, but no action followed

LAKHAN DARBAR
Social activist

Sonalben Ramesh Padhiyar managed to save herself but lost her husband,

son, and daughter in the bridge collapse. VIJAY SONEJI 
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