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Time to convert
‘aapda’ into ‘avsar’

Trump’s 25 per cent tariffs will have a negative impact
but India can circumnavigate it by diversifying its exports

er since Donald Trump became the President of the United States, he
Elas taken decisions which have disrupted the world order. No one
knows how effective they would be in salvaging US economy but they
have played havoc with the emerging economies. Though he had made it
clear that the US would no longer allow countries to export their goods at
the existing tariffs without lowering their own, the quantum of tariffs is
overbearing and smacks of vindictiveness and reckless policy decisions.

India has always considered the US as a reliable trade partner but when
it came to slapping tariffs on India Trump has shown no leniency. US
President Donald Trump announced a 25 per cent tariff on Indian goods
starting 1 August, coupled with an additional penalty over India’s continued
trade with Russia in energy and defence. Experts feel that the growth
impact could reach 0.4 percentage points. With India’s GDP currently
expected to grow around 6.5 per cent, Trump’s tariffs may well pull it below
the crucial 6 per cent threshold. The move is especially disruptive because
the US is India’s largest trading partner, accounting for nearly 18 per cent
of its total exports. India ships a diverse basket of goods to the US — from
pharmaceutical and machinery to textiles and petroleum products. A 25
per cent levy on these would make Indian goods significantly more
expensive in the US market, risking an estimated $30-33 billion drop in
exports. India’s export-driven sectors, already navigating a fragile global
demand environment, now face a dual challenge — loss of competitiveness
in the US and potential investor uncertainty. Compounding matters is
Trump’s rhetoric, which signals an intent to harden US-India economic ties.
However, it is not the end of the road for the Indian economy. It is robust
and resilient. It is time to diversify and make the Indian economy more
competitive. Despite the blow, India has options to mitigate the fallout.
First, diplomatic engagement must be prioritised. India’s trade negotiators
will need to press for a bilateral resolution, leveraging the strategic
importance of the US-India relationship. This is already on the horizon,
though nothing concrete has been achieved so far.

Second, India could redirect its export thrust towards alternative markets
such as the EU, Southeast Asia, and Africa, where demand for Indian goods
is growing and tariffs remain moderate. Third, domestic policy must step in
to cushion the impact. The Reserve Bank of India has room to further ease
interest rates, monetary space exists to support investment and
consumption. Additionally, the Government could extend targeted
incentives to exporters in affected sectors, particularly MSMEs, to help
them stay afloat and explore new markets. Finally, this disruption should be
a catalyst for accelerating India’s structural reforms — improving trade
logistics, reducing compliance costs, diversifying the export base, and
investing in quality standards that enable Indian products to compete
globally beyond price alone. As India absorbs this shock, it must view it not
just as a diplomatic or trade skirmish, but as a tuming point — a reminder
that economic resilience lies in diversification, self-reliance, and agility in a
volatile global order.

An Indonesian family watches kites during the Denpasar International
Kite Festival in Sanur, Bali, Indonesia. PTI
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Dhankhar Resigns Abruptly, Triggers Political Storm

With whispers of pressure from the Government, Dhankhar’s departure has opened the door to fierce succession
intrigue, including the possibility of Bihar Chief Minister Nitish Kumar being considered for the post

he political
I circles were
aghast when

Vice President
Jagdeep Dhankhar
abruptly resigned
on the first day of
the current
Monsoon Session.
His term was to end
in 2027. He was the

Prime Minister’s SKl'Ill\I:.IIII.\(x:'(
direct choice.
Dhankhar had pre-

viously stated, “I will retire at the right time,
in August 2027, subject to divine interven-
tion” But circumstances made it sooner.
While the cited reason for Dhankhar’s exit
was his health, it’s clear that other factors,
including political pressure, contributed to
his decision.

One source suggested that the
Government may have instructed him to
resign after admitting the Opposition —
sponsored motion on the impeachment of
Justice Verma. An Opposition-sponsored
motion on Justice Verma’s impeachment,
tabled on July 21, the first day of the cur-
rent Monsoon Session, created a flutter.
Dhankhar’s resignation coincided with
the Government’s contemplation of a Bill
to impeach Justice Yashwant Verma in the
Lok Sabha, adding to the day’s swift and
dramatic developments. In his resignation
letter to President Droupadi Murmu,
Dhankhar stated, “To prioritise healthcare
and abide by medical advice, I hereby
resign as the Vice President of India, effec-
tive immediately, by Article 67(a) of the
Constitution” Why did Dhankhar resign?
Congress chief Mallikarjun Kharge com-
mented, “Only he (Dhankhar)
knows the reason. We have nothing to add
on this matter. Either the Government
knows, or he knows. It is up to the
Government to accept his resignation or
not” Media reports suggest that the
Government was displeased with
Dhankhar even earlier for various reasons.
For quite some time, the Government was
dissatisfied with Dhankhar making deci-
sions without consulting them. The BJP
began to suspect him of siding with the
Opposition, including the recent impeach-
ment motion against Justice Verma.

Never mind if the same Opposition
wanted to bring an impeachment against
the VP. His attack on the judiciary was also
an embarrassment to the Government.
Dhankhar began holding meetings with
Opposition leaders.

On the whole, the Government felt he
was becoming an embarrassment. July 21
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was a day of significant development. At
2 PM, the Rajya Sabha Chairman accept-
ed the Opposition-sponsored motion. By
9:25 PM, Dhankhar announced his resig-
nation on X.

The President accepted his resignation
at midnight on July 22. Insiders suggest that
the message was bluntly conveyed to the
VP, indicating that he should resign, or
else... a kind of threat to the VP Dhankhar
is not the first Vice President to resign
before the end of his term; he joins the
ranks of VV Giri, BD Jatti, R
Venkataraman, Shankar Dayal Sharma, and
KR Narayanan, who also resigned after
being elected President.

Throughout his career, particularly as the
Governor of West Bengal, Dhankhar was
involved in a contentious relationship
with Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee.
However, she did not oppose his appoint-
ment when the NDA selected him for the
constitutional role. The Treasury benches
were taken aback when the Vice President
stated in the Rajya Sabha, “Hon’ble mem-
bers, I need to inform you that I have
received a notice of motion to constitute
a statutory committee for the removal of
Justice Yashwant Varma. It is signed by
more than 50 Opposition members, fulfill-
ing the numerical requirement to initiate
the process for the removal of a High Court
judge” Dhankhar’s move to admit the sub-
ject without consulting the Treasury bench-
es in the Lok Sabha left the Government
red-faced.

The Government did not appreciate the
Vice President’s action when the

DHANKHAR BEGAN HOLDING
MEETINGS WITH OPPOSITION
LEADERS. ON THE WHOLE,
THE GOVERNMENT FELT HE
WAS BECOMING AN
EMBARRASSMENT. JULY 21
WAS A DAY OF SIGNIFICANT
DEVELOPMENT. AT 2 PM, THE
RAJYA SABHA CHAIRMAN
ACCEPTED THE OPPOSITION-
SPONSORED MOTION. BY 9:25
PM, DHANKHAR ANNOUNCED
HIS RESIGNATION ON X

Government was trying to build a consen-
sus in the Lok Sabha. This raised questions
about his acceptance of the Opposition’s
motion. A vacancy for VP could allow
Bihar Chief Minister Nitish Kumar to fill
the role, adding a layer of political intrigue
to the situation. Bihar Assembly elections
are to take place at the end of the year.
Regardless of the reasons behind
Dhankhar’s resignation, an election for the

position of Vice President will be conduct-
ed soon, and the Election Commission has
already given notice.

This will once again create a setting for
a clash between the ruling NDA and the
Opposition. Several prominent names
have already been suggested, including
Ministers Rajnath Singh, former Minister
Ravi Shankar Prasad, and Agriculture
Minister Shivraj Singh Chouhan. It is also
likely that a candidate close to the BJP will
be appointed. Dhankhar is likely upset
about the recent changes, which occurred
unexpectedly. He has served as the polit-
ical Vice President and has become quite
ambitious. Prime Minister Modi tends to
prefer leaders who maintain a low profile.

Dhankhar’s time as Governor was
marked by controversy, and he often
clashed with Chief Minister Mamata
Banerjee. But the Government did not curb
him. Modi appointed him as Vice President
in 2022, but now, after almost three years,
he has had to leave his position quietly.
Unlike usual practice, farewell speeches
were not held upon his departure from the
House.

The election for Vice President is expect-
ed to take place in approximately one
month. The NDA is keeping its candidate
choice confidential. It remains uncertain
whether the next Vice President will be a
unanimous decision or if the Opposition
will field a candidate. The situation will
become clearer soon.

(The writer is a popular columnist)

India will never be the same again

SECOND
pinion
peration Sindoor has changed the
O perception of India permanently, and
it will not be the same again as it used
to be since its independence. The clash in
Galwan Valley was the beginning of this
change in stance when it took its formidable
enemy China head-on.

The whole world was taken a back by its
grit, determination and resilience, as well as
its economic capability to bear the cost of this
long, painful and squeezing stand-off.

Operation Sindoor was a logical step ahead when it held
Pakistan guilty of the Pahalgam massacre and, instead of
preparing a dossier and taking it to international fora, it
acted alone — that too, after giving a forewarning that
the perpetrators of this crime would not only be adequate-
ly punished but also be given a hard lesson not to be eas-
ily forgotten.

India could take such a punitive action against terror
and Pakistan because it accepted Pakistan-sponsored ter-
ror architecture as an extension of the Pakistan Army and
the Pakistani nation.

Secondly, it decided to take on the nuclear bluff of
Pakistan, which was well supported by America and the
West. It was a proactive action against terror. The terror
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architecture operating from Pakistan was dev-
astated, and when the Pakistani Air Force tried
to retaliate, it was completely neutralised, and
several Pakistani airbases were attacked and
made inoperative.

Pakistan was left with no option but to des-
perately seek ceasefire, which was arrived at
when the DGMO of Pakistan requested it from
the DGMO of India. It was a ceasefire without
a proper declaration of war.

India agreed to it because it achieved its stat-
ed objective of dismantling terror architecture
in Pakistan with a stern message that it would
have to bear a huge cost for sponsoring
terrorism.

India never wanted a full-fledged war and told Pakistan
not to escalate, as the only Indian objective was to pun-
ish terrorists and dismantle their hideouts and training
camps. It also taught Pakistan a lesson — that India could
attack them and punish them without impunity, as and
when the situation demanded.

It was a message to America and the West that India
is capable of acting on its own and punishing its enemy
without caring for world opinion.

India has arrived on the global stage as a big-league
nation which is capable of striking its enemy at will.
America and the West could not save Pakistan from this
ignominy because all our communication architecture and
air defence surveillance systems were either indigenous

or Russian. Our indigenous technology and missile sys-
tem outsmarted the Pakistani defence and surveillance
system, which were largely Chinese and American. This
exploded the myth of the impregnability of these systems,
and it will have larger ramifications on the internation-
al weapons market. The growing demand for India-made
weapons and other defence equipment is a testimony to
it. Operation Sindoor is a declaration of India’s capabil-
ity and will to act. This is a paradigm shift in our for-
eign policy.

This has its consequences. America and the West will
not accept India’s right to defend itself the way they do.
They will do their best to support Pakistan and keep it
functional as a bulwark against India’s march to power
and self-reliance.

They will also do everything to play down your strong
leadership. These are costs of breaking the glass ceiling.
India is in an era of its own transition, and as you move
up the ladder, your isolation is more pronounced
than before.

The global sympathy is for those which are tools in the
hands of global masters. It is for those which are weak
and defeated. India has to tread its path more cautious-
ly and resolutely than before. It will have to work hard
— and that too silently — to achieve its goal.

(The writer is an eminent academic and political commentator)

Kudos to Divya and Koneru Humpy for

DIVYA DESHMUKH BREAKS BARRIERS,
WINS FIDE WOMEN'’S WORLD CUP

2024 defeating Ding Liren, has added

Trump’s two-faced diplomacy

US President Donald Trump’s recent move to pursue a busi-
ness partnership with Pakistan to exploit its oil reserves is
a farce, considering his own past statements labelling
Pakistan as a “terror hub” full of “lies and deceit.” His rhetoric
that Pakistan may one day sell oil to India is not only unre-
alistic but also deeply incensing.

The glaring inconsistency between his words and
actions highlights his erratic nature and cements his rep-
utation as perhaps the most unpredictable and unstable
President the United States has ever had.

Add to this, Trump’s statement that the Indian econo-
my is “dead” further reflects his ignorance and lack of wis-
dom regarding global economic trends. It stems from frus-
tration, as India refused to succumb to US pressure to sign
a trade deal on American terms. Moreover, Indias clear
stance on continuing oil and defence imports from Russia
has only added to his irritation. With such instability in the
White House, the Indo-US relationship — patiently culti-
vated over the past two decades — is now facing turbulence.

However, India must not be swayed by Trump’s inflam-
matory remarks and unpredictable diplomacy. His outbursts
should be met with strategic silence and steadfast resolve.
India must continue to protect its sovereignty and uphold
its independent foreign policy, free from external coercion
and impulsive foreign leadership.

N SADHASIVA REDDY | BENGALURU

India’s resilience can beat tariffs

Donald Trump’s recent imposition of a 25 per cent tar-
iff and penalties on Indian imports, coupled with his jibe
labelling India a “dying economy,” appears less an eco-
nomic assessment and more a calculated act of frustra-
tion. His rhetoric is part of a broader strategy to provoke
India into signing a trade deal skewed in favour of
American interests — especially in agriculture.

India, a vast and sensitive market for US farm exports,
has rightly been cautious. Safeguarding the livelihood of
its farmers and ensuring equitable access terms is non-
negotiable.

Trump’s overtures to Pakistan — including hosting its
army chief and announcing joint oil ventures — only rein-
force this pressure campaign. These moves are designed
to signal geopolitical alternatives, not genuine partner-
ships.

Yet, Pakistan’s deep strategic and financial ties to China
prevent any meaningful pivot to the US, reducing the
threat to mere optics. India, meanwhile, must stay the
course — negotiate on merit, not provocation. Trump’s
tariffs and rants are bluster, not policy. Strategic patience,
not reactive signing, is the wiser path. Trump’s aggres-
sive trade measures are a negotiating gambit, not a gen-
uine policy shift. India’s principled stand on protecting
its own market is the correct response.

GOPALASWAMY J | CHENNAI

When prosecution fails

It is with reference to the news “Pragya Col Purohit acquit-
ted in Malegaon blast case”, August 1. Almost 17 years
after the Malegaon bomb blast which killed six people,
a special NIA Court in Mumbai has acquitted all seven
accused including the former MP, saying that the pros-
ecution had failed to prove the case.

A few weeks ago, Bombay High Court quashed the judge-
ment of the special MCOCA Court which sentenced five
people to death and seven to life imprisonment for exe-
cuting a series of bomb blasts in Mumbai’s Western
Railway station that killed 187 people, saying that
the prosecution had utterly failed to prove the case against
the accused.

In both cases, the failures of prosecution made the
Court acquit the accused. It is unfortunate. In criminal
cases, Court expects the prosecution to prove the guilt
of the accused beyond reasonable doubt, which is a high
standard to meet. When prosecution fails to meet this high
burden of proof, acquittals are a necessary outcome.
Acquittals also occur due to issues with evidence gath-
ering, witness protection or human rights concern.

If people involved in terror activities are not awarded
punishments, the rate of such crimes will increase
and the Police as well as Judiciary will lose the trust of
the public.

P VICTOR SELVARAJ | TAMIL NADU

their consistent and relentless efforts
to ruin the dominance of the Chinese
players in the international female
chess domain.

Divya Deshmukh flipped the script
and became the youngest chess player
to win the FIDE Women’s World Cup. It
is certainly a red-letter day in the
Indian Chess arena. It is absolutely a
tremendous achievement.

The legacy of Indian chess has been
heard since time immemorial. This flag
of legacy has been held high by
Viswanathan Anand. Later it has been
upheld by the young chess prodigies
like Gukesh, Arjun, Praggnanandhaa
and so on. The domination of the
Indian male players in the international
chess arena has been an intriguing
saga since the emergence of
Viswanathan Anand as an
internationally acclaimed player.
Gukesh, who became the youngest
World Chess Champion in December

one more feather to the Indian chess
cap. Arjun Erigaisi and
Praggnanandhaa have also played a
significant role to embellish the Indian
chess world.

On the contrary, the female players
of India couldn’t make a noteworthy
contribution except Koneru Humpy, who
became the first Indian woman to
achieve the Grandmaster title. Now
Divya Deshmukh has rendered a
spectacular performance and stunned
the chess world by winning the FIDE
Women'’s World Cup 2025.

Divya’s victory marks a defining
moment in Indian chess history. It
signals a new era where Indian women
are emerging as global contenders. Her
triumph will surely inspire generations
of aspiring female players.

PRABHAKARAN VALLATHI | KERALA

Please send your letter to the letters@dailypioneer.com. In not more than 400 words.
We appreciate your feedback.
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From TeXxas to Telangana: A Planet in Peril, But Who's Listening?

The climate crisis is no longer a distant threat. Yet Governments continue to sacrifice forests — the planet’s most effective carbon sink — at the altar of short-term
political gain and development. In Telangana, the large-scale misuse of the Forest Rights Act (FRA) has led to rampant deforestation gutting vital ecosystems

atastrophic flood- i
ing in central Texas

on July 4 killed 88

people and 41 still
remained unaccounted on
the fifth day of rescue and
relief has been the deadliest
in hundred years of US his-
tory. The flooding begun
when months’ worth of rain
fell in matter of hours, caus-
ing Guadalupe river to rise by
eight meters in 45 minutes.
Back home in India, cloud bursts in Himachal
Pradesh and Uttarakhand have caused landslides
and flooding claiming nearly hundred lives in last
one month. The flash floods due to incessant rains
have also made life difficult in other parts of the
country from north east to Maharashtra, Rajasthan,
Odisha etc.

Three labourers were buried alive under landslide
debris, while carrying out mining operations in
manganese mine in Baitarani Reserve Forests, in
Odisha’s Keonjhar district. Why were no precau-
tions against flooding and landslides taken in an
operational mine during the rainy season? Business
as usual is not going to work in the warming world.
As against this, the countries of southern Europe
like Spain, Portugal, France, etc are reeling under
heat waves with maximum temperatures rising
above mid-forties, an all-time high. Instances of
human death are also reported from among the vul-
nerable population, who work outdoors for munic-
ipal cleaning and construction.

It seems countries have not taken note of such
disastrous climatic consequences and continue to
expand fossil fuel consumption and favour projects
requiring sacrifice of natural tree/forest covers.
Forests are the best and cheapest source of absorp-
tion of Carbon dioxide from the atmosphere, and
the only practical way to prevent extreme climate
events is to prevent deforestation and go for mas-
sive afforestation.

Let me reiterate a tale from Telangana, where con-
tinuous misuse of Forest Rights Act (FRA) has led
to large-scale deforestation in the state’s notified
forests. Forum for Good Governance, Hyderabad,
comprising some retired All India Services officers,
a High Court judge and a social activist, have
expressed concern over the approval of claims over
lakhs of acres of forest lands in July 2023 under the
FRA, before the November 2023 Assembly polls.

In a letter to the Secretary, Ministry of Tribal
Affairs (MoTA) three months ago, the Forum
has pointed out that the regularisation of 50,000
acres of forest lands by the Nizam Government in
the 1940s and 2.41 lakh acres by the
AP Government in the 1970s was done in
undivided Andhra Pradesh before the promulga-
tion of the FRA, 2006.

Ahead of the 2009 Parliamentary election, the
state further approved claims over 3.31 lakh acres
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of forest land and rejected claims over 3.7 lakh acres.
The clamour for clearing more forest land contin-
ued, as large-scale claims were approved by incum-
bent Governments before every election. After the
bifurcation of states in 2014, the Forest Minister of
Telangana in 2018 directed district-level forest offi-
cers not to evict any encroachment on forest land.

Minister’s direction opens floodgates for defor-
estation on forest land. Within two days, the Head
of Forest Department (HoD) wrote to the state
Government asking for confirmation of the deci-
sion; the state immediately clarified that there is no
such policy decision.

However, in 2023, the State’s tribal department
took up a special drive by deliberately omitting the
documentary and scientific evidence (Satellite
imagery) listed in FRA Rule 13(1) and relying only
on the village elder’s statement. The action of the
Tribal department in manipulating the form pro-
vided under rule 11(1)(a) has violated the Central
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statute. Despite objections from forest officers, sev-
eral district level committees (DLCs) admitted the
claims, but many times there were interdepartmen-
tal clashes resulting in delay.

Chief Minister on the floor of the Assembly on
12th February 2023 promised the distribution of
11.5 lakh acres of forest land (4 lakh acres for trib-
al and 7.5 lakh acres for other traditional forest
dwellers). To facilitate the smooth sailing by DLCs,
Telangana’s forest department HoD obtained fac-
simile signatures of district officers and shared them
with respective DLCs for pasting on fabricated opin-
ions of the Forest department on each case of the
claim.

While the HoD in July 2018 referred the
Minister’s instruction to the Government for con-
firmation, another HoD in February 2023 facilitat-
ed the state to approve the ineligible claims. What
a contrast! The claim of tribal totalling 4 lakh acres
in the state was approved by July 2023. Thanks to

the way shown by HoD. The certificates were dis-
tributed by political bosses across the state before
the Assembly election.

Though the approval of claims of other tradition-
al forest dwellers over 7.5 lakh acres of forest land
has been paused, the tree growth over these areas
is already cleared, and the parcels are brought under
plough. The forests have lost their carbon seques-
tration potential.

The story of misuse of the FRA is similar in many
other states like Maharashtra, Andhra Pradesh,
Chbhattisgarh, etc, and the latest state forest report
attributed the loss of forest cover to the FRA among
other factors.

However, after 150 forest rights activists object-
ed to this, MoTA has questioned its sister ministry
(MoEF & CC) and asked for proof of such attribu-
tion. The state forest reports are finalised based on
the satellite imagery data, whereas DLCs have been
approving claims based on the village elders” oral
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evidence.

It is now MoTA’s turn to explain why satellite
imagery data, which is more scientific than oral evi-
dence, was overlooked.

Tree felling in Kancha Gachibowli, a 400-acre
forested area near Hyderabad Central University was
undertaken by the Telangana Government in
April this year. The state intended to divert the area
for real estate and was clearing the tree growth at
quite a fast pace, to beat the university students’
protest. Finally, the Supreme Court had to step in
and stop the felling.

The Court rejected the state’s argument that thou-
sands of trees already cut in 100 acres were with-
in the exempted category of species under the
Telangana Water Land and Trees Act, 2002 and did
not require any prior permission for cutting.
Central Empowered Committee of the Supreme
Court disputed the claim of the state and said that
out of 1500 trees cut in the area, only 1399 trees were
of the exempted category. Such blatant violation of
the law of the land is taking place, and HoD is found
to have been compromised.

The court further directed that the state should
restore the 100 acres’ area where tree felling is
already been done.

The direction was to compensate for the dam-
age to the environment inflicted by the state of
Telangana. Compensatory afforestation has been in
vogue in the Forest Department’s system for a long
time, and no forest land is diverted for
any non-forestry use without identifying the land
for growing compensatory afforestation, as well as
without recovering the cost of growing such plan-
tations.

The court expects the state to plant 100 acres of
area, where tree growth is already cleared with suit-
able native species. With moderate to scant rain-
fall in the Hyderabad region, the survival of the
seedlings in barren areas would be quite challeng-
ing, and like any other compensatory plantation,
this is also likely to fail, unless special provisions
for protection and watering are provided.

Supreme Court in TN Godavarman case had
already directed states and UTs to constitute
Expert Committees to identify all wooded areas,
which are non-notified forests, duly taking into
account the dictionary meaning of the word
‘forests, and states/UTs should treat all such areas
as forests for Forest (Conservation) Act, 1980. CEC
has also said that Kancha Gachibowli has all the
characteristics of forests.

One of the proposals of the state of Telangana is
to convert the area into an ‘Eco-park’ It is a human-
centric development activity and will not render the
full potential ecological services it can provide. The
entire area should be restored and managed as nat-
ural forests if we are to maximise its carbon seques-
tration potential.

The writer is retired Principal Chief Conservator of Forests
(Head of Forest Force), Karnataka.

When the Guns Fell Silent: A Fragile Hope
for Kurdish Recognition and Reconciliation

hen Syrian President Bashar al-

Assad fled to Moscow to evade

imminent death — a moment that

signalled the collapse of his
regimes grip on power — the repercussions
extended far beyond Syria’s internal turmoil. For
years, Damascus had offered refuge and covert
support to the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK),
leveraging the group to exert pressure on
Ankara. Assad’s escape thus marked a decisive
rupture in the regional dynamics that had
sustained such insurgent alliances. The PKK, a
principal actor in the Kurdish struggle and long
engaged in armed confrontation with the
Turkish state, announced a deliberate transition
away from armed resistance. The disarmament
ceremony held on 11 July 2025 in Sulaymaniyah
was neither triumphant nor final, but marked a
meaningful moment in a decades — long conflict
that has claimed over 40,000 lives and left a
profound imprint on Kurdish political identity
and collective memory.

The ideological development of the PKK, as
shaped by Abdullah Ocalan, represents a
significant departure from orthodox Marxism
towards a synthesis of Kurdish nationalism,
cultural self-determination, and democratic
confederalism. Ocalan himself articulated this
shift in his prison writings, emphasising the
centrality of culture and identity as the foundation
for political liberation. In Prison Writings: The
Roots of Civilisation, he stated, “The liberation of
the Kurdish people cannot be achieved by military
means alone; it requires a revolution of
consciousness grounded in history, language, and
tradition” Further distancing himself from
classical dialectical materialism, Ocalan rejected
the conventional nation-state model, advocating
instead for “a democratic system in which
multiple identities and autonomies coexist
without domination” (Manifesto for a Democratic
Civilisation). This ideological transformation has
drawn both acclaim and criticism, yet remains key
to understanding the PKK’s persistence beyond its
military activities.

