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I
ndia’s economic growth during the �rst
quarter of this �nancial year has surprised
most people. Against a perception among

economists that growth would slow to about
6%-7% on account of the impact of the West Asia
crisis, real growth in the April-June 2026 quarter
came in at a robust 7.8%. This was not a statistical
anomaly, either, as growth was underpinned by
strong performances in both manufacturing and
services. In fact, the manufacturing sector grew
at a three-quarter-high of 9.2%. The sector has
likely bene�ted from the Goods and Services Tax
rate cut implemented last September, and furth-
er from the Reserve Bank of India’s (RBI) 125-ba-
sis point cumulative interest rate cuts through
2025. A part of it is also that companies likely
front-loaded their output in the expectation of
further uncertainty on in�ation, potential future
rate hikes, and other possible headwinds. The
other piece of good news is that capital creation
seems to have picked up. While it is not yet clear
what the share is between the government and
the private sector, capital creation overall has a
welcome multiplier e�ect on the economy. The
services sector, too, has continued to see robust
growth, adding strength to the economy. Yet, the
economy is not out of the woods, and this robust
performance will be more di�cult to replicate in
the quarters ahead. As Chief Economic Adviser V.
Anantha Nageswaran has cautioned, Hormuz un-
certainty is likely to keep oil prices above $80 a
barrel, too high for a country that imports 85%-
90% of its oil requirement.

This is perhaps why Prime Minister Narendra
Modi on Tuesday reiterated his appeal to Indians
to buy local, avoid non-essential foreign travel
and weddings abroad, and stop unnecessary pur-
chases of gold. The pressure of maintaining a rea-
sonable trade de�cit has so far rested on India’s
services exports. This has served India reasona-
bly well so far, but the global economy is stutter-
ing. This, combined with the growth of Arti�cial
Intelligence services elsewhere, could hurt de-
mand for Indian services exports going ahead.
The economy is also yet to face the full brunt of a
de�cient monsoon and the impact this will have
on rural demand. The consumption-related data
for July in the Index of Industrial Production al-
ready points to sluggish rural demand. While in-
�ation remains well within the RBI’s comfort
zone, it has been increasing. The RBI expects it to
hit 5.9% in October-December 2026, which
would further hit demand. The front-loading of
manufacturing will also, by de�nition, peter out
over the next few quarters. The strength of the
Indian economy’s resilience was tested in Q1 and
it passed admirably. However, the much tougher
stamina test remains.

Endurance test
The quarters ahead will test the stamina

of India’s economic resilience

W
ith Russia and Ukraine escalating
their long-range attacks on each oth-
er’s territory, the risk of the con�ict

spilling over into other parts of Europe is rising.
There have been isolated but signi�cant incidents
suggesting that Russia is carrying out ‘gray zone’
attacks, testing the resolve of the North Atlantic
Treaty Organisation (NATO). Three explosive
drones were discovered near a German airport.
One was shot down over Romania, while another
Russian projectile landed in Poland. European of-
�cials also say that Russia is recruiting foreign
agents for sabotage and conducting cyberattacks
for digital espionage. According to U.S. media re-
ports, U.S. intelligence agencies believe that Rus-
sian President Vladimir Putin, under pressure at
home amid Ukraine’s growing long-range attacks,
could carry out a cyberattack or a limited land in-
cursion into NATO territory in the years ahead.
CIA chief John Ratcli�e visited Moscow in a bid to
warn the Kremlin against escalating the war into
NATO member-states. Inside Russia, government
o�cials and nationalist voices have hardened
their rhetoric. A Foreign Ministry spokesperson
recently said British military facilities “located
both inside Ukraine and beyond its borders” may
become legitimate targets if Ukraine continues to
attack Russia with British weapons. Mikhail Galu-
zin, Russia’s Deputy Foreign Minister, recently
threatened to topple the regime in Kyiv and esta-
blish a new governance body — all suggesting that
Russia could be preparing to escalate the war.

Russia still has no clear path to victory. Yes,
Russia has taken more than 20% of Ukraine’s
pre-2014 territory. But its incremental territorial
gains have slowed. Until early this year, the Rus-
sians were using artillery, glide bombs, drones
and infantry to blast through Ukraine’s deeply
entrenched positions. But with its long-range at-
tacks, particularly on Russia’s energy sector, sup-
ply networks, and military systems, Ukraine’s
new aerial front is in�icting economic pain on the
Russians. According to some reports, Ukrainian
attacks have knocked out roughly 20% of Russia’s
re�ning capacity. Russia is also striking Ukraine —
its air defences are weak — with drones and ballis-
tic missiles. But with continuing support from Eu-
rope, Kyiv has managed to withstand Russia’s
hits. But this stalemate is dangerous. Under pres-
sure at home and stuck on the frontline, Russia
could use U.S. preoccupation in the Persian Gulf
to escalate the con�ict and break the impasse.
But that would be a huge mistake, as it could trig-
ger an all-out war between two nuclear-armed
sides. Escalation would only compound Russia’s
problems. Mr. Putin should instead opt for se-
rious diplomatic engagement with Ukraine and
the West, to �nd a middle ground and end Eu-
rope’s longest war since the Second World War.

Do not gamble
Russia must opt for diplomatic

engagement with the West

E
ven though the national movement was
dominated by leaders from northern,
western and eastern India, the voice of
the southern region has never felt as

sti�ed in national politics and policy as it feels
today. True, Gandhi, Nehru, Netaji and Patel were
the tallest of leaders. Neither C. Rajagopalachari
of Madras, nor T. Prakasam of Andhra, nor
indeed E.M.S. Namboodiripad (EMS) of (Kerala)
Keralam had their kind of national presence. Nor
are the various resistance movements and
anti-British revolts of the south valorised across
the country, especially in northern India. Yet, the
presence of a galaxy of leaders from the south in
its leadership ranks helped the original Indian
National Congress to be seen as an all-inclusive
umbrella party in which political voices from
di�erent parts of the country felt included.

A north-dominated political landscape
Blame it on demographics or the penchant for a
‘national’ language, parliamentary politics seems
to have contributed to the political domination of
northern India over southern India. Both the
Indian National Congress and the Jana Sangh, and
its later avatar, the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP),
have been dominated by leadership from the
north. In the nearly eight decades of India’s
independent existence, only one Prime Minister
from the south completed a full term in o�ce.
Other Prime Ministers from south India have
been seen, at best, merely as placeholders. The
domination of the so-called Nehru-Gandhi family
in the Congress party, and the ideological
dominance of Hindi and the political dominance
of the Hindi heartland in the BJP, have cast a long
shadow over southern political leadership.

The Congress party could at least make the
claim that it had powerful regional leaders from
the south, such as K. Kamaraj and C.
Subramaniam in Tamil Nadu; Neelam Sanjiva
Reddy, Kasu Brahmananda Reddy, Marri Chenna
Reddy, and Y.S. Rajasekhara Reddy in Andhra
Pradesh; S. Nijalingappa, Devaraj Urs, and S.M.
Krishna in Karnataka; and K. Karunakaran in
Keralam. The BJP, to date, does not have a south
Indian political leader of any stature in its
leadership ranks. The one person who rose from
within the party ranks — B.S. Yediyurappa — has
quickly faded away.

If political leaders of some distinction from the
south have made a mark on national politics, they
have been from regional political parties or
national parties with a markedly regional
presence — M.G. Ramachandran and Jayalalithaa
in Tamil Nadu; Namboodiripad in Keralam; N.T.
Rama Rao (NTR) in Andhra Pradesh; K.
Chandrashekar Rao in Telangana; and H.D. Deve
Gowda, Ramakrishna Hegde, and Siddaramaiah
in Karnataka. National political parties have
rarely provided the political space for their
southern leaders to acquire a national pro�le.
When one of them did, such as P. V. Narasimha

Rao, the �rst south Indian Prime Minister
(perhaps largely because of his Hindi-speaking
skills), the Congress party denied him his due
place in its pantheon of Prime Ministers.

Southern leaders and delimitation
It is against this background that one must
evaluate the role of southern politicians in the
delimitation issue. It is a pity that they have not
been able to speak with one voice on this issue at
the recently concluded 31st meeting of the
Southern Zonal Council. Except for the strong
intervention of Karnataka Chief Minister D.K.
Shivakumar, the meeting could very well have
been a gathering of the Chief Secretaries of the
southern States. Mr. Shivakumar made a powerful
intervention, categorically demanding that the
use of the 1971 Census data for delimitation be
continued for another 25 years. 

He also called for the Lok Sabha’s strength to
be retained at the present 543 seats and for
women’s reservation to be implemented. His
Congress colleague, Chief Minister V.D. Satheesan
of Keralam, made only a tepid mention of
delimitation. Tamil Nadu Chief Minister C. Joseph
Vijay seemed to have revised his earlier strong
opposition to delimitation. He wound down his
position to seeking an assurance that the States
should not be denied their present proportional
share of representation in the Lok Sabha. The
Telangana Chief Minister, A. Revanth Reddy of
the Congress, missed the meeting and deputed
the Deputy Chief Minister.

The rest of the demands and issues raised by
the southern Chief Ministers were to do with
�nancial devolutions, river water disputes and
such other administrative issues. The most
politically consequential issue of delimitation did
not heat up the meeting. Nor has it been able to
compel the �ve southern Chief Ministers to close
ranks and come together on a common platform.

Indeed, even on other issues, the varying
degrees of dependence of the southern States on
New Delhi have made each of them not only
supplicate for funds at the Delhi darbar but also
echo some of the ideological obsessions of the
BJP. Both N. Chandrababu Naidu and Pawan
Kalyan (Chief Minister and Deputy Chief Minister
of Andhra Pradesh, respectively) have become
even more communal in their political
articulation than some of the BJP’s allies in the
NDA. Mr. Naidu’s desperation for �nancial
support from Delhi has diminished his political
stature as a representative of a proud Telugu
people, a role that Mr. Naidu’s party, the Telugu
Desam Party, once embodied.

NTR once famously said, “The Centre is a
conceptual myth”, pricking the balloon of
national self-importance of Delhi’s power elite.
His was a powerful voice, along with other Chief
Ministers of Opposition-ruled states, for
federalism. That prompted Prime Minister Indira
Gandhi to appoint the Sarkaria Commission on

Centre-State relations in June 1983. At the time,
the Sarkaria Commission’s report was widely
reported and discussed. Last year, the then
Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam government in
Tamil Nadu appointed another committee on
Centre-State relations, chaired by Justice Kurian
Joseph. It did not receive the attention it
deserved, either in the media or even among the
southern political leadership. This is a re�ection
of southern Chief Ministers abdicating their
responsibility. Their readiness to ingratiate
themselves with the Union government merely to
secure funds has further weakened their voice at
the national level.

In Keralam, powerful Chief Ministers such as
EMS and K. Karunakaran made their presence felt
nationally. EMS played a vital role in 1968-69 in
mobilising K. Brahmananda Reddy (Chief
Minister of Andhra Pradesh) and Mohanlal
Sukhadia (Chief Minister of Rajasthan) to get the
National Development Council to endorse the
Gadgil Formula for the distribution of Plan funds
between States. Contrast that with the submissive
approach of Pinarayi Vijayan (former Keralam
Chief Minister and senior leader of the
Communist Party of India (Marxist)) to the Union
government. Under Prime Minister Narendra
Modi, the NDC has not met even once. There has
been hardly any disquiet over this expressed by
anyone across the political spectrum. Over the
past two decades, the leadership of both the
CPM-led and Congress-led alliances has been
weak-kneed and unable to make its presence felt
nationally.

Shrinking space
Southern, or peninsular, India’s political presence
in the Indian federation is weak even with the
present distribution of seats in the Lok Sabha. But
successive national leaderships — �rst of the
Congress and later of the Janata Party and the
coalitions led by various Janata Parivar parties —
were not entirely dismissive of southern
concerns, whether on matters of language,
Centre-State relations, allocation of funds, railway
lines, or other issues. Whatever the outcome, the
south did not feel that its voice was being sti�ed.
Overall, there was arguably less
Hindi-heartland-centric policy direction.
Moreover, those parties had a consequential
presence in the southern States and included
in�uential leaders from the region.

As it is, the entire southern region could be
rendered politically inconsequential by the
strength of just two and a half States to three
States from the Hindi heartland in the Lok Sabha.
If scenarios like this enter the political discourse
in the south, the delimitation design that the
BJP-led Union government is now pushing will
only heighten political anxieties in the region.
When that happens, those anxieties will
overwhelm the present crop of supplicant Chief
Ministers.

The south’s muted voice as political power shifts north
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E
very few years, governments and
companies replace thousands of
computers, servers, networking devices

and storage systems. What looks like a routine
technology refresh is, in reality, the creation of a
valuable mine. Discarded IT equipment contains
copper, aluminium, gold, silver, palladium and
critical minerals that the world is scrambling to
secure. As economies digitise, these growing
mountains of electronic waste are among the
largest untapped sources of strategic raw
materials — and, when poorly handled,
hazardous waste. This is the promise of urban
mining: recovering valuable materials from
products that have already served their purpose,
instead of digging deeper into the earth. It begins
with recognising that yesterday’s electronics can
become tomorrow’s resource base. The
economics, however, are not always
straightforward.

The long chain of recycling
Safely recovering materials from electronic waste
requires sophisticated technology, secure data
destruction, environmentally compliant
processing and traceable supply chains, with
collection and segregation adding to the cost. Yet
the bene�ts go beyond recovered metals: less
virgin mining, stronger domestic supplies of
critical materials, lower import dependence and
responsible handling of hazardous components.

This helps explain why advanced recycling has
yet to become the default choice in India.
Procurement in both the public and private
sectors often rewards the lowest visible cost:
maximise resale value, minimise processing cost.
The strategic value of recovering critical minerals,
ensuring secure data-destruction, environmental
bene�ts and strengthening domestic industrial
capability rarely appears on the invoice. 

Every signi�cant public or corporate decision
creates two balance sheets. The �rst is �nancial
and immediate: purchase price, resale value,
savings achieved. It is measurable, auditable and
re�ected in annual budgets. The second is

strategic. It remains open long after the
transaction is complete, recording the
consequences of today’s decisions: resource
security, environmental sustainability, industrial
capability, supply-chain resilience, public health
and national competitiveness. Good governance,
and increasingly good business, depends on
managing both. Some investments look expensive
at �rst but can transform economies. Solar power
is a good example. Fifteen years ago, it struggled
to compete with conventional electricity on cost,
and governments that invested early were
criticised for paying too much. Today, scale and
learning have made solar one of the world’s
cheapest sources of electricity, while countries
that built manufacturing capacity early enjoy
advantages that simple cost comparisons could
not have predicted.

What organisations must ask
Investment in urban-mining infrastructure looks
similarly expensive if judged only against the cost
of disposing of a computer. The calculation
changes when the value of recovered materials,
avoided imports, environmental safeguards, data
security and future industrial capability are
counted together. Many costs excluded from an
initial transaction return later in another form,
and more expensive over-time. Pollution
becomes health-care expenditure. Resource
depletion becomes import dependence and high
manufacturing costs. Weak domestic capability
becomes strategic vulnerability.

Selecting a recycler solely because it o�ers the
highest resale value may appear prudent. But
organisations should also ask whether sensitive
data is securely destroyed, whether
refurbishment precedes recycling, and whether
critical minerals are recovered e�ciently and
transparently. A marginal gain today can become
tomorrow’s cybersecurity risk, import
dependence, reputational damage and
permanent loss of strategic resources. The
challenge is not con�ned to boardrooms. It also
shapes public policy. Governments have

traditionally relied on the valuable lowest-price
principle to ensure transparency and �scal
discipline. But today’s economy increasingly
depends on renewable energy systems, batteries,
electronics and advanced manufacturing, sectors
where the lowest acquisition cost is rarely the
lowest lifetime cost.

Many countries are now moving toward
life-cycle costing and value-based procurement,
asking “which option delivers the greatest
long-term public value?” Procurement then
becomes a tool of industrial policy, shaping
which technologies scale and which capabilities
are built. The same principle applies to
compliance markets such as Extended Producer
Responsibility, where judging compliance only on
the cheapest available certi�cate rewards the
lowest-cost provider rather than the
highest-quality outcome. Rewarding traceability,
recovery e�ciency and technological capability
would instead draw investment into advanced
recycling and strengthen India’s domestic supply
of critical minerals.

Environmental costs never remain
environmental alone; they become economic
costs. Governments spend more on remediation,
businesses face higher compliance costs, and
citizens bear the burden through taxes and lost
productivity. The costs may be delayed or
redistributed, but are rarely avoided.

The choice made is important
Whether India’s discarded computers, servers,
batteries and electronics become a strategic
national asset or an environmental liability
depends on choices made today by governments
and businesses alike. Every invoice records a
price. Every decision creates two balance sheets.
One closes with the transaction. The other
continues to shape economic resilience and
industrial and national capability. Therefore, the
question is: Which decision is it that leaves
behind the smallest unpaid bill?

The views expressed are personal
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A strong appeal
Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s call to Russian
President Vladimir Putin
that the world must move
from an “endless war” to an
“end of war” comes at a
crucial moment. India has
consistently advocated
dialogue and diplomacy as

to mentor younger players
and pass on his invaluable
experience has further
enhanced his stature as a
sporting icon.

M. Jeyaram,
Sholavandan, Tamil Nadu

remarkable journey, from
his early years in Rosario,
Argentina, to becoming one
of the greatest footballers
the world has ever
witnessed, is a testament to
his unwavering passion,
relentless perseverance and
extraordinary consistency
on the field. His willingness

he will retire from
international football has
come as a rude shock to his
millions of fans, many of
whom still believe that he
has enough football left in
him to mesmerise them
with his extraordinary skills
and innovative approach to
the beautiful game. His

and encourage all sides to
return to the negotiating
table.
Rukma Sharma,

Jalandhar, Punjab

Messi’s journey
The announcement by
legendary Argentine
footballer Lionel Messi that

the preferred means of
resolving international
disputes. 
Mr. Modi’s message
reinforces the view that
military action alone cannot
provide a lasting solution.
The international
community should support
sustained diplomatic e�orts
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San Francisco, California, September 1:
Researchers are close to creating synthetic blood
protein which may speed them towards cure for
sickle-cell anaemia and other blood disorders, a
scientist has reported.

According to Dr. Sherman Beychok scientists
at the Columbia University in New York City
have learned how to take apart a molecule of
human haemoglobin and put it back together.
This removes the major stumbling block to
creation of man-made haemoglobin.

Haemoglobin is the basic respiratory unit of
blood, the protein that carries oxygen from the
lungs to body tissues.

Dr. Beychok said scientists could learn more
about blood disorders by duplicating the
sickle-cell heamoglobin molecule, for example,
and comparing it with synthetic molecules of
healthy heamoglobin.

Dr. Beychok, whose �ndings are to be
presented in a report to the American Chemical
Society, said scientists have long had the
knowledge to create synthetic protein chains
that would duplicate those in haemoglobin. But,
he said, the Columbia research would enable
them for the �rst time to bind the chains
together with “heme” the other basic
component of haemoglobin, without having the
volatile protein chains fall apart.

“Heme” contains the atom of iron that grabs
an atom of oxygen to carry it to body tissues. Dr.
Beychok said “Heme” — “available from a bottle
on a shelf” — is easily produced from cow’s
blood. Dr. Beychok stressed that arti�cial
haemoglobin could not replace whole blood
transfusions or keep a trauma patient alive
inde�nitely unless it was replenished by
transfusion or by the victim’s own blood.

FIFTY YEARS AGO SEPTEMBER 2, 1976

Synthetic blood protein

F R O M T H E A R C H I V E S

Calcutta, September 1: Information has been
received in Calcutta of a daring theft, recently
committed in the palace of the Maharajadhiraja
Bahadur of Darbhanga. Three rings worth Rs.
68,000 were stolen. One of the rings, valued
about Rs. 60,000 was set with a single rose
diamond that at di�erent times of day changed
colour from rose to white or blue. Vigorous
police investigation is proceeding.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO SEPTEMBER 2, 1926

Theft in Darbhanga
Maharaja’s palace

T
he Union government, re-
cognising the contribution
of gig workers to the “new

age services economy” in its 2025-
26 Budget, announced healthcare
coverage for gig workers who are
registered on the e-Shram portal
launched in 2021. Finance Minister
Nirmala Sitharaman, who made
the announcement in her Budget
speech on February 1, 2025, said
the measure is expected to bene�t
over one crore gig workers. 

Though the registration of gig
workers has since gained momen-
tum, the gap in numbers not only
shows that a majority of such
workers are yet to bene�t from the
announcement, but also points to
inadequacies in measuring and
understanding the rapidly growing
size of the country’s gig workforce.

While the Minister quoted the
�gure of one crore, the e-Shram
portal has seen the registration of
only 8.58 lakh gig workers as per a
reply presented by the Ministry of
Labour and Employment in the
Rajya Sabha on January 29, 2026 —
the latest date for which the data
has been made publicly available.
Even if one assumes the registra-
tions to have doubled since Janu-
ary, it would account for only
around 15% of the estimated num-
ber of gig workers. 

This means that �ve out of ev-
ery six gig workers remain outside
the government’s reach.

The size of India’s gig work-
force, often quoted to be over one
crore in many of the government’s
replies in Parliament last year,
seems to emerge from a single
source — the NITI Aayog’s ‘India’s
Booming Gig and Platform Econo-
my’ report released in June 2022.
The report estimated the number
of workers to be around 77 lakh in
2020-21. Chart 1 shows the gap
between the estimated number of
gig workers and those registered
on the e-Shram portal. 

In the absence of dedicated ef-
forts to measure the size of its gig
workforce, India’s estimates have
solely relied on this NITI Aayog re-
port, which estimates the number
of gig workers in 2024-25 and 2025-
25 to be 1.27 crore and 1.43 crore
respectively. 

By conceptualising the portal as
an Aadhaar-seeded ‘National Data-
base of Unorganised Workers
(NDUW)’, and making registration
a prerequisite for availing bene�ts,
the government has made e-Shram
the uni�ed platform for tracking
its unorganised workforce, includ-
ing gig workers. 

The Periodic Labour Force Sur-
vey reports are yet to capture gig
workers as a distinct category des-
pite the estimated gig workforce
accounting for about 2% of India’s
total workforce of 61.6 crore, as cit-
ed by the 2025 PLFS report. 

The government o�cially de-
�ned who a gig worker is only in
the Code on Social Security, 2020,
which came into force last year.
The Code promised more bene�ts,
such as accident insurance, mater-
nity bene�ts, and a dedicated so-
cial security fund, but most are yet
to materialise. 

The promise of health coverage
in the 2025-26 Budget seems to
have however driven a surge in re-
gistrations. Chart 2 shows the
growth in the registration of gig
workers on e-Shram.

However, the registrations have
not been uniform across States.
Chart 3 shows the top 10 States
with the highest number of regis-
trations. Notably, highly urbanised
Tamil Nadu (31,654), Telangana
(29,951) and Keralam (11,219) are
not even among the 10 States. 

NITI Aayog’s 2022 report listed
21 sectors that had gig workers.
While this included agriculture,
healthcare, education, and retail,
the concentration of gig workers
has been in the food industry, tran-
sportation, and domestic and hou-
sehold work, as per registrations
on e-Shram. Chart 4 shows the
top 5 sectors with the highest
share of gig workers. 

Majority of India’s gig workers remain out of govt.’s reach 
While the number of registrations by gig workers on the e-Shram portal have increased, it has not been uniform across States

Sachin Swaraj

DATA POINT

I
n the elections to the
State Assemblies of
Keralam, Tamil Nadu,
West Bengal, Assam,

and the Union Territory of
Puducherry, one emerging
pattern had been the
engagement, or lack thereof,
of the younger generation,
the Gen Zs in particular, in
the electoral process. Gen Zs
are often seen as apolitical,
or even anti-political, judged
by the positions they take on
issues, and by their
preoccupation with the
present rather than the past
or the future.

Yet being apolitical, or
claiming to be, is itself a way
of falling victim to the
dominant political narrative.
The point here is not to pass
judgment on the Gen Z
youth, but to insist that
politicising this generation is
necessary not just for
democratisation but for their
own reclaiming of rights
within the Indian union. One
of the �rst steps toward that
end is to ensure that every
educational institution has
an elected students’ council. 

Gradual depoliticisation
Over the last few decades,
especially since the 1990s,
depoliticisation, a strategic
project of neo-liberal
capitalism, has been on the
rise. This is primarily
because depoliticisation is
structurally engineered; it
treats the citizen as a
consumer. Individualism has
become the prominent
ideology, converting
unemployment, housing,
and other livelihood crises
into personal failures. 

Then there is what might
be called a culture of ‘nano
impulsiveness’. Every
generation is new in relation
to the one before it, but the
terms of that newness are
often contested.
Neoliberalism shortens the
temporal horizon itself, and

this shrinking of attention is
visible across commerce,
psychology, and everyday
behaviour. It breeds a
politics of spontaneity and
impulse. Thus, a
depoliticised Gen Z becomes
the ideal subject for
personality cults and social
media-manufactured
consent, voting for a face or
a moment rather than a
programme — a tendency
that hyper-nationalist,
emotionally-charged
messaging exploits with
ease, especially in the
absence of counter
institutional spaces such as
students’ or trade unions. 

A revival
However, the summer of
2026 o�ered a sharp rebuttal
to the thesis that Gen Z is
inherently apolitical. The
protests that erupted at
Delhi’s Jantar Mantar over
irregularities in the NEET-UG
examination drew
thousands of students to the
capital. What was most
striking was not just the
scale of mobilisation but its
texture — young protesters
bypassed government
imposed mobile Internet
shutdowns using
peer-to-peer Bluetooth mesh
networks; ran a mobile
library for fellow
demonstrators; and found
millennials marching
alongside them, dissolving a
generational divide both
sides had long taken for
granted. Gen Z, it turned
out, was never apolitical; it
was waiting for a cause that
felt like its own, and a means
to organise around it. 

Political parties, many of
whom themselves emerged
out of student movements,
have been the ones banning
students’ unions. West
Bengal banned students’
elections a decade ago.
Tamil Nadu did the same
decades earlier. Most

Bharatiya Janata Party-ruled
States do not hold elections
to students’ councils. 

Keralam remains the
exception, with regular
student union elections.
These elections produce
politically literate
constituencies with a
sustained capacity for
democratic engagement —
precisely what is anathema
to neo-liberal capitalism.
Such engagement is often
the �rst step in shedding an
identity rooted in ethnicity,
religion, or caste, and
acquiring one rooted in
democratic demands
around education and
employment. 

One often hears that
student politics cause
disruption — an argument
that even parties which
claim to oppose
neoliberalism have adopted
wholesale. But education is
not a factory �oor; a campus
without politics produces
obedient labour, not
democratic citizens. 

The depoliticisation of the
Gen Z youth is not their own
failure but the success of a
system engineered to
produce this outcome. If the
1970s saw large, sustained
movements shaped
decisively by students and
their unions, today that
participation matters just as
much, as the Jantar Mantar
protests have shown us. The
task is not to instil an interest
in politics in this generation;
Jantar Mantar shows they
already possess it but are
waiting for it to take an
institutional form. 

The answer to
depoliticisation is not to
lament Gen Z’s apathy but to
restore the institutional
conditions under which
political consciousness has
always been formed —
campus democracy, student
unions, and the right to
deliberate collectively.

The seemingly apolitical Gen Z youth

Tikender Singh
Panwar

is an author, urban

practitioner, and

former Deputy Mayor,

Shimla. He was also a

member of the Kerala

Urban Commission

Education is not
a factory �oor; a
campus without
politics
produces
obedient labour,
not democratic
citizens

O
n June 9, a
Supreme Court
division Bench
observed that the

court cannot remain a mute
spectator in matters
concerning animals, noting
that their wellbeing is of
paramount importance. The
court’s observation in this
case (Jayakrishna Menon vs.
Krishnankutty & Ors) arose
from an ownership dispute
over Raman, Keralam’s
tallest elephant, who was
being used for temple
activities. Raman’s
temporary custodian was
responsible for care and
upkeep but the elephant
continued to be used for
temple activities despite it
being prohibited by the top
court. The SC ordered the
Keralam government to take
custody of Raman,
emphasising that it would
fail in its duty towards
“voiceless animals” if it
turned a blind eye to such
de�ance of court orders.

Two di�erent approaches
The court’s observation
implicitly acknowledges an
animal’s propensity to su�er
while highlighting the need
to ensure the wellbeing of
animals. However, the
approach adopted by the SC
in this case stands in sharp
contrast to its ruling on the
issue of street dogs in Re:
City Hounded by Strays, Kids
Pay Price, 2026, where a
three-judge Bench adopted a
much narrower
interpretation of the law
which led to the removal of a
large numbers of dogs from
public institutions.

The judiciary’s
di�erential treatment of
these two categories of
animals — elephants and
street dogs — raises
important moral and legal
questions. For instance, why
is one elephant’s wellbeing
of “paramount importance”,

while the welfare of lakhs of
street dogs is disregarded?
Further, how is it that the
same institution adopts two
contrasting (if not
contradictory) approaches
to decide issues involving
similar moral
considerations? And
importantly, is the judiciary
the best positioned
institution to decide cases
that seal the fate of animals
(for better or for worse)? 

However, one needs to
acknowledge that these two
cases and the animals at the
centre of them are not
identical. The legal
protections these two
animals are entitled to, and
their interactions with
humans vary signi�cantly.
The Indian elephant is a
charismatic animal, listed as
an Endangered Species on
the International Union for
Conservation of Nature’s
Red List, and is explicitly
protected under the Wild
Life (Protection) Act, 1972.
The street dog, on the other
hand, is legally perceived as
a problem that needs to be
tackled. One is expected to
live in the wild (away from
human habitation) while the
other shares our public
spaces, requiring us to learn
to coexist in shared spaces. 

While it is important to
recognise these di�erences,
it is also crucial to question
whether they are signi�cant
enough to attract completely
di�erent moral and legal
considerations. 

As moral philosopher
Peter Singer has argued, the
basic principle of equality
does not require equal or
identical treatment; it
requires equal
consideration. For Singer,
equal consideration is
extended to every being that
has interests, has some
subjective awareness, or is
capable of feeling pleasure
or pain. Singer accepts that

equal consideration for
di�erent beings may lead to
di�erent treatment and
di�erent rights. However,
when comparing the two
judgments in question, it is
the absence of equal
consideration itself that
seems to be leading to the
di�erential treatment. Equal
consideration, in both these
cases, would require an
assessment of the needs of
the animals, and then the
determining of a relevant
course of action.

Anthropocentric bias
There is also a similarity in
the approach of the laws that
govern these animals. The
Wildlife Protection Act for
elephants, and the
Prevention of Cruelty to
Animals Act, 1960 that apply
to street dogs reveal an
anthropocentric bias in
evaluating the worth of
animals, which in turn
determines the nature and
level of protections they are
entitled to.

Two di�erent cases
involving di�erent animals
presented contrasting
approaches to the treatment
of animals by the SC. This
highlights a gap in legislative
guidance for ensuring the
well-being of animals,
di�erent as they may be in
their categorisation in the
eyes of the law. The Swiss
Constitution, for example,
not only ensures the
well-being of animals but
also ensures the protection
of animal dignity which
grants animals an inherent
worth. This responsibility
ultimately lies with the
Parliament which should
extend protection to every
being worthy of moral
consideration. We need a
strong legislative foundation
which provides moral
consideration to all animals
and enables pathways for
ethical coexistence. 

All animals need equal consideration 
Apoorva

works at the Animal

Law & Policy Network

(ALPN Research

Foundation)

The judiciary’s
di�erential
treatment of
two categories
of animals —
elephants and
street dogs —
raises important
moral and legal
questions
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Jharkhand districts 
in which �ash �ood
alerts were issued

10
The Jharkhand weather

department has issued a flash

flood warning for 10 districts

as heavy rain lashed large parts of the

State on Tuesday. Dumaria in East

Singhbhum registered the highest 217 

mm of rain since Monday, the India

Meteorological Department said. PTI

NEWS IN NUMBERS

Onion stock for PDS
that reached Chennai
via Kanda Express 

840
in tonnes. The second

‘Kanda Express’ — a

dedicated railway rake

carrying 840 tonne of onion from the buffer

stock — reached Chennai on August 31,

with the Tamil Nadu government planning

to distribute 1 kg onion per ration card via

the Public Distribution System (PDS). PTI

Number of corruption
cases pending trial 
as of December 2025

7,229
As of December

31, 2025, a total

of 7,229

corruption cases probed by the CBI were

pending trial in courts, including 409 cases

pending for more than 20 years, according

to the Central Vigilance Commission’s 2025

annual report. PTI

Keralam’s monsoon
rainfall de�cit from
June to August

22
in per cent. Keralam received

1,367.1 mm of rainfall during

the southwest monsoon from

June 1 to August 31, 2026, which was 22%

below the normal rainfall of 1,746.8 mm,

according to IMD data. Wayanad recorded

the highest deficit among districts at 50

per cent, followed by Idukki at 44%. PTI

Share of asylum
requests denied in 
the U.S. in June 2026

94.1
in per cent. U.S.

immigration court data

showed that 94.1% of

asylum cases were denied in June 2026,

while only 5.5% were granted, according to

figures reported by the Transactional

Records Access Clearinghouse (TRAC). PTI

COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM

The story so far:

A
shuddhikaran (puri�cation)
ritual was performed at
Haldwani’s Ramlila ground on
August 10, two days after

Congress president Mallikarjun Kharge
addressed a rally there. Mr. Kharge said
the ritual made him feel the “sting of
untouchability” and sought legal action,
while the organisation that performed it
o�ered a di�erent explanation, citing
slogans allegedly raised during the rally
and Mr. Kharge’s earlier political remarks.
The dispute raises a legal question
beyond the immediate controversy: what
does Indian law regard as untouchability
when the alleged wrong is not denial of
entry, but the “puri�cation” of a place
after a Dalit person has used it?

What does the law prohibit?
Article 17 of the Constitution declares that
“‘untouchability’ is abolished”, forbids its
practice “in any form”, and says that
enforcing any disability arising from
untouchability shall be an o�ence
punishable in accordance with law. The
Supreme Court has recognised that
Article 17 is enforceable against non-State
actors as well.

The Constitution does not de�ne
“untouchability”. 

Parliament gave e�ect to Article 17
through the Untouchability (O�ences)
Act, 1955, which was substantially
amended and renamed the Protection of
Civil Rights Act, 1955 in 1976. The Act
punishes the preaching and practice of
untouchability and the enforcement of
disabilities arising from it.

Some of its provisions address familiar
forms of untouchability: preventing entry
into a place of worship, imposing social
disabilities, or discriminating in access to
public facilities and services. But the law
is not con�ned to physically keeping
somebody out. Section 7(1)(d) also
punishes a person who “insults or
attempts to insult, on the ground of
‘untouchability’, a member of a

Scheduled Caste”.
The law can reach conduct beyond

denial of access, but the fact that an act
a�ects or humiliates a Scheduled Caste
person does not by itself answer whether
Section 7(1)(d) is attracted. The provision
requires the insult to be “on the ground of
‘untouchability’”.

How has the Supreme Court
interpreted Article 17?
The Supreme Court addressed the scope
of Article 17 in Sukanya Shantha v Union of
India (2024), while striking down
caste-discriminatory provisions in prison
manuals and reviewing its earlier Article
17 jurisprudence.

The court described untouchability as
connected to the caste system and its
interconnected notions of “purity and
pollution”. These ideas, it said, have been
used to reinforce caste hierarchy and
in�uence whom people associate with
and how they treat one another. Article 17
rejects such notions.

The judgment also explains why the
absence of a de�nition does not
necessarily con�ne the scope of Article 17.
It noted that even a broadly worded
de�nition could become restrictive
because discrimination can manifest itself
through the “manifold complexities” of
social life. Article 17 must therefore be
capable of reaching untouchability in its

di�erent forms and manifestations.
The court then stated the principle

directly: “There cannot be any stigma
attached to the existence, touch or
presence of any person.”

The court’s reasoning is therefore not
con�ned to familiar forms of exclusion. It
also addresses the underlying caste idea
of pollution: discriminatory treatment
based on a person’s touch or presence.

What has the court said about such
practices?
In Surya Narayan Choudhary v State of
Rajasthan (1988), the Rajasthan High
Court considered discrimination against
Dalit devotees at the public Shrinathji
temple in Nathdwara.

The court was told that Dalit devotees
were permitted to enter only after
undergoing a process of puri�cation. 

Crucially, the High Court held that Dalit
devotees could not be subjected to an
additional condition for temple entry that
did not apply to other devotees, and
speci�cally directed that the reported
puri�cation practice be discontinued,
holding it discriminatory and violative of
Articles 14, 15 and 17.

At Nathdwara, puri�cation was
imposed on Dalit devotees before they
could enter a temple on equal terms. At
Haldwani, the ritual occurred after Mr.
Kharge had already used the venue, and

the reason for it is disputed. The Surya
Narayan Choudhary case therefore does
not decide the present controversy; it
establishes the narrower proposition that
caste-speci�c ritual puri�cation imposed
on Dalits as a condition of equal access
can violate Article 17.

Where is the legal boundary?
Article 17 and the Protection of Civil
Rights Act must also be distinguished
from the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled
Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Act, 1989,
which creates separate criminal o�ences
with their own ingredients.

Section 3(1)(r), for example, deals with
intentionally insulting or intimidating an
SC/ST member with intent to humiliate
them in a place within public view, when
committed by a person who is not an SC
or ST. In Hitesh Verma v State of
Uttarakhand (2020), the Supreme Court
said that not every insult to an SC/ST
person attracts the provision: the insult or
intimidation must be connected to the
victim belonging to the protected
community. More recently, in Gunjan @
Girija Kumari v State (NCT of Delhi)
(2026), the Supreme Court reiterated that
“public view” is an essential requirement
for the o�ence. 

What would establish
untouchability?
If evidence were to show that the venue
was regarded as requiring cleansing
because caste-based notions of pollution
were attached to Mr. Kharge’s touch or
presence, the reasoning in Sukanya
Shantha case and the caste-speci�c
puri�cation considered in Surya Narayan
Choudhary case would become directly
relevant. If, on the other hand, the ritual
was undertaken for reasons unconnected
with caste, including the reasons cited by
the organisers, its timing after Mr.
Kharge’s rally would not by itself establish
untouchability.

The word shuddhikaran cannot answer
that question. The legal issue is the
connection, if any, between the ritual and
caste-based notions of pollution.
(Sahil Hussain Choudhury is an advocate
and Constitutional law researcher from
Assam) 

Untouchability and the idea of ‘purity’
How does Indian law de�ne ‘untouchability’? How has the Supreme Court interpreted ‘purity and pollution’? What did the Rajasthan High Court rule on

puri�cation? What facts would determine whether the Haldwani ritual amounted to untouchability?

Show of dissent: Congress workers march towards the Uttarakhand Secretariat in Dehradun on

Tuesday, protesting a ‘purification’ ceremony at the venue of Mallikarjun Kharge’s Haldwani rally. PTI

Sahil Hussain Chaudhury
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�

Article 17 abolishes
untouchability in all forms,
while the Protection of Civil
Rights Act, 1955 penalises its
practice, including insults
based on untouchability.

�

The Supreme Court has linked
untouchability to caste-based
notions of ‘purity and
pollution’, holding that Article
17 can address di�erent forms
of discriminatory treatment
based on a person’s touch or
presence.

�

Whether the Haldwani ritual
amounts to untouchability
would depend on evidence of a
caste-based connection; the
word ‘shuddhikaran’ or the
ritual’s timing alone would not
establish it.

The story so far:

T
hailand’s Peaceful Society
Promotion Act, an amnesty
initiative passed by lawmakers
in July, came into e�ect on

August 24, as the government under
Prime Minister Anutin Charnvirakul seeks
reconciliation with a large share of the
population still leaning towards populist
former leader Thaksin Shinawatra, a key
�gure at the centre of the country’s
political turmoil.

What are the provisions of the new
Act?
The Act seeks to grant amnesty to those
convicted over protests or for
“expressions motivated by political
con�icts” from January 1, 2005, to July 16,
2025, except for o�ences involving
corruption, lese majeste violations,

murder or causing serious injuries, and
those against private entities on a
case-by-case basis.

The Act has listed more than 40
categories of o�ences eligible for
amnesty, including severe charges such as
sedition, rebellion, cybercrimes and
emergency violations.

The Act calls for the setting up of a
committee, the “peaceful society
promotion committee”, led by the Prime
Minister or his deputy within a month to
determine who quali�es for amnesty. The
panel will have representatives from
Parliament, human rights experts, and
civil society organisation members.

In addition to granting release for
current prisoners, the committee can also
close investigations and prosecutions,
dismiss pending court cases, and clear
criminal records of those eligible for the
amnesty. Government o�cials have said
that the panel will review all political

cases recorded between 2005 and 2025
under the Act.

Who would bene�t from the new Act?
The Thai Lawyers for Human Rights says
that more than 5,000 individuals have
been prosecuted for political con�icts
since the 2006 coup, with a third of these
happening after 2020, with around 300 of
those involved being under the age of 18.

It said that, as of July this year, around
54 people remained in prison over
political activities, but only around 10 of
them would be eligible for amnesty since
the others have Article 112 charges against
them.

Other than those in prison, the Act
would also clear the records of thousands
with charges. This includes members of
pro-Shinawatra bodies and anti-monarchy
out�ts as well as the royalists who took
part in the ‘yellow shirt’ protests in 2006
that led to the coup and subsequent

ouster of Mr. Shinawatra and years of
instability.

The current Bhumjaithai Party-led
government, which came to power after a
snap election following a short term as a
minority government, is on thin ice,
having to manage strong voices from
multiple political alignments in the
country, and the sweeping amnesty
provisions, which can be interpreted for
the pro-democracy out�ts as well as the
royalists simultaneously, is a strategic
move to secure support.

What are the shortcomings of the
amnesty push?
While the new Act will erase politically
motivated criminal records for thousands
of people, several organisations have
questioned the exclusion of lese majeste
provisions from its ambit. The draconian
Article 112, critics say, has been used to
silence dissent by governments, including
the royalists and the populists, with even
juveniles being charged and awaiting trial
for defaming the King and senior o�cials
of the royalty.

While the Act has listed sedition and
rebellion as charges eligible for amnesty
consideration, Section 112 remained
non-negotiable during lawmakers’
deliberation. A minority faction of
independent Senators had moved during
the drafting period of the legislation to
introduce a clause to grant amnesty for

Section 112 convicts under 18 years of age
at the time of the o�ense, but this was set
aside in a 126 to 15 vote.

Critics say that the new Act also has a
provision explicitly stipulating that even
the existing special rehabilitation and
judicial diversion plans for minors cannot
be applied to any youth facing a Section
112 charge. This ensures that the law
serves as a “blunt instrument of absolute
exclusion, stripping young
pro-democracy activists of the legal
protections normally a�orded to children
under both domestic and international
human rights frameworks”, 112watch, a
Thai organisation, said.