Yet what unfolded in Sulaymaniyah was not the
triumph of ideology but its abdication — or
perhaps, its transformation. Twenty-six guerrillas
and four commanders set alight their arms before
Kurdish regional officials, international observers,
and a cynical press corps. Ocalan’s voice, still
echoing from the penal archipelago of Imrali
Island, declared: “This represents a voluntary
transition from the phase of armed conflict to the
phase of democratic politics and law” In doing so,
he invited a critical historical question: is the
voluntary end of armed struggle an act of
ideological maturity, or merely a concession to
exhaustion?

There are no clean answers. For four decades,
the PKK embodied both resistance and rupture —

resistance to cultural erasure,
rupture from normative
political channels. Its armed
campaign emerged not from
abstraction  but  from
concrete dispossession: the
enforced assimilation of
Kurds, the ban on the
Kurdish language, the razing
of Kurdish villages, and a
carceral architecture
designed to extinguish
collective  identity. The
visceral  cost of this
repression remains inscribed in the psychic life of
Kurdish society, not least in the sacrifice of
individuals like Mazlum Dogan, who in 1982 set
himself ablaze in Diyarbakir Prison. His final
words — “Surrender leads to betrayal. Resistance
leads to victory” — transcended martyrdom to
become a doctrine of ontological refusal.

Zeynep Kinaci (nom de guerre: Zilan), the first
female suicide bomber linked to the PKK, carried
out her attack in 1996. In her farewell letter, she
wrote: “The body is an instrument; the soul is the
rebellion. I give one to save the other” Her words
reflect the PKKs internal logic — where sacrifice
and identity were inseparable from its mode of
resistance. These narratives complicate any
simplistic reading of the PKK’s disarmament as a
redemptive denouement. They raise the spectre of
what Giorgio Agamben has termed “bare life”:
individuals reduced to bodies whose only agency
lies in choosing the manner of their
disappearance. In this context, disarmament may
signal not only an institutional recalibration but
also a painful decoupling of political meaning
from historical memory. Even as the Turkish state
publicly embraces the symbolic act, its deeper
posture remains fraught with ambiguity. President
Erdogan’s statement that “Turkey began to close a
long, painful and tear-filled chapter” may sound
conciliatory, but it contrasts sharply with the
ongoing application of anti-terrorism laws, the
removal of elected Kurdish municipal officials,
and the imprisonment of representatives from the
Peoples’ Democratic Party (HDP). While a
parliamentary commission has been announced
to oversee the legal dimensions of reintegration,
there is little indication that foundational
constitutional reforms — namely, the legal
recognition of Kurdish identity and language will
follow.

This ambivalence is not lost on PKK leadership.
Murat Karayilan, vice commander of the
movement, stated unequivocally: “Legal steps and
changes must be taken... Legal reforms must
come first. Otherwise, it will be very difficult” His
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phrasing — moderate in tone, urgent in
implication — articulates the central tension of
this new phase: disarmament without

enfranchisement remains an incomplete peace.
The legacy of the PKK makes it necessary to
disentangle the justness of its grievances from the
problematic tenor of its methods. While the
organisation was born in response to systemic
negation, its own internal structures mirrored the
authoritarianism it opposed. Dissent within the
ranks was often met with punitive measures.
Child recruitment, internal purges, and
ideological absolutism were documented even by
sympathetic observers. In attempting to forge a
new Kurdish identity, the PKK at times
jeopardised the very plurality it claimed to
safeguard. Yet it would be myopic to equate
insurgency with illegitimacy. The Kurdish
movement cannot be understood solely through
the metrics of security and insurgency; it is a
sociopolitical phenomenon rooted in a longue
durée of exclusion. Armed resistance, in this
context, was not the first choice — it was the
terminal option following the foreclosure of all
others. The current peace process, then,
represents not a capitulation but a recalibration,
predicated upon shifting geopolitical tectonics in
Syria, Iraq, and within the Turkish polity itself.
What follows from this transition remains
precarious. The promise of democratic
confederalism, if not rendered into constitutional
scaffolding and civic inclusion, risks collapsing
into abstraction. The reintegration of former
combatants, the revocation of draconian security
decrees, and the cultivation of pluralistic Kurdish
political representation remain prerequisites —
not guarantees — for a sustainable peace. Therein
lies the enduring lesson: rebellion, particularly
one born from marginalisation, tends to absorb
the moral vocabulary of its oppressors unless
consciously tempered. The PKK, in choosing to
disarm, now engages in a high-stakes experiment
of historical re-narration — one where its legacy
may shift from martyrdom to civic
transformation, if permitted by the state to do so.
Peace, in such contexts, does not arrive as a
formal treaty or a public ceremony. It arrives in the
ability of former combatants to walk unarmed
into towns where they once hid in shadows. It
arrives in textbooks printed in Kurdish. It arrives
in elections where mayors are not replaced by
bureaucratic trustees. And it arrives, above all, in
the state’s willingness to no longer see its own
citizens as existential threats. The plight of being
rebellion is not only to fight and suffer, but to
surrender the very instruments of that suffering
with no guarantee of reciprocity. The
disarmament of the PKK marks a potentially
luminous moment — but only if the silence that
follows is filled not with erasure, but with

recognition.

(The writer is a Colombo based columnist)

India’s strength transcends tariffs:
The rise of a self-reliant nation

landscape, India’s resilience is once

again being tested — this time
through a sweeping 25 per cent tariff
announced by the United States on all
goods imported from India. While at first
glance such a measure appears daunting,
the truth is far more empowering. India
is no longer the hesitant emerging mar-
ket of two decades ago. Today, we are a
self-assured, self-reliant, and future-fac-
ing nation whose economic trajectory is
shaped by its domestic strengths and bold
strategic vision.

The timing of this external shock could not have
been more telling. India has emerged as one of the
fastest-growing economies globally, fuelled by a dig-
itally enabled population, manufacturing reforms,
infrastructure investment, and a renewed focus on
sectors like agriculture, marine exports, and small
enterprise development. With strong macroeconom-
ic fundamentals, a rising GDP, record GST collec-
tions, and controlled inflation, India today has the
capacity to withstand external turbulence — and
more importantly, convert adversity into opportu-
nity.

The 25 per cent US tariff is not a judgment on the
quality or reliability of Indian goods. It is a geopo-
litical manoeuvre driven by internal economic
compulsions and external alliances.

But it also serves as a wake-up call to strengthen
indigenous capacities and reduce strategic vulnera-
bilities. For India, this is not a time to retreat, but to
double down on long-term reforms and localised
value chains.

We must commend the Government of India, led
by our Prime Minister, for neither yielding to pres-
sure nor reacting with short-sighted retaliatory mea-
sures. Instead, they have chosen to safeguard the inter-
ests of India’s backbone — our farmers, fishermen,
MSMEs, and millions of rural entrepreneurs.

These are the very people who fuel India’s food
security, innovation, and economic vibrancy. It is this
trust-based ecosystem of grassroots enterprise that
will shield Indid’s core economy from the worst effects
of trade aggression.

The spirit of Atmanirbhar Bharat (Self-Reliant
India) is not just a slogan; it is now visible in action
across every state and every sector.

From solar power to semiconductor manufactur-
ing, from sustainable fisheries to organic agriculture,
from fintech startups to infrastructure corridors —
India is building internally, scaling vertically, and
exporting globally. And unlike the export story of
the past, this new India exports not just commodi-
ties but value-added, traceable, and sustainable prod-
ucts backed by digital systems and compliance frame-
works. In the specific context of the marine and aqua-
culture industry, India is already working towards
reducing over-dependence on any single market.
With new markets opening up in the Middle East,

In a rapidly shifting global economic
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Southeast Asia, Europe, and Africa,

Indian exporters are better diversified
today than ever before. Moreover, the
emphasis on high-quality, antibiotic-
free, traceable seafood aligned with
global ESG norms positions India as a
preferred supplier in premium segments
— less vulnerable to price shocks or pro-
tectionist tariffs.

The real opportunity lies in reorient-
ing our focus from volume-driven
exports to brand-driven, value-centric

global offerings. And that is exactly where
the current disruption can catalyse positive transfor-
mation. Tariffs may momentarily slow trade lanes,
but they cannot dampen the entrepreneurial spirit
of Indias producers, technologists, and market
makers. Moreover, Indias domestic market itself is
becoming a powerful engine of growth. With rising
incomes, urbanisation, and awareness around
healthy, sustainable food, there is a massive oppor-
tunity to build Indian brands for Indian consumers
— in everything from seafood to agri-processed
goods. If the last decade was about export depen-
dence, the next will be about dual resilience — glob-
al markets for scale, and domestic markets for
strength.

This is also a moment for Indian companies and
industries to speak in one voice — not just to defend
their turf, but to lead the conversation on global trade
fairness. Trade should not be weaponised. It should
be a platform for shared growth. India’s commitment
to WTO norms, sustainability, and cooperative devel-
opment stands in stark contrast to punitive tariffs that
risk creating instability in already fragile global sup-
ply chains.

Let us also recognise the power of collective opti-
mism. Investors, entrepreneurs, and citizens alike
must resist panic and instead look at the deeper struc-
tural opportunities. Just as India navigated past eco-
nomic slowdowns, currency volatility, and supply dis-
ruptions with grace and grit, we will navigate this too
— and come out stronger.

As someone closely involved in India’s aquacul-
ture and rural development space, I believe this is
the time to push forward, not pull back. We must
invest in traceability tech, sustainable harvesting mod-
els, inland infrastructure, and digital trading plat-
forms. We must empower our coastal communities
to become exporters of knowledge, not just raw prod-
uct. And we must tell our story boldly to the world
— not as victims of global politics, but as leaders of
the next economic transformation.

The world is watching how India responds. Let us
show them the spirit of unity, strength, and foresight
that defines our journey. For India’s strength — built
on people, principle, and potential — truly transcends
tariffs.

(The writer is Chairman and Managing Director of
Kings Infra Ventures Limited and writes on Blue Economy and
Sustainable Development)
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Tariffs and Tensions

In announcing a 25 per cent tariff on Indian imports

into the US ~ along with the threat of further penal-

ties tied to India’s purchase of Russian oil and
weapons ~ President Donald Trump has once again
blurred the line between economic nationalism and
geopolitical coercion. While tariffs are ostensibly trade
tools, this latest move is unmistakably a political mes-
sage: open your markets, fall in line with US strategic
interests, or pay the price. Mr Trump has long criti-
cized India’s tariff regime, branding it among the high-
est in the world and repeatedly highlighting America’s
trade deficit with the country. From a purely transac-
tional standpoint, his frustration is understandable.
The US runs a deficit of over $45 billion with India,
and repeated trade negotiations have made little head-
way on market access for American agriculture and
dairy ~ sectors politically significant in Mr Trump’s
domestic calculus. But context matters. India’s agri-
cultural sector supports hundreds of millions of liveli-
hoods. Its protectionist posture is not simply a matter
of out-dated policy ~ it is a political and economic
necessity, one that even a naive American must be
aware of. Demanding sudden and wide-scale liberal-
isation of this sector ignores both the structural reali-
ties of India’s economy and the volatility that such
reforms could trigger. The deeper concern, however,
is not economic but strategic. The timing and tone of
Mr Trump’s statement ~ coupling trade tariffs with a
penalty for India’s ties with Russia - suggest a growing
impatience with India’s attempt to walk a diplomatic
tightrope. Since the Ukraine war began, India has
carefully balanced its strategic autonomy, purchasing
discounted Russian oil while maintaining strong ties
with the West. For Washington, especially under Mr
Trump’s assertive vision of foreign policy, this balanc-
ing act has grown intolerable. The implicit message
is clear: loyalty has a price tag. In linking economic
pressure to foreign policy alignment, Mr Trump is not
merely seeking a trade deal; he is attempting to recal-
ibrate the strategic behaviour of a sovereign nation.
This goes beyond transactional diplomacy ~ it veers
into conditionality reminiscent of Cold War-era align-
ments. India’s resilience will be tested not only in
negotiations but in how it communicates its red lines
~ balancing assertiveness with diplomacy will be cru-
cial in preserving its strategic independence. India
must tread carefully. While it aspires to deepen eco-
nomic ties with the US and expand bilateral trade -
an ambition shared by both governments ~ it cannot
afford to appear as capitulating under pressure. Doing
so would undercut its long-standing position of strate-
gic autonomy and non-alignment. The stakes are
higher than a tariff dispute; they touch on the foun-
dational principles of India’s foreign policy. Ultimate-
ly, this standoff is not just about tariffs or trade deficits.
It is a contest over influence, autonomy, and the future
of multipolar diplomacy. Whether the two sides can
arrive at a deal before the August deadline may deter-
mine not only the direction of bilateral trade, but the
contours of the emerging global order.

Tremor and Restraint

n 8.8-magnitude earthquake is no ordinary
event. It is the sort of seismic jolt that history

remembers, one capable of reshaping coastlines
and triggering tsunamis that level towns. So when
such a quake struck off the Kamchatka Peninsula in
Russia, the world braced for calamity. Warnings rang
out across the Pacific. Evacuations followed swiftly.
Yet the anticipated destruction ~ especially from
tsunami waves ~ did not materialise in the form many
feared. And in that lies a story not of overreaction, but
of resilience, science, and a bit of fortune. At the heart
of the matter is a profound truth: the severity of an
earthquake does not guarantee the scale of a tsunami.
While the quake in question was a textbook mega-
thrust ~ caused by one tectonic plate diving beneath
another ~ it did not unleash the sort of towering, city-
engulfing waves seen in the Indian Ocean in 2004 or
Japan in 2011. Instead, the tsunami reached a com-
paratively moderate height in some parts of eastern
Russia, sparing much of the region from catastrophe.
Several factors played into this outcome. The depth
of the quake, the configuration of the undersea fault
line, and the shape of the ocean floor near the coast
all influenced how much water was displaced. Even
small differences in depth ~ say, 20 kilometers deeper
~ can significantly reduce tsunami wave height. Addi-
tionally, the land's natural contours and offshore
slopes may have dissipated the wave’s energy before
it hit inhabited areas. But beyond the geology, this
was also a test of human systems. And this time, they
largely held. Early warning mechanisms, built
painstakingly after past disasters, clicked into action.
Sirens wailed, alerts were broadcast, and millions were
guided to safer ground. That the toll remained low is
not just a matter of seismic mercy ~ it is also a credit
to those who studied, prepared, and invested in disas-
ter management infrastructure. It’s tempting to think
countries overreacted ~ but that’s the point of prepar-
edness. When systems work well, disaster looks like a
false alarm. The absence of tragedy is often the meas-
ure of success. This event serves as a necessary remin-
der: while we cannot stop tectonic plates from moving,
we can blunt their consequences. Scientific advance-
ments, accurate monitoring, and effective communi-
cation save lives. That said, it would be a mistake to
grow complacent. Had the undersea landscape been
different, or had the fault ruptured closer to a popu-
lation centre, the outcome might have mirrored darker
chapters of recent memory. The Earth trembled, but
human systems held. That, in itself, is a quiet victory
in the age of escalating climate and geological risk.
Nature’s restraint this time should not lead to denial
of its potential. Instead, it must reaffirm our commit-
ment to readiness. For the next time tectonic forces
stir beneath our feet, the window to respond might
be even smaller ~ and the stakes even higher.

Strategic reset

The visit saw strong messaging from both leaders. President Muizzu publicly
praised India as the Maldives’ ‘closest and most trusted partner’, noting the
everyday impact of Indian cooperation on Maldivian lives. His statement that
‘no one can break India-Maldives ties’ was a significant rhetorical shift from
earlier months. Prime Minister Modi, in turn, underscored that the Maldives
holds a ‘special place in India’'s Neighbourhood First policy’

he visit of Indian Prime
Minister Narendra Modi
to the Maldives on 25-26
July 2025, marks a defin-
ing moment in the recalibration
of India-Maldives relations. His
presence as the Guest of Honour
at the island nation’s 60th Inde-
pendence Day celebrations not
only reaffirmed India’s tradi-
tional support for a close mari-
time neighbour but also symb-
olised the steady recovery of a
relationship that had faced tur-
bulence in recent years.

The timing, optics, and sub-
stance of the visit reflect the
mutual recognition of strategic
interests and the need for re-
gional cooperation amid a shift-
ing geopolitical landscape in the
Indian Ocean.

Historically, India has enjo-
yed friendly ties with the Mal-
dives, particularly since the isl-
and nation gained independ-
ence from British rule in 1965.
India was among the first coun-
tries to recognize Maldives’ in-
dependence and has consistent-
ly played a pivotal role in its de-
velopment journey. Bilateral re-
lations remained largely stable
during the initial decades, driv-
en by geographical proximity,
cultural affinities, and security
imperatives.

However, the advent of mu-
Itiparty democracy in the Mal-
dives introduced political com-
plexities that affected its exter-
nal relationships, including with
India. The oscillation of power
between political parties ~ parti-
cularly between the India-frien-
dly Maldivian Democratic Party
(MDP) and other more nation-
alist or externally influenced fac-
tions ~ brought periods of both
warmth and frost.

Relations between India
and the Maldives reached a new
low following the ascent of Pres-
ident Mohamed Muizzu, who
rose to power on the back of an
“India Out” campaign. His ad-
ministration adopted a marked-
ly different foreign policy pos-
ture compared to his predeces-
sors. One of his first acts in office
was to formally request the
withdrawal of Indian military
personnel stationed in the Mal-
dives ~ a demand that, though
eventually managed diplomati-
cally by India through replace-
ment with civilian staff, sig-
nalled a clear departure from
the “India First” policy.

The early signs of Muizzu’s
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presidency were therefore wor-
rying for New Delhi. His decisi-
on to visit China before India
broke a longstanding diplomatic
tradition and underscored his
administration’s attempt to div-
ersify strategic alignments.

Further damage was done
when government-affiliated fig-
ures in the Maldives made dero-
gatory remarks about Prime
Minister Modi on social media,
triggering a popular backlash in
India and adversely affecting
Indian tourist arrivals to the
Maldives ~ a key sector of the
island economy.

Despite the initial strain, a
pragmatic course correction
appears to be underway. Presi-
dent Muizzu, while continuing
to engage China, has toned
down his anti-India rhetoric,
signalling a realisation that
India's geographic proximity,
economic support, and diplo-
matic goodwill are too conse-
quential to disregard. The pres-
ence of Prime Minister Modi at
the Maldives’ milestone celebra-
tion was a diplo-
matic success for

India gifted BHISHM health
cube sets to strengthen Mal-
dives’ health emergency infra-
structure, reaffirming its role as
a partner in human security.

Development assistance
remained a core component of
India’s approach. Social and in-
frastructure projects were hand-
ed over, including 3,300 housing
units in Hulhumalé under In-
dia’s Buyer’s Credit, roads and
drainage infrastructure in Addu
City, and six High Impact Com-
munity Development Projects.
Seventy-two vehicles and other
essential equipment were also
gifted. These interventions refl-
ect India’s development part-
nership model ~ demand-driv-
en, transparent, and aligned
with local priorities ~ offering a
compelling alternative to Chi-
na’s loan-heavy, high-interest
infrastructure model.

The visit also saw strong
messaging from both leaders.
President Muizzu publicly prais-
ed India as the Maldives’ “clos-
est and most trusted partner”,
noting the every-
day impact of In-

both sides and a
public declaration
of renewed part-
nership. That both
countries used the
occasion to issue a
commemorative
stamp symbolising
60 years of diplo-
matic ties reflects a
shared desire to
preserve historical
continuity, even as
they chart a new
course.

The visit was
not merely symbolic. It resulted
in significant outcomes that
suggest a deepening of bilateral
engagement across key sectors.
India announced a Rs 4,850
crore ($565 million) Line of Cre-
dit for the Maldives, with special
provisions to ease annual debt
repayments. Negotiations for a
proposed India-Maldives Free
Trade Agreement were launch-
ed, which, if realised, would
considerably expand the trade
and investment space between
the two nations.

India also reaffirmed its de-
fence partnership with the Mal-
dives, with the inauguration of
a new Ministry of Defence buil-
ding in Malé symbolising sus-
tained military cooperation. In
a strong gesture of goodwill,
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dian cooperation
on Maldivian lives
~ from education
and healthcare to
trade and securi-
ty. He acknowl-
edged that the
relationship pred-
ates modern dip-
lomacy, rooted in
centuries of mar-
itime interaction
across the Indian
Ocean.

His statem-
ent that “no one
can break India-Maldives ties”
was a significant rhetorical shift
from earlier months and reco-
gnition of the importance of
India in maintaining regional
stability.

Prime Minister Modi, in
turn, underscored that the Mal-
dives holds a “special place in
India’s Neighbourhood First
policy”. He reiterated that India
stands by its neighbours not just
out of diplomatic obligation but
due to a deep sense of historical,
cultural, and regional affinity.

Security cooperation form-
ed a quiet but crucial undercur-
rent of the visit. President Muiz-
zu condemned the Pahalgam
terrorist attack of April 2025, in
which 26 civilians were killed,
and expressed solidarity with
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India in fighting terrorism. For-
eign Secretary Vikram Misri
confirmed that security cooper-
ation between the two nations
is regular, institutionalised, and
expanding.

Given the rising presence of
external powers in the Indian
Ocean ~ particularly China, but
also others with extra-regional
interests ~ this security partner-
ship becomes vital not just
for the Maldives’ internal secu-
rity, but for broader maritime
stability.

The recalibration of India-
Maldives ties must be viewed in
the context of broader regional
dynamics. China continues to
have strong ties with the Muizzu
government and remains Mal-
dives’ largest external creditor.

But the economic risks
associated with Chinese loans
are becoming increasingly evi-
dent, as seen in the experiences
of other South Asian nations.
Maldives appears to be pursuing
a balancing strategy ~ strength-
ening ties with both India and
China while trying to avoid be-
ing caught in a zero-sum geopo-
litical rivalry.

For India, this means adap-
ting its engagement to accom-
modate the Maldives’ multi-vec-
tor diplomacy, while remaining
vigilant against any external
threats to its maritime sphere.

In sum, the recent develop-
ments between India and the
Maldives are a testament to the
power of diplomacy and strate-
gic patience. The ability of both
countries to overcome recent
friction and move towards a
constructive agenda reflects a
mature and mutually beneficial
approach.

For the Maldives, aligning
closely with India ensures eco-
nomic resilience, security coop-
eration, and a trusted develop-
ment partner. For India, a stable
and cooperative Maldives is
essential to maintaining influ-
ence in the Indian Ocean and
securing its maritime bound-
aries. The renewed warmth in
India-Maldives relations must
now be institutionalised throu-
gh consistent engagement,
capacity building, and people-
to-people linkages.

This is not only in the inter-
est of both nations but also of
the larger Indo-Pacific region,
where peace and prosperity de-
pend on collaborative rather
than competitive partnerships.
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Viet Nam-Cuba
timeless bond
looks towards
sustainable future

he Viet Nam-Cuba rela-

tionship is a unique bond

of brotherhood and soli-

darity, forged through
their struggles against imperial-
ism and in the process of building
socialism, and stands as a lasting
legacy that transcends geograph-
ical distance and cultural differ-
ences toward a sustainable future,
according to Gerardo Penalver
Portal, First Deputy Minister of
Foreign Affairs of Cuba.

In an interview granted to the
Vietnam News Agency on the
occasion of the 65th anniversary
of the diplomatic ties between the
two countries, Pefalver Portal
highlighted the special nature and
key milestones in the bilateral
relations, which have been stren-
gthened by leaders of both coun-
tries. He underlined the great
potential for developing bilateral
relations, stating that based on
the solid foundation of this exem-
plary relationship, the two sides
are committed to building a com-
prehensive, effective, substantive,
and sustainable cooperation.

Nothing can hinder the shar-
ed aspiration of the two Parties,
States, and peoples to reach new
heights in mutually beneficial in-
tegration and to strengthen con-
fidence in the future of the two
nations, he said. Through shared
political will, historic brother-

Yiét Nam News.
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hood, and a common vision for
sustainable development, Viet
Nam and Cuba have built a model
alliance, which was forged in their
struggle for national independ-
ence and now sustained by active
cooperation in key areas such as
agriculture, renewable energy,
and healthcare, Pefialver Portal
said. He highlighted the signifi-
cant progress in economic co-
operation between the two coun-
tries, noting that since the bilat-
eral trade agreement came into
effect in April 2020, two-way trade
has grown substantially, hitting
USS$134.7 million in the first
eight months of 2024, up 187 per
cent increase compared to the
same period of 2023. He said that
the agreement not only reduces
tariffs but also paves the way for
greater product and service diver-
sification.

Viet Nam has become the
largest Asian investor in Cuba,
with at least seven active projects
worth over $160 million, mainly
concentrated in the Mariel Special
Development Zone (ZEDM). One
of the most notable examples of
cooperation is in rice production.
Viet Nam has not only shared its
technology but also sent experi-
enced technicians to Cuba. Under
the bilateral agricultural cooper-
ation project implemented over
the past decade, more than 4,700
ha of rice fields have been impro-
ved using laser technology, and
nearly 6,000 km of irrigation
canals and field roads have been
upgraded. In addition, there are
projects in coffee and corn culti-
vation as well as aquaculture, with
Viet Nam providing seeds, expert-
ise, and management models. In
the healthcare sector, solidarity
between the two nations has been
especially evident during chal-
lenging times such as the Covid-
19 pandemic. Viet Nam was one
of the first countries to purchase
5 million doses of Cuba’s Covid-

19 vaccine and also received an
additional donation of 150,000
doses in September 2021.

Time to dump the US

Sir, The report “Trump
slaps India with 25 pc tariff”,
published today, should motivate
India to retaliate by imposing
higher tariffs on imports from
America.

The fact that Mr.Trump is an
undependable politician is re-
peatedly getting proved. He
claims to have used trade as a
trump card to accomplish a
ceasefire in the armed conflict
between India and Pakistan.

If so, inspite of agreeing to a
ceasefire, now 25 per cent tariff
and an undisclosed amount as
penalty for buying arms and fuel
from Russia exposes his lack of
ethics, principles or ideology.

Extra tariffs on BRICS mem-
bers are further due. India has
already yielded a lot. Now the

decisions of Trump are rendering
the ongoing discussions on a
Bilateral Trade Agreement waste.