The legislation shows that political
reconciliation in Thailand is “selective,
conditional, and reserved only for
favoured factions”, the organisation said
in a statement condemning its clearance.
“Excluding Article 112 — a provision
historically used as a political weapon to
suppress dissent — does not foster
national harmony; it deepens societal
wounds and institutionalises state
impunity”, it said.

The group has also �agged the
insertion of o�ences related to election
fraud into the scope of amnesty under the
Act, which could potentially clear
individuals involved in collusion during
senatorial elections, which is not related
to the political expression that the
government seeks to look beyond.

What does Thailand’s new
amnesty Act cover?
Who would bene�t from the new Act? What are the shortcomings of the amnesty push?

Vighnesh P. Venkitesh

Follow us facebook.com/thehindu X.com/the_hindu instagram.com/the_hindu

Delhi � www.thehindu.com � Wednesday, September 2, 2026

10

Text&Context
0 

e2213679

e2213679



M ND-NDECM
YK

For feedback and suggestions for 
Text & Context, please write to

letters@thehindu.co.in

with the subject ‘Text & Context’

X

QUESTION 1

Which British constitutional initiative provided the framework for
the formation of the interim government?
X

QUESTION 2

Who served as Commander-in-Chief of India while the interim
government was in operation?
X

QUESTION 3

On what date did the Muslim League join the interim government?
X

QUESTION 4

Through what electoral mechanism were members of the
Constituent Assembly, from which the interim government was
formed, chosen?
X

QUESTION 5

On what date did the interim government cease to exist, and what
major constitutional event brought its tenure to an end?

Questions and Answers to

the previous day’s daily

quiz: 1. Who was the first
Indian to win the Magsaysay
Award as early as 1958? Ans:

Vinoba Bhave

2. Who won the award in
1965 for public service?
What was the title that he
was known by? Ans:

Jayaprakash Narayan; Lok

Nayak

3. Name the Indian who won
the award in 1974. Name the
last and most prominent
film featuring her? Ans: M.S.

Subbulakshmi. Meera

4. Another award winner in
2005, this person was born
into a family that had two
distinguished Nobel
laureates. She served as a

leading doctor and director of
the Cancer Institute in
Chennai. Ans: V. Shanta

5. A former IAS o�icer, this
awardee led major campaigns,
the most prominent of which
was the National Campaign
for the People’s Right to
Information, which
culminated in the Right to
Information Act being passed.
Ans: Aruna Roy

Visual: Identify this awardee.
Cited for “guiding the people
of [Andhra Pradesh] to end the
scourge of child labour and
send all of their children to
school”. Ans: Shantha Sinha

Early Birds: Siddhartha
Viswanathan | Piyali Tuli |
Tamal Biswas | Sunil
Madhavan | Lalchand Bhutani

THE DAILY QUIZ

On September 2, 1946, an interim government headed by Jawaharlal Nehru began
functioning as British India took its �rst major step towards the transfer of power

X

Visual Question:

Identify these members of the interim government from left to
right. SELECTED WORKS OF JAWAHARLAL NEHRU, SECOND SERIES, VOL. 1, PP.

160–161

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

Prathmesh Kher

What is the di�erence between
“resume” and “biodata”? (Mootha
Sarva Rayudu, Kakinada)
It is di�cult to point out the di�erence
between the two. In the Indian context, I
guess one could say that there is no
di�erence between them. A “bio-data” is
a resume. A native speaker, on the other
hand, may not understand what you
mean by “bio-data”. The word does not
exist in most native varieties of English.
The words commonly used by native
speakers are CV (curriculum vitae) and
resume. In India, however, the word
‘bio-data’ is much more common than the
other two.

Is ‘juggernaut’ derived from Lord
Jagannath? ( S. Bakthavathsalan,
Gurgaon, Haryana)
Yes, Lord Jagannath of Puri has given us
the word “juggernaut”. As you probably
know, Lord Jagannath and his consort are
usually placed on huge chariots and taken
out in procession every year. Lots of
people from various parts of the country
come to see and participate in this event.
Many people line up as volunteers to pull
the heavy chariot. Whenever you have a
huge crowd, accidents are very
commonplace; they are just waiting to
happen. There have been several
reported cases of people accidentally
falling and being crushed by the huge
wheels of Lord Jagannath’s chariot. A
person who was a witness to such
accidents was a Franciscan missionary
named Friar Odoric. He visited India in
the 14th Century and wrote about his visit
to Puri in a journal, which he published in
Europe later on. In his journal, Odoric
wrote in detail about the huge chariot of
Jagannath and how the devotees threw
themselves at the chariot wheels, allowing
themselves to be crushed. According to
Odoric, the people were o�ering
themselves as a sacri�ce to the Lord! The
European readers were shocked and
horri�ed when they read this, and began
to associate the word “juggernaut” with a
huge object that is out of control. The
Friar’s story of the human sacri�ce spread
throughout Europe and by the 19th
Century “juggernaut” began to be
associated with a massive object that
destroyed everything in its path. It was
seen as a destructive force. It is interesting
to note that “trains”, “tanks”, and even
“automobiles”, when they were �rst
introduced, were referred to as
“juggernauts”! The word has a negative
connotation in English. Here are a few
examples.

Sandeep is very naive. He thinks it is
possible to compete with the juggernauts
of the industry.

‘Believe it or not, the skinny man
standing over there is a political
juggernaut.

What is the meaning of “cut o� one’s
nose to spite one face”? (Pranjal
Kishore Sharmah, Jorhat, Assam)
This is one of those expressions that has
been around for quite some time. If you
wanted to get even with someone, or hurt
the feelings of that person, would you do
it by cutting o� your nose? Would that be
a sensible thing to do? It wouldn’t, would
it? That’s what the expression ‘cut o�
one’s nose to spite one’s face’ means. It
means harming oneself, perhaps much
more than the person one is trying to
hurt. 

Harish loves to play tennis, but he
refused to play with Suresh because he
doesn’t like him. He was cutting o� his
nose to spite his face.”
Published in The Hindu on October 30,
2001

Know your
English

FROM THE ARCHIVES

S. UpendranI
ndia is in the middle of a data
centre gold rush. Global tech giants
— Google, Meta, Amazon, Microsoft
— have committed billions to build

facilities across the country. The
government estimates that data centres
will drive nearly $200 billion in
investment over the coming decade. 

Many States in the country are
competing �ercely for a piece of the pie.
Maharashtra wants to be the data centre
capital of the country. Telangana has
declared data centres as “essential
services.” Karnataka is reviewing its policy
to attract more. Rajasthan is o�ering tax
exemptions and cheap land. All eyes are
on the opportunity, but none on the cost. 

Data centre capacity in India has
nearly tripled from 520 megawatts in
2020 to nearly 1.5 gigawatts today. By
2030, it is projected to hit 6.5 GW, which
is a fourfold expansion in just four years.
Electricity demand from these facilities is
expected to rise from about 13
terawatt-hours (TWh) in 2024 to roughly
57 TWh by 2030. The Union Ministry of
Power estimates that arti�cial intelligence
alone will add 26.3 gigawatts of new
demand by 2031-32. 

No policy document, at the Central or
State level, has assessed what guaranteed
power costs the grid that is already
strained under 45°C heat, or where the
water will come from for cooling, or what
the thermal load from thousands of
servers will do to regions already
teetering on dangerously high
temperatures. 

The resource reality 
A 100 MW data centre consumes about 2
million litres of water daily. That is
equivalent to the daily use of roughly
6,500 households. India’s data centres
consumed an estimated 150 billion litres
of water in 2024-25. By 2030, that �gure is
projected to more than double to 358
billion litres annually. 

The water use matters because data
centres are clustering in India’s most
water-stressed regions. Rajasthan extracts
147.11% of its annual groundwater
recharge, the second highest rate in the
country. Several groundwater assessment
units in Maharashtra are classi�ed as
semi-critical. Telangana’s Irrigation
Minister con�rmed in May 2026 that 16
districts were under groundwater stress.
Hyderabad’s surface water supply
dropped 20% during the summer of 2024
due to poor monsoon recharge, forcing
the water board to ration supply.
Mumbai’s reservoirs stood at just 44.5% of
capacity in March 2026. 

The water these facilities consume is
not accounted for in any State policy.
None of the policies require public
disclosure of daily water consumption.
None require a hydrogeological
assessment before approval. None
mandate that water sourcing must not
compete with agriculture or municipal
supply. 

The electricity situation is equally
concerning. India’s power grid is already
straining under record demand.
Maharashtra’s peak power demand hit
27,230 MW in April 2026, the highest ever
handled by the State utility. Two-year
waits for 220 kV grid interconnections
across the country are already
lengthening project timelines. 

Transmission constraints are also

becoming a critical bottleneck. India
curtailed 300 GW-hours of renewable
energy in the �rst quarter of 2026 alone,
simply because the grid could not carry it,
according to an analysis of Central
Electricity Authority data by Ember
Energy, a specialised consultancy. Over
the past �ve years, India has met only
about 80% of its annual transmission
targets. One in four major transmission
schemes is running a year or more behind
schedule. As a result, 20 GW of renewable
energy capacity faces connectivity delays
of more than four months. 

Rajasthan and Gujarat, which house
the bulk of India’s utility-scale solar and
wind, face the longest queues at pooling
stations. The problem has become
structural in the country. Solar projects
are being built faster than the wires to
carry their power. This matters because
data centres need reliable, uninterrupted
electricity. If renewable energy cannot
reach them, the power will come from
coal, adding to the burden of carbon
emissions that India is trying to curtail. 

The heat they generate 
Data centres do not just consume power
and water. They also generate heat. And
that heat makes the places around them
hotter. A March 2026 study from the
University of Cambridge, analysing 20
years of NASA satellite data, found that
data centres raise land surface
temperatures by an average of 2°C within
a 10 km radius, with extreme cases
reaching 9.1°C. The study estimates that
approximately 340 million people
globally live within these a�ected zones. 

This is not a distant problem. Mumbai’s
land surface temperature has already
risen from 40.9°C in 2003 to 47.3°C in
2023, an increase driven largely by
urbanisation and heat-trapping
infrastructure. Hyderabad’s urban heat
island intensity ranges from 5.74°C to

6.82°C, even as its urban area doubled
between 2001 and 2020. The city
recorded temperatures above 43°C in the
summer of 2024. 

The Cambridge �nding creates a
feedback loop. Data centres generate
heat. That heat raises ambient
temperatures. Higher ambient
temperatures increase cooling demand.
Increased cooling demand raises
electricity consumption. Higher
electricity consumption, unless fully
renewable, increases emissions. And
those emissions contribute to the very
climate change that is making India hotter
in the �rst place. 

The governance gap 
The data centre policies of various States
o�er generous incentives in the form of
electricity duty exemptions, transmission
charge waivers, stamp duty relief, and
fast-track clearances. But they impose
virtually no conditions. None of the major
State policies require a grid impact
assessment before commissioning. None
require mandatory renewable energy
sourcing. None require thermal load
assessment for surrounding communities. 

Telangana’s policy is particularly
revealing. It classi�es data centres as
“essential services,” guaranteeing them
uninterrupted power even during
shortages. In a State where 16 districts
face groundwater stress and temperatures
have reached 47°C, this is a policy choice
with direct consequences. 

Maharashtra’s policy originally
required 100% renewable energy for core
operations. In June 2026, the State
reduced that requirement to 51%, a
dilution framed as improving project
viability. 

Gujarat’s new Data Centre Policy
2026-29 mandates at least 51% green
energy sourcing. Karnataka’s IT minister
told the State Assembly in March 2026

that the State was reviewing its policy
over water and energy concerns. Tamil
Nadu has linked incentives to renewable
compliance. But these are exceptions, not
the norm. And even where mandates
exist, enforcement and veri�cation
remain weak. 

“There is a risk that a signi�cant part of
the associated infrastructure cost could
eventually be socialised,” said Vibhuti
Garg, Director, South Asia at the Institute
for Energy Economics and Financial
Analysis (IEEFA), a think tank. “Where
broader grid infrastructure is required,
government support or appropriate
�nancing mechanisms could help ensure
that the cost is not simply transferred to
consumers through higher electricity
tari�s.” 

“Governments should introduce
phased power and water use standards
with enforceable benchmarks,” said
Prateek Aggarwal, Senior Programme
Lead at Council on Energy, Environment
and Water, a Delhi-based think tank. “A
national AI Energy Star rating would let
buyers and regulators compare how
energy-e�cient a facility or model
actually is.” 

What needs to change 
India's generation pipeline can absorb the
additional demand from data centres. The
Union Ministry of Power says capacity is
not the constraint. The constraint is
market design and transmission
infrastructure. 

Aggarwal argued that “India needs
climate-intelligent power markets that
price grid services separately, where
short-term markets pay for ramping,
storage, and demand response.” Ember’s
analysis points to another near-term
solution in the form of battery storage at
renewable pooling stations. Roughly 3-4
GW of two-hour storage could have
absorbed most of the curtailed generation
in early 2026, according to its
calculations. The technical pieces are in
place but the gap is regulatory and
commercial. 

IEEFA has suggested that coastal
locations o�er advantages such as
proximity to near-shore wind and solar,
and access to seawater for cooling
without desalination. But for now, most
data centres are clustering around
existing tech hubs of Mumbai,
Hyderabad, Bengaluru, and the National
Capital Region. These are precisely the
places where water and grid stress are
already most acute. 

A national sustainability framework
would help. It would establish minimum
standards for renewable energy sourcing,
water consumption disclosure, grid
impact assessment, and thermal load
evaluation. It would create a common set
of expectations for investors and a
common set of protections for
consumers. It would also recognise that
environmental constraints are economic
constraints, and that ignoring them only
creates larger costs later. 

Data centres are not optional. They are
critical infrastructure for India’s digital
future. The question is not whether India
should build them. The data centres will
be built. It remains to be seen whether
they will be built in a way that protects
India’s water, power grid and climate, or
in a way that leaves future generations to
pay the bill.
(Soumya Sarkar is an independent
journalist based in New Delhi and Kolkata)

India’s data centre boom is colliding with
its climate reality
India’s data centre expansion is attracting billions in investment, but rising electricity and water demand, transmission bottlenecks, heat generation

are straining already stressed resources; a national framework with enforceable standards is needed to manage these costs and protect consumers
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Innovative acquisitions

The latest deal announced by the country’s largest software company, Tata Consul-
tancy Services (TCS), has underscored the need for tech firms to innovate and 
explore unconventional acquisitions. Last week, the company announced a five-
year strategic partnership with German auto major Porsche, as well as an agreement 
to buy the luxury carmaker’s information-technology (IT) and management con-
sulting subsidiary MHP Management-und IT-Beratung GmbH. TCS’ simultaneous 
deals with Porsche and MHP are being valued at around $1.5 billion and $373 million, 
respectively. Significantly, in sync with the times, the Porsche partnership will focus 
on industrialising artificial intelligence (AI) across operations, among other func-
tions. With traditional mergers and acquisitions in the IT sector drying up in a fast-
changing tech landscape, bundled deals may be the way to go. Besides TCS, some 
other IT companies are also opting for deals that package acquisitions and cutting-
edge service-related agreements in parallel. Among others, Wipro signed a multi-
year digital transformation deal earlier this year with Singapore-headquartered 
food and agriculture major Olam Group at an estimated value of $1 billion, while 
acquiring its IT subsidiary Mindsprint for $375 million.  

This strategic route will enable tech companies to stay relevant in an AI-
engulfed world. Several AI leaders, historians and tech executives have high-
lighted the advantages and risks of AI power in their own way. Elon Musk, 
founder and chief executive oicer (CEO) of Tesla and SpaceX, has projected that 
AI would overshadow human capabilities within five years. Microsoft cofounder 
Bill Gates has argued that this unprecedented technology (AI) demands an 
unprecedented global response, adding that AI will either be the greatest equal-
iser ever invented or the worst source of injustice. Nvidia CEO Jensen Huang has 
opposed Mr Gates’ proposal of taxing robots, stating that AI may disrupt some 
jobs but will be a net job creator. Historian Yuval Noah Harari has pointed out 
that the AI battle is about trust shifting from humans to algorithms at a superfast 
pace. According to Mr Harari, this is the time to ask questions and that it might 
be too late by 2028 and certainly too late by 2036. 

Against this disruptive backdrop, Tata Sons and TCS Chairman N Chandrase-
karan recently referred to AI as a foundational and civilisational shift. Comparing 
AI’s infrastructural significance to landmark inventions like steam engine and the 
internet, Mr Chandrasekaran pointed out that AI was an opportunity that would 
unlock demand. At the same time, he told shareholders at the TCS annual general 
meeting in June that the company would have as many AI agents as human workers 
within the next few years, implying that traditional hiring would moderate. Even 
as AI has begun impacting the IT sector, including job losses at big tech, especially 
at entry levels, recent studies have shown the creation of specific AI roles in many 
companies. In the April-June quarter of FY27, TCS reported a net addition of 9,279 
employees, with the headcount touching 593,798. This is the biggest quarterly net 
addition for the company in three years. The development follows the large-scale 
downsizing in the company last year, indicating possible redeployment as well as 
a demand for AI-related jobs. 

At a time when the world is in the midst of a paradigm shift, imaginative pacts 
such as the one signed between TCS and Porsche may offer a template for the IT 
industry in long-term value creation and strengthening the deal pipeline.

Himalayan blunders

The world received its loudest warnings about global warming these past few 
summers with wildfires in the United States (US), record-breaking heat in Europe, 
and now the tragedy of  a yet another glacial lake outburst flood (GLOF) on the 
Nepal-Tibet border. The torrent of glacial debris that cascaded into the Bhotekoshi 
and Trishuli rivers resulted in over 1,000 deaths and more than 4,000 missing —
among them Indians on the Kailash-Mansarovar pilgrimage and at an immigration 
centre located in the path of the flash flood. Nearly 12 per cent of Nepal’s hydroelec-
tric generation has been incapacitated. GLOF-related tragedies have become 
increasingly frequent in the Himalayas, demanding a structured and cooperative 
response from the countries most impacted by this phenomenon — India, Nepal, 
Bhutan, China and Pakistan. 

GLOFs are formed by a combination of the long-term forces of climate change 
interacting with local weather phenomena. Himalayan glaciers are melting at an 
accelerated pace, creating lakes in the friable rocks of these young fold mountains. 
As more meltwater fills these unstable lakes and monsoon rain adds to the press-
ures, these water bodies burst their banks and hurtle down the mountains at warp 
speed, carrying a deadly cargo of water, mud, ice, boulders and rocks. The fact that 
the Himalayas are also a zone of high seismic activity adds to the instability and 
unpredictability of this phenomenon. GLOFs of varying degrees of intensity have 
caused death and destruction in 2025, also along the Bhotekoshi river and in Dharali 
in Uttarakhand; in 2023 in Sikkim, destroying an ill-planned dam along the Teesta 
river; and in 2021 along the Rishi Ganga, badly damaging two hydropower projects. 
More than a decade before this, the 2013 flash floods in Kedarnath, where more than 
5,000 people died at the height of the Char Dham pilgrimage season, offered a salu-
tary warning of the dangers of over-construction and over-tourism in this fragile 
mountain terrain. Roads and tunnels unscientifically slashed into rock faces with-
out regard for durability, hydropower projects located in steep upper river valleys 
in unsustainable terrain, and the proliferation of guest houses, hotels and dhabas 
on riverbanks to serve expanding numbers of religious pilgrims who can access 
these high-altitude temples with greater ease have amplified the human toll from 
these climate events. But lessons from these disasters are yet to be assimilated by 
local or federal governing establishments. 

The Himalayas and the rivers that originate from it are critical for the livelihoods 
of millions of people within the Tibetan-South Asia geographies. While accurately 
predicting GLOF events is still extremely diicult, satellite and computer modelling 
can track changes in size and offer an early warning system of sorts. But the inter-
national collaboration that could make this system genuinely effective remains elu-
sive.  The Nepal-based International Centre for Integrated Mountain Development, 
which attempts to collate and share data from countries across the Hindu Kush-
Himalayan system, is hampered by political tensions among member nations that 
make meaningful data-sharing challenging. India, with 11 states and two Union Ter-
ritories bordering the Himalayas, remains uniquely vulnerable to the region’s 
changing ecology. Developing robust monitoring capabilities here and making hard 
decisions to limit development and tourism infrastructure would be useful first 
steps in saving its people from the worst consequences of climate change.

Unchecked human activity is amplifying disasters

Recent TCS deal highlights changing dynamics

The moment data-centre water use starts appearing in 
cartoons in financial dailies and think pieces in busi-
ness magazines, and President Donald Trump begins 
staking political capital on one of the most contentious 
issues in the United States, one knows that an engin-
eering footnote has become a public policy dispute. 

Artificial intelligence, cloud computing and hyper-
scale server farms are now routinely painted as villains 
in a country’s water story.  A 100Mw data centre, critics 
warn, can draw roughly 2 million litres 
of water a day in conventional cooling 
conditions. Subsidising such facilities 
for a modest number of direct local jobs 
is increasingly described not as modern 
infrastructure-building, but as ecolo-
gical asset-stripping. 

It is a neat, emotionally satisfying 
argument, yet it is also an incomplete 
one. Data centres do deserve scrutiny. 
They must disclose water withdrawals, 
avoid potable freshwater wherever 
alternatives exist, pay fairly for local 
resources, and be held to strict recycling 
and discharge norms. But singling them out as the 
main cause of India’s water problem is to mistake vis-
ibility for scale.  

The larger question is not whether data centres use 
water. They do. The question is whether India has a 
serious framework for comparing water use across sec-
tors, locations and economic outcomes. Water, the 
country’s most valuable natural resource, is still 
treated as a cheap input for agriculture, industry and 
urban expansion rather than as a scarce economic 
asset that must be priced, measured, and governed. 

Consider the arithmetic of proportion. Agriculture 
accounts for around 90 per cent of India’s freshwater 

withdrawals, by most standard estimates. Within that, 
India continues to encourage crops and trade patterns 
that export enormous quantities of “virtual water”— 
the hidden water embedded in rice, sugar, cotton, live-
stock products and other commodities.  

Ashok Gulati and other agricultural economists 
have long warned of this distortion. India’s rice exports 
often exceed 20 million tonnes a year. Depending on 
assumptions about water intensity, that can translate 

into tens of billions of cubic metres of 
embedded water leaving the country 
annually, much of it drawn from the 
stressed groundwater belts of Punjab, 
Haryana and parts of Telangana. Sugar-
cane adds another layer of irony. The push 
for ethanol blending may reduce some 
fossil-fuel dependence, but when the feed-
stock is water-intensive cane or grain, the 
environmental burden is partly shifted 
from oil imports to groundwater depletion. 

This is the real paradox. As a nation we 
continue to subsidise the draining of our 
own water tables through free or under-

priced power, open-ended procurement signals, and 
export incentives that do not account for embedded 
water. Rice, sugar, cotton, textiles, leather, mining, 
metals, steel, chemicals, pulp and paper are all part 
of the same water economy. Some withdraw water 
for irrigation. Others use it for washing, cooling, dilu-
tion, slurry transport, boilers, bleaching or eluent 
treatment. Yet public outrage is far more likely to 
gather around a data-centre campus than around 
the slower, dispersed and politically familiar overuse 
of water elsewhere. 

Of course, data centres’ local footprint can be real, 
especially if they draw on municipal freshwater, pri-

vate tankers, or groundwater in already stressed urban 
regions. Their power demand can also increase indi-
rect water use through the electricity system. But the 
solution is regulation, not reflexive demonisation. 

Indeed, data centres may be among the easier parts 
of the water problem to discipline. Modern facilities 
are moving towards closed-loop liquid cooling, air-
cooled chillers, seawater cooling in coastal locations 
and reclaimed municipal wastewater. These systems 
are not costless; they need energy, infrastructure and 
thorough local safeguards. But they are measurable 
and auditable. A server farm can be required to report 
water usage effectiveness, source only non-potable 
water, use recycled supply, meet zero-liquid-discharge 
standards and publish watershed-level impact data.  

The right test, therefore, is economic productivity 
per litre. How much value, employment, strategic 
capability and ecological damage does each litre gen-
erate across sectors and places? Ronald Coase’s insight 
on social cost remains useful here. Externalities persist 
not because one actor is uniquely wicked, but because 
rights, prices and liabilities are poorly defined. 
Groundwater is extracted as if it were a private entitle-
ment, though its depletion is a public cost. Electricity 
subsidies hide the cost of pumping. Industrial water is 
often priced below scarcity value. Urban wastewater 
remains under-treated even as industries queue up for 
fresh supply. In such a system, blaming one visible 
sector may produce satisfaction, but not conservation. 

India needs a water policy that is boring in design 
but radical in effect: Measure, price, disclose and 
recycle. First, all large users, including agriculture and 
certainly industrial clusters, mines, steel plants, 
chemical units, paper mills, textile processors and data 
centres, should face transparent water accounting. 

Second, high-stress basins should carry stricter 
permitting rules, with recycled water made manda-
tory for new industrial loads. Third, trade and subsidy 
policy must incorporate a virtual-water lens. It makes 
little sense to celebrate exports that earn thin margins 
while silently liquidating groundwater capital. 

Fourth, farm policy must move away from reward-
ing water intensity. Minimum support price signals, 
power subsidies and procurement systems should 
encourage crop choices aligned with local water 
endowments. Millets, pulses and oilseeds cannot 
remain rhetorical favourites while paddy and cane 
continue to enjoy the real incentives. Replacing unme-
tered free power for borewells with better-targeted 
income support would be politically diicult, but it is 
more honest than pretending that data-centre restric-
tions will rescue Punjab’s aquifers. 

The hard truth is that India’s water crisis has been 
created by decades of treating water as free and 
depletion as someone else’s problem. Data centres 
are part of the new demand curve and must be gov-
erned accordingly. But the real policy failure would 
be to prosecute the newest user while protecting the 
oldest distortions. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The writer is group chief economist, L&T. The views 
are personal

India’s livestock sector is widely regarded as one of 
the most dynamic drivers of rural transformation. 
The sector now contributes nearly one-third of agri-
cultural gross value added, while India has emerged 
as the world’s largest milk producer, accounting for 
almost one-fourth of global milk output. Milk pro-
duction has increased sharply — from about 147 mil-
lion tonnes in 2014-15 to more than 239 million 
tonnes in 2023-24 — alongside rapid expansion in 
dairy, poultry, and allied value chains.  

For millions of smallholders and land-poor 
households, livestock has become an 
important source of income diversifi-
cation, livelihood resilience, and risk 
management. Because livestock activ-
ities are largely home-based and com-
patible with domestic responsibilities, 
the sector is also increasingly por-
trayed as a pathway to women’s econ-
omic empowerment. 

Yet beneath this success story lies a 
more complex and less visible reality. 
Our analysis of nationally represen-
tative Time Use Survey data for 2019 
and 2024 reveals a striking paradox in 
India’s livestock transition: Women’s participa-
tion in livestock activities is increasing, but the 
gains from commercialisation remain uneven 
and often exclusionary. Between 2019 and 2024, 
women’s participation in livestock activities in 
rural India increased from 11 per cent to 15 per 
cent, with especially sharp growth in market-
oriented livestock work across several states and 
agro-ecological regions.  

However, this expanding engagement has not 
been accompanied by any meaningful reduction in 
unpaid domestic responsibilities. Rural women con-
tinue to spend nearly 286 minutes per day on house-
hold chores and caregiving — almost seven times 
more than men. Rather than redistributing labour 
within households, commercialisation is often 
adding to women’s existing responsibilities, creating 
a “double burden” in which market-oriented work is 
added to unpaid care work. 

These findings challenge the common assump-

tion that rising female participation in agriculture 
automatically signals empowerment. Livestock has 
long been viewed as a “women-friendly” sector 
because it enables women to combine productive 
work with household responsibilities. Women feed 
animals, collect fodder, clean sheds, process milk, 
and care for small ruminants, making them central 
to livestock production systems across rural India.  

Yet the structure of livestock value chains 
remains deeply gendered. While women con-
tribute a substantial share of labour, men continue 

to dominate higher-value activities 
such as marketing, asset ownership, 
access to credit, and engagement with 
extension systems. Women contribute 
labour, but men frequently retain con-
trol over the income generated 
through commercialisation. 

This is the central contradiction of 
India’s rural transformation: Women are 
entering markets without exiting unpaid 
work. The problem, therefore, is not 
simply one of labour burden, but also of 
recognition, control, and access to econ-
omic returns. In this context, the growing 

participation of women in agriculture does not necess-
arily represent empowerment. In many regions, it 
reflects what scholars describe as “distress feminisa-
tion,” where women absorb additional labour because 
of male migration, shrinking farm profitability, and 
limited access to non-farm employment opportunities. 

Our analysis also reveals important regional dis-
parities. Women’s participation in livestock is par-
ticularly high in arid, rainfed, and hill regions, where 
livelihood options are limited and livestock often 
functions as a coping mechanism. States such as 
Rajasthan, Bihar, Madhya Pradesh, and Jharkhand 
have witnessed especially sharp increases in 
women’s involvement in both own-use and market-
oriented livestock activities. Yet much of this work 
remains informal, unpaid, and weakly connected to 
market power or income control. 

Education emerges as another critical factor. 
Higher educational attainment is strongly associated 
with lower participation in livestock activities, par-

ticularly for women. This suggests that livestock con-
tinues to function as a fallback occupation for women 
with limited access to better employment opportun-
ities. At the same time, livestock remains one of the 
few sectors where women can participate relatively 
easily, especially in contexts where mobility con-
straints and social norms restrict access to non-farm 
work. The challenge, therefore, is not to reduce 
women’s participation, but to improve the quality, 
productivity, and returns from that participation. 

Doing so requires moving beyond token refer-
ences to “women’s empowerment” in agricultural 
policy. First, women need stronger ownership rights 
over livestock assets and direct access to institutional 
credit. Second, extension systems, producer organ-
isations, and dairy cooperatives must become genu-
inely gender-responsive rather than continuing to 
treat male farmers as the default participants.  

Third, labour-saving investments — including 
fodder systems, improved water access, and mechan-
ised feeding technologies — are essential to reduce 
women’s time poverty. Finally, childcare services and 
rural care infrastructure must become integral com-
ponents of agricultural and rural development policy. 

The Time Use Survey offers a powerful reminder 
that development cannot be measured solely 
through rising participation rates or market integra-
tion. Who works, for how long, under what condi-
tions, and with what control over returns are equally 
important questions. India’s livestock revolution will 
remain incomplete if it continues to rely on invisible 
and unpaid female labour. 

Unless commercialisation is accompanied by redis-
tribution of care responsibilities, improved market 
access, and greater control over productive assets, 
women’s expanding role in livestock may deepen exist-
ing inequalities rather than transform them. The real 
question is not whether women are participating more 
in livestock — they already are. The real question is 
whether India’s rural transformation is finally  
prepared to value their time, labour, and agency. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The writer is senior research fellow, International 
Food Policy Research Institute-South Asia.  
The views are personal

The shifting nature of ownership within 
India’s health care ecosystem — effec-
tively a takeover by big finance, as it 
were — has had a profound impact that 
extends far beyond what meets the eye. 
Though this development has brought 
immense benefits, it is clear that they 
are not universally shared, straying 
from independent India’s broader 
vision to ensure that health remains a 
right, not a privilege. 

In The Silent Syndicate, author and 
public policy expert Ameer Shahul 
delivers a timely, urgent investigation 
into how global financial interests are 
extending their reach deep into private 
health care, reshaping it with massive 

cash injections. It follows his recent 
work, Vaccine Nation , another meticu-
lously researched book tracing India’s 
vaccine and immunisation history 
since colonial times. 

Excavating financial data, personal 
stories and ground-level reporting, Mr 
Shahul builds a compelling narrative 
of how this “syndicate” operates 
across all corners and poses great 
risks, with eye-opening financial 
detailing, policy shifts and stories of 
the good doctors and trusted hospi-
tals undone by the pursuit of financial 
gain (with notable exceptions). 

He begins with the telling trans-
formation of Kimshealth in Thiruvan-
anthapuram, once a “symbol of 
altruistic ambition”. It mirrors a wider 
trend across similar institutions orig-
inally established by visionary doc-
tors to deliver affordable care, 
swallowed up by domestic and global 
corporate greed. Following a layered 
$1 billion deal with Blackstone, Kim-
shealth now functions like a “fortress 
under foreign command, its corridors 

humming with transnational energy,” 
the author observes. 

As cardiologist and public health 
expert K Srinath Reddy writes of the 
book: “It shows how global players cyni-
cally view the healthcare needs of 
Indians as a ready-made market from 
which to extract enormous profits with 
little regulatory restraint.” 

The book traces the origins of the 
acquisitions, with subtle shifts from 
the 1980s accelerating through the 
economic liberalisation of the 1990s. 
Structural adjustment programmes 
encouraged by the World Bank and the 
International Monetary Fund opened 
doors to private capital. With abysmal 
public spending on health, the role of 
private enterprise rose dramatically, 
bringing with it the first wave of cor-
poratised, eiciently-run hospitals 
flush with innovation.  

For the middle class that gained 
from this expansion, it is natural to 
view this shift as necessary progress. 
But Mr Shahul offers a stark counter-
narrative: As health care began to be 

seen as a major economic 
growth driver, foreign capi-
tal swooped in, targeting an 
expanding consumer 
market, with little interest in 
public health priorities and 
human rights. The author 
notes how private equity 
swept major players into its 
fold, from hospital networks 
such as Apollo, Fortis, Max, 
Manipal, and Medanta to 
diagnostic giants like SRL 
and Dr Lal PathLabs. The 
book should also be read as 
a cautionary tale for the 
education sector, where pri-
vate equity is steadily making its way 
into schools. 

“Healthcare was now an asset class. 
For PEs like Blackstone, India’s health-
care promised the one thing global 
investors craved: The predictability of 
illness and thus the certainty of cash 
flow,” writes Mr Shahul as he poses 
troubling questions like: Who truly owns 
India’s health care? 

He contrasts global 
health regulatory frame-
works with India’s porous 
one. Where the UK relies 
on the NHS and centrally-
determined tariffs, and 
countries like Germany 
and France use diagnosis-
related group systems, 
many others employ 
benchmark charges over-
seen by statutory author-
ities. India remains “an 
open field for prioritising 
profit”. With key decisions 
about India’s hospital oper-
ations made increasingly 
in the boardrooms of New 
York or London, he quotes 
a doctor at a corporate 
chain as saying, “We are 

never asked how well the patients 
are. But how full the beds are.” 

Across four sections, the book 
maps this complex web, showing how 
global capital flows through hospitals, 
diagnostics and devices, patient data, 
pharmaceuticals, and health insur-
ance. The entire gamut is intricate, far-
reaching and often opaque, and  
Mr Shahul brings it to life with an 

absorbing narrative that often strikes a 
philosophical tone. 

Some of the systemic flaws plaguing 
Indian health care are well documented, 
from how powerful lobbies influence 
national policy, aggressive patents that 
keep life-saving drugs out of reach, to 
the paradox of the world’s largest pro-
ducer of generic medicines nurturing a 
domestic medical system so profit-
focused that a single hospital stay can 
drive millions into debt. 

Yet, actionable solutions are less dis-
cussed. Here, Mr Shahul lays out a road-
map: Foreign investment must align 
with national health goals, independent 
commissions must evaluate who bene-
fits from these investments, and robust 
regulatory authorities must be 
appointed to enforce fair pricing and 
ethical insurance practices. Health 
policy research must remain indepen-
dent rather than donor-driven. Profit 
and ethics can coexist if the patient 
remains at the centre. To reclaim its 
health sovereignty, the book rightly 
emphasises, India must first recover its 
moral compass. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The reviewer is a Delhi-based author  
and journalist

The silent takeover of India’s health care
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and complex app designs are a deterrent as 
well. However, with online fraud on the rise 
and India’s redressal system still a work-in-
progress, many individuals have withdrawn 
from the digital payments system. 

Lastly, the precautionary motive has 
grown after covid, with people keeping cash 
at home for emergencies. During the pan-
demic, there were several instances of hospi-
tals and nursing homes insisting on cash 
payments for admission amid uncertainty 
over reimbursements from insurers, given 
the surge in hospitalization. That experience 
stoked the habitual holding of cash among 
Indian households, with some keeping a 
handy stash upwards of ₹50,000. 

Cash is also used by anonymous donors 
who do not wish to be identified by recipi-
ents or their peers. Migrating everyone to 
digital transactions and away from cash 
seems almost impossible. The age factor 
alone would make a compulsory shift unfair. 
The fact that many commercial practices 
remain opaque and involve speed money 
will always make cash a useful tool for expe-
diting processes. And if the state keeps a 
tighter watch on transactions made by indi-
viduals, it may push them to rely even more 
on paper money to eschew identification. 

These are the author’s personal views.

every year. Before demonetization too, there 
were similar increments, implying that peo-
ple at large still prefer the same level of cash. 
This also means that from the central bank’s 
perspective, it may not yet be time to slow 
down the printing of currency notes. 

So, what is driving this uptrend in India’s 
demand for paper currency? There are two 
sets of reasons. The first relates to the advan-
tage of anonymity and the second to a fear of 
digital transactions. 

An anonymity preference is apparent in 
five use-cases. The first are payments for 
property transactions. Sellers often insist on 
cash payments in part for the sale of homes 
and land. Even developers do it, as they may 
need to pay cash bribes to get clearances for 
their projects (land certificates, water and 
power connections, etc) and fend off local  
land sharks. Several layers of authorities 
being involved leads medium and small 
developers to use speed money to keep their 
projects on track and reduce cost overruns. 
While state-wise Real Estate Regulation 
Authorities have helped make the system 
more transparent, there are still challenges. 
The cash component in realty deals can go 
up to 30-40% if it is a resale or 10-15% in the 
case of a primary sale. If it is a patch of land, 
the cash ratio could be even higher. 

I
ndia’s Unified Payments Interface (UPI) 
has completed 10 years of operations and 
has been a phenomenal success. It is now 

an integral part of our financial ecosystem 
and used by individuals irrespective of 
income class for making payments. The sys-
tem has matured enough for the regulator to 
talk about making someone pay for its use. A 
question often asked is this: If even a ₹10 
transaction with a hawker can be done using 
UPI, does it mean regular paper currency is 
becoming redundant? 

Data from the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) 
throws up interesting trends. The currency 
in circulation was around ₹42.46 trillion in 
August and is increasing at a good pace. In 
fact, 2025-26 recorded an increase of ₹4.38 
trillion, the largest after demonetization in 
2016. In 2017-18, it increased by almost ₹5 
trillion after a decline in 2016-17. During 
2020-21, there was an increase of ₹4.14 tril-
lion, the second most, amid covid as people 
accumulated cash as a safety buffer. On aver-
age, we witness an increment of ₹2-3 trillion 

1.3 times in 2025-26 from 2.4 times in 
2016-17. This improvement has created 
financial flexibility, enabling companies 
to pursue strategic acquisitions.

At the same time, the approach to 
organic expansion has become more 
measured. In an environment shaped 
by geopolitical complexity and uncer-
tain demand conditions, managements 
are becoming selective about where and 
how they allocate capital. This disci-
pline is a sign of maturity.

As a result, Indian companies are 
increasingly using M&As to comple-
ment organic growth strategies. 
Healthy capacity utilization levels and 
lower leverage have preserved balance-
sheet headroom, allowing businesses to 
act decisively when opportunities arise.

The motivations vary across sectors. 
In pharmaceuticals, healthcare, enter-
prise technology, artificial intelligence 
and consumer businesses, acquisitions 
are often about gaining access to tech-
nology, talent and intellectual property. 
In cement and metals, the rationale dif-
fers. Acquisitions offer a faster path to 
capacity expansion, compressing 
project timelines from several years to 
as little as one to three years.

Yet, while the strategic logic of a buy-
out may be compelling, execution ulti-
mately determines outcomes. A Crisil 
Ratings analysis of 100 large debt-
funded transactions offers an important 
lesson. Roughly two-thirds of the deals 
broadly met expectations. Successful 
acquisitions delivered meaningful scale 
expansion within one-two years, broad-
ened geographic reach or improved 
profitability as synergies began to mate-
rialize.

The remaining one-third tell a 
different story. Integration challenges 
accounted for about half of the under-
performing deals, while regulatory 
delays and cross-border execution com-
plexities were also significant contribu-
tors. These experiences reinforce a 
fundamental reality: announcing an 
acquisition is often the easiest part of 
the process. Too often, organizations 

assume that a strong strategic rationale 
alone guarantees success. In reality, 
value creation depends on what hap-
pens after the transaction closes. Disci-
plined integration, effective change 
management, timely synergy capture 
and rigorous oversight of leverage are 
what separate successful acquirers from 
those that fall short.

This is especially important from a 
credit perspective. Encouragingly, 
acquisitions have generally translated 
into stable or positive credit outcomes. 
Around three-fourths of ratings were 
reaffirmed or upgraded following 
acquisitions, while a majority of these 
acquirers reduced leverage on or ahead 
of plan within two years. The benefits of 
greater scale, improved diversification 
and operational synergies often offset 
the temporary increase in debt associ-
ated with their acquisitions.

Where outcomes have been weaker, 
the key factors were elevated leverage, 
industry cycles turning unfavourable, 
growth taking longer to materialize and 
regulatory hurdles delaying execution. 
These are risks that can be managed 
with planning and strong governance.

India’s corporate leaders face an 
important balancing act. M&As will 
continue to play a critical role in accel-
erating growth, building competitive 
advantage and responding to rapidly 
evolving markets. However, acquisi-
tions cannot become a substitute for 
investing in core capabilities.

For success, companies should not 
just pursue inorganic growth, but also 
strengthen innovation, technology, 
talent and operational excellence. They 
must view acquisitions not as an end 
but as one component of a broader 
value-creation strategy.

The M&A opportunity for India Inc is 
significant. But long-term success will 
depend on how effectively acquisition 
deals are executed. Disciplined capital 
allocation, strong integration capabili-
ties and sustained investment in organic 
strengths will remain the true determi-
nants of durable value creation.

F
or much of corporate India’s recent 
history, mergers and acquisitions 
(M&As) have been viewed as an 

occasional growth lever, deployed 
selectively when opportunities aligned. 
That is changing. Increasingly, M&As 
are being used as a core strategic tool to 
pursue scale, capabilities and market 
leadership in an environment where 
speed can be as important as strategy.

Annual M&A volumes have more 
than doubled since 2016-17, reflecting a 
growing conviction among corporate 
leaders that these can speed up growth, 
provide entry to new markets and 
acquire capabilities that would take 
years to build organically. In many 
cases, an acquisition is a competitive 
necessity more than an option.

What makes the current cycle inter-
esting is the strength of the financial 
foundation underpinning it. Corporate 
balance sheets today are considerably 
healthier than they were a decade ago. 
Over the years, India Inc has navigated a 
succession of disruptions, from eco-
nomic shocks and supply-chain disrup-
tions to geopolitical uncertainty. Yet, 
rather than getting weakened, many 
companies have become more resilient.