In this background, many
countries are longing to forge a
new system that will be free from
dollar domination. Now is the
time to accomplish dollar-free
world trade.

Though some initial hitches
are likely, India should mobilise
its courage, and use its Vish-
waguru image and commitment
to save domestic production,
trade and employment opportu-
nities to find a lasting solution to
the threats from America.

Even the BTA discussions, as
reported, are not likely to help
India but to put us in deeper
trouble. The auto industry is a
lifeline for the Indian economy.
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American terms are sure to finish
this and collapse the Indian
economy as a whole.

As India is not going to be an
isolated entity in the tariff war ~
with giants like Russia and China
with us ~ this opportunity should
not be lost to foil the evil designs
of the U.S. Let India hasten the
process of concluding FTAs and
BTAs with other countries as
done with the U.K.

Yours, etc.,
A G Rajmohan,
Anantapur, 31 July.

DECEIVING OURSELVES

Sir, We don't nip anything in
the bud. Rather, we allow it to
flourish, even if it is a fake emb-
assy, located at Ghaziabad, just
30 odd kilometers from Delhi.

Westarctica Embassy in
Ghaziabad was being operated
by one Harsh Vardhan Jain for

about nine years, starting in
2016 and continuing until it
was exposed and shut down in
July 2025.

Everything about his
embassy (a rented house, in fact)
was fake as fake can be ~ diplo-
matic insignia, fake passports,
luxury cars with forged diplomat-
ic plates, and even morphed pho-
tos with global leaders to create
an illusion of legitimacy. But the
most striking part was the fact
that it took nine years to call
Jain's bluff.

There are umpteen other
instances to show how tolerant
we are to any and every kind of
fakery. A few outstanding exam-
ples of financial wrongdoers are
Vijay Mallya, who managed to
pull the wool over our eyes for
nearly eleven years, and contin-
ues to do so even now.

Close behind is Nirav Modi,
the diamantaire whose period of

fraud spans seven years. “Babas”
(godmen) too have thrived for a
long periods of time and had
humongous followings before
being exposed.

Swami Nithyananda was
able to run his religious empire
for almost seven years before the
law caught up. It took decades to
nail Asaram Bapu.

It also takes years, and loss
of human lives, to realise that a
bridge is unfit for use, or that a
wall or a roof needs urgent repair.

It also takes years and fatali-
ties to realise that our railway
tracks or signalling systems are
outdated. It takes years to free
our undertrials who are languish-
ing in jail. Like it or not , we are
a lethargic and self-deceiving
nation, so much so, that we are
loath to admit these faults.

Yours, etc.,
Avinash Godboley,
Dewas, 28 July.
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‘11C will stay a cultaral hub’

ounded in 1962, the India

International Centre (IIC) in

New Delhi has been a cor-

nerstone of intellectual and
cultural exchange, inspired by Dr.
S. Radhakrishnan. Director KN Shri-
vastava discusses IIC’s role in shap-
ing Delhi’s intellectual scene, its
commitment to cross-cultural dia-
logue, and efforts to balance her-
itage with modernity, and from
global conferences to supporting
young artistes, Shrivastava shares
his vision for IIC’s future with
Ananya Dasgupta

Q: The India International Cen-
tre was established in 1962 and has
been the cornerstone for cultural
and intellectual exchange in India.
How would you describe its role in
shaping Delhi's intellectual and cul-
tural landscape over the decades?

A: IIC was set up under the inspi-
ration of Dr. S. Radhakrishnan, at that
time he was the Vice President and
later became President of India and
he himself was an intellectual par
excellence. So, in his conversation
with Rockefeller IIT in 1957, you know,
this idea of setting up the centre
emerged. And the idea was that there
should be a place like this in New
Delhi, the capital of the country,
where intellectuals from all over the
world can meet, exchange ideas,
develop understanding among world
communities and through this pro-
mote fraternity and universal appre-
ciation for it.

We have been working with that
objective, which is also enshrined in
our memorandum of understanding.
So, because of the continuous efforts
by several people in the past and pres-
ent, the centre has emerged as a very
important place.

Definitely it has shaped Delhi's
intellectual circle quite a lot. You name
all the important people in any walk
of social life, they are associated with
us. Many programmes are taking place
here. About 1,500 programmes on an
average take place, directly organised
by IIC as seminars, conferences, talks,
and book discussions. In addition,

about 3,000 programmes are held by
others using our facilities. So if I have
to sum up, I could certainly say that
IIC has emerged as a key player in
India’s intellectual and cultural scene.

Q: As a former IAS officer with
extensive administrative experience,
how has your background influenced
your approach to leading the IIC and
fostering the mission of promoting
dialogue and cultural diversity?

A: As an IAS officer, one has to
work in various capacities. I was for-
tunate enough to work in the Ministry
of Culture, first as Joint Secretary and
thereafter as Director General of
Archeological Survey of India.

Additionally, I had a long stint in
the Ministry of External Affairs of
about eight years. So perhaps, this
background might have been kept in
view by the board of IIC when they
invited me to take charge of this post.

Q: The IIC is renowned for host-
ing distinguished global figures like
the Dalai Lama. What upcoming pro-
grammes or events are you most
excited about?

A: We have been having several
programmes and many are in the off-
ing, including international confer-
ences. We recently had a seminar with
Bruegel, the think tank of EU. That
was a very useful exchange and one
could get a clear perspective on the
thinking of EU in economic matters.
How they see the scenario unfolding
in the world, post Donald Trump. We
had an international conference on
Latin America. We also had a interna-
tional seminar on intellectuals moving
in the Asian regions from one country
to another country. This year, we are
going to have an international confer-
ence on Atisa, a very famous and
revered, personality in Buddhism,
who hailed from India. And then he
spread Buddhism in Tibet and is a
highly regarded saint in Buddhism.
We are having a seminar in November
on his life, his teachings, and it there
will also be an exhibition where we
will display some rare artefacts or you
can say relics of Atisa.

Q: IIC has arich tradition of pro-
moting the lesser known art forms
and communities as well. What steps
are you taking to support India's
diverse cultural heritage in today's
globalised world?

A: If you look at IIC member-
ships, it is broad based. It is not just
confined to one section. We try to get
every section of society, be it people
associated with law and judiciary or
medical profession or art and culture,
academics, public service and all that.
I would say that we try to not only to
give due representation to artists and
academic communities in IIC mem-
bership, but we also as a matter of a
very conscious effort try to promote
young artists. For example, we con-
duct something called the Double
Build Programme three times in a
month. Young artists from any part of
India are invited. We pay for their
travel, we also arrange local hospital-
ity for them and we give them remu-
nerations. So that has been a very,
very successful and has enthused and
encouraged a large number of artists
all over the country.

In addition to that, we have also
roped in the Ministry of Culture and
the Ministry of Doner because they
have got a lot of resources. So by using
their resources, we are reaching out
to artists even in the remote areas,
including the northeast, and invite
them. Overall it has been a very
enriching experience not only for us,
but even for those artists.

Q: What efforts are underway to
modernise the infrastructure while
preserving the centre's historical
charm?

A: We are in a very iconic building
designed by the famous architect
Joseph Stein and the building is
already more than 60 years old. I1IC
has near-heritage status but doesn’t
qualify under the AMASR Act.

Now things have really evolved.
The rooms, you know, and venues,
other facilities, kitchen that were
designed then, perhaps they need
upgrading. Sewer treatment becomes
a very important environmental issue.

-

There's a lot of thrust on green energy
usage generation. So taking all these
things into consideration, we have
taken up several infrastructure devel-
opment projects.

Many have already been complet-
ed and many are in the pipeline. So
while these facilities are being provid-
ed, but at the same time, the original
structure has been retained and
there's a technical team of architects
to assist us in this matter. You will be
happy to know that our waste man-
agement has also been very high class.
The kitchen waste is used for biogas
generation and also for fertiliser mak-
ing. The bathroom waste, the sewer-
age waste, et cetera, is also processed
and gets converted into manure. Recy-
cled water is being used over here. We
do not discharge anything into the
municipal system. Several energy effi-
cient measures were implemented.
We have also harnessed solar energy
wherever it was available to us, both
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in the main campus and the annexe.

With all these measures, we have
been able to save about Rs 1 crore a
year. The manure that we produce
here is used partly in our own lawns,
and the rest is sold to members.

Q: As you look ahead, what's
your vision for IIC as it navigates a
rapidly changing world? And how do
you plan to ensure it remains a vital
platform for fostering dialogue and
innovation?

A: As I mentioned to you at the
beginning itself, this is a place for peo-
ple to meet, discuss, deliberate and
then come up with recommendations.
So any new field which comes up or
even the existing ones also are dis-
cussed and debated. Some of them
are more intensely debated nowadays,
a lot of thrust on Al This exercise has
been going on and will continue. And
['m sure that this approach will serve
even future requirements.

Mushim world has met crises with rhetoric

AMIN SAIKAL

en it comes to dealing

with two of the biggest

current crises in the

Muslim world - the

devastation of Gaza and the Tal-

iban’s draconian rule in Afghanistan

— Arab and Muslim states have been
staggeringly ineffective.

Their chief body, the Organisa-
tion of Islamic Cooperation (OIC), in
particular, has been strong on rhetoric
but very short on serious, tangible
action.

The OIC, headquartered in Saudi
Arabia, is composed of 57 predomi-
nantly Muslim states. It is supposed
to act as a representative and consul-
tative body and make decisions and
recommendations on the major issues
that affect Muslims globally. It calls
itself the “collective voice of the Mus-
lim world”.

Yet the body has proved to be
toothless in the face of Israel’s relent-
less assault on Gaza, triggered in
response to the Hamas attacks of 7
October 2023.

The OIC has equally failed to act
against the Taliban’s reign of terror in
the name of Islam in ethnically
diverse Afghanistan.

Despite its projection of a united
umma (the global Islamic community,
as defined in my co-authored book
Islam Beyond Borders), the OIC has
ignominiously been divided on Gaza
and Afghanistan.

True, it has condemned Israel’s
Gaza operations. It’s also called for an

immediate, unconditional ceasefire
and the delivery of humanitarian aid
to the starving population of the strip.

It has also rejected any Israeli
move to depopulate and annex the
enclave, as well as the West Bank.
These moves would render the two-
state solution to the long-running
Israeli-Palestinian conflict essentially
defunct.

Further, the OIC has welcomed
the recent joint statement by the for-
eign ministers of 28 countries (includ-
ing the United Kingdom, many Euro-
pean Union members and Japan) call-
ing for an immediate ceasefire in
Gaza, as well as France’s decision to
recognise the state of Palestine.

The OIC is good at putting out
statements. However, this approach
hasn’t varied much from that of the
wider global community. It is largely
verbal, and void of any practical
measures.

Surely, Muslim states can and
should be doing more.

For example, the OIC has failed
to persuade Israel’s neighbouring
states — Egypt and Jordan, in particu-
lar — to open their border crossings to
allow humanitarian aid to flow into
Gaza, the West Bank or Israel, in defi-
ance of Israeli leaders.

Nor has it been able to compel
Egypt, Jordan, the United Arab Emi-
rates, Bahrain, Sudan and Morocco to
suspend their relations with the Jew-
ish state until it agrees to a two-state
solution.

Further, the OIC has not adopted
a call by Malaysian Prime Minister
Anwar Ibrahim and the United

Nations special rapporteur on Pales-
tinian territories, Francesca Albanese,
for Israel to be suspended from the
UN.

Nor has it urged its oil-rich Arab
members, in particular Saudi Arabia
and the UAE, to harness their
resources to prompt US President
Donald Trump to halt the supply of
arms to Israel and pressure Israeli
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu
to end the war.

In a similar vein, the OIC has
failed to exert maximum pressure on
the ultra-extremist and erstwhile ter-
rorist Taliban government in
Afghanistan.

Since sweeping back into power
in 2021, the Taliban has ruled in a
highly repressive, misogynist and dra-
conian fashion in the name of Islam.
This is not practised anywhere else in
the Muslim world.

In December 2022, OIC Secretary
General Hissein Brahim Taha called
for a global campaign to unite Islamic
scholars and religious authorities
against the Taliban’s decision to ban
girls from education.

But this was superseded a month
later, when the OIC expressed con-
cern over the Taliban’s “restrictions
on women”, but asked the interna-
tional community not to “interfere in
Afghanistan’s internal affairs”. This
was warmly welcomed by the Taliban.

In effect, the OIC — and therefore
most Muslim countries — have adopt-
ed no practical measures to penalise
the Taliban for its behaviour.

It has not censured the Taliban
nor imposed crippling sanctions on

the group. And while no Muslim
country has officially recognised the
Taliban government (only Russia has),
most OIC members have nonetheless
engaged with the Taliban at political,
economic, financial and trade levels.

There are many reasons for the
OIC’s ineffectiveness.

For one, the group is composed
of a politically, socially, culturally and
economically diverse assortment of
members.

But more importantly, it has not
functioned as a “bridge builder” by
developing a common strategy of pur-
pose and action that can overcome
the geopolitical and sectarian differ-
ences of its members.

In the current polarised interna-
tional environment, the rivalry among
its member states — and with major

OIC

global powers such as the United
States and China — has rendered the
organisation a mere talking shop.

This has allowed extremist gov-
ernments in both Israel and
Afghanistan to act with impunity.

It is time to look at the OIC’s
functionality and determine how it
can more effectively unite the umma.
This may also be an opportunity for
its member states to develop an effec-
tive common strategy that could help
the cause of peace and stability in the
Muslim domain and its relations with
the outside world.

(The writer is Emeritus Professor of Middle
Eastern and Central Asian Studies, Australian
National University; and Vice Chancellor's
Strategic Fellow, Victoria University. This article
was published on www.theconversation.com)
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ACROSS 14 Flower, one foundin 25 Prince recalled a 3
US state meadow (6) cheering cry in a fix
7 A chap apparently 15 Nuisance besetting (8)
back in the country European with a 26 Cheers, after bringing 4
(6) dated currency about a change:
8 Repeatedly stove's (6) ditching unknown

(4-4) front feather from (6) 5 Amusing to be capturing most

9 Rating bowler's cockerel (6) around a pastoral suitable figure in
target (4) 20 Ultimate issue: gold DOWN deity (4) morality (8)

10 TV science brought back in 6 A South American 17 Supplied golden
programme leading clutches of the 1 Openings in once enthralled by colour on a hat (6)
discussion mostly on Spanish Commonwealth area Egyptian god in 19 Oratorio, | judge, with
the level (8) involving a religious epic sound rising around
(10) 22 On a mystic bent, Commonwealth state (8) (6)

11 Colouring agent is adopting new (6) 8 Getting on, having 21 A river? Skill needed
something recalled in expression of holiness 2 Sequential provided billet for to secure a landing-
bamboo? (8) (10) description of soldiers? Certainly point (6)

12 Minor performers no 24 Country air damaged discussions in (6) 23 Grasp lead item in
longer rubbish? Not court card defence? 13 Exaggerated constitutional
entirely (6) (4) (4-2-4) consequence of legislation (4)

beginning to ruin jelly 18 Restraint removing

gaming figure

Fabric Queen twice
displayed in legal
action (8) 14 A research centre:
Put on a show for
father instead of
turning up for
crossword? (6) 16 Elevated title

chewing that eclair
(10)

graduate brought on
board by an American
resident (8)

epaper.thestatesman.com

09

OCCASIONAL NOTE

OUR correspondence columns have
recently borne witness to the fact that a con-
siderable amount of interest is still taken in
the question of Church education in Calcut-
ta. The ripples caused by the stone flung by
our correspondent CHURCHMAN into the
apparently still pool of Anglican opinion have
not yet died away: and from the letter which
we publish this morning it will be seen that
Sir Hugh Walmsley and Archdeacon Godber
are anxious to take advantage of the trou-
bling of The waters. This letter makes it more
clear than before that the position of the
Church schools in Calcutta is not only unsat-
isfactory but is becoming more so. They
admit that the Church Education League,
which furnishes the sinews of war, is depend-
ent for the most part upon subscriptions
from the chief business houses of Calcutta,
whose conduct is largely in the hands, to put
it tact-fully, of non-Anglicans—in short of
North Britons professing Presbyterianism,
where they profess at all. The Church people
themselves, judging by the Church collec-
tions, are giving less and less to the cause,
This is an anomaly which must be rectified.
Heaven helps those who help themselves,
and the business houses are entitled to
demand that Church people shall at least
bear their fair share of the burden of financ-
ing the work of the Church Education League

PRODUCTION COSTS

MANUFACTURE OF
BAMBOO PULP

(FROM OUR CORRESPONDENT) SIMLA, JULY 31.

The original proposal of the paper
making firms was that all paper should be
subjected to a duty of 25 per cent. The
Board examined this claim and found that
it could not stand. For instance: newsprint,
which was paper issued by important
Indian newspapers, could not be made
available in India at the same price as
imported paper even if a 25 per cent pro-
tective duty were imposed. Firms admit-
ted this difficulty and were in favour of
issuing licences to newspapers to import
newsprint at lower duty; but as this would
have hit those who bought from dealers
in India, the Board decided to exclude
newsprint from the protection proposals.

The Board saw no ground for sup-
porting the contention that dumping was
proving injurious: in fact dumping, so far
as it existed, was proving ineffective.

In regard to the cost of production,
the Board says; “The lowest works cost at
which paper has been made in India by
mills using grass as their staple materials
is Rs. 490 a ton. If a full output could be
attained the works costs could be brought
down to Rs. 460 a ton. Further economies
are possible, and in course of time works
costs in a reasonably equipped mill near
Calcutta, or in the coalfields, might be
reduced to some figure below Rs. 420, but
not below Rs. 400 a ton.

MINES DISPUTE SETTLED

NEWS CHEERED IN
COMMONS
AGREEMENT TERMS

LONDON, JULY 24.

Cheers greeted Mr. Baldwin’s
announcement in the House of Commons
on Friday that an eleventh hour settlement
of the coal dispute had been reached, and
that the owners had suspended notices.

It is understood that the Government
aid to the industry will take the form of a
Treasury grant for a period of nine months
allowing wages during that period to be
paid on the basis of the national agree-
ment of 1924. In the meantime a searching
investigation would be conducted into the
condition of the industry.

The settlement is a personal triumph
for Mr. Baldwin, who since the intervention
of the Government in the dispute has
worked untiringly as mediator between the
parties to prevent a national disaster.

PEACE TERMS MYSTERY

FRENCH OFFENSIVE
DELAYED TILL
SEPTEMBER

(“TIMES " SPECIAL SERVICE). LONDON, JULY 31.

THE mystery of what has happened
to the reply sent by Abdel Krim to the
Franco-Spanish peace proposals deepens,
but the affair is considered to be of no
great consequence, the Riff leader being
suspected of a deep-laid scheme to out-
witth Franco-Spanish combination.

France and Spain have little time to
organize an offensive as the present hot sea-
son virtually prohibits active hostilities, as
will the wet season, due in October. Conse-
quently, if France and Spain want to crush
the rebellion it must be one in September.

Another difficulty lies in Abdel Krim’s
tactics. He refuses a large scale attack,
whereby he might encounter a crushing
defeat, preferring to sit tight, knowing that
thereby he is giving the enemy a hard nut
to crack. He is busy digging in preparation
for a defensive campaign.

It is rumoured that Marshal Petain
will advise the Government that two com-
plete divisions of regulars are needed.
Such a step will certainly encounter polit-
ical opposition, as France is in no mood
for warfare on such a scale so soon after
the losses of the Great War. She does not
want further casualties just yet.
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A welcome recall

SC should penalise those who tried to game the system in
the BPSL case, but liquidation is certainly not an option

HE SUPREME COURT'S (SC) decision to recall its May 2 judg-

ment that had ordered the liquidation of Bhushan Power and

Steel (BPSL)is a significant positive outcome for the Insolvency

and Bankruptcy Code (IBC) and the overall framework for
stressed asset resolution in India.The top court's decision to hear the case
afresh on August 7 acknowledges the implications of the earlier judg-
ment on thousands of BPSLworkers; on a company that has been turned
around to a profitable and healthy going concern; and on investor confi-
dence in the insolvency process. It’s also a realisation on the part of the
apex court that on economic and commercial issues, it should consider
the unintended consequence of its decisions.

The recall of the orderwas all the more necessary because of the inordi-
natelylong time taken by the apex court itself.In 2019, the National Com-
pany Law Tribunal (NCLT) had approved the acquisition of BPSL as part of
the proceedings under the IBC. But the dramatic reversal came after five
years,bringing uncertaintyand chaoswith it. Had thisverdict been delivered
withinweeks of the case reaching the apex court,it might have served some
purpose.Itwould have also sent out a strong signal to all resolution profes-
sionals (RPs) to be extremely careful in ensuring adherence to each and every
aspect of the law.The delay negated that purpose.

Therecall of an order,however,does not mean that the SC should turn
ablind eyetoall theirregularities that haveallegedlybeen found out.The
earlier judgment highlighted multiple failures by the RP, including the
delayed submission of the plan and various other legal lapses. The top
court had also accused the Committee of Creditors (CoC) of green-light-
ing an “invalid” plan despite clear violations of the IBC timeline and reg-
ulatory norms. Most importantly, the court condemned JSW’s conduct
asmalafide,observing that it misused the process of the lawand failed to
fulfill its commitments after securing CoCapproval.The court also found
that JSWdid not abide by its commitment to make upfront payments as
per the resolution plan. The broad takeaway from the earlier judgment
was that the procedures were not followed at almost any step.In that back-
ground, no one can suggest that either courts or tribunals should allow
successful resolution applicants to flout legal requirements or delay the
process under the guise of ongoing litigation. Abuse of process certainly
hasno place in the insolvency framework.

The fresh hearing by the SC should thus focus on the fact whetherlig-
uidation is the only “remedy” in this case. It’s common knowledge that
keeping a company operational typically preserves,and often enhances,
asset value far more effectively than liquidation. It is nobody’s case that
theacts of omission and commission in the BPSLresolution should not be
accounted for,but its liquidation must be avoided. The court should now
considerasking the NCLT tolook fora newbidder (JSW Steel could also be
one of them),while imposing significant financial penalties on those who
tried to game the system. Unlike previous legislation, the IBC establishes
a clear preference for the resumption of a viable business over its piece-
mealliquidation.A primary objective of the Code is the “maximisation of
value of assets” of the corporate debtor. Liquidation will shake confidence
in the finality and sanctity of long-settled commercial decisions. BPSL
and its workers deserve better.

China humanoids will soon
play the Hunger Games

BY FAR THE biggest crowd-pleaser at China’s top artificial intelligence summit this
week was the march of the robots. An entire floor of the sprawling Shanghai exhibi-
tionvenuewas dedicated to droids,and onlookerswent wild aswhatwould’ve seemed
like science fiction even just a few years ago came to life. They played drums, served
popcorn,duked it out in a boxing ring or even just hung limply in the hallway as they
awaited their turn in the spotlight. One had a beautifully uncanny human face,com-
pletewith eyelinerand rouge. Dog-like bots did backflips and stood on theirhind legs
as they greeted handlers, as if asking for treats.

Atthisstage,it’s easytobesceptical that thisisalljusta novelty that will soonwear
off.The robotics sectorwithin China has been heavily propelled by propaganda. Even
outside of the mainland, efforts to create human-like botshave sputtered, facing high
costsand technologybarriers. Many of the humanoids on display in Shanghai could-
n’t seem to do much on their own, outside of their curated demos,which were heav-
ily assisted by human handlers. Schools were on summer vacation,and many people
who turned up brought along their kids. It was fascinating to see how children inter-
acted with these machines—going in for hugs or selfies—but it also made them look
like nothing more than glorified, expensive toys.

Quickreality checkaside, their potential to transform the economyis undeniable.
While they’re not quite ready for prime time, the sector is evolving rapidly. Cheap
accesstoopen-source Al software has significantlylowered the barrierstoentry,even
if training robots to navigate the physical world still
requires significantly more dataand time than getting
achatbot to understand text like a human.

Amid demographicchanges, Beijinghaslongrecog-
nised the potential forautomation and invested heav-
ilyinso-called “embodied artificial intelligence”as part
ofitsindustrial policy.The nation’s strengthsin electric
vehicle and tech manufacturing have also given it eas-
ieraccess to vast supply chains required for humanoid
components. And Chinese robotics firms are emulat-
ing the DeepSeek-led open-source approach that has
resulted in a collaborative innovation ecosystem.

Leading start-up Unitree Robotics, known for cre-
ating the humanoid dancers that performed at the
CCTV Lunar New Year broadcast, open-sourced much of its technology earlier this
year.The step between being able to perform specific, repetitive work in a controlled
setting and taking on complex tasks in the real world is a gaping challenge, but Chi-
nese firms have a huge amount of momentum taking this on.

I'vewritten before that all hype aside, the US has no excuse to be caught off guard
by Chinabecoming dominant.During the summit, Unitree unveiledahumanoidwith
a starting price of ¥39,900 ($5,900).1t’s a significant markdown from the $16,000
of its older generation. The price wars are likely just getting started, and the more
entrenched theybecome, the harderitwill be forinternational firms to stay relevant.

China’s exuberance for humanoids is making way for a Hunger Games-style con-
testto come out on top.Abig takeaway from Shanghai’s robot ravewas justhowintense
the competition has become.Not all of the prototypes on display will likely end up in
mass production—let alone in people’s homes orworkplaces any time soon.

Duringakeynote,Zhihui Peng,co-founder of start-up Agibot,broughta humanoid
dubbed Lingxi on stage with him. Peng conducted an informal poll, asking the audi-
ence toraise theirhands if they thought robotswould end up being tools versus part-
ners.Theresultswerealmost evenly split.Yetasmuch aswe’reall compelled by theidea
of robot companions, the firms thatare mostlikely to survive are the oneswho create
machines that can be put towork in factories, retail stores or fast-food kitchens.

Perhaps the humanoids that make the biggest difference will be the least
human-like of all. They don’t need to wear make-up or have realisticbody parts.To
quote Lingxi, their goal should be to“let humans return to theirhumanityand let
me focus on the efficiency”.