Revenue growth and profitability 
have held up through periods of volatil-
ity and balance sheets have strength-
ened materially. The median net debt-
to-operating profits ratio for corporates 
rated by Crisil Ratings declined to about 

Integration is where real value gets created when companies seek acquisitions to scale up speedily

Subodh Rai
is managing director, Crisil Ratings.

Why UPI may never be able to outmode the use of cash
Madan Sabnavis

J
ohn Ternus, who has taken charge of 
Apple Inc as CEO, inherits a mixed bag 
of fortune. The company, worth some 
$4.6 trillion, has more than 2.5 billion 
active devices in people’s hands and an 
enviable cash pile, but is widely seen as 
an artificial intelligence (AI) laggard. 

The iPhone marketer was late to Generative 
AI, has yet to wow users with Agentic AI, and 
earned eyerolls with its first attempt at AI-run 
Siri assistance. For its AI services, it mostly 
relies on Google’s Gemini. Apple Intelligence, 
its own version of this technology marvel, 
has been thinking different. While Microsoft, 
Meta, Alphabet and Amazon invest big capital 
in data centres and AI infrastructure, a capex 
race that some investors fear has overheated, 
the Financial Times estimates that only about 
$51 billion of Apple’s $383 billion in assets are 
fixed. This levity sets it apart from the balance 
sheets of other Big Tech majors. 

Apple’s financial heft offers Ternus plenty 
of space to manoeuvre. It generated $109.4 
billion in revenue in its June quarter, up 16% 
year-on-year. Gross margins have hovered 
around 46-50% over the past year, while its net 
cash is placed above $62 billion. This gives 
investors the comfort that Apple can fund its 
AI game without quick returns from this hot 
frontier of technology. It has begun filling AI 
gaps. It snapped up Canadian AI company 
DarwinAI, which rejigged neural networks for 
model-use efficiency. It bought French startup 
Datakalab, a specialist in on-device AI and 
computer vision. This year, it paid nearly $2 
billion for Israeli AI startup Q.ai, even as it 
explored acquisitions of AI-chip firms for its 
server processors. Apple’s gadget wins have 
stemmed from its mastery of design and user 

interfaces. Co-founder Steve Jobs sought 
novel fusions of hardware and software. Tim 
Cook gave the business an industrial boost, 
turning its supply chain, custom silicon and 
installed base into a mega profit spinner. While 
Cook will stay on as executive chairman, Ter-
nus is likely to reshape the product portfolio.

In terms of market addressal, Apple has an 
edge granted by access to iPhone users, among 
others. Instead of chasing OpenAI or Google, it 
can push intelligence deeper into its range of 
devices. Its new Siri AI hints of it. Q.ai’s tech 
could go into AirPods or Vision Pro. On the flip 
side, the smartphone-upgrade cycle has grown 
weary and the company faces global antitrust 
scrutiny for what it charges apps in need of 
market access, even as reliance on others for AI 
would risk its gadgets losing appeal should a 
wave of AI-gizmo rivalry arise. Its commitment 
to privacy is seen to constrain its speed in this 
race, although its launch of agentic tools in 
Xcode gave it a bump-up in developer esteem. 
Last but not least, if its bet on custom chips and 
edge models fails to deliver truly transforma-
tive AI, Apple could find itself selling pricey 
hardware in a market defined by cloud-based 
intelligence. From India’s point of view, with 
about a quarter of its iPhones made in factories 
here, we need a larger bite of its global value 
chain. From Ternus’s perspective, Apple must 
get its outlays right. It has lifted its R&D spend 
to a bit over 10% of revenue. As an engineer 
who oversaw the success of its A- and M-series 
of custom processors, Ternus need not make 
a “dent in the universe,” but must still show 
investors how Apple’s new AI chips, products 
and services can churn out profits without 
letting the capital discipline slacken that has 
made Apple so valuable.

Apple has cash: it needs  
a big leap into the AI pie 
Its robust finances and mass-market presence grant Apple’s new CEO John Ternus plenty 

of strategic space to get its act together on AI. The company’s innovative core faces a big test 
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The gloves are off in India’s
high-decibel war of the
waves as Reliance Indus-

tries Ltd (RIL) chairman Mukesh
Ambani used the company’s
42nd annual general meeting on
Thursday to spell out aggressive
plans for the long-delayed and
much-awaited Jio 4G services. 

With audacious tariffs, low-
cost phones and free voice calls
for a lifetime, Reliance Jio Info-
comm Ltd looks set to kick off a
new phase of turbulence in the
world’s fastest growing telecom
market, one in which video will
be, as Mahindra group chairman
Anand Mahindra tweeted, “the
new voice”.

The ensuing battle will cer-
tainly see a realignment of the
telecom sector with the weaker
players succumbing to the mas-
sive spending power of Jio,
whose scorched earth policy of
spending its way to market lead-
ership may not, however, thrill
its existing shareholders. 

That market leader Bharti Air-
tel’s stock dropped 9% at one
stage during Ambani’s AGM
speech while Idea Cellular Ltd,
another listed incumbent, fell
7%, points to how bruising this
battle could turn out to be. 

But for telecom users in India,
particularly those that have been
on the margins of data usage,
inhibited by high rates and une-
ven services, this could be a
bonanza, particularly once
Bharti Airtel and Vodafone India
Ltd unleash their own competi-
tive data tariff plans. 

Jio will price mobile phone
data as low as `50 per gigabyte
(GB);  just two days ago, Bharti
Airtel slashed 4G and 3G mobile
internet charges by up to 80% to
as low as `51 per GB under a
special scheme in anticipation of
the Reliance Jio launch.

“The Jio launch, if executed as
promised, will disrupt the mar-
ket, benefitting the consumers,”
said Vishal Tripathi, research
director at Gartner Inc. 

Ambani, for whom this is his
second coming to the telecom
business, has promised the
moon in an effort to win over the
100 million users he needs to
justify his company’s `1.5 trillion
investment (till July 2016) in the
business, its largest ever.

ITC’s Puri sees 
most potential 
in consumer 
goods business
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ITC Ltd’s consumer goods
business presents the “maxi-

mum potential for value creation
in the future”, the cigarette-
maker’s newly appointed chief
operating officer (COO) Sanjiv
Puri said on Thursday in one of
his first interviews.

The segment, which does not
include cigarettes, allows the
company to “leverage its enter-
prise strengths to the fullest”,
said Puri, explaining why ITC
expects to ramp up revenue
from branded packaged foods
and personal care products to `1
trillion by 2030.

Puri, 53, was appointed COO
of ITC in July, and is seen as the
likely successor to Y.C. Devesh-
war, who will step down as exec-
utive chairman at the end of his
term in February 2017. Devesh-
war will continue to helm the
company as non-executive
chairman for at least three more
years to oversee the emergence
of younger leaders, ITC said in
June.

Deveshwar spearheaded the
drive into the packaged con-
sumer goods market to derisk

TURN TO PAGE 2®
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Piramal Fund Management
Pvt. Ltd will invest `2,320

crore in Lodha Developers Pvt.
Ltd’s signature World Towers
project in central Mumbai, in
what is probably the single larg-
est debt financing deal in Indian
real estate. 

A part of this money will be
used to repay debt and the
remaining will be used to com-
plete construction of the project.

Some of the money will be
used to offer an exit to HDFC
Property Fund, which acquired a
10% equity stake and invested
`500 crore in the project’s World
One residential tower in 2010. 

The partnership between
Lodha and Piramal marks the
coming together of the country
largest developer in terms of
sales and one of the most
aggressive investors in the real
estate sector today. 

This is the second transaction
between the two, after Piramal
invested `425 crore in Lodha’s
Venezia project in central Mum-
bai in May this year. 

“The beauty of this transac-

TURN TO PAGE 2®

Piramal Fund 
to invest 
`2,320 cr in 
Lodha project
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Banks can now sell their
stressed assets to other len-

ders, non-banking financial
companies and financial institu-
tions in addition to distressed-
asset buyers, a move the banking
regulator said will speed up the
resolution of bank bad loans.

The Reserve Bank of India
(RBI), in guidelines issued on
Thursday, asked local banks to
frame clear policies for stressed-
asset sales so that they quickly
clean up their balance sheets
that collectively hold `6.3 trillion
in non-performing assets
(NPAs). 

RBI also asked top manage-
ment of banks to review and
identify assets for sale at the
beginning of the year. Early
identification, the central bank
said, will help banks in getting
better prices.

Allowing a wider range of buy-
ers for stressed assets apart from
asset reconstruction companies
(ARCs) or securitization compa-
nies (SCs) will also help in better
price discovery, said the central
bank.

Experts say permitting banks
to buy stressed assets is a mis-
take.

“Banks should not be in the
business of buying and resolving
stressed loans. They should ide-
ally be incentivised to sell these
loans to someone who is a spe-
cialist in the space,” said Saswata
Guha, director, financial institu-
tions, Fitch Ratings.

 In 2014, RBI had released a
framework in which it had liber-
alized the rules for selling
stressed assets by permitting, for
example, leveraged buyouts for
specialized entities and other
steps to enable better function-
ing of ARCs.

But the scheme was not much
of a success, mainly because
banks and such firms couldn’t
agree on valuations, and the low
capital of the ARC industry.
Sales of stressed assets by banks
to ARCs or SCs fell to `19,700
crore (book value of stressed
assets) in fiscal 2016 compared
with `40,000 crore a year ago,
according to a July report by
consultant EY.

The latest rules also require
banks to auction such assets
publicly and give prospective
buyers at least two weeks to
inspect the assets.  

RBI has further asked banks to
outline clear policies on how
they propose to value assets that

TURN TO BACK PAGE ®
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Banks can sell stressed 

assets to other lenders
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Sebi may relax some 
capital-raising norms
Sebi is about to introduce norms that 
will allow companies migrating from 
defunct regional bourses to raise capi-
tal through private stake sales and 
become eligible to list and trade pub-
licly on national exchanges such as 
BSE and NSE. >P3

Auto sales expanded at a brisk pace 
for most firms in August on the back 
of new models, attractive schemes 
and larger dispatches ahead of the 
festive season. Sales at India’s top 
passenger-vehicle makers advanced 
15% in August to 253,007 units.  >P8

Auto sales jump ahead 
of festive season 

India moved a step closer to imple-
mentation of GST with 50% of states 
ratifying the enabling constitutional 
amendment. The action will now shift 
to the drafting of key legislations and 
their passage, with the government 
considering starting the winter ses-
sion a couple of weeks earlier.  >P4

Odisha becomes 16th 
state to ratify GST

AGGRESSIVE PLANS

R-Jio sends a 
message to 
rivals: It’s war 

“`150 at the entry level is still
above India’s voice ARPU (aver-
age revenue per user) but the
flip side is that they have made
voice free,” said Kunal Bajaj, a
consultant for telecom, digital/
Internet and tech ventures.
“That is something that could
create disruption because any-
one who is spending over `150
on voice and uses a little bit of
data and is willing to upgrade to
a 4G handset will do so. That is
where the disruption will come
in.” 

Through the aggressive pos-
turing, there was also a note of
caution in Ambani’s speech to
shareholders. 

“Incumbent operators have
advantages over new entrants,
have well-established networks,
customers. New entrants require
fair access to both. Therefore,
the onus is rightly on the incum-
bent operators not to misuse
their market power by creating
unfair hurdles”, he said, indicat-
ing that he is aware of the formi-
dable fortress that Bharti Airtel,
in particular, has in place,
including enough spectrum for
nationwide 4G coverage. 

“We welcome Reliance Jio’s
entry to the digital world and
wish them the very best,” Airtel
said in a statement. 

“As a responsible operator, we
will fulfill all our regulatory obli-
gations as we have always done,”
it added.

“This changes the paradigm
for the telecom industry. Having
said that, all telecom operators
have the same technology and
are rolling it out. Pricing pres-
sures will build up for telcos as
they fight for market share but
rules for customer experience
will apply to all. Everybody has
shareholder returns to take care
of along with banks and debt, so
this needs to be seen objec-
tively,” said Hemant Joshi, part-
ner at Deloitte Haskins and Sells.

As a late mover in the busi-
ness, Reliance Jio will need to
woo existing customers from
established entities such as
Bharti Airtel, Vodafone India
and Idea Cellular, while at the
same time offering enough to
the new converts to mobile data
usage. 

Thus, Reliance Jio’s 4G net-
work, which spans 18,000 cities
and towns and over 200,000 vil-
lages, expects to cover 90% of
India’s population by March. 

To this end, the company is
creating an entire ecosystem

TURN TO PAGE 10®

With audacious tariffs, 
low-cost phones, free 
voice calls for lifetime, 
R-Jio sparks fresh 
turbulence in telecom 

>MARK TO MARKET: Reliance Jio sets the 
cat among the pigeons  >P14
>RIL sets up `5,000 crore fund to invest in
digital businesses  >P10
>R-Jio set to jolt telecom ecosystem  >P10
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After a handsome 9.1% increase in manufacturing gross value added in the 
June quarter, the August Nikkei India Manufacturing Purchasing Managers’ 
Index (PMI) shows that the rapid pace of growth continues. The August 
manufacturing PMI came in at 52.6, a 13-month high, aided by a sharp 
upturn in new business flows, which were the strongest since December 
2014. Export orders too saw good growth and this is reflected in the 
growth of export credit advanced by banks, which is up 11.1% this fiscal, 
says Reserve Bank of India data. At 52.6, India’s seasonally adjusted 
manufacturing sector growth in August was among the highest in Asia, 
although Philippines did even better. With a good monsoon and higher 
consumption demand resulting from the pay hike for government servants, 
the stage has been set for an industrial upturn in the months ahead.

MANUFACTURING PMI RISE SETS 
STAGE FOR INDUSTRIAL RECOVERY

Manufacturing PMI for August
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It doesn’t require a great
deal of analysis to 

predict that Reliance Jio’s 
launch will disrupt the 
telecom business. It is only 
to be expected that a 
company into which `1.35 
trillion has been invested 
(and an additional `15,000 
crore is being invested) will 
do so. But it isn’t just telcos 
that need to worry about 
the new Godzilla on the 
block. Jio will also disrupt 
the media and software 
businesses through 
ownership or aggregation, 
and delivery. That’s a 
classic information 
economy play of parent 
Reliance Industries Ltd’s 
famous complete 
backward- and forward-
integration strategy. 
Chairman Mukesh Ambani 
translated that into the 
farm-to-fork strategy in 
retail (with mixed results, 
at least until now) and 
now, the pipe-to-play 
model in telecom. But can 
India’s largest start-up 
manage hundreds of 
millions of customer 
accounts and navigate the 
emerging business models 
of software and content? 
That’s the `1.5 trillion 
question. 
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We’re here to put a 
dent in the universe. 
Otherwise why else 

even be here?

Steve Jobs

is chief economist, Bank of 
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Side of the Sun’
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helps keep such transactions anonymous 
and avoid tax burdens. In some places, it can 
yield substantial savings on hotels, halls, 
banquets and bands. The amounts involved 
can range from  a few lakhs to crores. Fur-
ther, marriage gifts often involve cash. Ironi-
cally, the tracking of credit-card payments 

made by taxpayers incen-
tivizes the use of cash.

Notably, several small-
time vendors have stopped 
accepting UPI payments 
and are now insisting on 
cash to avoid an audit trail.  
UPI-record revelations of 
several hawkers having 
earned large sums by sell-
ing foodstuff during the last 
Kumbh Mela attracted the 
taxman’s interest. These 
stories have led some users 
to revert to cash. While the 
individual amounts would 

be small in relative terms, taken together, 
they would amount to a considerable sum. 

On the other side, instances of digital 
fraud have irked people, especially the older 
generation of folks who are not savvy with 
technology. The momentum of UPI adop-
tion was anyway weaker among the elderly 

Second, cash is still used widely for buying 
gold ornaments. There is a limit of ₹2 lakh 
for purchases with cash payments. Beyond 
this level, one needs to provide a PAN num-
ber. So, buyers try to avoid leaving an audit 
trail by making cash purchases. While cor-
porate jewellery retailers follow the rule, a 
multitude of smaller estab-
lishments in the unorgan-
ized sector tend to accept 
large cash payments. 
Often, the amount is split 
into multiple bills to 
accommodate the cus-
tomer. Otherwise, doing 
business would be harder. 

Third, wads of cash are 
accumulated by various 
political parties for use 
during elections. Large 
sums are spent on various 
campaign expenses or 
given as gifts to voters. 
While this is illegal, such transactions are 
hard to track. Given that we have elections in 
some states or municipalities every year and 
the cost of wooing the electorate is rising, 
this demand for currency doesn’t flag. 

Fourth, cash is often used to settle bills for 
expensive functions like marriages. This 

There exist too 

many use-cases 

of trail-free 

paper money 

that digital 

payments can’t 

supplant

India Inc is on a growth-buying 
spree with an upsurge of M&As
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O
n 30 August, Bloomberg published 
a long article (tinyurl.com/
yc75r5hk) arguing that India’s 
ambition to become a developed 
nation clashes with its growth gap. 
The argument rests on a compari-

son that does not hold. It sets a growth require-
ment, measured in dollars, against India’s achieved 
growth, measured at constant prices. Those are 
two different quantities. Once they are placed on 
the same footing, the gap shrinks to a fraction of 
what the article describes.

Start with India’s recent record. The country 
reported real growth of 7.8% year-on-year in the 
first quarter of 2026-27. In nominal terms, growth 
was 10.3%. The reading is consistent with several 
high-frequency indicators: purchasing managers’ 
indices, GST collections, sales of two-wheelers 
and passenger vehicles, bank credit and export 
growth.

India has held annual growth above 7% since the 
pandemic, which few nations have managed. It has 
done so while bringing the average inflation rate 
down and keeping its public finances in order. 
India’s debt-to-GDP ratio has fallen by about 7 
percentage points since 2020-21, among the 
sharpest reductions in the G-20.

Real growth has been harder to come by every-
where since the pandemic. Manufacturing compe-
tition has intensified, supply chains have been 
weaponized and trade restrictions have prolifer-
ated. Tariff and non-tariff barriers have been 
erected, and interest rates have risen. There have 
been two energy shocks, one in 2022 and another 
in 2026. The boom in artificial intelligence has 
been shared by only a handful of nations. For the 
rest, it has brought uncertainty and steeply higher 
prices for electronic goods.

It is easier to grow when the global backdrop is 
benign. It is more creditable to grow when the 
backdrop is uncertain and at times hostile. India’s 
post-pandemic performance belongs to the second 
category. In that light, it deserves credit rather 
than criticism.

Now to the measurement problem at the heart 
of the Bloomberg article. Economic size, for the 
purpose of international comparison, is denomi-
nated in a common currency, usually the US 
dollar. For any country other than the United 
States of America, the growth rate of dollar GDP 
is the sum of its nominal GDP growth and the 
change in its exchange rate against the dollar.

When institutions such as the International 
Monetary Fund project future growth, they have to 
make an assumption about the exchange rate. 
They are not in the business of forecasting curren-
cies. So they assume that relative purchasing 
power parity holds. Under that assumption, the 
rupee depreciates by the difference between 

Indian and American inflation if the latter is lower, 
as it usually is. Dollar GDP growth is thus nominal 
growth less that difference, which reduces to 
India’s real growth rate plus the US inflation rate.

Take the period from 2000 to 2024. The article 
says India’s GDP grew at 6.3% a year over those 
years. In real terms, that is right. In dollar terms, 
India’s GDP grew at 8.8% a year. Exchange rates 
do not always follow inflation differentials. The 
rupee’s performance against the dollar in 2024-25 
and 2025-26 is proof of that. The inflation gap 
narrowed, yet the rupee weakened. Over long 
stretches, though, currency movements and infla-
tion differentials tend to converge.

The article’s own numbers show what the cor-
rect comparison looks like. It cites India’s per cap-
ita income at $2,813 in 2025 and a ‘high-income’ 
threshold of about $18,000 dollars by 2047. That is 
a rise of roughly 6.4 times over 22 years, or about 
8.8% a year in dollars per head. Add half a percent-
age point for population growth, and the require-
ment works out at about 9.3% growth in dollar 
GDP. That is close to the 9.25% figure quoted in the 
article, and it is a dollar-denominated require-
ment. Set beside 6.3%, a constant-price number, 
the shortfall looks like three percentage points. 
Measured properly, against the 8.8% dollar growth 
India actually recorded, the shortfall is about half a 
percentage point.

The arithmetic ahead does not call for heroic 
assumptions either. India’s GDP stood at $3.91 tril-

lion in March 2026. If real growth averages about 
7% over the coming decade and American inflation 
averages 3%, dollar GDP will grow at 10% a year. 
That takes India to just over $10 trillion by March 
2036. Assume the pace then slows to 7% in dollar 
terms as the base widens. By 2046, GDP would be a 
shade under $20 trillion. 

The article points to India’s net FDI flows, youth 
employment and its savings and investment rates. 
These are real constraints that are worth taking 
seriously. It is worth remembering, though, that 
India reached 7% real growth while bound by 
them. They describe headroom rather than a 
ceiling. As they are addressed, they leave space to 
do better rather than worse.

There is also a question of what we are measuring. 
A country’s development status is better judged by 
the quality of its growth and the standard of living it 
delivers than by a single measure of economic size. 
Some countries have reached impressive numbers 
on that measure by borrowing heavily. The bill falls 
due long after the headlines have moved on.

The global environment over the next 20 years 
will be harder for India than it was for the countries 
that moved from the third world to the first after 
World War II. India has its task cut out. 

That is a fair thing to say. It is not fair to say that 
India has already failed or has little chance of suc-
cess. That’s a preconception masquerading as 
a forecast.

These are the author’s personal views.