CATHERINE
THORBECKE

Bloomberg

Opinion

URING THE PAST few
weeks, it had become
increasingly evident that
the bilateral trade agree-
ment (BTA) negotiations
between Indiaand the UShadreachedan
impasse. Therefore, as Donald Trump’s
August 1 deadline for concluding trade
deals drew close, the Indian government
must have anticipated that the US Presi-
dent would impose “reciprocal tariffs”.
And not unsurprisingly,President Trump
imposed 25% tariffs on imports from
India. Butwhat Indiawould be more wor-
ried about is the threat of “a penalty” for
buying “a vast majority of ... military
equipment from Russia”,and for being
“Russia’s largest buyer of energy”. This is
particularly in light of Trump’s strong
support forthe Sanctioning Russia Act of
2025,a Bill aimed at pressuring Russian
President Vladimir Putin to end the ongo-
ing war in Ukraine. This Bill includes a
controversial provision to impose a
500% tariff on imports from countries
such as India and China that continue
purchasing Russian energy products.
The 25% “reciprocal tariffs” have
been imposed since the Indian govern-
mentrefused to buckle under Washing-
ton’s pressure to open its market for
grainslike cornand wheat aswell as soya
bean and dairy products. This pressure
was the reflection of lobbying by the US
agri-business,one of Trump’s strongest
supporters. Given the strength of these
lobbies, particularly their proximity to
the US President, the government
deserves credit for standing up to the
Trump administration’s pressures and
protecting the country’s farmersagainst
the US agri-business. There is no doubt
that the costs of yielding to the pressures
and sacrificing the farmers’ interests
would have been far more than the bur-
den that the 25% tariffs would impose.

TRADE-OFF TIME
EMINENT ECONOMIC SENSE FOR INDIATO DIVERSIFY EXPORTS VIA CLOSER COOPERATION WITH GLOBAL SOUTH

Look beyond US market

BISWAIJIT DHAR

Distinguished professor, Council for Social
Development, New Delhi

India has never included major agri-
cultural commodities and dairy prod-
ucts in any free trade agreement nego-
tiated thus far on account of the
vulnerabilities of the farm sector. An
overwhelming majority of India’s peas-
antry consists of small and marginal
farmers; they are designated as “low-
income and resource-poor farmers” in
the World Trade Organization (WTO).
The government, in its notifications to
the WTO, has stated that

on Agriculture—India has consistently
argued thatits tariff reduction would be
subject to the US reducing its subsidies.
Unfortunately, Trump’s unilateralism
gives no opportunity to discuss the tar-
iff-subsidy trade-off in the bilateral
negotiations. Thus, while the US is per-
petrating unfair trade in agriculture, its
President points fingersatits trade part-
ners for indulging in unfair trade.

It is a no-brainer that by preventing
dumping of cereals, tariffs

—————
99.49% of Indian farmers - . ki provide adequate protec-
belongto this category.lItis, rump. Is seeking tion for India to maintain
therefore, quite obvious unilateral its domestic food security.

that if US agri-business is
allowed to enter India, the
country’s farmerswould be
unable to competewith the
behemothsand wouldlose
their livelihoods.

The added advantage
for US agri-business is the
high level of subsidies they have been
receiving. US farm subsidies,as reported
tothe WTO,are the highest in theworld.
Theseincreased to $216 billionin 2022
from $61 billionin 1995.Subsidies have
allowed producers of major commodi-
tiesinthe US to sell their products below
their cost of production; in otherwords,
US producers indulge in dumping.Inthe
WTO, where negotiations for the reduc-
tion of tariffs and subsidies take place
simultaneously—these twoissues being
the two “pillars” of the WTO Agreement

concessions from
a trade partner
while negotiating
a bilateral
agreement
]

In fact,itwas the USwhich
taught India the costs of
remaining dependent on
food imports. During the
India-Pakistan conflict in
1965, the US used wheat
exports under PL-480 as a
political tool to influence
India’s policies. The then government
decided to avoid the scourge of food
import dependence and, therefore,being
politically manipulated,byadopting the
policy of self-sufficiency in foodgrains.
This policy has remained a cornerstone
of India’s agriculture policy over the past
six decades.

President Trump’s decision to impose
additional tariffs on India’s exports goes
completely against the spirit of a BTA,
which the two countries are currently
negotiating.The“bilateral”spirit makesit
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Union minister Jitendra Singh

India's silent tech revolution is reflected in the fact that
nearly 50% of Indian start-ups now are from tier-Il and -ll|
cities, many of them led by women... India aims for
global tech leadership through government-industry
synergy and indigenous data repositories

imperative for the partners to consider
their mutual gains for deepening long-
term relationship. However, the US trade
administration has been conducting the
BTAnegotiations under the overall rubric
of President’s Trump’s “America First”
trade policy,which seeks to“obtain export
market access for American workers,
farmers, ranchers, service providers,and
otherbusinesses”,disregarding the inter-
ests of the partner countries. President
Trump is, therefore, seeking unilateral
concessions from a trade partner while
negotiating abilateral agreement.

Finally, what are the likely costs of
the Trump tariffs for India? The main
concernswould be regarding two prod-
uct groups that have substantial expo-
sure to the US market, namely mobile
phones and pharmaceuticals. Of these
product groups which account for a
fourth of India’s exports to the world’s
largest economy, President Trump had
excluded pharmaceuticals (along with
copper, semiconductors, and lumber
articles) from “reciprocal tariffs” during
his initial announcement in April, and
these exceptions are maintained in his
July 31 announcement.So,while India’s
pharmaceutical exports would remain
unaffected, mobile phone exports could
be affected. However, the tariff differ-
entials between India and Southeast
Asian countries,including Vietnam, are
in the range of 5-6%, not large enough
to pose a serious challenge to India in
the short run.

As many countries have realised to
their peril, excessive dependence on the
US market can be extremely destabilis-
ing. Therefore, it would make eminent
economic sense for India to diversify its
exports through closer cooperation with
the countries of the South. This would
also be in sync with the government’s
growing emphasis on the Global South.

Towards industrial self-reliance

INDIA'S INDUSTRIAL LANDSCAPE is
undergoing a transformation, propelled
bytheethos of Aatmanirbharta,avision of
self-reliance positioning our nation as a
globalleaderininnovationand manufact-
uring.I have had the privilege of steering
the vital ministry of heavy industries
(MHI) undertheleadership of Prime Min-
ister Narendra Modi. His clarion call for
AatmanirbharBharatand Viksit Bharatby
2047 guides our endeavours to foster a
self-reliant industrial ecosystem. At the
launch of the Make in India initiative in
2014, he envisioned, “A self-reliant India
will not only meet its own needs but also
lead the world in innovation and manu-
facturing by 2047.” This vision drives the
MHI to champion self-reliance.

ANew Bharatistaking shape—vibrant,
sustainable,and poised tolead in innova-
tion and green technology. This transfor-
mation is driven by a commitment to
reimagine India’s industrial landscape,
with the automobile sector at the fore-
front. The MHI is building an ecosystem
that is aligned with a self-reliant and
developed India, ensuring growth with
inclusivity,innovation,and sustainability.

The Prime Ministerenvisionsan India
that is self-sufficient, technologically ad-
vanced, and a beacon of industrial excel-
lence. Achieving net-zero emissions by
2070 is central to this vision, underscor-
ingthe urgency of transitioning to cleaner
technologies.At the MHI,weare ensuring
the automobile sector becomes a key dri-
verin thisjourney.

Key initiatives
Production-linked incentive (PLI)

HD KUMARASWAMY

Union minister of heavy industries and steel

The ministry of heavy industries is building an ecosystem

scheme for automobiles and auto
components: Launchedwithan outlay of
325,938 crore forFY23 toFY27,itincen-
tivises domestic manufacturing of adva-
nced automotive technology (AAT) prod-
ucts. Investments of ¥29,576 crore till
March have already been made against a
target of¥42,500 crore,witha cumulative
salesincrease0f¥2,31,500 crore expected
over five years. As of April, six champion
original equipment manufacturers and
seven component championshavebegun
manufacturing AAT products with mini-
mum 50% domestic value addition.
PLIscheme foradvanced

this landmark scheme comprehensively
supportsthe EVecosystem.It targetselec-
tric two- and three-wheelers, e-buses,
e-ambulances,and e-trucks,while mode-
rnising testing and certification infra-
structure. Sales of electric two-wheelers
surgedfrom 1,565 unitsinFY15t011.50
lakh in FY25,and electric three-wheelers
(L5) from 19 units to 1.59 lakh units dur-
ing the same period.

E-bus deployment and charging
infrastructure: The MHI has committed
to deploying 10,900 e-buses in Delhi,
Bengaluru,Hyderabad,Surat,and Ahmed-

abad, revolutionising urban

chemistry cell (ACC) bat- e transportation and reduc-

terymanufacturing: With
an allocation of 318,100
crore, it strengthens India’s
position in the global elec-
tric vehicle market (EV) by
incentivisingadvanced bat-
tery production and reduc-
ingimport reliance.Invest-
ments from leading
manufacturers are enab-
ling high-quality, cost-effective batteries
powering two-wheelers, three-wheelers,
andbuses.

Faster Adoption and Manufactur-
ing of Electric Vehicles (FAME): FAME I
(2015)and FAMEII(2019) havebeen cru-
cialinboosting EVadoptionand charging
infrastructure. These schemes expanded
EVpenetrationand encouraged domestic
production, laying the foundation fora
robust EVecosystem.

PM Electric Drive Revolution in
Innovative Vehicle Enhancement (PM
E-DRIVE): Launched in September 2024,

THE EDITOR

Disadvantage India

Just a day after Trump announced 25%
tariffagainst India, he used sharp
words lashing out at New Delhi's
close ties with Russia and saying that
Indian economy was a dead one.
Adding insult to injury, Trump
announced a trade deal with Pakistan
and said the US will work with it to
develop its massive oil reserves.
Trump's words now threaten to undo
the hard work that had made the two

countries strategic partners and

had been framed as the defining
partnership of the 21st century by
former US President Barack Obama.
The icing on the cake was Trump
hosting Pakistan Army Chief Asim
Munir for lunch at the White House,
which had much more on the menu.
The diplomatic challenge now is
three-fold—how long can Delhi stand
its ground against the US, whether
India can engage with Trump's inner
circle, and whether they can

India's heavy
electrical industries  cated for installing 22,100
have grown from
¥1.59 lakh crore in
FY15 to ¥3.84 lakh
crore in FY25

ing pollution. Additionally,
32,000 crore has been allo-

fast chargers for e-4Ws,
1,800 for e-buses, and
48,400 for e-2W/3Ws in
cities and highways.
SMEPCI: The Schemeto
Promote Manufacturing of
Electric Passenger Cars in
India requires applicants to invest a min-
imum of 4,150 crore, further boosting
the EV supply chain through innovation
and skilling.
Indiaisnowthethird-largestautomo-
bile market, overtaking Japan. EV sales
rose from 2,343 units in FY15t019.67
lakh units in FY25. Guided by the Prime
Minister’svision, the EVrevolutionisacc-
elerating, driven by transformative MHI
initiatives and industry collaboration.
NITIAayog projects that by 2030, 70% of
commercial cars, 30% of private cars,
40% of buses,and 80% of two- and three-

overcome the distrust fuelled by
Trump's comments in the long term.
—Sanjay Chopra, Mohali

Dealing with the US

Apropos of "The reality check” (FE,
August 1), India is caught between
arock and hard place where it is
compelled to take a calculative move
in ensuring a fair deal. The 25% tariffs,
the undisclosed penalty on Russian
oil imports, and a penalty on BRICS
countries have exerted pressure on

aligned with a self-reliant and developed India, ensuring
growth with inclusivity, innovation, and sustainability

wheelers sold in India will be electric.

Capital goods sector growth: MHI’s
Scheme for Enhancement of Competi-
tiveness in the Indian Capital Goods Sec-
tor,launched in 2014 and expanded in
2022with¥1,207 crore,empowers micro,
small,and medium enterprises through
Samarth centres and advanced skilling
programmes. India’s heavy electrical
industries have grown from ¥1.59 lakh
crorein FY15toX3.84lakhcrorein FY25.
Machinetools, printing machinery, textile
machinery, and heavy construction
equipment have all recorded threefold
growth over the decade.

Rare earth magnets: Recognising
their strategic importance for EVmotors,
wind turbines,and electronics,the MHI is
building indigenous capacity in magnet
manufacturing through R&D invest-
ments and strategic partnerships, reduc-
ingimport dependence.

Looking ahead

The MHIiscommitted tofulfilling the
PM’s vision of Aatmanirbhar Bharat and
Viksit Bharat by 204 7. By fostering pub-
lic-private partnerships and leveraging
accelerators like the CAMRAS (Centre for
Advanced Manufacturing of Roboticsand
Autonomous Systems) programme at
ARTPARK, Indian Institute of Science,
Bengaluru, India aims to lead in green
technology, defence, space exploration,
and industrial innovation.

Through these initiatives, we are re-
ducing fossil fuel dependence,enhancing
energy security,and positioning India as
a global leader in sustainable transporta-
tion and industrial excellence.

India. After five rounds of negotiations,
the US found at last that the Indian
economy is dead. However, India
knows its strengths and has a record
of sustained growth post-Covid,
which does not require any
certification. India must be steadfast
in resuming the trade talks with the
US by spelling out the red lines on
agriculture and dairy sectors.

—RV Baskaran, Pune
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Don’'t understand a language? Enjoy the sound

It is oddly liberating to listen to the collage of sounds unique to a city without understanding the words

CULT
FRICTION

Indian markets. I could smell the

jackfruit and guava, ripe and intoxica-
ting. Women sold strands of white jas-
mine flowers and pink lotuses. A man
was hawking a pile of multicoloured
“Jockey” briefs of questionable prove-
nance. The orange-yellow mangoes, a
little longer and more lissome than I
was used to, looked like the genuine
article however. A goat nibbled at
flower garlands strung around the front
of athree-wheeler till the irate owner
delivered a kick to itsrear end. It all felt
very familiar, yet I felt a stranger in my
own country.

Tunderstood nothing anyone was
saying around me. In the bustling mar-
ketplace of Trichy everyone seemed to
speak Tamil. Even the signs were
mostly in Tamil. The usual smattering
of English that is part and parcel of
Indian metropolises was largely miss-
ing, except for an occasional store sign.
Vasanth and Company promising “qual-
ity and trust” when it came to applian-
ces, the mustachioed Mr Vasanth beam-
ing at us from a billboard. Even the colas
had different names from the ones I was
used to. Now I could choose between
Kalimark ice-cream sodas and Bovonto
colas but I would have to choose blindly.
The storekeeper was all smiles but
could not understand my queries.

Havingjust visited the Rockfort tem-
ple, my forehead was smeared with
sacred ash and I sported a tilak. I must
have looked somewhat local. An elderly
lady came up and asked me for help
with something. I just smiled foolishly.

Atfirstit felt a bit disconcerting as if
cast out to sea without a life-jacket. As a
writer  am used to eavesdropping on

I tlooked and smelled like many other

conversations around me whereverI
am. [ tape interviews and select the clips
that would move my narrative forward.
There is power in that.

Here I'was flailing, understanding
neither head nor tail of the conversa-
tions in the market, at restaurants, in
bars.

In hindsight that should not be so
unusual in a language soup like India.
India recognises 22 official languages.
But the People’s Linguistic Survey of
India estimated in 2012 that there were
atleast 780 languages in India, putting
itin the top 5 countries of the world,
alongside Papua and New Guinea and
Nigeria, when it came to linguistic
diversity.

Some Indian languages are mind-
bogglingly ancient. The Great Anda-
manese, for example, are descended
from the first migrants from Africa
some 70,000 years ago. Their language
still retains archaic structures long lost
even in the mother continent. For
example, they divide the body into
seven parts and prefix nouns and words
with monosyllables that indicate the
relevant part. Linguist Anvita Abbi says
for the rest of us, blood is blood. But the
Great Andamanese need to know where
the blood is coming from. Blood from
the forehead is a different word than
blood from inside from internal bleed-
ing. Cultural activist Ganesh Devi talks
about how Indian languages had a
richer palette of colour terms which
started disappearing after synthetic col-
ours were created in the 19th century.
Even today Gondi has more colour
terms than Hindi, he says.

This linguistic diversity should fill us
with pride; instead it often scares us.
Some politicians think India would be
more united as a country if everyone
could rally around one official language
like Hindi. States that don’t speak Hindi
resent any whiff of imposition of Hindi
onthem whether as first, second or
third language, fearing it’s really Hindi
by the backdoor. Language has become
ameans to rouse passions and mobilise
voters. West Bengal chief minister

Mamata Banerjee hopes to do that, kick-
ing off her 2026 election campaign ear-
lier this week in Rabindranath Tagore’s
Bolpur, claiming that Bengali-speakers
are facing discrimination in other parts
of India. WhatsApp forwards are pop-
ping up, offering quick linguistic tests to
tell Bangladeshis from Bengalis from
this side of the border. Who calls water
pani and who says jol? Who calls salt
lobon and who calls it noon? Oddly as
some linguists point out in the middle of
these charged debates both pani and jo/
share Sanskrit roots. But the meanings
of words, their antiquity, their etymol-
ogy can all be used to divide people into
“them” and “us”.

Recently, a Bengali journalist for a
Bengali publication asked Bengali
superstar Prosenjit Chatterjee a ques-

‘Vajpayee made
Hindutva electable,
respectable’

Author Abhishek
Choudhary speaks
about his two-volume
study of Vajpayee and
why he doesn't like to
callit a biography

GulamJeelani Gilkar
gulam.gilkar@htdigital.in

he late Bharatiya Janata

Party (BJP) leader and

former Prime Minister Atal

Behari Vajpayee remains

the first authentic “hero”
from the Hindu right who wasrespected
across the political spectrum, believes
writer Abhishek Choudhary, whorecently
published the second volume of his biog-
raphy of the man.

Divided into four parts, Believer’s
Dilemma: Vajpayee and the Hindu Right’s
Path to Power (1977-2018) examines the
rise of the Hindu right from the end of the
Emergency in 1977 to 2018, when Vaj-
payee died. Based on years of archival
research, the book chronicles how the fall
of institutions, mistakes made by the Con-
gress Party, and fears of change were key
to the ascent of Hindutva politics in India.

As Choudhary shows, Vajpayee played
akeyrole in this phenomenon. Among his
many contributions was helping the Rash-
triya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) function
as India’s “deep nation,” which Choud-
hary describes as a parallel moral-political
order shaping institutions without hold-
ing any formal power.

In an interview with Lounge, Choud-
hary spoke about his journey as a writer,
why he doesn’tlike labelling hisbooks as
biography, and Vajpayee’srole in bringing
the Hindu right into the political main-
stream. Edited excerpts:

Can you tell us a bit about the broad
scope of this sequel?

Even though my newbookisasequel, it
can easily be read independently. It picks
up the thread from 1977 and charts out

FT, “"t
SELIT ER'S
|]||_|_\1\|\

AN

Believer’s Dilemma:
Vajpayee and the Hindu
Right’s Path to Power,
1977-2018: By Abhishek
Choudhary, Picador India,
496 pages, 999.

how we arrived at our present political
moment. It covers the years from the Jan-
ata Party’s installation as the first non-
Congress government until Vajpayee’s
final stroke-crippled vote against the
nuclear deal (in 2008). I also write about
the years 2009-2025 in the preface.

My broad argument is that India’s tra-
gediesimplicate many of the Sangh Pari-
var’s present-day haters. Attributing the
Hindu right’s early success solely to the
demolition of Babri Masjid in Ayodhya in
1992 is lazy and misleading. Instead, I
explain the sociological universe in which
the Hindu right operated. I describe the
Congress’srole in plummeting the credi-
bility of state institutions, the demise of
global communism, and the rise of pan-Is-
lamic militancy. Hindutva benefited by
merging historical victimhood with new
sociological and geopolitical neuroses.
‘Where did the title come from?

The title came long before the book did.
It was sometime in late 2015, in my early
days of visiting the Teen Murti Library
archives (in New Delhi) to see whether a
book like this was even possible. One
weekend the phrase just arrived. I'm a
failed economist, and it may have subcon-
sciously come as a pun on “the prisoner’s
dilemma” problem from game theory. It
seemed to capture what I intended to say.

Since then I have tried hard but never
found a better—or a less worse—title.

The manuscript overshot the proposed
length and became three times its planned
size. So my publisher and I split the book,
and landed on Vajpayee: The Ascent of the
Hindu Right, 19241977 as the first vol-
ume. But I began regretting the change
almostimmediately. So, Ireverted to the
original title for the second volume.

Is Vajpayee still relevant in today’s
polity?

Vajpayee is relevant, and will stay so,
because he is now firmly, if sometimes
grudgingly, part of the Hindu-right ico-
nography. If Vinayak Damodar Savarkar
was the ideologue and M.S. Golwalkar the
organiser, Vajpayee was the bridge, the
persuader. He made Hindutva electable,
respectable. We will keep oscillating every
few decades towards a wobbly coalition
era, and he will remain a study in success-
fully managing the contradictions.
There is often a comparison made
between Prime Minister Narendra
Modi and Vajpayee.

Yes, and it bores me. It’s like trying to
quantify whether going from zero to X is
more crucial than going from X to 2X.
Sangh Parivarisirritated by hyper-fixation
onsuperstars. What mattersisthat the RSS
isamong the few right-wing organisations
in the world still expanding steadily in its
centenary year. Vajpayee helped the Sangh
Parivar function as India’s “deep nation”.
Did you come upon any striking sur-
prises while writing the book?

Let me emphasise just one. The familiar
but clichéd explanation for the Janata
Party’s disintegration is that some mem-
bers of it continued to hold “dual mem-
bership” of the RSS. In truth that was sec-
ondary. The most significant reason was
that the Janata elders—especially Morarji
Desai—failed to give former prime minis-
terand party member Chaudhary Charan
Singh or his middle-caste constituency
their due. Neither Janata nor successive
Congress governments grasped the socio-
logical undercurrents.

Then, in1990, the middle castes broke
the door open. Suddenly we had Lalu
Prasad Yadav in Bihar, Mulayam Singh
Yadav in Uttar Pradesh, and a few months
later, the Mandal Commission imbroglio.

The linguistic diversity should fill us with pride. Instead, it often scares us.

tion in Bengali at a press meet in Mum-
bai. Chatterjee, who knew the journalist
well, wondered smilingly why she was
asking the question in Bengali given
that the event was happening in Mum-
bai. In these language-sensitive times,
the clip went viral. Chatterjee was
immediately pilloried for allegedly dis-
respecting his mother tongue. He had
toissue an official statement to explain
that he was just trying to be sensitive to
the linguistic preferences of everyone
around him, requesting people to not
read anything more into it.

In Trichy, words for me were sud-
denly leached of meaning. At first I felt
asifIneeded an interpreter. But slowly
asIgotused to the noise around me I
realised what a relief it was to just expe-
rience a city without trying to eaves-

Atal Behari Vajpayee on his first day after assuming charge as the Prime Minister.

Lal Krishna Advani began his rath yatra
partly tosave a BJP vertically split on Man-
dal. Now we have a middle-caste Prime
Minister. We will likely never again have
along spell by an upper-caste Prime Min-
ister; and that’s not such a bad thing.
We know little about the personal
lives of most Prime Ministers, but alot
has been talked about Vajpayee’s.
Neither is entirely true. In Vajpayee’s
case, the curiosity stems from the fact that
he was never formally married. But the
interest has mostly been salacious. No one
before me wrote about the most funda-
mental fact: that he had a biological
daughter. That one detail puts his life in
perspective—including how the Prime
Minister’s Office-Prime Minister’s family
axis came to wield such a colossal clout
during his years in office.
Inarecentsocial media post you said

Based on archival research,
the book chronicles how the
fall of institutions, mistakes
made by the Congress, and
fears of change were key to
the rise of Hindutva politics
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drop onits conversations. I didn’t have
to make sense of the words. I could just
listen to the soundscape of the city.
Atthe Ranganathaswamy temple in
Srirangam, as a flock of parrots sud-
denly took flight, I could listen to their
squawks echoing around the candy col-
ours of the gopuram. Lakshmi, the tem-
ple elephant, gently harrumphed as she
took currency notes from devotees.
AsIwalked into the sanctum sancto-
rum of Andal, the only female saint of
Tamil Vaishnavites, I came upon a
group of elderly women singing
together. They stood in a cluster, their
white hair glowing, their saris, parrot
green, teal blue, deep purple, almost iri-
descentin the lamp-lit darkness of the
temple, their voices rising and falling
hypnotically while the priest’s little bell

you feltuneasy with your work being
labelled ‘biography’.

I'muneasy with the label because, in our
partofthe world, abiography often endsup
worshipping a great man (sometimes a
great woman). That'snot how Isaw the life-
writing craft—whether full-length books or
journalistic or literary profiles—when I first
began reading them seriously in my early
20s. My kick was to study the making of
political power in its myriad ways.

Something shifted when Ibegan work-
ing full-time on the book from 2017. The
country was entering a phase of schizo-
phrenic polarisation, one that continues.
In that climate, anyone researching a
right-wingicon raised suspicion. I got the
cold shoulder from a certain section of the
literati. Although I got stung, deep inside
I know that thisis an elite bubble, which,
when faced with Hindutva populism, has
retreated into the comfort of old social
capital, and are content churning out
op-eds with empty progressive clichés.

I never doubt their intentions to resist
majoritarianism. But the truth is: few have
bothered to make areal psychological or
sociological inquiry of the aspirations and
anxieties of the bottom 75%.

Canyou briefly tell us about the pro-
cess of your research?

My research process is terribly slow.
After 1 got the New India Foundation (NIF)
fellowshipin 2017, Itried tolook at every
primary material on the Sangh Parivar I
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tinkled.

I could not understand a word they
were singing but I could have listened
for hours. Later my writer friend Sudha
Tilak told me those were verses from
the Tiruppavaiby Andal, songs of love,
devotion and food. In one, Tilak said,
Andal writes about her akkara adisil, a
porridge made of rice and ghee, describ-
ingitashaving “golden ghee that would
melt and run down from the palms to
the elbows.” lunderstood none of this
when I heard the women singing but it
didn’t matter. The sweetness still came
through.