How India’s growth record keeps 
its dream of development alive

Contrary to claims based on miscalculations, India’s economic trajectory needs only a slight pick-up to achieve its 2047 target
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D
o you have any artificial intelligence 
(AI) secrets? Maybe the better ques-
tion is: Would it concern you if your 

most intimate chatbot queries were shared 
with your family, colleagues or bosses?

For all the hype, AI still carries a stigma. 
I have been tracking the mounting backlash 
for a while. It has become deeply uncool to 
admit that you used AI to help you with 
your art, not to mention that it will be 
judged more harshly. And trust in Big Tech 
leaders, often for valid reasons, is abysmal. 
Bashing AI on the internet gets a lot more 
applause than defending it. So perhaps it 
should not be surprising that a don’t-ask-
don’t-tell economy now seems to be driving 
the next tech revolution. That should make 
us all wary of what happens in the dark. 

A global KPMG-University of Mel-
bourne study last year found that 57% of 
employees across 47 countries admitted 
that they have used AI in non-transparent 
ways, including presenting machine-gen-
erated content as their own or avoiding 
revealing when they used the technology 
to complete work tasks. The same report 
found that rates of non-transparency 
among students rose to roughly two-thirds 
and I can’t imagine how that could be over-
reported. A survey last November in Japan, 
where adoption remains relatively low, 
found that 59% of young professionals 
never or almost never disclose AI assist-
ance when submitting work. 

Part of the reason for this secrecy is that 
even as business leaders encourage adop-
tion, research shows that it’s still ostracized 
in the workplace. More Americans now talk 
openly about their AI use with managers 
and colleagues, a June study from Atlassian 
found, yet doing so carries a “steep pen-
alty.” Even when the output itself was iden-
tical, participants rated hypothetical peers 
who disclosed using AI as 10 times “lazier” 
and were 24 percentage points less likely to 
recommend them for a high-visibility 
project. No wonder employees are unlikely 
to shout their prompts from the rooftops.

This may also start to explain one of AI’s 
ongoing economic conundrums. Produc-
tivity gains  not visible in macro data may be 
accrued by individual workers who have lit-
tle incentive to reveal them. 

But this culture of secrecy can create 
other risks for businesses, whether it’s data 
leaking to unapproved tools, or a lack of 
knowledge-sharing across teams. The obvi-
ous first step is a clear, accessible policy 
spelling out when AI can be used and when 
it must be disclosed. Managers should also 
encourage prompt-sharing, tips and open 
conversations about experiments.

There are other consequences to a tech 
shift unfurling in the shadows that extend 
well beyond the office. Ask friends how 
they use chatbots when no one is watching, 
and the answers might make you gasp. A 
digital archive project dubbed ‘What We 
Tell AI’ is already collecting anonymous 
confessions via boxes placed in public spa-
ces across the US. They offer a glimpse at 
the increasingly intimate ways this tech-
nology is being embraced. People are using 
AI to compose birthday messages to rela-
tives or cheat on homework and the New 
York Times Spelling Bee game. Others 
admit they are in love with ChatGPT, or 
view it as a best friend. They are not the 
use-cases that dominate earnings calls.

AI firms publish reports on how people 
are adopting their products, but some 
researchers say this is necessarily selective. 
Firms preparing for major public offerings 
or defending enormous spending may be 
incentivized to highlight productivity 
gains and have less reason to dwell on other 
uses. That leaves policymakers with an 
incomplete picture of a technology prolif-
erating rapidly in people’s jobs, relation-
ships and private lives, including chil-
dren’s. Regulators hoping to not repeat 
past mistakes should demand greater 
transparency from tech companies to let 
external researchers study how their prod-
ucts are actually being utilized and what 
effects they are having.

The secrecy also reveals a larger prob-
lem for the industry. They are still left hop-
ing that eventually its value will be stronger 
than the shame of turning to their services. 
That contradiction is especially stark 
among youth. Young adults in the US are 
the most likely to think AI will have a nega-
tive effect on society, but they are also the 
group that says they use chatbots the most, 
according to a June Pew survey.

The AI revolution is not being televised; 
it may be too disjointed for that. The mes-
sage that this technology could put us all out 
of work, or at worst kill us all, is hard to dis-
miss as paranoia. But it is not stopping peo-
ple from asking for dating advice either. 
That may tell us more about AI’s future 
impact on society than another survey on 
how many minutes it saves on digital coding 
tasks. What people are unwilling to admit 
matters more than what the AI industry is 
willing to measure. ©BLOOMBERG

AI secrecy mustn’t leave us in 
the dark about its real impact

Its closet use could spring surprises if there’s no way to research it

The AI industry must let others analyse this 

technology’s usage patterns. ISTOCKPHOTO
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lack neither the capital nor the courage to 
make bold technology investments.

Indian capital is not timid. We are more 
than willing to stake a fortune on new paths 
to proven outcomes. Yet, as significant as it 
was, Jio was an audacious wager on distribu-
tion rather than invention. We could not 
find ₹50 crore to bring a device we invented 
into production, but 15 years later, we 
invested 3,000 times as much in deploying 
4G technology that someone else invented.

A country can only ever become an engine 
of innovation when three things work in tan-
dem: procurement that gives untested prod-
ucts an early market, capital patient enough 
to absorb years of losses and the courage to 
commit to something the world does not yet 
believe is possible. We have all three, but 
tend not to deploy them on the unproven. 
Our capital prefers safe rents to risky bets, 
and our procurement system is all but built 
to avoid the audit trail of a failure rather than 
take a chance on being first.

The next Simputer has already been 
invented. We need to find it, nurture it and 
feed it the capital it needs to become every-
thing the Simputer could not be. Whether 
it thrives or dies, as that ahead-of-the-curve 
device did, will depend on where we decide 
to put our money.

Indian innovation that hasn’t scaled, it’s not 
even the only technology product I have 
advised that hasn’t.

At around the same time, another Indian 
entrepreneur, Chetan Maini, was develop-
ing India’s first fully electric car—the Reva. 
By the late 2000s, with about 3,000-4,000 
units on the road across more than 24 coun-
tries, the Reva was the most-sold electric 
vehicle (EV) on the planet—well before Tesla 
made EVs desirable. This was yet another 
example of world-class Indian innovation 
creating a new product category well before 
global majors. But as good as the Reva was, 
it too eventually ran out of road and became 
a footnote in history. 

It is frequently suggested that Indians are 
incapable of coming up with new and inno-
vative products. But we do that all the time—
often years in advance of the rest of the 
world. What we seem to lack is the ability to 
take those ideas and turn them into com-
mercial successes.

All inventions, no matter how cutting-
edge, require investment to make them pro-
duction-ready. Compaq invested $50 mil-
lion in the production of its iPaq series of 
computers at around the same time as the 
Simputer, but all the Simputer team needed 
to take the project across the finish line was 

T
he Simputer was the first genuinely 
original computer that India built. As 
the legal advisor to the project, I was 

lucky to own one of its first colour units off 
the production line, and I had hours of fun 
with its truly novel interface and advanced 
features.

For those who have never heard of it, the 
Simputer was a palm-sized touchscreen 
device designed in Bangalore at the turn of 
the millennium, years before Apple turned 
its attention in this direction. In 2001, Time 
magazine called it one of the best and most 
innovative portable technologies to bridge 
the digital divide in the developing world, 
but you will not see any in production today 
because it died a premature death.

For years, I attributed the demise of the 
Simputer to unfortunate timing. I convinced 
myself that we had built a product before the 
world was ready for it, and that was the rea-
son why it did not take off. With the benefit 
of hindsight, I think I was being too kind. Not 
only is the Simputer not the only example of 

India is innovative but we mustn’t starve ideas to death
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tracts that kept SpaceX alive long enough to 
remake the economics of spaceflight. A com-
mitted public buyer can do what no private 
investor will—absorb the risk of being first.

Are we not willing to make the level of 
investment required to take innovations to 
market? After all, what really distinguishes 

Apple and Tesla from their 
peers is their willingness to 
subsidize their visionary 
products, often at a loss for 
several years, until they 
dominate the market they 
set out to create. This is 
how technological prowess 
is built. Invention is cheap. 
That is not where market 
leadership is established. 
That is only won by those 
who build the capacity 
needed to deliver at scale.

At the same time, it is 
incorrect to say we have 

never made large technology bets. After all, 
Reliance Industries invested more than $20 
billion in a nationwide 4G network and then 
offered the service free for months to win its 
first 400 million mobile subscribers. This 
was how Jio came to dominate the telecom 
space with such speed. Where it counts, we 

₹50 crore— an amount that it could have 
secured from a single government order of 
50,000 units. That order never came, and 
despite their best efforts, the team only 
ended up raising ₹4.5 crore  of angel funding 
and debt. 

This is the kind of order that governments 
around the world have typ-
ically issued to support the 
development of new 
industrial capabilities in 
the national interest. The 
early American semicon-
ductor business survived 
precisely because the 
Apollo mission and the 
Minuteman missile pro-
gramme bought almost 
everything that early chip-
makers could produce. 
This not only gave them a 
guaranteed market needed 
to support the fledgling 
industry until economies of scale kicked in, 
it also allowed them to develop the process 
knowledge required to manufacture chips at 
scale. All of which drove costs down to the 
point where the technology finally made 
sense for the consumer market.

More recently, it was a series of Nasa con-

The pioneering 

Simputer’s 

failure holds a 

lesson on what 

our innovations 

need for their 

market survival
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T
he economy has pulled a rabbit out of the hat
once again, with real GDP (Gross Domestic
Product) for the first quarter of FY27

expanding by 7.8 per cent, which is a much faster pace
than either the central bank’s projection of 7 per cent
or private agencies’ 7-7.3 per cent forecast.

It is heartening to see multiple engines
firing, in times that were considered
adverse. One, agriculture and allied
activities have managed 3.6 per cent growth
(against 4.4 per cent last year), despite the
ongoing El Nino. Though the overall rainfall
deficit remains at nearly 14 per cent till date,
kharif sowing has made reasonable progress
with acreage just 2 per cent short of last
year’s levels. Two, manufacturing (9.2 per
cent growth against 8.3 per cent last year)
and construction (7.7 per cent versus 5.2 per
cent) have shown good traction despite Iran
war-related supply disruptions and
spiralling energy and input costs. More
granular data from corporate results
suggest that buoyancy in manufacturing is
being powered by uptick in automobile
demand, rising electronics production,
electric vehicle adoption and clean energy
transition. Three, exports have seen some
acceleration despite the war, doubling their
growth rate to 12 per cent in Q1 FY27 from
6 per cent in the same quarter last year.
Exports out of India are likely benefiting
from a stronger yuan and a weaker rupee.
This is an advantage that can quickly wear
o�. However, there’s also structural
diversification underway in exports, with
manufacturers now tapping into expanding
export opportunities for precision
manufacturing, electronics, defence and
aerospace. This will hopefully last.

On the expenditure side, investment
demand has done the heavy lifting with
Gross Fixed Capital Formation (GFCF)
growing 11.9 per cent in real terms this
quarter, compared to just 5.8 per cent
during the same time last year. While
government capital expenditure grew by 20
per cent plus, private capex, defying
expectations, picked up on the back of
strong demand for automobiles and
durables, export traction and inbound data
centre investments. PFCE (Private Final
Consumption Expenditure) maintained 7.1
per cent growth (6.8 per cent last year). The
impact of the Iran war on consumers seems
to have been contained by low interest rates
which have kept EMIs under check.

While the real economy was buoyant in
Q1, nominal GDP expanded just 10.3 per
cent — substantially undershooting
forecasts of 13-14 per cent. This is
attributed to the statistics o�ce moving to
the vastly improved double deflator method
with granular producer prices for
estimating GDP, instead of the earlier
rough-cut method of using CPI or WPI. The
low growth in nominal GDP can derail this
year’s fiscal deficit target, given the
escalation in subsidies caused by the Iran
war. The trend of India’s GDP growth
continually overshooting estimates also
puts pressure on the Monetary Policy
Committee to hike rates — if inflation
trends up in the festive months.

Resilient performance
Buoyant GDP in a stressful period is noteworthy
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Seed exports
This is with reference to the article
‘Sorting out seed exports’
(September 1). The government has
taken an important step forward by
simplifying export procedures
through DGFT’s digital platforms,
but there’s a need to further
streamline the regulatory and
compliance requirements. The
DGFT’s digital platform may be
connected with SATHI (Seed

Traceability, Authentication and
Holistic Inventory) portal meant for
converting manual certification
process into a globally verifiable
digital asset. Further, quality
conscious post harvest processing
and reliable logistics are to be
ensured, as seeds are quality-sensitive
products and quality of seeds makes
all the di�erence in exports. 
Kosaraju Chandramouli
Hyderabad

SEBI’s CAS experiment
The article ‘SEBI shouldn’t have gone
in for CAS’ (September 1) rightly
captures the judgment error in
bringing in a new Closing Auction
Session (CAS) to fix a system which
was not even remotely broken. The
implementation has led to wild
swings in Sensex at closing and the
increased volatility has unfairly
favoured the sophisticated
derivative strategy in a thin market.

There are enough challenges in the
market, with geopolitical, inflation
and growth risks. The timing of this
move by SEBI could not have been
worse. 
Pradip Menon
Kochi

IPO investing
Apropos ‘Failed anchors’
(September 1), retail investors
should not subscribe to an IPO

merely because familiar institutional
investors have anchored it.
Institutional participation may signal
confidence, but it cannot guarantee
post-listing gains. Investors must
assess the company’s financial
performance, industry outlook, risks
disclosed in the prospectus and their
own risk tolerance before
subscribing. 
NR Nagarajan
Sivakasi, TN
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H
ow well a government spends
matters as much as how much it
spends, and on this count

India’s States are slipping. Across States,
developmental expenditure has fallen to
about 61 per cent of total spending, from
67 per cent before the pandemic. Capital
outlay, mainly for infrastructure
development, is increasingly the first
item to be trimmed when budgets
tighten. For an economy that relies on
its States to deliver health, education
and public infrastructure, a decline in
the quality of their spending is no minor
accounting worry. It shapes long-term
growth and the services citizens actually
receive.

Why is the quality deteriorating? The
usual answer points to the fiscal space of
the States, measured by the ratio of
committed expenditure, salaries,
pensions and interest, to revenue
receipts. Once these consume
two-thirds or more of revenue, little is
thought to remain for anything else. But
committed expenditure is a restrictive
and misleading gauge. It suggests that
whatever is left after paying sta�,

pensioners and creditors is money a
finance minister can freely direct. In
practice, it is not. 

Beneath the headline ratio sits a layer
of obligations no government can switch
o�. Grants to local bodies, mandated by
State Finance Commission awards,
typically claim 4-6 per cent of revenue
receipts. A State’s matching share in
Centrally Sponsored Schemes is
e�ectively compulsory, since declining it
means forfeiting the Centre’s
contribution, and takes another 4-6 per
cent. Add spending on judicial orders,
elections, disaster management and
pension contributions, and this
non-discretionary layer absorbs a
further tenth to a sixth of revenue. None

of it appears as committed expenditure,
yet none of it is negotiable. The e�ective
fiscal space, what a State can actually
choose to spend, is far smaller than the
committed ratio implies.

STRUCTURAL SHIFTS

Two structural shifts have tightened this
room further. The GST folded much of
the States’ tax autonomy into a shared
pool, leaving them more dependent on
transfers they do not control. And those
transfers have moved steadily from
untied grants towards conditional, tied
schemes that dictate where the money
must go. A State loses on both counts,
less revenue of its own, and less freedom
over what it receives. 

The consequence is predictable. With
genuine discretion reduced to a sliver,
governments concentrate what little
they control on spending that is
politically visible, cash transfers,
subsidies and welfare announcements
that win attention quickly, rather than
on maintaining assets or building new
ones, whose returns arrive slowly and
quietly. Capital formation becomes the
residual, and the upkeep of existing
infrastructure is deferred. The quality of
public expenditure erodes less through

carelessness than through a structure
that rewards the visible over the durable.
The cost of this is intertemporal. A State
keeps paying to run schools and clinics
while spending less to build and
maintain them, so its capacity to deliver
services weakens even as the welfare bill
grows.

The recent white papers from Kerala
and Tamil Nadu show how narrow this
room has become. The remedy lies less
in lecturing States about discipline than
in widening their genuine fiscal space, by
restoring a measure of revenue
autonomy, rebalancing transfers back
towards untied grants, and judging fiscal
space by the e�ective residual rather
than the committed ratio. The change in
transfer mechanism can help by
loosening the conditions tied to
transfers and protecting a minimum
share of the budget for capital outlay.
Until the conversation shifts from how
much States are committed to spend to
how little they are actually free to
decide, both the squeeze and its cost to
the quality of governance will keep being
misread.

The writer is Assistant Professor, Gulati Institute of
Finance and Taxation. Views are personal

The vanishing fiscal discretion of States

Aswathy Rachel Varughese

STATES. Fiscally stressed

The squeeze goes beyond ‘committed expenditure’ to another layer of obligations that is not recognised
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L
ast Thursday afternoon,
during the 15 minutes that
now determine India’s
closing prices, BSE Ltd’s
Closing Auction Session

(CAS) recorded turnover of ₹446 crore.
On a regular trading day, it typically
handles about ₹15 crore. That single
session accounted for more than
two-fifths of BSE’s total August
closing-auction turnover. Two days
before, the National Stock Exchange
finished its monthly settlement with
little turbulence. The closing auction
totalled ₹1,377 crore — less than the
turnover from a typical Tuesday a week
prior. On the surface, the process seems
to have managed NSE’s first monthly
settlement e�ectively.

Together, however, they lead to a
more significant conclusion than a
simple comparison of exchanges. A
straightforward explanation is that this
is primarily a liquidity issue: thin order
books tend to jump, while deeper ones
can absorb pressure. Nonetheless, the
pattern of expiries reveals a more
insightful story. The first weekly expiry
under the new system was unsettled; the
second was more disruptive and
eventually led to a regulatory order. By
the third expiry, activity had nearly
stabilised. In just three weeks,
participants seem to be adapting to the
new auction mechanism.

Then the monthly expiry occurred,
and the pattern was disrupted. The key
distinction isn’t between the NSE and
BSE; it’s between weekly and monthly
settlement cycles. Weekly index
derivatives are settled in cash, with no
share transfers — positions are simply
adjusted through an accounting entry
based on the closing price. Monthly
expiry, however, is fundamentally
di�erent because, since 2018, India has
employed physical settlement for
single-stock futures and options,
meaning actual share delivery is
required (see Charts 1 and 2). 

This creates pressures that build over
days. Margins rise, traders arrange
securities, and positions are unwound.
All this culminates in demand for a
single settlement price at the end of the
session. The CAS is therefore being
asked to perform two jobs
simultaneously: establish the market’s
authoritative daily closing price and
absorb delivery-related derivative
unwinding — within just 15 minutes.
The traditional expiry-day surge appears
to have weakened, at least for weekly
expiries. That is a real improvement, but
it should not be mistaken for the
disappearance of settlement pressure.

The pressure has shifted. What was
once spread over six hours is now
compressed into the final 15 minutes,
particularly at monthly expiry. That
window is not yet deep enough to carry
this burden reliably. Closing auctions

account for about one per cent of India’s
daily cash-market turnover. By contrast,
on Euronext auctions represent more
than a quarter of equity-market activity.
India’s passive funds — the natural
participants that can deepen the close —
are still entering the mechanism.
Regulators are rightly engaging with
fund houses and have proposed to
reform securities lending, which may
improve the supply of stock into
auctions. But these measures address
participation. That does not answer a
more fundamental question: what
should the closing auction be designed
to accomplish?

THE APPROACHES ABROAD

Mature markets di�erentiate these
functions. The US clears its oldest
quarterly index contracts through a
Special Opening Quotation the next
morning, primarily to reduce pressure at
the close. Its lighter, more frequent
contracts settle at the close because the
market can handle them. Britain, on the

other hand, employs a separate
Exchange Delivery Settlement Price
auction at 10:10 a.m. on expiry day,
halting continuous trading during that
process. The underlying principle is
clear: frequent, cash-settled contracts
may settle at the close, whereas larger
periodic settlements involving delivery
and significant unwinding shall have
their own dedicated mechanisms.

India has implemented the first
measure, and now it’s time to focus on
the second. The CAS should continue to
aim at establishing a reliable daily
reference price for investors, passive

funds, index providers, and valuation
agencies. Weekly index derivatives can
still settle during this session. In
contrast, monthly contracts —
especially physically settled single-stock
derivatives — shall be transferred to a
dedicated auction, either at the opening,
similar to the US approach, or through a
separate mid-session window, as in
Britain.

This is not an argument against CAS.
The weekly data suggests the market is
adapting faster than expected. The
argument is against forcing a single
mechanism to serve two structurally
di�erent purposes. A reliable closing
price and derivative delivery settlement
are distinct market products. Only one
needs to be finalised at 3:30 p.m. If the
monthly expiry continues to strain the
auction, repeatedly testing its capacity
will not solve the design problem. It’s
time to redesign the door rather than
test the frame.

The writer is Partner, MCQube

CAS performing 2 jobs together

The weekly data suggests
the market is adapting
faster than expected.
The argument is against
forcing a single mechanism
to serve two structurally
different purposes

STRETCHED. While establishing a reliable closing price is fine, derivative delivery settlement requires a dedicated auction

V SHUNMUGAM
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F
or much of modern
economic history, national
competitiveness was

shaped by visible infrastructure.
The investments in roads, ports,
railways and warehouses
investments enabled production
to scale, markets to integrate and
firms to reach customers at lower
cost.

The next frontier of logistics
competitiveness, however, will
not be defined by physical capacity
alone, but by the quality of
information that allows such
capacity to be discovered,
compared, trusted and used. 