Instead of listening for the meaning I
could just listen to the sound of the
words the way one feels a piece of fabric,
its texture, its colour, its sheen. It was
oddly liberating to listen to a collage of
sounds of a city without reaching for a
dictionary to figure out its meaning,.
Raw sound has its own beauty.

Later on that same trip I walked into
an old Danish fort museum in Thar-
angambadi or Tranquebar. It had a
modest little museum. Danish weapons,
documents and ancient Tamil sculp-
tures were just piled haphazardly
around. In one corner was a giant
whalebone weathered white by the sun.

A man asked me what it was. He
spoke no English or Hindi. I spoke no
Tamil. Whale, I said hesitantly. He
looked confused. Big fish, I said some-
what incorrectly. That was no help
either. Foramoment we were stuck on
either side of the language divide. Sud-
denly I had a brainwave. I opened my
notebook and drew a cartoonish whale.

Oh like with a spout of water, he pan-
tomimed. I drew a spout as well. He
chortled and brought over his wife and
children to admire my creation. And we
beamed at each other because some-
how despite having no language in
common we had managed to be on the
same page.

Cult Friction is a fortnightly column on
issues we keep rubbing up against.

Sandip Royis a writer, journalist and
radio host. He posts @sandipr.
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could find from across the world. I also
scanned the archives of dozens of newspa-
persand journals. I kept filing the material
chronologically—by year, by date. In late
summer 2019, once everything was in,
including all interviews transcribed, I took
printouts of the entire material. I would
read a thousand pages, discern patterns,
and write a first draft.

After completing three drafts, [ would
send three or four chapters to (writer and
editors) Rivka Israel and Ramachandra
Guhaat the NIF, which funded the writing
of the book. Since 2021, my agent Shruti
Debi has been reading the chapters too,
and her sharp comments are one of the
reasons the second volume took so long to
rework.

After the 1960s, the archives dry up—
there aren’t even the basic intel files that
other third-rate democracies release. As
for the Sangh Parivar, there is very little of
value in their archives.

On the personal front, I was not born
into humongous social capital. A project
like this requires access at the highest
level, and it took me much longer than it
otherwise would have. Then there is the
question of sustenance. I managed to
win a few fellowships and residencies
along the way. But it’snot a sustainable
model. Towards the end, I was perpetu-
ally at the edge of anger. You could say
that is the story of most struggling writ-
ers everywhere.
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BECAUSE THE TRUTH

INVOLVES US ALL

"T'HE CRUDE FACT

How much India should trade with any country must be
guided by its own national interest, not Western diktat

ETWEEN 2020-21 AND 2024-25, India’s imports from Russia have soared from

$5.5 billion to $63.8 billion, much of it on account of mineral fuels ($2.1 billion

to $56.9 billion). Out of the 244.5 million tonnes (mt) of crude petroleum that

Indiaimported last fiscal, Russia’s share was over 87.5 mt, making it the coun-
try’s top supplier. It's this trade that US President Donald Trump is now targeting by threat-
ening to levy a “penalty”, on top of the 25 per cent general tariff on Indian goods imports
that he announced on Wednesday. By not specifying how much that additional penalty
would be, he is basically nudging India to cut down, if not stop, energy (and defence) pur-
chases from Russia. This comes just over two weeks after NATO Secretary General Mark
Rutte warned India, China and Brazil of secondary sanctions if they continued to do busi-
ness with Russia and help sustain its current war spending against Ukraine.

Whatever be the quantum, if at all, of the penalty — a new bill introduced in the US
Congress seeks to impose a 500 per cent duty on all goods and services imports from
countries “that knowingly engage in the exchange of Russian-origin uranium and petro-
leum products” — one thing is certain: The Western sanctions noose is tightening. For
India, too, buying Russian oil cannot be business as before. The Narendra Modi govern-
ment has so far — rightly — not been defensive over massively stepping up sourcing of
Russian crude that is available at a discount relative to global benchmark prices. It has
cited both the need to prioritise the energy security of India’s people as well as the fact
that the ban on imports of Russian oil by the US or European Union is not covered under
any United Nations sanctions. That argument — about the purchase of this oil being well
within India’s legitimate and moral rights — still holds.

Pragmatic and matter-of-fact considerations have informed its expanding trade with
Russia, even at the risk of Western displeasure, but at the same time, there are geopolit-
ical costs. Those costs could significantly go up, as the EU and US (the Trump administra-
tion seems to have closed ranks) increasingly strike at Russia’s war machine by targeting
its energy revenue streams. That nearly 36 per cent of India’s crude imports come from
a single country isn't good in the best and safest of times. Prudence demands — and this
is important from the standpoint of securing the country's long-term energy security —
that costs beyond the immediate also be factored in. That would mean diversifying the
sources of oil supply, similar to de-risking trade with China. Whether and how much
India should trade with any country must be guided by its own national interest.

HERE COMES NISAR

The satellite, which could be a game-changer, is a reminder that
high science requires global collaborations

HE LAUNCH OF the world's first remote sensing satellite, Sputnik 1, heralded

the era of remote sensing, Since that epicmoment in 1957, hundreds of Earth ob-

servation satellites have enhanced the understanding of the planet. The NISAR

satellite, launched on Wednesday, will capture details on the Earth’s surface,
which are stunning even by the high standards set in remote sensing in the past 68 years.
The satellite, jointly operated by India’s premier space research agency ISRO and NASA, will
generate 80 TB of data every day, three times more than any other existing Earth observation
systems. It will enhance the understanding of ecosystems and enable the study of natural haz-
ards such as earthquakes and landslides at a time when the chances of such environmental
threats are much higher compared to any other period in recent human history. NISAR's
radar systems will scan nearly all the planet’s land and ice surfaces twice every 12 days, track-
ing shifts as slight as a centimetre. The satellite will be able to see through clouds, smoke, and
even thick vegetation, both during the day and at night, in all weather conditions. The infor-
mation is likely to be available in a matter of hours, enabling governments and even local
communities to frame urgent responses during extreme weather events such as floods and
storms. NISAR, therefore, promises to be a game-changer in disaster management.

The satellite’s power comes from its two synthetic aperture radars (SARs), which are
designed to capture complementary sets of images for the same location at the same time.
This will provide amuch more detailed view of the Earth compared to what has been pos-
sible so far. One of the radars can capture minute details, including the planet’s undulations,
and study trees even in dense forests — this can help estimate carbon stocks. The other
SAR, which has a shorter wavelength, is equipped to capture features such as water bod-
ies or fields and provide data on soil moisture and the maturity stages of crops. This could
help agriculture research agencies pass on crucial information to farming communities.

Placing two SARs on one satellite was a major engineering challenge. That’s one rea-
son NISAR was more than 15 years in the making. The project was initiated by NASA in
2008.ISRO joined the endeavour four years later. The Indian space agency’s contribution
was crucial to the mission. It designed and built one of the radar systems, created the
data handling and downlinking systems and provided NISAR’s launch vehicle, the GSLV-
F16. The collaboration was spared the funding cuts inflicted on NASA by the Trump ad-
ministration. Its success is a message to the US President that high science is almost im-
possible without meaningful partnerships between nations.

SOMETHING ABOUT JEANS

American Eagle ads tried to fitin with
the kids — till they didn't

HAT DO THE biggest corporations in the world and that annoying un-

cle/aunt in every family have in common? They're both try-hards —

attempting “coolness” to fit in with the kids. The latest desperate at-

tempt at this “coolness” comes from clothing and accessories retailer
American Eagle through a series of advertisements starring Sydney Sweeney. Unfortunately
for the company, these have backfired and received widespread flak for “pandering to the
male and White gaze.” One of them has a lingering close-up of Sweeney’s chest, another
features her pasting a poster that reads: “Sydney Sweeney has great genes jeans.” An ad
that has been taken down by the company — it has been criticised as eugenics-speak — has
Sweeney saying, “Genes are passed down from parents to offspring, often determining
traits like hair colour, personality, and even eye colour. My jeans are blue.”

From the woke moment half a decade ago to today, companies have made attempts,
often clumsily, to tap into the political zeitgeist. At a time when the dominant political force
in the US is rooting for “traditional” gender roles, and flirting with White supremacy, the
American Eagle ad evidently attempted to reap the cultural moment. For companies
looking for opportunities to balloon their profit margins, this is par for the course. Except
when it runs into controversy. Remember the 2017 Pepsi commercial starring Kendall
Jenner? When the Black Lives Matter movement was at the centre of the news cycle fol-
lowing incidents of police brutality and the acquittal of the alleged killers of Philando
Castile, the ad featured Jenner walking up to a policeman, Pepsi in hand, while participat-
ing in a nondescript protest. Needless to say, it was ill received.

At the heart of it is a bottom line: If companies like American Eagle and Pepsi have one
cause, it is to never lose a customer (read: Profit). A boycott, outrage and a half-hearted apol-
ogy later, Pepsi learnt the lesson American Eagle might now wake up to. It goes something like
this: Dear companies, a sure-shot way to avoid hot water? Stop trying so hard to play “cool”.
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WORDLY WISE
IT IS GREED TO DO ALL THE TALKING
BUT NOT TO WANT TO LISTEN AT ALL.
— DEMOCRITUS

This isn’t end of the deal

Donald Trump’s latest salvo is a negotiating strategy.

The India-US trade talks will go on

RaAjaT KATHURIA

TWO DECADES AGO, the idea of a trade deal
between India and the US seemed pure fan-
tasy. After all, the divide between the two
on tariffs, standards and double standards, to
be mischievous, seemed irreconcilable. Two
decades, however, is a significant period in
economic development — and an eternity
in politics. Today, change is so rapid that
what looked impractical just yesterday ap-
peared to be within the realm of possibility.
Or so it seemed.

How did we even get here? India’s recent
shiftin trade diplomacy, moving froma cau-
tious approach to actively pursuing free trade
agreements, reflects a strategic imperative
to diversify trade partnerships and enhance
its position in global supply chains. It is also
a reflection of the need to explore alterna-
tives to trade liberalisation, albeit guardedly,
to the multilateral system, currently in an ex-
tended coma. This pivot is therefore driven
by self-interest, the desire to expand exports,
attract investment and counter potential
geopolitical headwinds.

For President Donald Trump, trade diplo-
macy is the equivalent of levying punitive im-
port tariffs on those countries that he believes
have free-ridden on the open US market for
decades. The script aimed at the MAGA con-
stituency isirresistible: Use tariffs as a negoti-
ating tool to extract concessions from “errant”
trading partners, bump up government rev-
enues, reduce, or better, eliminate trade
deficits and bring manufacturing back home
to America. The fact that none of this, except
strong-arming the EU, Japan, Vietnam,
Indonesia, South Korea and perhaps Indiainto
concessions, will work does not restrain the
President and his advisors for too long and
need not detain us either. Trade deficits and
limited but key manufacturing are manifes-
tations of structural features of the US econ-
omy, but let that be a topic for another day.

For now, POTUS has announced a signifi-
cant hardening of the trade stance against
India, declaring a 25 per cent tariff on Indian
exports effective August 1. The mini trade deal
between India and US that was to be agreed
upon after being deferred to August 1 is de-
ferred again, but hopefully not abandoned.
The 25 per cent threat, almost the same as the

‘What, then, could have been
the sticking point? Perhaps
agriculture and dairy. It is
no secret that US lobbies are
looking to sell more cheese,
milk, maize, soy, corn, and
other similar GM products.
Throw in nuts and some
fruits and you have the
makings of a potential
disruptor to the vast
agriculture, including the
dairy sector, in India, that
accounts for roughly 45 per
cent of employment. For
India, this has been a red
line due to the
overwhelming number of
small farmers, not to speak
of potentially damaging
political consequences.

unenforced April 2 “Liberation Day” tariff of
26 per cent, is accompanied by an additional,
as-yet-unspecified “penalty” for India’s con-
tinued substantial purchases of crude oil and
defence equipment from Russia. The official
justifications are India’s “far too high” tariffs, its
“most strenuous and obnoxious non-mone-
tary trade barriers”, and its strong energy and
military ties with Russia. The fact that the
President described India as a “friend” in the
same breath softens the blow, leaving the door
ajar for further negotiations, but does nothing
to alleviate his transactional nature, disregard-
ing the harsh asymmetries in levels of devel-
opment between India and the US. Thus,
restoring the Generalised System of
Preferences (GSP) under which India gets non-
reciprocal, duty-free treatment for several
products to push development, while on the
negotiating table, looks improbable evenif US
per capita income at $90,000 is 30 times that
of India. Even if it were on the table, it is un-
likely to have been a sticking point. A fallout
of thatis adubious but de facto acknowledge-
ment of the blunt narrative that India is the
fastest-growing emerging market and soon
to be fourth-largest global economy. In pri-
vate, I think all negotiators will admit it is not
a match of equals. In the parlance of golf, a
handicap such as the GSP is justified.

What, then, could have been the sticking
point? Perhaps agriculture and dairy. It is no
secret that USlobbies are looking to sell more
cheese, milk, maize, soy, corn, and other sim-
ilar GM products. Throw in nuts and some
fruits and you have the makings of a potential
disruptor to the vast agriculture, including the
dairy sector, in India, that accounts for roughly
45 per cent of employment. For India, this has
beenared line due to the overwhelming num-
ber of small farmers, not to speak of poten-
tially damaging political consequences.

Allowing highly subsidised US farm pro-
duce would spell political disaster.
Especially, when the government has had to
face severe criticism on the unsuccessful
doubling of farmer income policy. Besides,
the infamous farm laws had to be with-
drawn and farmer protests managed. In this
background, even a nuanced and limited
opening of agriculture that protects small

farmer interest, as some have argued, would
fall prey to a carefully constructed narrative
of the deal being anti-farmer, and therefore,
against national interest. For this reason,
India has maintained this stance in recent
FTAs with Australia and the UK.

The US negotiators perhaps already know
this only too well. President Trump’s latest
salvo is no doubt a negotiating strategy,
buoyed in part by the success of similar
threats to other countries. For example, the
US signed a significant agreement in July
with the European Union (EU), where the EU
agreed to a 15 per cent tariff on most
European goods, down from a threatened 30
per cent. Ditto for Vietnam (from 46 per cent
to 20 per cent), Indonesia (from 32 per cent
to 19 per cent)and Japan (from 25 per cent to
15 per cent).

Some of these countries are our competi-
tors for labour-intensive products such as jew-
ellery, textiles, footwear, leather, toys and
handicrafts and will have cheaper access into
the US market, at least for now. Coercion has
been defined as success in the US and coun-
tries have caved in to mitigate the risk of even
greater economic disruption to their
economies. India might be willing to give con-
cessions inareas like datalocalisation require-
ments, digital services taxes and even digital
trade rules. It should be noted that India abol-
ished the Equalisation Levy, aka the “Google
Tax”, in 2024. It was a tax measure on digital
transactions by non-resident companies earn-
ing revenue from users in India without a
physical presence. Agriculture, however, is a
different kettle of fish.

What a difference a few weeks has made.
From being “very close” to being completed,
the India-US mini deal hangs in the balance, al-
though it is by no means dead. Scarlett
O'Hara’s line from Gone with the Wind — “to-
morrow is another day” — captures the en-
during optimism, butin the present, it reflects
a capricious and fragile global state in which
uncertainty reigns supreme and the exercise
of discretion is a crafty manifestation of power.

The writer is dean, School of Humanities and
Social Sciences, and professor of Economics at
Shiv Nadar University. Views are personal

NOT LOVE, ACTUALLY

We need a new love story for the new age. ‘Saiyyara’is not that

LOVE CAN STRIKE you across a room, a glance
that parts a crowd; or it can hang as a ques-
tion mark at the end of an incomplete en-
counter. More often than one likes to admit,
though, love is what cannot be.

The best of love stories capture this
yearning, this gap between probability and
impossibility.

So, in the absence of obstacles, can there
be a great love, one that makes it to stories?

Or, can you only have a Saiyaara, a prod-
uct of our times where every gratification
is a phone click away — even Alzheimer’s,
a convenient inconvenience driving this
story’s plot?

But what is writer-director Mohit Suri to
do, when nothing such as caste, class, religion,
parents, society, even unsatiated raging hor-
mones, seem now to stand in the way?

Whither the meaningless bus or auto
rides just to hold hands? Whither the notes
to be exchanged which could catch the
wrong eyes? Whither the public places and
the watchful unapproving glares? Whither
the small salaries and unaffordable restau-
rants? Whither the long periods of not see-
ing, not hearing, not knowing? Whither that
sudden sense of a presence, the tingle at the
back of your neck or in the pit of your stom-
ach? Whither even the lovers’ tiffs that were
waged only to be resolved?

Whither, whither, whither...

However, as one raised on Shah Rukh
Khan, and one raising two youngsters who

Disappearing into an
internet black hole so as to
nurse your Alzheimer’s in
private, leaving your loved
ones in the dark? And
reappearing with not a hair
harmed, or life interrupted
for a second, out of an
ashram in the hills? As any
adult would tell you, uh uh,
that’s not how it works.

purportedly inhabit the Saiyaara world, let’s
give it to Gen Z that they deserve more credit
than the film gives its two leads.

Just past 20 and getting married, in
court? Getting dumped even as you are
writing ever more love ditties into a note-
book with seemingly endless pages? Falling
for,and being whizzed around town helmet-
lessly and recklessly, by a guy with anger is-
sues? Watching gooey-eyed as the guy
barges into a newspaper office and bashes
up a journalist over an article, and walks
away unscathed? Picking fights with your
friends and being generally a jerk, and be-
ing taken back by them, again and again?

Interning in the hope of a job and spend-
ing barely any time in the office? Getting
record deals and tours, and having money
and success fall into your lap as you sulk and
skulk your way through life? Having a cur-
few hour of 8.30 pm on one hand, while as-
piring to be a journalist, and then enjoying
days of unencumbered bliss in a seaside,
wind-swept cottage with a guy, on the other?
Disappearing into an internet black hole so as
to nurse your Alzheimer’s in private, leaving
your loved ones in the dark? And reappear-
ing with not a hair harmed, or life interrupted
for a second, out of an ashram in the hills?

As any adult would tell you, uh uh, that’s
not how it works.

As any parent would tell you, even GenZ
knows that. As self-centred or myopic as
their universe seems — or maybe because it

is so — the young now are more preternatu-
rally attuned against such self-destructive-
ness. Love may seem overwhelmingly blind-
ing in these show-all, tell-all times, but
love-blind our young are not.

And that’s not the only problem with
Saiyaara. There still are love stories to be told
reflecting new tensions of the new age, even
on Bollywood’s slickly flattened canvas.
Badhaai Do (2022), for example, about two
homosexual individuals bound in a hetero-
sexual marriage, conveyed more sizzle in just
one person nudging the other with a shoe.

Plus, a better love story lies on the other
side of where Saiyaara ends. Of two people
living together, as one loses his or her mem-
ory — though even that is a story that has
been told before (50 First Dates springs to
mind, for starters).

So all the young out there, take this from
awiser, older romantic: Accept Saiyaara for
what it is, a film that needs an IV shot of
hype to give it a life, and not the last word on
modern love.

Some things need not be “made new” af-
ter all — two people, one umbrella and a rain-
soaked night; two people, mustard fields and
amandolin; or as Ahmad Faraz wrote for the
ages, “maana ke mohabbat ka chhupana hai
mohabbat... chupke se kisirozjataane ke liye aa
(Granted that love is all about hiding love...
one day, even if silently, come show me)”.

shalini.langer@expressindia.com
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‘WHoO KILLED M AKENS

LALIT MAKEN AND his wife, Geetanjali, were
inall probability victims of terrorist bullets, po-
lice sources said. According to the sources, all
theleads uncovered so far seem toindicate the
involvement of terrorists rather than trade
union or political rivals — particularly the so-
phisticated weapons used and the modus
operandi of the killers. Although they are still
trying to confirm whether the weapons were
Sten guns or semi-automatic Mauser pistols,
police suspicions are on the latter.

CHINKS IN SECURITY
HOME MINISTER S B Chavan'’s statement and

More Ne!!r an(lgazines Telegram Channel join Search https://t.!!azin!890050582 (@sharewithpﬁé]e?per'mdfanexpmss'mm .. .

replies in both houses of Parliament on
Thursday over the assassination of Lok Sabha
member Lalit Maken and his wife, while fail-
ing to quench the anguish and concern being
felt by members both inside and outside the
houses, also laid bare the bureaucraticand pro-
cedural loopholes in the intelligence and law-
and-order machinery in the capital. One ques-
tion that was agitating the members was why
Maken'’s security guard was withdrawn just
two days before the assassination.

INDO-PAK TALKS

INDIAISUNDERSTOOQD to have again conveyed
to Pakistan during the current round of talks
between the foreign secretaries of the two

countries its grave concern about the assistance
that the terrorists had been getting from across
the border. It is understood that the concern
wasalso about Pakistan’s nuclear programme.

SHARING GANGA WATERS

INDIA MADE A gesture of goodwill towards
Bangladesh when it reportedly agreed to sign
afreshagreement on sharing of Ganga waters.
Sources close to the Bangladesh Foreign
Ministry said Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi’s spe-
cial envoy, Shiv Shankar, during a meeting with
President Ershad indicated the country’s will-
ingness torenew the agreement, which expired
on January 31 this year. It may be made func-
tional for three to five years.

. Kolkata
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A democracy grown at home Operation Sindoor
loose ends

In referring to elections under the Cholas, PM invoked a historical truth, of indigenous traditions of
collective decision-making, anchored in ethics, equity, and participation

S Y QURAISHI

WHEN PRIME MINISTER Narendra Modi
stood in the ancient temple town of
Gangaikonda Cholapuram on July 27 and de-
clared that Indian democracy predated the
Magna Carta, he was not engaging in rheto-
ric — he was invoking a historical truth that
has too often been forgotten.

The Indian Express the next day carried a
striking headline: ‘Long before Magna Carta,
Cholas had ‘ballot pots’: What is the ancient
voting system PM Modi lauded?’ The story
detailed the astonishing sophistication of lo-
cal elections held over 1,000 years ago in
Tamil Nadu under the Chola dynasty, partic-
ularly in the village of Uthiramerur in
Kancheepuram district. But the deeper mes-
sage was one of reclaiming pride in a demo-
craticlegacy thatis indigenous, ancient, and
rigorously codified.

A decade ago, I had written about this in
my book, An Undocumented Wonder — The
Making of the Great Indian Election (2014).
India was not entirely new to the concept of
democracy as thereis credible evidence that
it existed in the country in various forms as
early as the fifth century BCE. In small com-
munities, villages and tribal societies, partic-
ipation in decision-making through discus-
sions was the normal practice.

Kautilya also describes, in his
Arthashastra, the role of samghas or local
unions and how the state can rule more effi-
ciently through these structures. It is inter-
esting to note that property and education
were considered essential qualifications for
a candidate. There was a maximum age limit
of 70 years for contesting elections. Those
deemed corrupt, tainted or guilty of moral
turpitude were disqualified, as were their
close relatives.

An inscription in Vaikuntaperumal tem-
ple in Uthiramerur, dated around 920 AD,
during the reign of Parantaka Chola, gives as-
tonishing details about the constitution of
wards, the qualification of candidates stand-
ing for elections, of disqualification norms,
the mode of election, the constitution of com-
mittees with elected members, the functions
of these committees, the power to remove
the wrongdoers etc. The villagers even had
theright to recall the elected representatives
if they failed in their duty. There were not just
consultations of elders or feudal councils —
they were genuine self-governing village re-
publics, electing representatives through a
system that is uncannily reminiscent of mod-
ern democratic principles.

The electoral process used in Uthiramerur
was called the kudavolai system, or “ballot
pot”. Names of eligible candidates were in-
scribed on palm leaves and placed into an
earthen pot. A young, impartial boy — un-
tainted by local politics — was chosen to draw
the slips in public view. This ensured both
transparency and neutrality. The selected
members served for fixed one-year terms, af-
ter which the process was repeated.

L N
y

But the real marvel was not just in the
voting method. It was in the comprehensive
model code of conduct that governed who
could contest, how they could be removed,
and what moral standards were expected.
To stand for election, a candidate had to be
between 35 and 70 years of age, own tax-
paying land, reside in a house built on that
land and be well-versed in sacred texts or ad-
ministrative procedures.

Those who had defaulted on debts, con-
sumed alcohol, committed moral transgres-
sions, or failed to present accounts from ear-
lier office were automatically disqualified.
What’s more, even close relatives of such in-
dividuals were ineligible. The idea was to pu-
rify public life — to ensure that those in
power were beyond reproach.

There were also strict provisions for re-
moval and disqualification. Anyone found
guilty of embezzlement or dereliction of
duty was not only removed from office but
also barred from standing for re-election —
sometimes for up to seven generations.
Compare that to today’s politics, where con-
victed politicians return to the electoral fray
with impunity, and the contrast is striking.

These ancient village republics represent
a remarkably advanced model of participa-
tory democracy. The elections were not just
rituals; they were mechanisms of civic ac-
countability backed by enforceable codes.
The resonance with the Chola code is more
than symbolic. It affirms that India’s demo-
cratic ethos has been shaped not only by its
Constitution but by its civilisational DNA.
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An inscription in
Vaikuntaperumal temple in
Uthiramerur, dated around
920 AD, in the reign of
Parantaka Chola, gives
astonishing details about the
constitution of wards, the
qualification of candidates
standing for elections, of the
disqualification norms, the
mode of election, the
constitution of committees
with elected members, the
functions of these
committees, the power to
remove the wrongdoers etc.
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CR Sasikumar

This is not to deny the contributions of
British parliamentary traditions or the
American Bill of Rights. But India’s demo-
cratic spirit did not begin in 1947, 1935, or
even 1919. It stretches back to Vaishali, one
of the world’s first known republics, and
flourishes in the inscriptions of Uthiramerur,
where the ideals of transparency;, eligibility,
accountability, and citizen participation were
inscribed in stone — literally.