The economics of logistics
intelligence therefore rests on five
connected principles: reduction of
information asymmetry, lower
transaction costs, higher asset
productivity, better capital
allocation and stronger network
e�ects. Together, these principles
explain why countries and
companies are investing in shared
logistics data systems rather than
relying only on asset expansion.

Global experience supports this
logic. 

Singapore’s PORTNET system
links a large community of port
and logistics users and enables
high-volume digital coordination
across shipping, port, freight and
trade processes. 

The US’ Freight Logistics
Optimization Works is a
public-private partnership in
which participants share logistics
data and receive aggregated,
anonymised visibility into
demand, supply and throughput.
Companies can anticipate
congestion, align capacity with
demand and improve resilience
before disruptions become costly.

Japan’s collaborative logistics
initiatives point in the same
direction. 

The EU’s electronic Freight
Transport Information regulation
provides a framework for the
electronic exchange of freight
transport information between
businesses and authorities.

For India, this debate is timely.
The National Logistics Policy, PM
Gati Shakti, Unified Logistics
Interface Platform (ULIP) and the
Logistics Data Bank have
strengthened digital integration
and decision support. ULIP has
facilitated over 160 crore digital
transactions, while the Logistics
Data Bank has tracked over 10
crore EXIM containers.

ECONOMIC BENEFITS

For manufacturers, logistics
intelligence translates into lower
delivered cost, better route

choices, more reliable partners
and improved working-capital
e�ciency. When transport
uncertainty declines, firms can
reduce bu�er stocks, shorten
fulfilment cycles and serve wider
markets with greater confidence.

For MSMEs and exporters, the
gain is market access. For smaller
firms a visible logistics ecosystem
lowers search and verification
costs, allowing them to connect
more easily to national and global
value chains.

For logistics service providers,
the benefit is demand discovery.
Regional transporters, warehouse
operators, technology firms and
specialised service providers can
become visible to new customers.
This increases utilisation, reduces
idle capacity and enables smaller
operators to participate in more
organised supply chains.

For investors and
infrastructure developers,
logistics intelligence improves
capital allocation. Data on
demand clusters, industrial
corridors, service gaps and
utilisation patterns helps
investors place capital where
economic need is real. 

For governments, it
strengthens policy targeting.
Better visibility enables public
agencies to identify bottlenecks,
prioritise infrastructure, monitor
corridor performance and design
interventions that improve
competitiveness rather than
merely expand capacity.

For the economy as a whole,
these user-level gains compound
into larger outcomes: higher asset
productivity, lower logistics cost,
faster trade movement, stronger
manufacturing competitiveness,
improved export readiness, better
resilience and more inclusive
participation by smaller
enterprises.

The future of logistics,
therefore, is not merely about
moving goods more e�ciently. It
is about enabling economies to
use resources more intelligently.

The writer is Director General, CII

Logistics intelligence 

Chandrajit Banerjee
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Logistics data will be key to competitiveness

September 2, 2006

Tarapore panel for 3-phased road-map towards free float
A quick winddown of Participatory Notes has been suggested by the Tarapore
Committee on fuller capital account convert ibility while favouring a three
phased road-map towards free float. The report made public by the RBI is of
the view “that FIIs should be prohibited from in vesting fresh money raised
through PNs. Existing PN-holders may be provided an exit route and phased
out complete ly within one year.” 

Big jump in individual I-T returns filed this year
The Government’s extensive advertisement campaign has paid o�. This year
over 1.26 crore individuals have filed their income-tax returns as opposed to
77 lakh who had filed returns last year. Incidentally, the facility to file returns
through post o�ces was also used by people this year to file returns. 

Petro product prices unlikely to be raised now
Consumers of petroleum products – petrol, diesel, cooking gas, and kerosene
– may be spared an immediate price hike with the Indian crude basket floating
below $70 a barrel. The basket on August 31 stood at $66.61 per barrel and
the average of April to date stood at $68.77 a barrel. 

thehindubusinessline.

TWENTY YEARS AGO TODAY.

ACROSS

01. Dubious (12)

08. To provide with an 

engine (8)

09. Bar on guitar 

fingerboard (4)

11. Ahead of schedule (5)

12. Hopelessness (7)

13. Move about listlessly (4)

15. Large, predatory gull (4)

19. Not this one nor that (7)

20. Meat served in rashers (5)

22. Orderly (4)

23. Dislike, hatred (8)

24. Large marine animal (8,4)

DOWN

02. Out-and-out (5)

03. Wanders away from the

pack (6)

04. Interior part (6)

05. Make hostile show by

ironic cheering (7)

06. Having guests (12)

07. Transitoriness (12)

10. Put a question (3)

14. A bishop or archbishop (7)

16. Shrinking from notice (3)

17. A coward (6)

18. The candytuft genus (6)

21. Porcelain (5)

ACROSS

01. Doubtful about quiet son able to change into it (12)

08. Some trio with the potential to give engine power 

to it (8)

09. Bar where, to some extent, the bitter flows 

backwards (4)

11. Is in good time to organise the relay (5)

12. Lose hope of getting praised for it (7)

13. Be listless about a work of music, me? (4)

15. Bird that sounds as if it might get stuck into meat (4)

19. Is not one nor the other of three in a muddle (7)

20. Essayist brought home by a breadwinner (5)

22. It's tidy, the way native leader will take his meal (4)

23. Dislike varies, perhaps, but there's no comeback (8)

24. Jumbo sale organised by this denizen of the deep (8,4)

DOWN

02. The complete way to give voice to something (5)

03. As they've wandered o�, the SAS try to sort them out (6)

04. Is doing time in a team (6)

05. To cheer ironically at the legal profession is torture (7)

06. It may be amusing, having people in one's home 

for a meal (12)

07. Mean men price it di�erently if it's of transitory 

quality (12)

10. Invite one to pose a question (3)

14. Top man in church is an ape (7)

16. How bashful is Aunt Sally? (3)

17. Giving carbon to a bird is cowardly (6)

18. One Serb could hold about one candytuft (6)

21. Sort of tea plate for a mate (5)

EASY

ACROSS 1. Stitch 8. Trail 9. Consult 11. Delicate 12. Snack 15. Loss 16. Wig 17. Easy 19. Singe 21. Respects 24. Enliven 25. Swell 26. Winter

DOWN 2. Thorn 3. Test-case 4. Hold 5. Strip 6. Maya 7. Blue 10. Terminate 12. Sale 13. Sedition 14. Lyre 18. Belly 20. Geese 21. Rust 22. Stew 23. Snow

BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2727

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2726

NOT SO EASY

A
t the SCO and BRICS
Summits, India’s diplomatic
nous will be put to severe
test. The core challenges are
clear — India must manage

its massive economic dependence on
China, resist being pulled into a formal
Western alliance by the US, and
aggressively secure its energy
sovereignty.

As the world’s fastest-growing major
economy, a global technology hub, and a
rising space pioneer, New Delhi’s
geopolitical heft is undeniable. 

Yet, India’s economy remains
dangerously exposed to a handful of
maritime chokepoints and distant
battlefields.

So far, India’s energy pragmatism has
delivered tangible benefits. Russia has
become its largest crude supplier — as
discounted barrels help contain import
costs and inflation — while traditional
Middle Eastern suppliers, particularly
Iraq, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE, remain
central to India’s energy security. At the
same time, the US has expanded its role
in supplying LNG, LPG, and crude.

This diversified approach reflects
India’s broader doctrine of strategic
autonomy — securing a�ordable and
reliable energy for a rapidly growing
economy that imports nearly 90 per cent
of its crude.

ENERGY CHOKEPOINTS

However, going ahead, this strategy will
become harder to manage. India faces
potential secondary sanctions and trade
pressure from the West while remaining
exposed to instability and chokepoint
risks in the Middle East, particularly
around the Strait of Hormuz.

So will New Delhi pick sides?
This will depend on how US enforces

sanctions on Russian oil. Also US
President Donald Trump may be keen on
selling US and Venezuelan oil to India. 

If the war prolongs — particularly in
Iran — India may tilt towards Russia for

oil, defence and even fertilizer as it
cannot risk supply disruption.

Similarly, India is heavily dependent
on Chinese imports. The 26th Shanghai
Cooperation Organisation (SCO)
Summit and the 18th BRICS Summit
could provide some indicators on India’s
stance.

In this backdrop New Delhi is unlikely
to pick a side. Instead, it will probably
continue adjusting its energy
relationships according to prices,
sanctions, supply disruptions, and
domestic economic priorities. Russian
purchases may decline when Western
pressure intensifies and rise again when
market conditions make them
attractive, while the US and Middle
Eastern supplies can expand as
circumstances change.

The more important long-term

challenge is to reduce India’s
vulnerability to external shocks while
preserving the diversified sourcing
strategy that underpins its energy
security.

For decades, New Delhi treated
energy security as a transactional issue
managed by public sector oil companies
and trade ministries. The objective was
to secure the cheapest crude available.
However, in an increasingly fragmented
global order, escalating proxy wars, and
weaponised supply chains, this reactive
strategy is obsolete. Ensuring reliable
energy supplies is at least as important
as secure borders and military strength. 

To truly understand India’s
vulnerabilities, one must look closely at
how the national oil trade balance is
calculated. India imports massive
quantities of primary energy such crude
oil, liquefied natural gas (LNG), and
liquefied petroleum gas (LPG),
processes them at its world-class
refining hubs, and then exports
high-value petroleum, oil, and lubricants
(POL) like petrol, diesel, and aviation
turbine fuel (ATF). Therefore, the true
oil trade balance formula is structurally
vulnerable.

While exporting refined products
o�ers a minor fiscal cushion, despite

domestic exploration pushes and
aggressive refining expansions, India’s
fundamental reliance on foreign energy
has deepened over time. This puts
pressures on India as its economy is tied
to global energy prices. 

DOMESTIC IMPACT

Every $10 surge in the price of a crude
barrel expands India’s annual import bill
by an estimated $17-18 billion,
according to information available.

When global oil prices skyrocket, the
shockwaves are felt across every Indian
household. The government faces a
dilemma: should it pass the costs onto
consumers and trigger broad-based
inflation, or absorb the blow by cutting
fuel taxes, leading to severe fiscal
pressures and also reducing the space
for crucial capex? Decisions made by
OPEC+ cartels or geopolitical actors
e�ectively dictate the interest rates,
investment climates, and household
budgets of ordinary Indians.

Beyond economics, energy
vulnerability acts as a major drag on
India’s strategic choices. True strategic
autonomy means a nation can choose its
global partners based on core values and
long-term national interests,
unburdened by transactional
compulsions. Yet, India’s diplomatic
machinery must constantly perform a
tightrope walk to ensure its oil taps
remain open. The intricate diplomatic
balancing act required to manage
relations between Washington, Moscow,
and competing powers in West Asia is
proof of this.

To maintain its geopolitical heft, India
must work towards reducing its energy
vulnerabilities. True sovereignty does
not end at our geographic borders, it
begins at the oil pump.

Maintaining flexibility remains more
realistic than making a binary
geopolitical choice. India’s market size,
refining capacity, and ability to shift
among suppliers give New Delhi
considerable bargaining power.
Diversifying supply, expanding strategic
reserves, increasing domestic
production, and investing in renewable
energy can further reduce dependence
on any single external partner. It is a
tough balancing act to maintain. 

Test of India’s energy diplomacy

ENERGY COMPULSIONS. India’s strategic choices are scrimped by its massive
reliance on oil and gas imports GETTY IMAGES

Despite emerging as a key
exporter of refined petro
products, India’s reliance
on imported crude oil and
gas has deepened over the
years, making it vulnerable
to global price fluctuations

New Delhi must continue diversifying its energy supply base and maintain equidistance from all geopolitical blocs

RICHA MISHRA

CAPITAL
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Yes, I am referring to the famous verse 2.47 of the
Bhagavad-Gita. There are four instructions in this verse.
The first instruction is: “You have a right only in action.”
Lord Krishna is talking about what we do with our mind,
words and body. In the spiritual language, these must
be our duties, including to self as a soul, to family, nation,
etc. And the right is what is within our control as a soul.
We can act as we wish, exercising our free will, but the
result is not in our hands.

Recently, I was faced with a serious problem; our
company’s income tax return had come under scrutiny.
We were asked to submit supporting evidence of the
expenses, and they gave a date by which to submit them.
It was a monumental task of transmitting all the
expense vouchers. We consulted tax experts. They all

advised taking their shelter and, of course, giving a very
fat fee to manage this problem. After giving the matter
serious thought, we decided to take the pain part; we
began transmitting the information sought by them. To
cut a long story short, we managed to transmit all the
supporting evidence, as sought by the tax authority. Still,
the result was not in our hands, whether they would be
satisfied or not. To the relief of all and surprise of the so-
called tax experts, we got a no-dues acknowledgement.

This brings us to the second instruction of Lord Krishna,

which is: “Not ever in determining its fruits/result.” The
question naturally arises, then, about who decides the
results. The answer lies in the ‘Karmaphala Principle’,
which is: “What you sow is what you reap.” God has set
up a Divine Authority under His superintendence to shoul-
der the responsibility of deciding the results of our
‘karmas’ (deeds). They take all relevant factors into con-
sideration and decide. Therefore, all decisions are, in
effect, made by God only.

And God is perfectly just in awarding them. The result
belongs to the person concerned, and no one else; he
must get it. A wrong impression is prevalent that the fruits
of our acts don’t belong to us. This is farthest from the
truth. God does not need these fruits. Doesn’t He own
everything? What happened in the income tax scrutiny?
We exercised our right to act, and the result was given
to us. We had also obeyed Lord Krishna’s instruction of
not trying to manipulate the fruit of action. And we also
did not disobey the Lord’s fourth instruction: “Your attach-
ment to inaction also should not be there.” We painstak-
ingly did our duty.

The conclusion is: We all have a right to do our duties,
which is the only right we have. Results are not in our
hands. We should do our duties, and neither try to manip-
ulate the results nor be inactive. Then, we will be reward-
ed suitably; we can be sure of it; God has arranged it.

DIGITAL EXPERIENCE 
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training aims to help officers better iden-
tify visa applicants who may rely on US
public benefits and ensure a thorough, con-
sistent evaluation of all visa applications.

The US visa system plays a crucial role in
enabling international travel, work, study
and family reunification. The government
has temporarily paused processing certain
visa types, including Temporary Work Visas
(H-1B), student visas (F-1) and family-spon-
sored visas, as part of efforts to improve visa
management. This is a challenging time for
many individuals from India and other
countries, and these changes are expected
to streamline the process moving forward.

Students planning to study in the US are
feeling the impact of this uncertainty
regarding their visa status, which compli-
cates their enrolment in academic pro-
grammes and may force them to re-evalu-
ate their educational plans entirely. The
ongoing suspension of visa processing is
causing significant issues for families. Many
Indian nationals have relatives in the
United States waiting for green cards or
other immigration assistance, leaving these
families uncertain and facing both emotion-
al and practical challenges.

Maintaining familial connections across
international borders is difficult, especial-
ly during significant life events. India is cur-
rently facing major challenges due to
recent changes in US policy.

Other nations, such as China, Mexico and
the Philippines, which have many citizens
living in the United States, are also affect-
ed by these changes. As globalisation con-

nects economies and cultures, these policy
changes could significantly impact interna-
tional relations and economic cooperation.

There is a growing call for immigration
reform. As people and families navigate this
uncertainty, they need robust policies and
support systems more than ever.

Immigrant rights advocates and other
organisations are working to improve the
US visa process. They aim for the govern-
ment to recognise the challenges individ-
uals and families face and create easier
pathways to obtain visas.

Additionally, the Trump administration
plans to revoke the visas of approximate-
ly 200,000 foreigners who entered the
country for tourism or business but sought
to extend their stay by applying for asylum.

Earlier this week, the Trump administra-
tion began reviewing a new proposal to
overhaul the H-1B visa programme, sig-
nalling another potentially significant
change to the employment route used by
thousands of Indian professionals. This
proposal could impact the US economy by
at least $100 million annually.

Ongoing advocacy and reforms are essen-
tial to ensure that the immigration system
meets the diverse needs of individuals
seeking opportunities in the United States.

Recently, US courts have limited some of
the Trump administration’s measures,
including a federal judge’s ruling that over-
turned a previous decision. But all these
have not made the aspirants pull back or
stop; they continue towards the completion
of their “American dream”.

Editor’s

When Narendra Modi and Vladimir Putin embraced on the
sidelines of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation summit
in Bishkek on August 31, it was the image both governments
wanted the world to see: warm and familiar, unbothered by
the past year’s turbulence.

Their bilateral meeting — the first face-to-face encounter
since Putin’s visit to New Delhi last December — was brief by
diplomatic standards, but its symbolism travelled further
than its substance.Modi’s message was carefully calibrated.
“We must move away from endless war towards an end to
the war,” he told Putin, adding that “every day spent in war
sets humanity back.” It was a restatement, four years on, of
the line he delivered at Samarkand in 2022: “today’s era is
not an era of war.” Putin, for his part, reached for language
both sides have used since 2010, calling the relationship a
“special and privileged strategic partnership,” and thanked
Modi for his “personal attention” to it.

Modi used the occasion to invite Putin to New Delhi in
September for the BRICS summit, keeping the calendar of
contact dense even as the war in Ukraine grinds on. The
meeting is being called significant less for what was announced
than for what it confirmed: that Washington’s year-long
campaign to prise India away from Moscow has not worked as
intended. Donald Trump’s decision last August to push tariffs on
Indian goods to 50 percent, explicitly citing its Russian crude
purchases, was the most direct pressure an American president
has applied to India’s Russia policy in decades.

Tariffs came down again in February after signals that
Indian refiners would scale back, and imports did fall for
much of the last fiscal year. But the rebound has been telling:
Russian crude buys climbed again this spring, pushing
bilateral trade up more than 50 percent for the quarter, oil
doing almost all the work while Indian exports stay barely
visible on Russia’s books.That imbalance is the honest picture
of where the relationship stands today.

Two decades after Moscow was India’s default partner on
everything from fighter jets to nuclear plants, the tie is now
narrower and more transactional: discounted crude and
fertiliser, spares and maintenance for a legacy defence
inventory built around the S-400 and Soviet-era platforms,
safer rupee-rouble payment channels to dodge sanctions, and
a $100-billion trade target both sides keep restating without a
credible path there. Where this heads will be decided as much
in Washington and Beijing as in Moscow or Delhi.

India’s simultaneous thaw with Xi Jinping at the same
summit — itself partly a by-product of Trump’s tariffs — gives
New Delhi more room to treat Russia as one hedge among
several, not a pillar.

Moscow, meanwhile, has grown steadily more dependent on
Beijing, leaving it less able to reciprocate India’s balancing act
than before. The Bishkek embrace was genuine enough. But it
described a friendship being managed in a crowded field, not
one being restored to the centre of India’s foreign policy.

As the two leaders reaffirmed their commitment to a
relationship tested by war and sanctions, India made

clear that its ties with Moscow remain important 

The Russia embrace,
recalibrated

Messi bids international football goodbye
To the surprise of everyone, legendary football player
Lionel Messi announced his retirement from interna-
tional football last Monday. Messi made the official
announcement on Instagram, confirming his decision
to retire from Argentina’s national team at the age of
39.  From an accolade-decorated career to winning the
World Cup, such a farewell is obviously hard to accept
for his worldwide fan community.

Messi is not a champion for Argentina alone; he is a
global star, with 125 goals in 207 games for the nation-
al team and a FIFA World Cup victory in 2022, Argentina’s
first in 36 years. Although this was Messi’s second such
publicly claimed retirement after 2016, his departure
from international football will undoubtedly be an emo-
tional moment for millions of fans worldwide. As global
admirers of his remarkable career, his adieu from the
game is definitely a hard goodbye. We hope that
younger generations will cherish Messi’s achieve-
ments, learn from his playing spirit and artistry, and carry
his legacy forward in international football in the future.
His journey will remain an inspiration for aspiring foot-
ballers across the world. His name will forever be
remembered among the greatest to have played the
beautiful game.

KIRTI WADHAWAN | KANPUR

Indus Waters Treaty needs a rethink
Apropos the news report ‘India rejects Indus water ruling’
(September 1), the Permanent Court of Arbitration’s order
on the Indus Waters Treaty raises important questions
about the limits of international arbitration and India’s
sovereign rights. India’s rejection of the ruling is under-
standable, particularly because New Delhi has consistent-
ly maintained that the court was constituted in violation
of the treaty’s provisions. The larger issue, however, is
the future of the Indus Waters Treaty itself. Signed in 1960,
the treaty has survived wars and prolonged hostility
between India and Pakistan. Yet Pakistan’s continued
support for terrorism and its use of international forums
to challenge India’s hydropower projects have altered
the strategic environment.

India’s decision to keep the treaty in abeyance sends
a clear message that agreements cannot be treated as
one-sided obligations when broader relations have dete-
riorated. At the same time, New Delhi must ensure that
its actions remain technically, legally and environmen-
tally defensible. Water is a strategic resource, especial-
ly for Jammu and Kashmir. India should therefore
pursue its legitimate rights under the treaty while
accelerating hydropower development and maintaining
diplomatic pressure on Pakistan.