The Prime Minister’s invocation of this
legacy is both timely and necessary. Ata mo-
ment when democracy across the world is
under pressure — from authoritarian pop-
ulism, money power, disinformation, and
shrinking civic space — it is vital to remind
ourselves that India’s democracy is not a bor-
rowed robe. It is rooted in indigenous tradi-
tions of collective decision-making, an-
chored in values of ethics, equity, and
participation.

As the custodian of the world’s largest
electoral exercise, the Election Commission
of India must draw confidence not just from
contemporary jurisprudence but from our
own history.

Far from being a borrowed idea, democ-
racy was homegrown, deeply institution-
alised, and ethically bound, I had written in
my book. It would be foolhardy to deny that
India is the mother of democracy worldwide.

The writer is former Chief Election
Commissioner of India and the author of An
Undocumented Wonder — The Making of the
Great Indian Election

Bangladesh, a year later

Ahead of 2026 elections, political space in the country is letting in fresh players

BY RAM MADHAV

REPORTS IN THE Bangladesh media state that
Muhammad Yunus, the chief adviser to the
government, indicated recently that parlia-
mentary elections will take place in February
next year. August 5 marks one year since the
ouster of an elected government led by Sheikh
Hasina. Weeks of protests led by studentsand
youthinJulylast year culminated in the Hasina
government’s collapse. She was forced to flee
the country on August 5. Ever since, she has
been in exile while Bangladesh has been ad-
ministered by Yunus, with the help of a group
of student leaders and former bureaucrats.
What began as an interim arrangement is
likely to continue until a new democratically
elected government is put in place. While the
installation of this non-elected arrangement
in a country of 175 million people can rightly
or wrongly be attributed to some outside au-
thority, its continuance without much resist-
ance for more than a year needs to be under-
stood. Politics in Bangladesh was dominated
for five decades by two major parties — the
Awami League (AL)led by Sheikh Hasina, and
the Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) led by
Khaleda Zia. Both parties have a dominant
presence not only in the political arena butalso
among students, youth, women, farmers and
factory workers through various party wings.
The questionis: How has Yunus’s administra-
tion continued to govern without any major
challenge from the supporters of these two
parties, which have ruled the country without
interruption in the last three decades? Ina
country where massive street protests are not

uncommon, why have these two parties been
unable to mobilise any resistance to the un-
elected regime and to push for early elections?
Therein lies an important message for India
and the world.

The immediate trigger for the protests
against the Hasina government was its deci-
sion toreserve 30 per cent of government jobs
for children of “freedom fighters”.Ina country
with amassive youth population and relatively
high unemployment rates, this decision, which
took the total reservation to 56 per cent, was
bound to create unrest. In fact, bowing toa sim-
ilar student agitation in 2018, the Hasina gov-
ernment had revoked the move for the same
30 per cent quota. At the time, many saw the
policy asameans tofill government posts with
AL supporters. The matter returned to haunt
her again through a Bangladesh High Court
ruling annulling her 2018 decision and rein-
stating the quota.

Asan astute politician, having experienced
the mood of the people on that issue six years
before the protests last year, Hasina should
have found better ways of dealing with the
court ruling and adopted conciliatory meas-
ures. Sadly, when protests broke out at the
country’s public universities in Dhaka,
Rajshahi, Jahangirnagar and Chittagong,
Hasina decided to respond with force.

The worst provocation came on July 14
when she allegedly commented at a press con-
ference that “if the grandchildren of freedom
fighters do not receive benefits, should the
grandchildren of Razakars receive them in-

stead?” In Bangladesh, people who collabo-
rated with Pakistan at the time of its freedom
struggle are called Razakars. Equating the en-
tire agitating student community with
Razakars was an avoidable mistake. Hasina’s
statement brought an important twist to the
agitation. Not only did the agitation spread to
private universities, but it also brought students
of madrasas into it. Rough estimates put the
number of madrasa studentsin Bangladesh at
around three million. This marked an impor-
tant dimension of the student movement —
the entry of the Jamaat-e-Islami Bangladesh.

Jamaat and the AL have had a chequered
relationship throughout. Bangabandhu
Mujibur Rahman viewed the Jamaat as a col-
laborator during the freedom movement and
banneditin 1972. General Ziaur Rehman, who
succeeded Bangabandhu through a coup in
1975, lifted the ban,and Jamaat became a part-
ner of the BNP in later decades, even joining
the coalition government in 2001. After the
Hasina government came to power in 2009, it
went after the Jamaat leadership and prose-
cuted a number of its leaders for war crimes
during the freedom struggle. The country's
Supreme Court had cancelled the Jamaat’s reg-
istration as a political party in 2013. Dormant
since then, the Jamaat found an opportunity
to return in strength through the largely apo-
litical student movement. The Hasina govern-
ment banned it again on August 1, 2024, but
this did not have much effect.

Two forces that have sustained the Yunus
administration are the students and the

Jamaat. Whenever elections are held, itis these
two forces that will play a crucial role. The
Yunus administration banned the AL in May
this year using a “fact-finding report” by the
UN Human Rights Commissioner’s office on
“violations and abuses related to the protests of
July and August 2024 in Bangladesh”. The re-
port’s findings, widely published in
Bangladesh, were a damning indictment of
Hasina’s regime. It alleged that upwards of
1,400 civilians, a large number of whom were
students, were killed during the protests at the
hands not only of the Bangladesh police but
also the youth and student wings of the AL.

With the AL banned, the political space in
Bangladesh remains open for new players in
the coming elections. While the BNP remains
the main contender, the rise of others, includ-
ing the Jamaat, cannot be ruled out.
Contemporary politics in South Asia is largely
youth-led,and we have seen the decline of tra-
ditional parties and the rise of new ones that of-
fered fresh hope in countries like Sri Lanka and
Pakistan.

India is the only successful democracy in
the region and an inspiration to all its neigh-
bours. It always acted not as a Big Brother try-
ing to pick and choose leaders in the neigh-
bourhood but as an elder brother trying to help
strengthen democratic systems. As Bangladesh
prepares forits elections, India’s role cannot be
anything more than that.

The writer, president, India Foundation, is with
the BJP. Views are personal
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WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

“In securing a 20 percent tariff rate from Washington, Dhaka has navigated a

perilous new era of US trade diplomacy.”

— THE DAILY STAR,BANGLADESH

It saw the readiness and capability of our
armed forces. But even after the Parliament
debate, there are lingering questions

NIRUPAMA RAO

IN THE AFTERMATH of the Pahalgam ter-
ror attack, Operation Sindoor was exe-
cuted with admirable precision and pur-
pose. The nation witnessed the readiness
of our armed forces, the speed of response,
and the confidence with which cross-bor-
der strikes were conducted. These are not
small achievements. They reflect an India
that no longer hesitates to act in defence
of its people and territory.

Yet, amid the expressions of solidarity
and triumph, a set of questions still lingers
— questions that were not answered in
Parliament, nor addressed in the official
statements that followed. As someone
who has served within the machinery of
the Indian state, I believe these questions
deserve not only to be asked, but to be sus-
tained in the national memory. For, a na-
tion’s strength is not merely defined by its
ability to retaliate, but by its commitment
to learning from what precedes the need
for retaliation.

The first duty of the state is to prevent.
That a group of terrorists could infiltrate
and carry out a devastating attack in one
of Kashmir’s most surveilled and strate-
gically vital regions signals a breach not
only of physical security, but of institu-
tional coordination.

Where was the lapse? Was it a failure of
intelligence collection, analysis, or dissem-
ination? Were inter-agency protocols fol-
lowed — or bypassed? What assessment
has been made of the local support struc-
tures that enabled such movement? These
are not peripheral queries. They go to the
core of whether our deterrence posture is
genuinely effective or primarily reactive.

The recent parliamentary debate was
awelcome recognition that national secu-
rity cannot be left to press briefings alone.
But even as it brought key voices to the
fore, the tenor of the conversation — on
both sides — often veered toward perform-
ance rather than policy.

The Prime Minister was emphatic in
defending the government’s response and
underlined the support India received
globally. Yet, one sensed a reluctance to
dwell on the preceding failures that made
aresponse necessary in the first place. That
is the space Parliament is meant to occupy
— not to second-guess real-time decisions,
but to seek clarity about the frameworks
that produced those decisions.

Oneisreminded thatin parliamentary
democracies, asking difficult questions is
not defiance; it is duty. The absence of can-
dour in response to such questions may
win applause in the moment, but it leaves
our systems unexamined and untested.

Among the more troubling loose ends is
the claim by US President Donald Trump
that he played a role in mediating a cease-
fire during the standoff. While such asser-
tions may not always be grounded in pre-
cise fact, the absence of a firm, official

rebuttal has only allowed ambiguity to grow.

India has long prided itself on strategic
autonomy. Our ability to act — and be seen
to act — without external pressure is fun-
damental to the credibility of our security
doctrine. To leave that credibility open to
reinterpretation is to invite misperception
not only among adversaries but also
among allies.

Silence, in such cases, is not strategic
restraint. It can be construed as tacit con-
sent — or worse, uncertainty.

India’s deterrence posture has evolved
in practice, but it remains largely undefined
in principle. Repeatedly, we have responded
forcefully to provocations — from Uri to
Balakot to Pahalgam — but the absence of a
clear, publicly articulated doctrine invites
strategic ambiguity. At some stage, ambi-
guity begins to undercut deterrence.

Do we have a threshold doctrine that
governs responses? What are the escala-
tory contours we are prepared to manage?
How do we plan for hybrid threats that
combine kinetic violence with digital dis-
ruption? These questions merit a formal
treatment — not in partisan debate, but
through institutional policy articulation.

There is a growing tendency in our po-
litical culture to view national security
through a personal lens: The Prime
Minister’s resolve, the Opposition’s tone,
the media’s narrative. But true national se-
curity lies beyond personalities. It lies in
systems that function regardless of who s
in office, in doctrines that endure, and in
institutions that are empowered to ques-
tion, correct, and reform.

To that end, it is concerning that after
such a significant breach and the massive
deployment of military assets, we have not
heard of any institutional accountability
being established, any resignations con-
sidered, or any operational audits made
public. Transparency in such cases is nota
sign of weakness; it is the very basis of
democratic strength.

Operation Sindoor may stand as an ex-
ample of India’s military responsiveness.
Butit should also serve as a reminder that
vigilance, not retaliation, is the first respon-
sibility of the state. When Parliament gath-
ers, when the public listens, and when
leaders speak, the goal must not only be to
project unity, but to preserve credibility.

In thelong run, India’s greatest strength
will not lie in its ability to respond — but
inits ability to anticipate, to prepare, and to
self-correct without waiting for crisis.

And perhaps, mostimportantly, we must
never lose sight of the cost of our lapses. The
train of innocent lives lost — stretching back
from the 1993 Mumbai serial blasts, through
the horror of 26/11, to countless attacks in
Kashmir, Delhi, and elsewhere — remains
anopen wound on the national conscience.
Each act of terror that slips through the net
of prevention leaves behind not just grief but
amoral reckoning.

The lives lost in Pahalgam are not iso-
lated tragedies. They join the unbroken
line of innocents who have paid with their
lives for our failures of anticipation. We
must allow that reality to haunt us — notin
despair, but as a driving force for better vig-
ilance, stronger systems, and an uncom-
promising pursuit of security.

The writer is a former foreign secretary

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

PRESSURE TACTIC

THIS REFERS TO the editorial ‘Focus on
big picture’ (IE, August 1) and related
news reports. These articles highlight
that the Trump administration’s an-
nouncement of a 25 per cent tariff on
Indian imports, along with penalties re-
lated to Russia, is primarily a pressure
tactic aimed at forcing India to agree to
more favourable trade terms. However,
the Indian economy is fundamentally
strong, and its robust growth trajectory
will enable it to withstand these pres-
sures. The government's strategy ap-
pears to be a combination of firm diplo-
macy and a focus on economic resilience.

Krishan Kumar Chug, New Delhi

BUNGLED PROBE

THIS REFERS TO the report, ‘Strong sus-
picion, no proof’: Court acquits Malegaon
blast accused’ (IE, August 1). The verdict
makes clear the prosecution’s bungling
of the investigation. It dents the NIA’s
credibility and rekindles communal ten-
sions. It needs to be stated in this context
that the NIA had, as early as 2016, filed a
chargesheet stating that it could not find
sufficient evidence against Pragya Thakur
and three others and had recommended
dropping the charges against them. Civil
rights activists raised concerns about
communal bias in probes. India must re-
form its anti-terror framework.

S SPaul, Nadia

NEED FOR SCRUTINY

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘Dear Vice
President’ (IE, August 1). The decreased
number of bills being referred to parlia-
mentary committees is worrisome. The
purpose of parliamentary scrutiny,
which generally slows down the legisla-
tive journey of a bill, is not to weaken or
criticise the government, but to
strengthen it by investing it with more
meaningful support. A robust lawmak-
ing process should not be impacted by
strength of numbers or political agree-
ment on issues. Thus, there is a need to
strengthen these mechanisms, ensuring
that all bills passed by Parliament go
through a well-laid-out process of de-
bate after proper scrutiny.

Vaibhav Goyal, Chandigarh

THIS REFERS TO the article ‘Dear Vice
President’ (IE, August 1). As Chairman of
Rajya Sabha, the Vice President should
run the house in an orderly and efficient
manner. A frequent grouse of the
Oppositionis that they are not given suf-
ficient time to speak or raise questions.
The V-P can address this by reducing
time in observing many redundant for-
malities and by not adjourning the
House for trivial reasons. A split video can
be enabled to show both sides together
on live TV. The V-P should also exercise
caution about speaking on political is-
sues outside the House.

Kamal Laddha, Bengaluru

. Kolkata
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Why Arya Samaj marriages are under the scanner of courts

AMAAL SHEIKH &
VINEET BHALLA
NEW DELHI, AUGUST 1

THE ALLAHABAD High Court last week di-
rected the Uttar Pradesh government to in-
vestigate how “fake Arya Samaj Societies”
that solemnise marriages without verifying
the age of the bride and the groom, and in vi-
olation of the state’s anti-conversion law,
“have flourished throughout the State”.

While hearing a case in which a Muslim
man is accused of kidnapping, forcibly mar-
rying, and committing statutory rape on a
minor Hindu girl, Justice Prashant Kumar
said that many marriages in the state, includ-
ing those officiated by the Arya Samaj, by-
pass mandatory procedures under the UP
anti-conversion law and marriage registra-
tion rules. The accused had claimed to have
got married at an Arya Samaj temple.

The Allahabad HC's directives are the lat-
est in a series of judicial orders that have
called for a scrutiny of marriages solemnised
by the Arya Samaj. Such weddings are
granted legal sanction under the 88-year-old

Arya Marriage Validation Act.

What is an Arya Samaj marriage?

The Arya Samaj was formally established
by Swami Dayanand Saraswati in 1875 as a
Hindu revivalist movement. It gained promi-
nence in northern India, especially Punjab
(including present-day Pakistan), in the late
19th century.

Among other things, the Arya Samaj made
the very first attempts to convert persons
from other faiths or ideologies to its version of
Vedic, monotheistic Hinduism through a
process it called “shuddhi” (purification).

One of the ways it facilitated this was by
having a progressive view of inter-caste and
even interfaith marriages. In effect, till the
Special Marriage Act, 1954 came into force,
the Arya Samaj provided the only way for a
Hindu to marry out of caste or religion and
to still retain their caste.

In 1937, the Arya Marriage Validation Act
was passed to “remove doubts” and recog-
nise the validity of Arya Samaj marriages.
These weddings take place as per a specific
set of Hindu rituals, but only require the bride
and groom to be of marriageable age and de-
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PIPRAHWAGEMSRETURNED TOINDIA

DIVYAA
NEW DELHI,AUGUST 1

THE PIPRAHWA Gems, Buddhist relics
which in 1898 were taken by an
Englishman from their resting place in
India, have been brought back to the
country, the Ministry of Culture an-
nounced on Wednesday. This return was
made possible by “an exemplary case of
public-private partnership,” Culture
Minister Gajendra Singh Shekhawat said
on Wednesday. Here’s the story

The collection

In May;, a collection of 349 gemstones
came up for auction at Sotheby’s Hong
Kong. These were a part of a larger collec-
tion of antiquities unearthed in 1898 by
William Claxton Peppé, an English estate
manager, at a Buddhist stupa in Piprahwa,
avillage in UP’s Siddharthnagar district,
near the border of Nepal.

Viceroy Elgin donated the sacred
bones and ashes in the collection, believed
to be of Lord Buddha himself, to Siamese
King Rama V. Much of the remaining col-
lection, including caskets, a coffer, and var-
ious jewels, were sent to the Imperial
Museum (now Indian Museum) in
Kolkata, where they remain till date.

But a part of the collection was passed
down for generations in the Peppé family.
In 2013, they came in possession of Chris
Peppé who decided to put the antiquities
up for auction. Sotheby’s listed an esti-
mated selling price of over $100 million.

Pressure from New Delhi

On May 5, the Ministry of Culture
served a legal notice to Sotheby’s and the
Peppé family, demanding the “immedi-
ate cessation” of the auction, and repatri-
ation of the relics to India. The
Archaeological Survey of India too re-
quested the Consulate General of Hong
Kong to immediately stop the auction.

The Piprahwa Gems were put up for
auction in May. Sotheby’s

Pressure from New Delhi prompted
Sotheby’s to halt the auction, originally
slated for May 7. ButIndia’s legal claim over
the Piprawaha gems fellina grey area. This
is because the relics were excavated by
Peppé on land allocated to him by the
British government, and privately held for
127 years by his family, making it difficult
to prove the illegality of their possession.
Also, the gemstones were taken out of India
long before India’s Antiquities and Art
Treasures Act, 1972 came into being,

Nonetheless, New Delhi kept pressure
up on Sotheby’s, the UK, and the Peppé
family. The Ministry asked the Financial
Investigation Unit to coordinate with its
counterpartin Hong Kong to highlight the
alleged illegality of the auction and ensure
compliance with international laws.

Godrej facilitates return

In the end, the collection of 349 gem-
stones was acquired by Indian industrialist
Pirojsha Godrej for an undisclosed amount.
While unconventional, this allowed the
government to not have to make a com-
mercial transaction for the antiquities,
which would have raised ethical issues.

Godrej has agreed to loan a “large por-
tion” of the collection to the National
Museum for a period of five years, and
display the entire collection for three
months uponits arrival, Shekhawat said.
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clare themselves to be Arya Samajis — re-
gardless of their caste or religion.

The 1937 law states: “Notwithstanding
any provision of Hindu Law, usage or custom
to the contrary, no marriage contracted
whether before or after the commencement
of this Act between two persons being at the
time of the marriage Arya Samajists shall be
invalid or shall be deemed over
to have been invalid by reason
only of the fact that the parties
at any time belonged to differ-

LAW

ditiously. This means that Arya Samaj wed-
dings are fast, often not taking more than a
couple of hours. This, along with the ease of
paperwork and relaxed requirements, make
Arya Samaj weddings popular among elop-
ing or runaway couples, who often belong to
different castes or religions.

Interfaith couples also have the option to
marry under the SMA, which
allows marriage without the
couple having to give up their
faith. However, under the SMA,

ent castes or different sub-
castes of Hindus or that either or both of the
parties at any time before the marriage be-
longed to a religion other than Hinduism.”

Why do eloping couples often prefer
Arya Samaj weddings?

The Hindu Marriage Act, 1955 — which
covers not just Hindus but also Buddhists,
Jains and Sikhs — recognises Arya Samaj
marriages. Those belonging to other religions
simply need to convert to Hinduism before
the wedding.

However, several Arya Samaj organisa-
tions complete this conversion ritual expe-

couples must give a 30-day
public notice before they marry, leaving
them vulnerable to harassment from their
families or the authorities.

Why have questions been raised on Arya
Samaj marriages?

A petition on whether Arya Samaj mar-
riages must comply with the requirements
of the Special Marriage Act has been pending
before the Supreme Court since 2022.

However, since a number of BJP-ruled
states have passed stringent anti-conversion
laws over the last 10 years, several HCs have
raised questions on the validity of Arya Samaj

EXPLAINED

marriages. This is because the anti-conver-
sion laws bar alternative legal processes for
marriage involving religious conversion.

Forinstance, in Uttar Pradesh, Section 6 of
the UP Prohibition of Unlawful Conversion
of Religion Act, 2021 renders void any mar-
riage that is preceded by an unlawful or pro-
cedurally non-compliant religious conver-
sion. Sections 8 and 9 of the law require both
a pre-conversion declaration 60 days before
marriage and a post-conversion declaration
within a specified timeframe to the district
magistrate. The law also mandates an inquiry
to verify the voluntariness and legality of the
conversion process.

Section 12 of the Act places the burden of
proof on an accused to demonstrate that
their spouse’s consent for conversion was
not obtained illegally. The default legal as-
sumption, thus, is that marriages through
conversion are illegal and non-consensual.

This puts Arya Samaj marriages at odds
with the UP anti-conversion law. The shuddhi
performed before most interfaith Arya Samaj
marriages does not comply with the oner-
ous process for conversion prescribed in the
anti-conversion law.

ECONOMICS

Courts have, over the last few years, ex-
pressed concern over the mass-scale solem-
nisation of marriages by Arya Samaj organi-
sations without sticking to lawful conversion
practices or verifying marriage eligibility
conditions.

The Allahabad HC and Madhya Pradesh
HC have ordered police investigations into
instances where these organisations al-
legedly married minors using forged docu-
ments, and facilitated conversions without
following procedures mandated by the anti-
conversion laws of these states.

In 2022, the Supreme Court orally ob-
served that the Arya Samaj has “no business”
issuing marriage certificates, while the Delhi
High Court last year directed an Arya Samaj
temple to use verified witnesses to ensure
that marriages performed by the temple
were genuine.

Justice Kumar referred to one such judg-
ment by the Allahabad HC from May in his
order on Thursday. He observed that the
marriage between the Muslim man and the
Hindu girl would be invalid because the girl
was a minor and the man did not convert as
per the UP anti-conversion law.

Health of India’s economy

Trump says India’s economy, the fastest growing in the world, is ‘dead’. Here’s how India stacks up against
other countries on growth. But the data also show significant concerns for India on a range of indicators

%
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UDIT MISRA

ON JULY 30, United States President Donald
Trump announced 25% tariffs on India, as
well as an unspecified “penalty” for buying
military equipment and energy from Russia.

Aday later, Trump posted on social media
that he did not care if India and Russia “take
their dead economies down together”.

Asked about Trump’s description of
India as a “dead” economy, Leader of
Opposition in Lok Sabha Rahul Gandhi said:
“Yes, he (Trump) is right... Everybody knows
this except the Prime Minister and the
Finance Minister. I am glad President Trump
has stated a fact... The whole world knows
that India is a dead economy and that the
BJP has killed it...”

Union Minister of Commerce & Industry
Piyush Goyal pushed back, saying that India
had rapidly transformed from being one of
the ‘fragile five’ to the fastest growing ma-
jor economy in the world in just over a
decade.

“We have risen from the 11th largest
economy to one of the top five... It is also
widely expected that we will become the
third largest economy in a few years. Today,
international institutions and economists
see India as the bright spot in the global
economy. India is contributing to almost
16% of the global growth,” Goyal said in a
statement to Parliament.

“In the last decade, the government has
taken transformative measures to promote
India as the manufacturing hub of the world...
India’s young, skilled and talented workforce
is driving innovation and competitiveness of
Indian industry. Our exports have steadily in-
creased during the last 11 years,” he said.

Economic growth

So, is India’s economy “dead”? While
Trump, who seems annoyed with India’s
hard bargaining in the talks for a trade deal,
need not be taken literally, it stands to rea-
son that one absolutely necessary attribute
of a dead economy must be an absence of

WORLD ECONOMIES: WHAT THE NUMBERS SHOW

economic growth.

The Table alongside contains data for
gross domestic product (GDP) from the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) for a se-
lection of countries over the past 30 years
from 1995.

They have been selected in the context of
Trump’s comments, and the recent trade
pacts signed between his administration and
countries such as Pakistan, the UK, and the
EU (of which Germany is the biggest econ-
omy). Japan has been included because it is
one of the world’s biggest economies.

The data throw up a picture that is obvi-
ously contrary to Trump’s contention that
India, or even Russia, are “dead” economies.

Column 3 shows the number of times the
GDP of each country has grown over the past
30 years. The top three countries are China,
India, and Russia in that order.

While the US has now become four times
its 1995 size, its closest trade partners like

GDP | GDPin2025 | GDPin1995 | GDPin2025

current prices® | relative to as %age of US | as %age of US

1995 2025 @ GDPin1995 | GDPin1995 | GDPin2025
Argentina | 288 684 | 24 3.8% 2.2%
China 738 19,232 | 26.1 9.7% 63%
Germany 2,595 | 4745 | 1.8 34% 15.6%
India 360 4187 | 11.6 4.7% 13.7%
Japan 5,546 | 4,186 0.8 72.6% 13.7%
Pakistan 99 373 | 38 1.3% 1.2%
Russian 336 2,076 6.2 4.4% 6.8%
Federation
UK 1345 | 3,839 | 29 17.6% 12.6%
Us 7640 | 30,507 ] 4 100% 100%

Pakistan data available up to 2024. Source: IMF, The Indian Express Research

*Billions of US dollars

I don’t care what India does with
Russia. They can take their dead
economies down together, for
alll care. We have done very
little business with India, their
Tariffs are too high,among the
highestin the World.

DONALD TRUMP

the United Kingdom have grown by less than
3 times, and Germany has failed to even dou-
ble its economy.

Japan’s GDP in 2025 is lower than what
it was in 1995, which would, by this metric,
qualify it to be not just a “dead” but perhaps
a decaying economy.

In contrast, India’s economy is today al-
most 12 times its size in 1995.

Comparison with US

There is another way to look at these
numbers: how did these economies grow
relative to the US?

Columns 4 and 5 show there are only
three economies that have grownin size rel-
ative to the US: China, India, and Russia. India
was less than 5% the size of the US economy
in 1995, but in 2025 it is almost 14%.

By contrast, all of America’s friends and
trading partners have shrunk in size relative
to the US.

Concerns for India

Do the above numbers mean India’s
economy has no problems? While Indiais by
no means a “dead” economy — far from it —
it does have several ailments.

While India’s overall GDP has grown, its
growth rate haslost a step since 2011-12,and
failed to replicate the spurt of fast growth —
averaging 8%-9% — that was witnessed be-
fore the Global Financial Crisis of 2008-09.
Since 2014, India’s growth rate has hovered
around 67%.

India also has not achieved the pace of
growth that China did during its own jour-
ney.In 2014, India’s GDP was $2.1 trillion; 11
years later, at the end of the ongoing financial
year, it is projected to reach $4.1 trillion, ac-
cording to the IMF. By comparison, China’s
GDPraced from $1.9 trillion to $4.6 trillionin
just four years, from 2004 to 2008.

In terms of trade — which is the context
of Trump’s comments — India’s share is just
1.8% of total global exports of goods, and just
4.5% of total global exports of services.

One sign of weakness in the economy is
the fact that there are many sectors that India
wants to protect when it comes to interna-
tional trade. India’s farm economy is plagued
with distress, with the bulk of the farmers
living at subsistence levels.

The reason why the bulk of India’s popu-
lation is still engaged in the rural and farm
sectors is the failure to boost manufacturing.
Official data show that since 2019-20, man-
ufacturing has registered a slower growth
rate (CAGR of 4.04%) than even agriculture
and allied activities (4.72%).

Further, despite overall GDP growth, the
quality of growth and its distribution is
acutely skewed, leading to widening inequal-
ities and persistently high poverty. Twenty-
four per cent of the population is below the
World Bank poverty line for India. In 2011-
12, when India was a poorer country and its
poverty line was the same as the abject
poverty line, 27% of India qualified as poor.

Data on inequality also show an alarm-
ing rise. And on human development met-
rics such as health and education, the situa-
tion is concerning,.

A stark skills mismatch means that un-
employmentinIndiarises to very high levels
with rising educational attainment. And fe-
male participation in the economy isamong
the lowest in the world — even wheniitis ris-
ing, the quality of work s of the poorest qual-
ity with low and stagnant wages.

China brings new childcare subsidy: canit increase country’s fertility rate?

RISHIKA SINGH
NEW DELHI,AUGUST 1

CHINA’'S GOVERNMENT this week an-
nounced a childcare subsidy of 3,600 yuan
(aboutRs44,000) peryear for every child un-
der the age of three. The People’s Daily, the
Chinese Communist Party’s newspaper, de-
scribed it as a way of “supporting fertility”.

China has previously tried similar meas-
ures locally, but the policy announced on
July 29 was the first time it was rolled out
nationwide.

The population of China, the world’s sec-
ond most populous country (after India),
has been contracting in recent years. There
have been fewer Chinese births than deaths
for three consecutive years since 2022. In
fact, most parts of the world are grappling
with declining Total Fertility Rates (TFR),
which is the average number of children a
woman is likely to bear in her lifetime.

What explains this trend? Can subsidies

encourage people to have more children?

What is the problem with declining
fertility rates?

The Global Burden of Disease, Injuries
and Risk Factors Study (GBD)-2021 esti-
mated that globally, TFR more than halved
from around 5 in 1950 to 2.2 in 2021. This
signals better education and financial inde-
pendence for more women, and greater
agency in making reproductive choices.

However, an extremely low TFR can have
long-term consequences for societies, includ-
inglabour shortages, high dependencyratios
(basically a product of anageing population),
higher taxation to fund the cost of healthcare
for the large numbers of the elderly, and
changes insocial structures and relationships.

India’s overall TFR stood at 1.91 in 2021.
This is less than the ‘replacement level’ —
the number of children that a woman
would need to have to replace herself and
her partner in the next generation — of 2.1.
(This figure assumes there will be no in- or

out-migration, whichis not the case in reality.)
India’s lowered TFRis the result of decades
of government investment in family plan-
ning, changing social attitudes about family
sizes, rising costs of raising children, and im-
provements in the education of women.
Many of these factors are common to
other countries that have seen a decline in
TFR. The only major region in the world
with a high TFR today is sub-
Saharan Africa, where med-
ical advances have reduced
child mortality, but fertility re-
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thatrising cost of living isa major deterrent to
parenthood. Almost 4 in 10 respondents in
an online survey of more than 14,000 adults
in 14 countries carried out by the United
Nations Population Fund and YouGovin June
said financial limitations were stopping them
from having the families they wanted.
But these measures have had only a lim-
ited impact. The Center for Strategic and
International Studies noted in
2023 article that

expansion of financial assis-
tance show that the effects are

mains high due to cultural
reasons, poverty, and the lack
of decision-making powers for women.

To what extent have subsidies and tax
credits helped?

As countries around the world grapple
with declining fertility rates, many, like China,
have introduced subsidies and tax incentives
to encourage couples to have more children.

One reason for this is the understanding

positive but limited.” The article
cited a 2013 study that reported that child al-
lowances, evenif doubled, lead to the proba-
bility of childbirth increasing by only 19.2%.
In 2006, demographer Peter McDonald
identified tworeasons for the decline in TFRs.
ONE, rising social liberalism, in which in-
dividualsin modern societies were re-exam-
ining social norms and institutions, and in-
creasingly focusing on individual aspirations.
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TWO, the withdrawal of the welfare
state in major Western economies in the
1980s and 1990s, which led to “loss of trust
inothers, loss of a sense of the value of serv-
ice (altruism), decline of community...and
fear of failure or of being left behind”.

Both processes deprioritised having chil-
dren as a mandate for living a good life,
McDonald concluded. “The solution... lies in
providing a greater sense of assurance to
young women and young men that, if they
marry and have children, they will be sup-
ported by the society in this socially and in-
dividually important decision,” he wrote.

McDonald argued that incentivising
policies have failed in countries like Japan
and Singapore because they targeted par-
ticular types of women (like high earners)
rather than reforming societal institutions.

What more can governments do?

Guo Yanhong, deputy head of China’s
National Health Commission, said the new
childcare subsidy “works in tandem with

related policies regarding childcare, educa-
tion, employment, taxation and housing”,
Xinhua reported. Supporting childbirth re-
quires a comprehensive policy package, in-
cluding financial support, parental leave,
and cultural measures, Guo said.

Anne Gauthier, professor of compara-
tive family studies at the University of
Groningen in the Netherlands, told the BBC
that behind the higher-than-European-av-
erage TFR of France could be the generous
social policies followed by the French
Ministry of Families over the decades.

However, countries such as Finland,
which have some of the most progressive
policies for parental leave after childbirth, as
well as subsidies, continue to see low TFRs.

While the specific context may be dif-
ferent in each country, it would seem that
throwing money at the problem of falling
TFRs can only do so much. Accompanying
changes in how society treats the raising of
children, and how people see work and ful-
fillment, are important as well.

.. . Kolkata
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Power trip

Market coupling of power exchange prices lacks merit

he Central Electricity Regulatory

Commission (CERC) has initiated ‘market

coupling’ of electricity prices on power
exchanges — to what end, is less than clear. Under
‘market coupling’ the price at which electricity will be
traded will be common for all the exchanges; a market
coupling operator (MCO) will aggregate orders from
all the power exchanges and match them, to discover
auniform market clearing price. CERC recently
passed an order to initiate “the consultative process”
with Grid-India Ltd, a PSU, and the three power
exchanges in India to implement ‘market coupling’
and propose regulatory amendments for the same.

For starters, market coupling will be only
for the Day-ahead market (DAM), which
refers to sell and buy bids for the next day.
The target date is January 2026. The
regulator intends to extend market coupling
to the real-time market (RTM — sell and buy
bids for power supply in the next hour) and
Term-ahead market (TAM, referring to
beyond a day), later, in that order, based on
the DAM experience.

Electricity consumption in India is about
1,700 billion kWhr (2024-25), 93 per cent of
which is sold to utilities and bulk consumers
through bilateral agreements — only 7 per
cent is traded through the exchanges. Of the
three exchanges, the Indian Energy
Exchange (IEX) and the Power Exchange of
India (PXIL) have been in operation since
2008; the third, Hindustan Power Exchange
(HEX), has been in operation since 2022.
IEX has over 99 per cent share of the DAM
and RTM and 50 per cent of TAM. The high
market share acts as a draw for higher
volumes and traders. Notably, there have
been no complaints about any abuse of the
dominant position by IEX. CERC says that
increased competition and enhanced
transmission efficiency are the objectives of
market coupling. It is hard to see how that
can happen, when one exchange has almost
100 per cent share. CERC had a ‘shadow
pilot’ study done by Grid India. The findings
were underwhelming, making no case for
market coupling. In the case of DAM, the
price convergence improved 0.3 per cent and
volume increased 0.2 per cent. For RTM,
these numbers were 0.01 per cent and 0.01
per cent, respectively.

Market coupling is a solution in search of a
problem. It will benefit none other than
PXIL and HEX. Unlike the fragmented
power markets of Europe, the Indian power
market is already unified. Market coupling
snatches two key functions of the exchanges
—price discovery and settlement — and puts
them in the hands of the ‘Market Coupling
Operator’, which, curiously, will be one of
the three exchanges and Grid India, by turns.
Europe’s market coupling emerged asa
partnership of the exchanges and
transmission system operators, to avoid
distortion of prices due to transmission
capacity constraints — which is not the case
in India. Redistribution of business by a
regulatory fiat is anachronistic,
disconcerting and anti-free market. Instead
of fiddling around with business flows,
CERC should address pending issues, such
as longer-term contracts.
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Trump’s tariffs: both a political and an economic threat

Donald Trump’s T August tariffs deadline did what it was always intended to do. It
kept the markets and the nations guessing amid last-minute uncertainty. It
attempted to reassert the global heft of the United States economy to take onand
master all comers. And it placed President Trump at the centre of the media story,
where he always insists on being. In the event, there were some last-minute
agreements struck this week, few of them fair or rational in trade terms, most of
them motivated by the desire to generate some commercial order. Some conflicts
are stillin the balance. There were 11th-hour court challenges too, disputing the
president’s very right to play the trade war game in this way. Even now, no one,
probably including Mr Trump himself, knows whether this is his administration’s last
word on US tariffs. Almost certainly not. That’s because Mr Trump’s love of tariffs is
always more about the assertion of political clout. Lonoon, juty31
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Pressure from Trump to Cut Rates Invites Confusion

U.S. President Donald Trump’s repeated demands for interest rate cuts will only
cause confusion. It is important for the U.S. Federal Reserve Board to continue to
implement its policies without being swayed by pressure. The Fed has decided to
keep its policy interest rate unchanged at 4.25%-4.50% per year. This is the fifth
consecutive meeting this year where the rate has been left unchanged. Trump
continues to put pressure on the Fed to cut interest rates with the aim of
boosting the economy, and last week he visited the Fed headquarters. The Fed’s
decision was apparently an indication of Fed Chair Jerome Powell’s intention not
to bow to such demands. The Trump administration imposed “reciprocal” tariffs
and other measures in April. The U.S. consumer price index in June rose 2.7%
from a year earlier, and rate of increase is accelerating. rokvo, ausust 1
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ndia currently accounts for

approximately 7 per cent of

global greenhouse gas (GHG)

emissions, with total emissions

estimated at around 3.26
gigatons of COz-equivalent annually.
Corporates contribute significantly to
this footprint, especially through sectors
like power, cement, steel, logistics, and
manufacturing. A conservative estimate
suggests that businesses are responsible
for about 30-35 per cent of India’s
emissionsi.e., over 1.07 gigatons
annually. When one applies the OECD’s
benchmark carbon price of $60 per
tonne of COz, the implied carbon tax
potential from Indian corporates stands
atastaggering 5.3 lakh crore. That is
more than half of India’s total corporate
tax collection for FY 2023-24. Inaworld
where governments are under pressure
to fund climate adaptation while
ensuring economic stability, carbon
taxation is not just plausible but
prudent.

This is not a theoretical construct.
The European Union’s Carbon Border
Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM), which
takes full effect in January 2026, has
already begun to alter trade dynamics.
Exporters of carbon-intensive goods like
steel, aluminium, and cement will soon
face carbon import duties unless they
can demonstrate credible
decarbonization measures.

For India, where many firms operate
with high embedded carbon, CBAM
represents both a compliance challenge
and a competitiveness threat. More
importantly, CBAM has established a
template that if countries do not price
carbon domestically, their exports may
be penalized at the border. Germany has
gone a step further, stating that
sovereign nations should be free to levy
carbon taxes internally as alegitimate
means of strengthening domestic
resilience, encouraging cleaner
production, and retaining the fiscal
value of decarbonization efforts. This
opens the door for India and other
developing economies to evolve their
own carbon-pricing regimes rooted in
fairness but aligned to global
expectations.

In this evolving regulatory and fiscal
landscape, understanding the full
spectrum of emissions of Scope 1, Scope
2,and Scope 3 is essential. Scope 1
emissions refer to direct emissions from
acompany’s owned or controlled
operations, such as fuel combustion.
Scope 2 covers indirect emissions from
purchased electricity or energy. But it is
Scope 3 that presents the greatest
complexity and significance as these are
all other indirect emissions across the
value chain, including those from
suppliers, distributors, end-users, and

India Inc must embrace
internal carbon pricing

GREEN THRUST. Carbon pricing is no longer the domain of policy wonks or activist
shareholders. It is a CFO issue, a boardroom concern, and a strategic opportunity

even employee commuting. For many
companies, Scope 3 can constitute over
70 per cent of total emissions. Ignoring
these emissions Internal Carbon
Pricing: From Voluntary Signal to
Strategic Imperative is no longer
tenable. Global investors and large
buyers are demanding carbon
transparency across the entire chain,
and companies that fail to measure and
manage all scopes risk being excluded
from sustainable supply networks and
green finance pools. Internal carbon
pricing, when aligned with Scope 1 to 3
data, enables more holistic risk
assessment, incentivises
cross-functional collaboration, and
ensures that carbon efficiency is
embedded not just in operations, but in
procurement, design, logistics, and
customer relations.

Itis in this backdrop that internal
carbon pricing becomes not only
relevant, but essential. By applying a
shadow carbon price, firms can simulate

If companies begin
integrating internal carbon
pricing into their BRSR
disclosures, they can turn
what is often a compliance
exercise into a platform for
performance accountability

future risks in present-day
decision-making. It can influence
project viability assessments, capital
allocation, and procurement strategies.
More advanced models go further
creating internal carbon fees where
business units are financially
accountable for emissions, with the
proceeds reinvested in sustainability
initiatives. This is where ICP transforms
from a signal to a system.

I'read about this first in the case of
Danone under former CEO Emmanuel
Faber. The company applied an internal
carbon price of €35 per tonne and
created a new metric carbon-adjusted
earnings per share. In one financial year,
this adjustment reduced reported EPS
from €3.85 to €2.38. Yet, because
Danone succeeded in lowering its
emissions, its carbon-adjusted EPS grew
faster than the headline figure. By
embedding carbon costs into financial
reporting, divisional performance
metrics, and executive compensation,
Danone hardwired sustainability into its
corporate governance architecture.

India has already taken an important
step through SEBI’s Business
Responsibility and Sustainability
Reporting (BRSR) framework, now
mandatory for the top 1000 listed
companies. Yet in practice, much of the
reporting remains narrative-driven and
detached from financial analytics. The
true potential of BRSR lies in its ability

GETTY IMAGES

to bridge the worlds of ESG and finance.
If companies begin integrating internal
carbon pricing into their BRSR
disclosures, they can turn what is often a
compliance exercise into a platform for
performance accountability. It enables a
firm to quantify its carbon liabilities,
benchmark them year-over-year, and
signal credible decarbonization
pathways to investors and regulators
alike.

There is also a growing investor
expectation that sustainability should be
measurable and financially material.
Integrating ICP into disclosures helps
build investor trust, aligns with global
ESG metrics, and prepares firms for
emerging regulatory frameworks. It also
offers first-mover advantages in cost
optimization, access to green capital,
and preferential terms from customers
and financiers increasingly focused on
Scope 3 emissions across supply chains.

Ultimately, this is not about ticking
ESGboxes, as unfortunately it is
currently, it is about strengthening
enterprise value in a carbon-costed
economy. Carbon pricing is nolonger
the domain of policy wonks or activist
shareholders. Itisa CFO issue, a
boardroom concern, and a strategic
opportunity. The cost of inaction will
not just be reputational but fiscal,
competitive, and potentially existential.

The writer is Partner, RVKS and Associates

Will women’s quota in Bihar make a differences

There are significant education gaps that need to be addressed. Support systems like creches and safe transport are vital

—
Jyoti Thakur

reserving 35 per cent of all

government jobs for women. It was
abold move — an attempt to do more
than just include women on paper. The
policy extended beyond just classrooms
and panchayat halls, signalling that
woman belonged in the workforce, in
power, and in public institutions.

Fast forward to 2025, another election
year. Ina move aimed at localising the
benefits of this reservation, the Bihar
government has now said that only
domicile women — those who are
residents of the state — can claim that
35 per cent quota.

While this may bring the focus
squarely on Bihar’s own women, it raises
an important question: Are we enabling
them to actually reach these jobs, or just
limiting the pool without changing the
playing field?

The good news is that more women in
Bihar are participating in the workforce.
According to the PLFS, Bihar’s female
Worker Population Ratio has jumped
from a dismal 4 per centin 2017-18 to
nearly 30 per cent in 2023-24. Much of
this growth is happening in rural areas.

But here’s the catch —it’s not stable

I n 2016, Bihar made headlines by

© 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.

or formal work. In rural Bihar,
self-employment has ballooned from 35
per cent to a staggering 85 per cent —
but mostly as unpaid “helpers” in family
enterprises, not as owners or
entrepreneurs. Urban women saw a
similar trend. The number of those
running small businesses or working on
their own remained steady, while
“helper” roles jumped from 3 per cent to
29 per cent.

Meanwhile, despite quota in place
salaried jobs have been shrinking —
rural women in regular jobs fell from
27.8 per cent to just 3.6 per cent. Urban
salaried jobs among women halved too,
from 63 per cent to 30 per cent.

So, yes, women are working more. But
they’re not climbing up the ladder —
they’re being pushed into informal,
often unpaid or insecure roles. That’s
not empowerment. That’s survival.

THE EDUCATION GAP

For ajob reservation to work, women
have to be eligible. And that starts with
education. In rural Bihar, nearly 45 per
cent of women were still illiterate in
2023-24. Inurban areas, it’s 27 per cent.
Just 3.1 per cent of rural women and
13.4 per cent of urban women held a
graduate degree in 2023-24 — barelyan
increase from 2017-18. Higher

WOMEN AND WORK. Major
challenges

secondary education is slowly improving
but remains out of reach for most.

Even where girls are enrolled in
school, a 2024 study from IIT Patna
found that gender norms continue to
push them away from competitive
subjects like science, law, and public
administration — fields that often lead
to government jobs.

So, while the quota exists, how many
women will actually qualify to claim it?

Another invisible hurdle is time — or
the lack of it. According to the Time Use
Survey 2024, Bihari women, both urban
and rural, spend about five more hours a
day than men on unpaid domestic and
care work. That’s cooking, cleaning,

caregiving — tasks rarely counted as
“real work,” but which fill the majority
of their day.

Unsurprisingly, per INWWAGE data,
around 70 per cent of women in Bihar
cite domestic duties as their main reason
for not being in the workforce.

Without support systems — like child
care centres (creches), safe transport, or
flexible work — many women simply
don’t have the time to take on paid
employment, even if they want to.

On paper, Bihar’s 35 per cent
reservation for women looks visionary.
And the new domicile clause may seem
like a push to make it more targeted. But
without investments in education,
skilling, child care, housing, and public
perception of women’s roles, the policy
risks becoming another missed
opportunity.

What we need isn’t just a quota. We
need to clear the road so that women can
walk t.

It’s time Bihar stops framing women’s
employment as a symbolic gesture and
starts treating it as a structural priority.
Otherwise, we’re just making promises
on paper — when what women really
need is a chance to show up and thrive.

The writer is associate fellow at NCAER, New Delhi.
Views expressed are personal
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US driving hard

Political tariffs

This refers to the Editorial ‘Tariff
tantrums’ (August 1). The problemin
dealing with the terrible Trump
tariffs is that they are imposed by the
impulsive and unpredictable head of
the world’s largest economy to serve
political objectives.

His wrath against Russiaand India
arises from their reluctance to obey
his exhortation to stop war in
Ukraine and Pakistan respectively.
Moreover, his choice of words is
intriguing — if Russiaand Indiaare
dead economies, why levy high
tariffs?

To deal with Trump India needs to
maintain its cool, and look at
out-of-the-box options. If the

opposition joins the government in
this exercise, it will re-establish its
maturity.

YG Chouksey

Pune

The Editorial ‘Tariff tantrums’,
(August 1), rightly credits the
tenacity and clarity of purpose
shown by the Indian side in the
ongoing negotiations. Your take that
Trump’s tantrums emanate from the
Indian stand of no negotiation in
farming, dairy sectors is right on dot.
That Indiais ready for talksina
climate of mutual respect proves
that it has privileged national interest
over hastily sewed trade deals.
Trump is blind to the reality of

international trade practices and
geopolitical tensions, consumed, as
he is, by his megalomaniac ‘MAGA’
dreams. The Indian side can only
wait, watch and play the long term
game.

Jose Abraham

Vaikom, Kerala

Ignore this deal
This refers to the article

Questionable Pak oil deal (August 1).

US s exploring possibilities of ajoint
venture in extraction of oil reserves
found in Pakistan to checkmate
Russia. There are no confirmed
sources on the details of new oil
resources found in Pakistan.

With robust technology and with

availablility of funds and technical
knowhow, the minimum turnaround
time would be five to six years to
bring the crude for shipping. With
the unstable economy and the major
disruptions in the political situation
prevailing in Pakistan, it will not be a
low hanging fruit for themas is
claimed by US. Under such
circumstances, no country would
come forward to support financially
in oil extraction, leave alone its
export. Theoretically, it would look as
possible but practically, it will not be
afeasible one for Pakistan. Hence,
India can very well ignore this
proposal.

RV Baskaran

Pune

bargains in its
trade deals

While the current 25% tariff
on Indian goods may not be
final, peer economies like
Vietnam and Indonesia
securing more favourable
terms places India ata
relative
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House of war's

Attacking political rivals cannot be

a way to evade responsibility

he government and the Opposition
T crossed swords in Parliament during a

discussion on Operation Sindoor this
week. There was unanimity in praising India’s
armed forces, but there was little common
ground beyond that. Operation Sindoor was In-
dia’s military response to the terrorist attack in
Pahalgam, on April 22, 2025, which claimed 26
lives. The elimination of three terrorists behind
the attack, just before the parliamentary debate,
helped the government’s case. It told Parliament
that these terrorists were Lashkar-e-Taiba mem-
bers from Pakistan. The Narendra Modi govern-
ment’s strident approach seeks to change the be-
haviour of Pakistan and reassure its domestic
audience. The success of this approach is debata-
ble and the Opposition sought to put the govern-
ment on the spot on both counts. A demonstrat-
ed willingness to use force against Pakistan in the
event of a terrorism incident is a definitive turn in
India’s strategy, and the Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) takes pride in that. But there is no evidence
yet that it is working though there has been chest
thumping around it by the ruling party. The dis-
cussion in Parliament barely addressed the impli-
cations of this approach, which is being touted as
the new normal. The Opposition and the govern-
ment agreed on the need to punish Pakistan, and
also disagreed on who would do it better.

The government claimed success in meeting
its objectives of launching a military operation
and denied that it had acted under pressure in
ending the war. Leader of Opposition in the Lok
Sabha Rahul Gandhi demanded a pointed res-
ponse to repeated claims by U.S. President Do-
nald Trump that he mediated the ceasefire but
the Prime Minister evaded a direct response on
it. The government contradicts itself when it says
that the operation was a success, and that it is
continuing. It is also exasperating to hear a party
that is now in its eleventh year of uninterrupted
power, blame people who passed away decades
ago for any challenge that India faces now. There
was little self-reflection regarding the lapses that
led to the terrorism incident, and whether and
how the government plans to address them. The
government had sent joint teams including sever-
al MPs from the Opposition abroad to garner sup-
port for India in the aftermath of the operation,
but that sign of statesmanship was a short-lived
aberration, as it turns out. The world is changing
rapidly and India’s capacity to navigate those
changes will be largely determined by its own
character. Questioning the patriotism of political
opponents is an easy route to take to evade tough
questions, but the BJP must realise that such an
approach has diminishing returns.

Deep ties
India needs to engage its neighbours
more closely
P rime Minister Narendra Modi’s visit to the

Maldives last week, after an invitation by

Maldives President Mohamed Muizzu to
be a special guest for the country’s 60th Indepen-
dence Day, signalled the full return of relations to
the closeness they held during the previous Ibra-
him Solih government. Although the two leaders
had not gotten off to the best start in 2023, after
Mr. Muizzu’s surprise win, backed by an “India
Out” campaign — this was followed by a “Boycott
Maldives” social media campaign in India — they
have been on the mend for the past year. During
Mr. Muizzu’s 2024 state visit to India, India had
announced measures including lines of credit
and a currency swap arrangement to support the
Maldives during its economic troubles. Mr. Muiz-
zu reflected gratitude when he described India’s
role in the Maldives as “pivotal” and Mr. Modi re-
ciprocated the warmth. India announced a line of
credit worth $565 million (34,850 crore) and re-
duced the annual debt burden for Maldives on
previous Indian lines of credit by 40%. There was
also the launch of India-Maldives Free Trade
Agreement negotiations, which will be a signifi-
cant driver of future engagement. There was the
signing too of MoUs for cooperation in fisheries,
meteorological sciences, digital solutions and
pharma, as well as a digital and rupee-rufiyaa na-
tional currency payments agreement. Over the
past six decades, India has cultivated a strong se-
curity partnership with the Maldives, including
trilateral national security consultations with Sri
Lanka, and it is significant that after Mr. Modi’s vi-
sit, Mr. Muizzu welcomed Sri Lankan President
Anura Kumara Dissanayake for a state visit.

The Maldives visit was also a reaffirmation of
the importance of India’s “Neighbourhood First”
policy, at a time when Indian foreign policy is fac-
ing headwinds linked to the U.S’s trade tariffs
and the conflicts in Ukraine and Gaza. The con-
flict with Pakistan after the Pahalgam attacks,
and tensions with Bangladesh have engaged the
government’s attention. New Delhi has also been
preoccupied with reaching out to different coun-
tries, following Operation Sindoor, but did not
send delegations to neighbouring countries. It is
heartening that New Delhi is preparing to wel-
come Nepal Prime Minister K.P. Sharma Oli, who
has not been invited to India since he took office a
year ago. A commemorative stamp by the Mal-
dives for its national day celebrations showed tra-
ditional Indian and Maldives boats, which Mr.
Modi described as a reflection of India and the
Maldives being not just neighbours “but also fel-
low voyagers on a shared journey”. In a time of
global economic turmoil, a closer engagement
with the neighbours — one that shores up their
economic needs and supports their plans for de-
velopment where possible — is essential.

What has been missed is India’s digital sovereignty

he India-United Kingdom Free Trade

Agreement (FTA), called the

Comprehensive Economic and Trade

Agreement (CETA), has been lauded by
the Union Commerce and Industry Minister,
Piyush Goyal, as the ‘gold standard’ for all India’s
trade deals. Mr. Goyal has asserted that no
compromise was made in any sensitive sector.
Evidently, the Minister seemed to be counting
only agriculture and labour-intensive
manufacturing as sensitive sectors — which they
are. But remarkably, despite the wide coverage
the FTA has received, the impact on India’s other,
highly sensitive digital sector, which permeates
every sphere of national activity and holds the
key to our future, has gone without official
comment or media scrutiny.

We argue that the compromises made in the
digital sector through the India-U.K. FTA have
profound consequences for India’s digital
sovereignty — a term frequently invoked in
high-level political discourse. India has
completely flipped on several core positions that
it has long maintained at global forums, including
at the World Trade Organization (WTO).

Source code disclosure

The most surprising giveaway is on India’s
sovereign right to seek ex ante access to the
source code for foreign digital goods or services,
even for those deemed sensitive. This is very
different from getting source code ex post for a
specific investigation or remedy, which is allowed
under the agreement. Regulators in different
sectors often have strict disclosure rules, such as
for food and medicine ingredients. Software now
permeates nearly every product, including
telecom, Artificial Intelligence (AI) and health
applications, whereby it may be crucial for the
regulators to be able to ‘look under the hood’ of
software, for safety, security and general
compliance requirements, and to enable urgent,
real-time upgrades.

Giving up this right is a 180-degree turn from
India’s steadfast stand at the WTO and other
forums. Even the United States, which first
included source code related prohibitions in its
FTAs and at the WTO, withdrew this formulation
last year, recognising its domestic regulatory, law
enforcement and security imperatives. In the U.S.
driven Comprehensive and Progressive
Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP),
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the ‘source code disclosure’ provision applied
only to mass-market software such as Microsoft’s
operating systems — meaning not to niche and
custom-made software. It specifically excluded
software for critical infrastructure. In the U.K.
FTA text, the prohibition applies to all software.
Businesses are always free to enter, or avoid,
transactions requiring disclosure of source code.
What is sacrificed here are India’s regulatory
rights in this regard, for all times to come, in a
sector that has just begun to take shape.

Surrendering a critical national resource
Granting equal and non-discriminatory access for
U.K. parties to ‘Open Government Data’ — a term
from the pre-digital era which then meant
government transparency, and access to its
statistics — constitutes another major giveaway.
This is because data is not what it used to be.
Today, it has acquired an entirely new avatar,
being the digital era’s most valuable resource. Al,
where heated competition for global mastery is
raging, is but patterns derived from data, which is
why data is deemed to be priceless.

This concession is very significant, even
though this provision is yet at a ‘best endeavour’
level, and non-binding. It is incomprehensible
why India (where the intention to be an Al
superpower is a staple of top-level political
rhetoric), has conceded that national data held by
the government is not a sovereign resource but
an international free for all. Facilitating foreign
access to such data poses risks of eroding India’s
competitive advantage in using India’s own data
to create Indian Al products, and also serious
security risks as national data can be weaponised.

The most contested issues in digital trade are
the ‘free flow of data’ and ‘data localisation’.
While India seems to have largely stood its
ground on these issues, its commitment to “enter
into consultations to extend appropriate
equivalent disciplines™ to the U.K. if India agrees
to any concessions with another country, denotes
a dangerous regress, and visible vulnerability,
with regard to India’s long-held positions on these
key issues.

This matter links to the one above on India’s
data being an important national economic
resource as well as the need to safeguard it from a
security point of view. Again, last year, owing to
similar considerations, the U.S., the original
proponent of ‘free flow of data’ and ‘prohibition

on data localisation’, withdrew from these
stances at the WTO.

It is difficult to understand how Indian
negotiators could be so naive or negligent in
agreeing to the above concessions. Digital trade
concessions are not like those on commodities,
where tariffs can be applied one day and
removed on another.

Digital trade texts are essentially about rule
making for a new global digital order. We either
fully opt into western, Big Tech -oriented, digital
architectures, or we maintain sufficient
autonomy and sovereignty. This is because once
the digital rules and systems are set, they are
almost impossible to roll back. India’s digital
concessions are thus buttressing a set of rules for
a global digital ecosystem from which India
cannot extricate itself later. And India is doing all
this in a reactive mode without a clear road map
of its own.

It seems that the U.K. was able to extract all the
above concessions, the absolute opposite to what
India has stood for till now, because, unlike
manufacturing and agriculture, there is no
specific political ‘constituency’ for digital
sovereignty. But it is perhaps an even more
important issue in the mid to long term. We may
be seeing a repeat of how India lost out on early
industrialisation and had to suffer grievous
colonial exploitation, causing a loss of wealth and
independence. In making these digital
concessions, we may be giving up our digital
future, independence and prosperity.

India must act quickly

India needs to develop and negotiate towards a
global digital architecture that protects and
furthers its digital sovereignty. As a late starter in
‘digital industrialisation’, it should create the
space required for India to become a digital
superpower and not a digital colony.

For this, India needs to urgently formulate a
full-fledged digital sovereignty and ‘digital
industrialisation’ policy which should then
inform and guide its trade negotiations. Our
negotiators must be accompanied by digital
sovereignty experts with access to the top
political leadership, which has the core
responsibility for safeguarding India’s long-term
digital interests. These interests are often not so
visible, and, therefore, tend to get by-passed and
not fought for.

The fact is mangroves drive business

angroves have, historically, been on the
M margins of planning and policy priorities

in spite of their vital role in anchoring
coastal economies and protecting millions from
climate extremes. Their loss is not just an
environmental concern. Their loss erodes natural
infrastructure that acts as a buffer for urban
coastlines, underpins fisheries, and quietly
contributes billions in ecosystem services and
avoided damages.

As the world grapples with extreme weather
events and rising sea levels, blue carbon
ecosystems such as mangroves are critical to
climate and economic resilience. Yet, their value
rarely features in balance sheets or policy
frameworks. How can businesses, governments,
and communities reimagine these ecosystems as
active drivers of sustainable growth and security?
Three pillars of our work through the Mangrove
Coalition offer ideas for the path forward.

Mapping with technology

First, embracing technology can help us better
understand the value of “Natural Capital”.
Satellite and drone data with advanced geospatial
Artificial Intelligence algorithms have improved
accurate mangrove mapping and blue carbon
quantification. This is crucial for informing
policies and restoration efforts. The economic
and ecosystem services valuation of mangroves
ranges from 3,535 million in Pichavaram (Tamil
Nadu) to 3664 billion in the Sundarbans (West
Bengal). Carbon sequestration alone is valued at
%462 million per year in the Sundarbans,
reflecting the ecological and economic
importance of this habitat. Communities that
possess deep knowledge of mangrove ecosystems

Madhav Pai

is the CEO of
WRI India

Soumya
Swaminathan

is the Chair of the
M.S. Swaminathan
Research Foundation

Sejal Worah

is the Programme
Director of WWF India

It is unfortunate
that the value of
blue carbon
ecosystems such
as mangroves
rarely features
in balance
sheets or policy
frameworks

and rely on them for their livelihoods, must be
prioritised and equitably benefited — socially and
economically.

Involving communities

Second, community-led conservation efforts are
key to strengthening symbiotic and mutually
respectful relationships of people and nature.
Fisherfolk especially value the role of mangroves
as nurseries for juvenile fish. Healthy mangroves
often translate into robust fish stocks, ensuring
sustainable catch. The livelihoods of these coastal
communities are intrinsically linked to the quality
of mangrove and estuarine systems.

In dense urban settings such as Mumbai and
Chennai, mangroves are often distressed,
polluted and degraded. Since they are unable to
support flourishing biodiversity, coastal
livelihoods and socio-cultural interdependencies
are compromised. However, when communities
directly experience the benefits (more fish,
cleaner air, protected homes) and are
empowered to make decisions about their local
environment, they become effective and
enduring stewards. Mangroves and other coastal
ecosystems can also create opportunities for
alternative livelihoods such as aquaculture,
beekeeping and eco-tourism. Integrated
ownership models such as Eco-Development
Committees (EDCs) or Joint Forest Management
Committees (JFMCs) can be translated for urban
mangroves.

Third, citizen science can engage stakeholders
to generate wonder and investment in this
undervalued ecosystem and mobilise collective
action for conservation. When community
members from varied backgrounds are skilled to

understand and monitor ecosystems, this can
either supplement existing assessment efforts or
substitute for formal monitoring. Mangrove
health is intertwined with the vitality of
associated ecosystems and wetlands, and the
health of rivers from source to the sea, as they
contribute freshwater, sediments and biota.
Regular monitoring can provide a good indication
of how the system is faring.

Platforms can play a pivotal role

Key components of a mangrove health tool
should include indicators around changes in
mangrove area; quantity, quality and timing of
freshwater flows; avian, floral, molluscan and fish
diversity; and, crucially, community dependence
and a perception of the ecosystem services. Such
assessments can provide key insights to support
management actions. Engagement platforms
such as “Mangrove Mitras” or Friends of
Mangroves can open avenues for urban citizens
and local communities to engage constructively
in the conservation of mangroves. This could
help to rebuild a people-wetland-river-mangrove
connection through an immersive experience on
the magical value of mangroves.

Sustainable stewardship is not a top-down
mandate but a symbiotic relationship where
mangrove health and people’s well-being are
mutually reinforcing. Policymakers and
businesses must recognise mangroves as vital
climate and economic infrastructure rather than
mere biodiversity zones. Protecting and restoring
these ecosystems demands a coalition where
science, business and community voices work in
harmony — each bringing unique strengths to
secure their future.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Misplaced remark

U.S. President Donald
Trump’s remark, calling
India a “dead economy?”, is
both inaccurate and
disappointing, especially
when leading global
institutions continue to
recognise India as among
the fastest-growing major
economies. That the
International Monetary
Fund, the World Bank and
the Asian Development
Bank have all projected
India’s economic stability is
a clear indication of
economic vitality, not
decline. With a young and
dynamic population —in
sharp contrast to aging
demographics and slowing
growth in many advanced
economies, India’s
demographic strength,
combined with prudent
macroeconomic policies
and digital advancement,
positions it as a key driver

of future global growth.
Mr. Trump’s comments
appear to be politically
charged rather than
fact-based.

Rukma Sharma,
Jalandhar, Punjab

What is odious is that Mr.
Trump did not stop with
just announcing tariffs. He
has revived the U.S’s old
myopic game of trying to
maintain a geo-political
strategic balance in South
Asia by supporting Pakistan,
India’s war-happy
neighbour.

One cannot but notice the
fact that Mr Trump has been
upping the ante against
India ever since it
successfully carried out
post-Pahalgam retaliatory
strikes against Pakistan’s
terror infrastructure. That
India proved its military
prowess with minimum
collateral damage and the

use of indigenous
armaments has not gone
down well with the Trump
administration.

Nalini Vijayaraghavan,
Thiruvananthapuram

The cartoon (Inside pages,
‘On the draw’ August 1), on
Mr. Trump’s decision, may
be a correct portrayal. The
U.S. President is publicity
savvy and wants to take the
credit when it comes to all
major global events. He
wants the Nobel Prize and
has shamelessly expressed
his desire. He is just another
politician and not a
statesman. Imposing
shockingly high tariffs will
hurt the business of the
exporters to the United
States of America, which
will, in turn, affect the
economies of many
countries. Mr. Trump does
not care one bit about the
sufferings of others. He is

whimsical, which is a bad
trait for anyone in power.
Here is an elected leader
who is an example of how
one should not be.

V. Lakshmanan,

Tirupur, Tamil Nadu

One cannot help notice
these contrasts — ISRO and
NASA have successfully
launched their NISAR
satellite into orbit, which
highlights the power of
science and cooperation,
but the U.S. President
seems intent on giving
pinpricks to India and the
Indian government. One
wonders how things will
play out.

Dhanaraj S.,

Bodinayakanur, Tamil Nadu

The debate in Parliament
The parliamentary debate
on Operation Sindoor
unfolded as expected, with
few surprises. The ruling
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party remained determined
to portray the operation as
an unqualified success,
while key questions raised
by the Opposition were left
unanswered. Vital issues
deserving serious
deliberation such as Mr.
Trump’s repeated claims of
brokering a ceasefire, and
the alarming security lapses
in Pahalgam were largely
ignored.

From the outset, the ruling
party’s reluctance to engage
in a substantive debate was
unmistakable. Repeated
references to events under
the past dispensation did
little more than deflect
attention from the core
concerns. One can only
hope that future
parliamentary discussions
will rise above partisan
posturing and offer genuine,

meaningful exchanges.
V. Nagarajan,

Chennai

Civic responsibility
India-Bangladesh relations
may be strained but there
are areas of policy in that
country which may be
worth considering in India. |
recently came across a
video on YouTube, on an
organisation called BD
Clean (bdclean.org). It is a
platform of 50,000
volunteers who work with
the aim of ensuring a clean
Bangladesh and bringing
about a change in mentality
in the disposal of garbage.
The transformation in the
country has been
spectacular with heavily
polluted areas undergoing
remarkable
transformations. It is an
idea that is worth emulating
in Indian cities and towns.

V. Subramaniam,
Chennai

Letters emailed to
letters@thehindu.co.in
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Billboards advertise fertility centres in Hyderabad. The city, along with Secunderabad, is a significant hub for medical tourism in India. G. RAMAKRISHNA

The business of
selling babies

(\ FERTILITY

Leading Chain of Fertility Clinics in Hyderabad, Telangana.
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In August 2024, a couple from Rajasthan travelled to Secunderabad for an IVF procedure. A doctor at a clinic

they approached convinced them to opt for surrogacy instead. After paying 330 lakh and getting a baby a year

later, the couple realised through DNA testing that the child was not theirs. Serish Nanisetti and Siddharth

Kumar Singh report on the surrogacy scam in Telangana

e

he Secunderabad railway station in Te-
langana is a noisy transit hub. Thou-
sands of people enter and exit the con-

course every day. Ad jingles in Hindi, | Instead of

Telugu, English, and Bengali, about the various | getting 315
medical procedures offered by hospitals across | 1,1h. the
the city, blare over the din. Billboards outside the ’1 f
station feature smiling couples with babies. The coupielrom
city, along with Hyderabad, is a significant hub | ASSam got
for medical tourism in India. 390,000 for

In August 2024, after having done some re- | selling their
search, Sonam Singh and her husband Akshay | baby
travelled to Secunderabad from Kuharwas village | Lo 1cg
near Jhunjhunu in Rajasthan for an in vitro fertil- | orrICER

isation (IVF) procedure. They rented a house

near the railway station and began searching on

the Internet for hospitals nearby.

Near the railway station, they found the Un-
iversal Srushti Fertility Centre, which promised
them an 85% success rate for an IVF procedure.
The hopeful couple met the owner, Pachipala
Namratha aka Athaluri Namratha, 64.

“The test results showed that we were
medically fit to conceive,” says Sonam,
speaking over the phone from Kuharwas.
“But the doctor insisted that we opt for

surrogacy. She told us that it was safer and

more reliable. She also assured us that the clin-
ic would use our sperm and egg, and also handle
all the paperwork and legalities.”

While an IVF procedure can cost anywhere
between 32 lakh and %6 lakh per cycle, Namratha
told the couple that surrogacy would cost them
%30 lakh. She asked Sonam and Akshay to transf-
er half the amount through their bank account
and pay the remaining in cash, supposedly for
the surrogate. Convinced, the couple made their
first payment on August 16, 2024. According to
the First Information Report filed by Akshay,
Namratha also promised the couple that “a
healthy child [would be] delivered... after DNA
confirmation.”

Nearly a year later, on June 5, Sonam and
Akshay were handed a baby at Lotus Hospital in
Visakhapatnam. However, the couple grew suspi-
cious when Namratha’s clinic refused to perform
the DNA test. They took the infant to the DNA Fo-
rensics Laboratory in Vasant Kunj, Delhi. To their
shock, the results showed that the baby was not
theirs. When they returned to Secunderabad to
confront Namratha, she had disappeared.

Sonam and Akshay approached the Gopalpu-
ram police in Secunderabad, which investigated
the matter and uncovered a baby-selling racket.
The police booked Namratha under Sections 61,
316, 335, 336, and 340 of the Bharatiya Nyaya
Sanhita Act, 2023, which deal with criminal con-
spiracy, criminal breach of trust by carriers, for-
gery of documents, and related offences. They al-
so booked her under Sections 38, 39, and 40 of
the Surrogacy (Regulation) Act, 2021, which deal
with prohibitions, punishments, and penalties
related to surrogacy practices.

Sourcing surrogates
According to the Gopalapuram police, Universal
Srushti Fertility Centre has cheated at least 15

couples. Promising these couples a baby through
surrogacy, it has charged them between 320 lakh
and 330 lakh each, and handed them babies not
related to them. It has also furnished falsified
documents, say the police. An investigation has
revealed that the clinic paid commissions to
smaller centres for referrals of potential surro-
gate mothers and women who wanted to under-
go abortions, forged medical reports, and oper-
ated without proper licensing.

According to the police, an agent called Dha-
nasri Santoshi struck a deal between a couple
from Assam and the clinic. They say the Assa-
mese couple’s baby was given to the couple from
Rajasthan. The police have arrested the couple
from Assam on charges of selling their baby.

“Instead of getting 15 lakh, the couple from
Assam got ¥90,000 for selling their baby,” says a
police officer. The baby has been moved to foster
care at Shishu Vihar, a childcare centre under the
Women and Child Welfare Department.

The police add that they have discovered a dis-
turbing pattern in how surrogates are sourced.
The sealed medical facility in Secunderabad is
surrounded by lodges and bed-and-breakfast
rooms. These lodging facilities were used to
house women. A police officer says, “The agents
would approach vulnerable women, particularly
those seeking abortions, and offer them money
to continue their pregnancy so that they could
take the baby later. These newborns would then
be passed off as children conceived through sur-
rogacy. This is how people were misled into be-
lieving that the babies were biologically theirs.”
In at least four known cases in Telangana, wo-
men were not paid at all and completely aban-
doned post-delivery, the officer adds.

On November 26, 2024, a woman engaged as a
surrogate by a couple died after falling from the
ninth floor of a building in Raidurgam in the
western part of Hyderabad. According to the pol-
ice, the victim and her husband, both natives of
Odisha, were given accommodation by Rajesh
Babu and his wife at their residence. When Ra-
jesh allegedly tried to sexually assault the 26-
year-old woman, she tried to escape through the
balcony and slipped and died. She was purport-
edly brought to the city through middlemen for

Aview of the Srushti Fertility Centre in Secunderabad. G. RAMAKRISHNA
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surrogacy for 10 lakh, say police reports.

Donors in queue

As the police widened their probe, they raided a
facility operating under the name, Indian Sperm
Tech, near Secunderabad East Metro Station, lo-
cated about 400 metres away from the fertility
clinic. They found 17 sperm donors and 11 egg do-
nors waiting in queue at the facility.

“The women donors were brought from Delhi,
and the men from Andhra Pradesh and other
parts of Telangana. The sperm donors, mostly
aged between 22 and 30, were paid 1,000-
1,500 per sample. The men were in need of
quick cash,” says a police officer who led the raid.

L. Shiva was among the people arrested by the
police in the midnight raid. Shiva, 35, from Vizia-
nagaram, brought egg and sperm donors and
connected them to the hospital. Another broker
who was arrested hails from Indore in Madhya
Pradesh. One of the egg donors caught in the raid
was a 30-year-old resident from Baksa, Assam.

Indian Sperm Tech, reportedly headquartered
in Ahmedabad, had allegedly set up the sperm
collection unit in Secunderabad without a valid li-
cense. “It is a diagnostic centre,” says an officer
from the District Medical and Health Officer’s of-
fice. “They collect sperm samples, freeze them,
and send them to Ahmedabad. The processed
samples (isolated and concentrated to select the
healthiest sperm) are then returned with reports
and sold to clinics across Telangana, Andhra Pra-
desh, and Chhattisgarh. The place has been oper-
ating for two years without registration.”

In trouble before

It is a typically busy weekday afternoon on St.
Johns Road in Secunderabad. But just a short
turn away from this arterial road, the noise fades.
A narrow bylane, about 20 feet wide, is almost
hidden in plain sight. Two old gates, one swung
wide open and the other barely ajar, lead into it.
Two policemen sit here, silent witnesses to what
the North Zone police uncovered.

The building of Namratha’s clinic has been
sealed and the clinic shut down, following an in-
vestigation that exposed the baby-selling racket
running under the guise of fertility treatments.
“The hospital operated only on the first two
floors. The rest were empty,” says one constable.
The two floors were filled with equipment re-
quired for childcare and fertility treatment.

Rajesh Ravi lived here for 16 years before mov-
ing closer to the city centre. He is shocked by the
revelations. “You live somewhere for over a de-
cade and you think you know your neighbour-
hood. I found nothing suspicious. The only time
we were mildly inconvenienced was when too
many patients came and there would be many
cars on the street,” he says.

Rajesh says there was a police case involving
the same place about 10 years ago. “No one
talked about it much because back then, news on
social media did not reach us as fast as it does
now,” he says.

“We knew what was happening here,” says Ma-
nu, a lawyer who lives across the street of the
four-storied Rushi Test Tube Bab Cent. While the
name in English has missing letters, the name in
Telugu etched beneath it reveals the complete
name — Srusthi Test Tube Baby Centre. “This
place was sealed five times earlier. But eventually
things got back to ‘normal’. This time I think it is
serious and she (Namratha) will not be allowed to
carry on the business.”

The Telangana Medical Council says Namratha
was involved in a surrogacy scandal in 2016. A
U.S.-based couple, who had used the clinic’s ser-
vices, had discovered that the child born to them
through a surrogate was not biologically related
to them. “Following a police case and court hear-
ings, we suspended the doctor’s license for five
years, with a lifetime ban on conducting surroga-
cy procedures,” says Dr. G Srinivas, Vice-Chair-
man of the Council.

Yet, when the suspension period ended, the
doctor returned, seeking to have her license rein-

This place was sealed five times. But things
got back to ‘normal’. This time I think it is
serious and Namratha will not be allowed to
carry on the business

MANU
Lawyer

stated. “We refused. She was still involved in a
court case, and our rules are clear on that,” Dr.
Srinivas adds.

A stringent law

As surrogacy has become an increasingly popu-
lar option for couples grappling with infertility,
Indian law has become more stringent to ensure
that the practice remains ethical and free from
commercial exploitation. What once operated in
legal grey zones is now bound by clear rules,
thanks to the Surrogacy (Regulation) Act, 2021.

Under the Act, only altruistic surrogacy is per-
mitted in India. This means a surrogate mother
cannot be paid for carrying a child, except for her
medical expenses and insurance coverage. Com-
mercial surrogacy, any arrangement involving
monetary compensation or profit, is banned and
is a punishable offence.

According to the Act, all surrogacy procedures
must take place at clinics registered under the Act
and authorised by the office officially designated
as the State Appropriate Authority.

. These clinics must comply with strict medical
standards and ethical norms. Any attempt to by-
pass the law, whether through brokers, unregis-
tered clinics, or financial inducements, is consi-
dered a criminal offence, punishable with
imprisonment of up to 10 years and fines reach-
ing %10 lakh.

Fertility specialists say the Assisted Reproduc-
tive Technology (ART) Regulation Act, 2021, and
the Surrogacy (Regulation) Act, 2021, have
brought much-needed order to what was once a
loosely regulated and, at times, opaque system.

Dr. Preethi Dayal, who runs the Preethi Fertil-
ity Centre in Jangaon district, says prior to the en-
forcement of the ART law in January 2023, “many
centres operated without oversight. You could
bring in any random donor, collect the sample,
and proceed with checks or documentation. But
we are now bound by very strict protocols. Every
donor must be sourced only through a registered
ART bank, which keeps Aadhaar-linked records
of every sample, though the identity is never dis-
closed to either doctors or patients.” She adds
that the new law mandates comprehensive
screening of all donors, including genetic testing,
and imposes tight eligibility criteria based on age
and health. “There is no room for ambiguity now.
Everything has to be documented and traceable.”

Dr. Preethi also points out that, legally and eth-
ically, all third-party donor procedures must be
conducted with confidentiality. “Patients are nev-
er informed about the identity of the donor. The
child born through surrogacy belongs legally and
emotionally to the intended parents. That is the
framework we follow,” Dr. Preethi says.

To reduce the risk of human error, the doctor
says many IVF clinics have now adopted the RI
Witness system, a high-tech safety protocol that
tracks every sample using barcode verification.
“Every patient is given a barcode-linked card. Be-
fore processing a sample, we scan the card in the
system. If there is any mismatch, the entire hospi-
tal is alerted,” she says.

While many corporate hospitals have already
adopted this system, Dr. Preethi says smaller or
less-regulated clinics may not yet have the infras-
tructure or the will to comply. “Some centres are
still conducting 10 to 15 IVF cycles a day. Without
safeguards like the RI Witness system, the chanc-
es of mix-ups increase,” she says.

Additional reporting by Naveen Kumar

Names have been changed to protect privacy
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