VANDANA | CHANDIGARH

TAKE

THE SUSPENSION
OF SPECIFIC VISA
CATEGORIES HAS

CREATED
CHALLENGES 

AND 
UNCERTAINTY 

FOR MANY
FOREIGN

NATIONALS,
PARTICULARLY
THOSE FROM
INDIA. THIS

DECISION HAS
RAISED 

CONCERNS FOR
FAMILIES,

WORKERS, AND
STUDENTS WHO
RELY ON THESE

VISAS FOR
VARIOUS

OPPORTUNITIES 
IN THE UNITED

STATES

A worker sorts jute fibers from harvested stalks near a waterbody, in Nadia
district, West Bengal, PHOTO: PTI

PIC TALK

India’s 7.8 per cent GDP growth in

the first quarter of 2026-27 is

welcome news at a time when the

global economy faces geopolitical

disruption, uncertain trade policies

and volatile energy markets. The

outcome reflects the underlying

strength of domestic activity rather

than mere statistical comfort.

Manufacturing expanded by 9.2 per

cent, construction by 7.7 per cent,

and financial, real-estate, IT and

professional services by 12.1 per

cent. These figures show the

beneficial effects of public

infrastructure spending, improving

industrial activity, credit

availability and sustained demand

for services. However, celebration

should not turn into complacency.

Agriculture grew only 3.6 per cent,

while mining contracted. Any

weather disruption later in the year

could weaken rural incomes, farm

output and food-price stability.

Further, higher crude-oil prices,

conflict-linked supply disruptions, a

weaker rupee and protectionist

trade measures can enlarge India’s

import bill, revive inflation and hurt

exports. Growth led by capital-

intensive sectors and government-

supported construction must be

accompanied by enough productive,

formal and adequately paid jobs.

Private investment needs to

broaden beyond a few sectors and

large companies.

The policy task, therefore, is to

protect macroeconomic stability

while sustaining public capital

expenditure and encouraging

private investment. Better farm

productivity, urban employment,

skilling, export competitiveness and

targeted support for MSMEs would

make growth more inclusive and

resilient. This will also help sustain

investor confidence, protect

household purchasing power and

support stronger growth over time.

BAL GOVIND | NOIDA

STRONG GDP GROWTH MUST TRANSLATE
INTO INCLUSIVE PROSPERITY
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Despite the tightening of visa rules — and even as courts push back against some of the administration’s 
measures — the pull of the American Dream remains remarkably strong

The American dream, under a visa siege

The writer is a popular
columnist

Haldwani narrative undermines its credibility
Apropos, “BJP slams Rahul Gandhi over Haldwani FIR
row,” The Pioneer, Sep 1. The Congress party’s
mounting desperation was clearly on display in
Haldwani. Allegations by AICC President Mallikarjun
Kharge and Rahul Gandhi — claiming right-wing
activists performed a “purification ritual” to humil-
iate Kharge — are a blatant political attempt to target
the BJP. Organisers at Haldwani’s Ram Lila Maidan clar-
ified that the ritual was purely symbolic. It was con-
ducted to clean a venue left littered and polluted by
hostile speeches and slogans during the event, with
no casteist intent whatsoever.

Yet, Congress deliberately twisted this factual
response into a narrative of untouchability to man-
ufacture outrage. This tactic follows a clear pattern
of a struggling party relying on false claims for elec-
toral gain. In today’s era of live streaming and
instant checks, the public cannot be easily misled. By
repeatedly pushing false and divisive caste rhetoric,
Rahul Gandhi is not winning over voters. Instead, he
is damaging his own credibility and exposing his strat-
egy to the nation. Such conduct only deepens public
scepticism and weakens Congress’s credibility further
ahead of future elections.

N SADHASIVA REDDY | BENGALURU

AJIT KUMAR
BISHNOI

The Trump administration aims to reform the
immigration system and tighten immigration
rules. As part of this, it plans to pause certain
immigration visas and pause visa processing.
During his second term, the Trump adminis-
tration has paused or rescheduled visa
appointments at US embassies and con-
sulates worldwide. This affects individuals
seeking to travel to the US for work, study or
family visits.

The administration aims to cancel B1/B2
visas for 200,000 asylum seekers. Since
taking office, it has cancelled over 175,000
visas for foreign citizens for a variety of
reasons, according to the State Department.
This visa pause impacts 75 countries.

The suspension of specific visa categories
has created challenges and uncertainty for
many foreign nationals, particularly those
from India. This decision has raised concerns
for families, workers and students who rely
on these visas for various opportunities in the
United States.

However, last week, the US resumed issuing
immigrant visas to people from 75 countries
after a long pause. This change followed a
federal court ruling against the visa pause,
which began in January to screen applicants
who might require more public benefits in the
US. This is part of a larger plan to train diplo-
matic  staf f  g lobal ly  to  enhance the 
efficiency and effectiveness of US diplomat-
ic operations.

Currently, nearly one million Indians are
stuck in the US employment-based green card
backlog, representing about 79 per cent of
those awaiting approval in the first three cat-
egories.  An analysis  by the National
Foundation for American Policy suggests
that Indian nationals filing applications in
January 2026 or later could face waits of 179
years for EB-2 and 38 years for EB-3 permanent
residence.

This is part of a larger plan to train diplo-
matic staff at posts worldwide. The goal is to
make US diplomatic operations more efficient
and effective.

The administration is also cracking down
on birth tourism, where foreign pregnant
women travel to the US to give birth, thus
gaining birthright citizenship for their chil-
dren. Trump has tried to end this practice;
however, the courts, including the Supreme
Court, have consistently rejected his efforts.

The State Department has announced
modifications to visa appointment schedules
to support consular officer training. This

Action is ours, results belong to God

KALYANI
SHANKAR



While sowing, a farmer in India checks an agri-tech
app that advises him to delay planting due to an
expected dry spell. The advice is based on satel-
lite imagery, historical rainfall data and machine
learning models. But the rain arrives earlier and
more heavily than predicted. The sowing window
is lost, along with the seeds and other resources
the farmer has invested. Stories like these are
increasingly common as farmers rely on predic-
tive tools and artificial intelligence (AI) to guide agri-
cultural decisions. These technologies are promot-
ed as one-stop solutions to climate uncertainties,
stagnant yields and distress in the agriculture
sector. Algorithm-based advice is presented as
“informed decision-making”, influencing everyday
decisions and raising a question: who benefits from
agricultural algorithms and who should be held
responsible when their predictions go wrong?

With advances in science and technology, agri-
cultural practices have evolved. Traditionally,
agriculture relied on human labour, animals and

knowledge of soils, seasons and risks. This was
Agriculture 1.0, marked by modest productivity
and dependence on traditional knowledge.
Production increased sharply in the 19th and 20th
centuries with Agriculture 2.0, driven by mech-
anisation and chemical fertilisers. But this came
with a high ecological cost: greater dependence
on agricultural inputs, falling groundwater levels
and soil degradation. Information and commu-
nication technologies entered farming in the late
20th century, marking the advent of Agriculture
3.0. Precision farming, automated machinery and
satellite monitoring became more common,
while chemical use could be reduced. This paved
the way for Agriculture 4.0, where data, algorithms
and predictive models are increasingly used. AI
systems use data from soil sensors, drones and
weather forecasts to advise farmers on when to
sow, irrigate, fertilise and harvest. Farming that
once relied largely on experience is now increas-
ingly guided by prediction.

India’s shift towards digital agriculture is driven
by climate change, unreliable monsoons, extreme
weather and pressure on limited land and water.
Predictive analytics and AI tools are promoted as
scientific solutions to raise farmers’ incomes,
reduce climate risks and use resources efficient-
ly. But agriculture is shaped by social, ecological
and socio-political conditions, which AI cannot
always capture. Predictive technologies run on data
collected through mobile applications, sensors and
other tools. This includes soil properties, crop
images, yield patterns, weather records and
farmer behaviour. Farmers generate this data con-

tinuously, often without realising it.
Farmers have less control over data generated

from their fields. Most agri-tech firms, insurance
providers and input suppliers have unclear data
policies, offering little information on how data is
stored, shared and utilised. Data collected from mil-
lions of farmers becomes a valuable asset for these
firms, while farmers seldom benefit from it. Data-
driven systems can influence farmers’ access to
credit, insurance payouts or government schemes.
This imbalance reduces farmers to data profiles
rather than decision-makers. As knowledge moves
from the soil to servers, authority shifts from those
who work in the field to distant digital systems.

Predictive technologies rely heavily on past data
to identify patterns and project them into the
future. But climate change has unsettled these
models. Erratic rains, prolonged heatwaves,
unseasonal storms and shifting pest cycles mean
historical data is less reliable. Most Indian farmers
depend on rain-fed agriculture, where predictions

may fail to capture local differences. Yet digital advi-
sories continue to be issued, leaving farmers to
choose between the algorithm and their own expe-
rience. When predictions fail, the cost falls most
heavily on smaller farmers, who are least able to
bear the losses.

For generations, Indian agriculture has drawn
on indigenous practices, community experience
and ecological knowledge. AI systems, however,
tend to favour data that can be measured and stan-
dardised, often overlooking local knowledge.
Their advice may ignore differences in soil, crop-
ping patterns and household circumstances.

This can sideline effective local practices and rein-
force farming methods that depend heavily on
external inputs. Farmers may feel pressured to
follow these recommendations rather than adapt
them to local conditions or learn from others in
their communities. Over time, this could weaken
their independence and increase reliance on soft-
ware and off-farm inputs. Technology, therefore,
does more than support farming. It can shape what
counts as agricultural knowledge, how it is tested
and how much value is placed on it.

One of the most critical concerns with introduc-
ing AI into agriculture is responsibility. Suppose an
algorithm’s advice leads directly to crop failure;
who should be held accountable - the app devel-
oper, data provider, government bodies promot-
ing these platforms, or the farmer who acted on
the suggestion? At the moment, there is little clear
guidance. Most digital tools in agriculture lack
systems for handling complaints or established
rules about liability. Farmers are urged to trust

these systems, but when they fail, responsibility
scatters and accountability goes missing.

Without transparency and safeguards, these
technologies can shift the burden of managing
uncertainty from institutions to individual farmers.

AI and predictive technologies are not inherent-
ly problematic. If developed and used responsibly,
they can improve decisions, reduce physical
burden and make better use of scarce resources.
But they should support, not replace, farmers’
judgement and local knowledge. Data governance
must recognise farmers’ rights over their data,
backed by genuine consent and transparency.
Public platforms and open systems can also
provide an alternative to the growing domi-
nance of private firms in agricultural data.

These technologies should also be part of
wider efforts to promote climate-resilient and
agroecological farming. They cannot be treated as
miracle solutions to long-standing agrarian 
problems.

The future of Indian agriculture will depend not
only on technology but also on the values and insti-
tutions shaping its use. Predictive tools can either
deepen existing inequalities or help build fairer and
more sustainable farming systems. The question
is not whether India should use AI in agriculture,
but how it is used and in whose interest. Without
accountability, farmer participation and respect
for ecological realities, “smart farming” may fail
those who need it most.

A proactive leader on the solo march and an inertia-ridden
organisation refusing to shrug off its lethargy. If it is an
interesting phenomenon, it is more dichotomous that
has landed Congress - the Grand Old Party (GOP) - in a
bind. Not the political rivals but the party’s top leader-
ship should take the blame for this confusion and for
showing no hurry to extricate themselves from this sit-
uation.

There is no doubt that Leader of Opposition Rahul
Gandhi is a man on the march. From a reluctant player,
during his first two terms as Lok Sabha MP and in between
becoming Congress president, he has come a long way

to become proactive, impressively and daringly raising political and societal issues. And
above all, managing to establish a connect with the younger generation, or Gen Z, who
have steadfastly stood behind Prime Minister Narendra Modi during the last one decade.
Squatting on a dharna outside Parliament Street Police Station in support of a pellet-
injury-hit youth is the latest in the series of steps in this direction.

The contrast between Gandhi’s high-profile individual outreach and the perception
of a sluggish Congress party stems from deep structural decay, heavy reliance on a top-
down (mostly defunct) leadership model, and disconnected regional hierarchies. When
high-visibility campaigns fail to translate into organised local momentum, it exposes
a disconnect between national optics and ground-level execution. This has repeated-
ly happened, but there is no attempt to learn lessons and set the house in order.

Despite his sensible interventions and thoughtful suggestions on vital national and
international issues, Gandhi gives an impression of still being a loner in the GOP’s vast
spread all over the country. That is strange enough. But why so? Does he himself need
to reflect or change his approach towards the organisation by shrugging off indecisive-
ness? Shouldn’t he adopt a proactive approach to set the party and its leaders right, as
he has been doing in his solo efforts? Firstly, he must follow the dictum suggested by
none other than Gandhi himself. Pick up the right person for the right job with a strong
rider of accountability. He needs to do this in the light of his observation that the party
has been putting up the racing horse on the job to pull a cart and vice versa. Even before
that, while on a visit to Gujarat, he had spoken about
the BJP sleeper cells active in the state Congress (that
scenario prevails in many states and Union Territories)
and the need for heads to roll. It has been months
now, but the follow-up action is still to come. The BJP
and regional parties’ sleeper cells are thriving all over
the Congress network.

An immediate follow-up action on such counts
would have given Gandhi a decisive edge and
created deterrence, thereby making it easier for him
to tone up the organisation. Indecisiveness has por-
trayed his weakness; this attitude has emboldened
those becoming roadblocks for the party to act more
vigorously in internal sabotage. Indecision, reluctance
to take hard decisions and the tendency to protect
even the “failed horses” under the garb of being
favourites of someone have become the Congress’s bane. It is hard to believe that Gandhi
and other leaders are not aware of this malady. What is intriguing is that they are know-
ingly allowing such a situation to prevail at a greater cost not only to the party but to
the nation as well, as it weakens the position of the country’s main premier opposition
party in the overall democratic context.

A strong reason behind Gandhi’s “loner status” is that leaders around him in the AICC
and PCCs have found a convenient way to shrug off their responsibilities and justify inac-
tion by seeking refuge under the leader’s umbrella. “Rahul Gandhi naraz ho jayen ge
(Rahul Gandhi will get annoyed)” is their usual refrain to justify not taking a decision
in any particular situation. For instance, how could it be justified that it takes months,
sometimes years, to make organisational changes at the AICC or the PCCs level? It is
criminal negligence; firstly, a non-performing leader is allowed to continue and, sec-
ondly, the organisational set-up is given to him/her at a time when a change should
have been effected, as a reward for non-performance.

A case in point is the sensitive and strategic Jammu and Kashmir, where Congress,
being a national party, other than the ruling BJP, has an important role to play but is
being prevented from doing so by organisational shortcomings which the high command
refuses to remove. On the occasion of PCC president Tariq Hamid Karra completing two
years in office, despite all the controversies he has courted due to his “style of function-
ing” and total lack of connect with the rank and file, the AICC in-charge Syed Naseer
Hussain rushed to Kashmir to work on providing a new organisational set-up to him
as a reward. This happened in the backdrop of a controversy germinating from Karra’s
alleged non-appearance at the Independence Day function held at the party office.

Shouldn’t completion of two years in office have been a stocktaking time, with Karra
asked to present his report card? For that reason, any AICC or state/UT functionaries?
Appointment or continuation in office shall be directly related to the performance of
the incumbent, which should be the thumb rule from AICC down to PCCs.

Such a scenario prevails in many other states and UT units, with no sense of account-
ability attached anywhere. Apart from the states/UTs, another weak link is the noncha-
lant attitude of some top AICC office-bearers, particularly those made in charge of the
states and UTs. In the absence of accountability, they are merely living in comfort zones,
at times becoming Gandhi’s cheering brigade. This has become a convention, to be seen
to be on his right side.

How best to use the services of ageing and well-entrenched regional and a set of nation-
al-level leaders is a daunting challenge for Gandhi, as these leaders are making the gen-
erational transition difficult. To tackle this situation, he needs to have a set of well-versed
and trusted advisers rather than acting solo, which will also help in lessening over-reliance
on brand Gandhi.

A classic case of this syndrome is at play in yet another sensitive border state of Punjab.
The old guard in the state is feverishly working unitedly to thwart generational change,
which has come in the form of Rahul Gandhi-loyalist PCC chief Amrinder Singh Warring,
who, like Karra, has also completed two years in office. Serious factionalism has risen
ahead of the 2027 Assembly elections. No doubt the old guard is taking undue advan-
tage of the situation, but it is also a reflection on Warring’s functioning and ineffective
handling by the central leadership. Such situations can only be tackled through quick
and tough decisions. No matter if it involves removing
a so-called loyalist in the overall interest of the party, as
is the case in Jammu and Kashmir and Punjab.
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We created a dedicated institutional framework for eco-
nomic advancement, self-employment and livelihood
development. Through Nadu-Nedu, government schools
were upgraded, and English was adopted as the medium
of education. CBSE and IB syllabi were adopted to help chil-
dren from ordinary families access better educational path-
ways. We established 17 medical colleges with large
teaching hospitals to ensure that the best medical care was
available to all. We established ports, fishing harbours and
landing centres to support fishing communities. We
launched Fish Andhra to ensure that these sections had
access to processing and cold storage plants. We worked
to develop the MSMEs to help students improve their skills
and find job opportunities closer to their communities.

Our leader Jaganmohan Reddy’s padayatra taught him
that economic advancement without political power is
incomplete. He decided to create a new generation of
organic leadership by transforming the Backward Classes
from a vote bank to decision-makers. In the YSRCP govern-
ment, 11 of 25 members in the state cabinet of ministers
were from Backward Classes. That was a staggering 44 per
cent and included a Deputy Chief Minister.

We had Deputy Chief Ministers from communities such
as Setti Balija, Koppula Velama and Turpu Kapu. 11 of the
25 candidates fielded for the Lok Sabha seats and four of
the 11 nominated for the Rajya Sabha were from the
Backward Classes. In the Legislative Council, 28 of 58 seats
(48 per cent) were held by representatives from these sec-
tions. At the local government level, nine of 13 Mayoral posi-
tions (69 per cent) and six of 13 Zilla Parishad Chairperson
posts (46 per cent) were headed by individuals from these
communities. We earmarked 34 per cent of positions for
Backward Classes in local bodies through government
orders issued on December 28, 2019. This was challenged
in the courts. YSR showed us that the dignity of the poor
and the marginalised is not a political slogan; it is a respon-
sibility of government.

Our leader Jaganmohan Reddy’s constant engagement
with the public taught him that while welfare protects com-
munities, development strengthens them, and ultimate-
ly the ability to self-govern empowers them. The journey
he began in the footsteps of the exemplar YSR was never
a radical departure from his vision, but an evolution from
where he stopped.

A strong Andhra Pradesh requires communities that are
empowered and are forward-facing.

YSR’s legacy lives on: Jagan’s journey
from welfare to empowerment

The writer is a former Minister for
Fisheries, Animal Husbandry & Dairy

Development, Government of 
Andhra Pradesh

Hardworking Rahul
on the solo-run

Seventeen years after the untimely death of YS Rajasekhara Reddy, his political legacy continues to be defined
not merely by welfare schemes but by a larger idea of governance: that social justice must translate into tangible

economic security, opportunity and dignity

When algorithms enter the field: What AI means for India’s small farmers

It has been sev-
enteen years
since we lost  YS
R a j a s e k h a r a
Reddy in a fatal
helicopter crash.
His  untimely
demise drastical-
ly  altered the
destiny of Andhra
Pradesh. A charis-
matic statesman,
his footprint is

the largest in the social sector, and every family
claimed him as their own.

During his gruelling padayatra, he comprehended
the needs of the common person. Farmers, women,
youth, Backward Classes, the socially disempowered,
and the economically vulnerable formed his foremost
concern.

With these sections in mind, his government dis-
carded the World Bank’s conservative playbook and
came up with sweeping reforms across the power,
agriculture, public health and higher education
sectors. It is worth mentioning some of his salient
schemes as we observe his anniversary today. The first
government order he signed was to provide free elec-
tricity for agricultural use.

The second major relief measure that he extend-
ed to the farming community was to waive agricul-
tural loans. He initiated massive irrigation schemes
that changed the landscape of agriculture in the
Telugu states and ensured that farmers had constant
access to water throughout the crop seasons.

His Aarogyasri was India’s first public health insur-
ance scheme, which ensured that the health needs
of every vulnerable family were covered. He institut-
ed the historic post-matric fee reimbursement
scheme that provided every student with the govern-
ment’s financial backing to pursue higher education.

The Backward Classes form the bulk of our state’s
population. To reduce them to a mere social catego-
ry does injustice to their massive contribution to our
economy. They are our farmers, weavers, fishermen,
potters, masons, small traders, skilled workers, arti-
sans and those who form the service backbone of our
society and economy.

When YSR assumed the stewardship of the state in
2004, Andhra Pradesh was not a welfare state. For the
preceding nine years, the state, which was governed
by the rulebook of neoliberal economics, withdrew
from providing direct relief to its citizenry.

Recognising that social justice should not be
limited to an abstract constitutional promise but must
be anchored in material security and institutional
access, he took up a slew of welfare measures.

For him, welfare was never charity but a precon-
dition on which a state could promise its citizenry
opportunities that would lead to upward social
mobility. Thanks to the policies listed above, within
the span of a generation, millions of families from oth-
erwise socially vulnerable and economically deprived
sections emerged empowered out of debilitating
poverty.

When the YSRCP formed its government in Andhra
Pradesh in 2019, our leader Jaganmohan Reddy
believed that carrying forward his father’s legacy
required a clear three-pillar approach to the empow-
erment  of  the  Backward Classes :  Welfare ,
Development and Leadership.

Our government provided direct support to BC
households and traditional occupations. YSR Cheyutha
provided 75,000 over four years to eligible women
from BC, SC, ST and minority communities. YSR
Nethanna Nestham ensured handloom weavers
received 24,000 annually.

YSR Matsyakara Bharosa strengthened assistance
to fishermen and offered financial support during
those periods when fishing was banned. Through YSR
Vahana Mitra, we provided financial succour to
auto, taxi and maxi-cab driver-owners, while
Jagananna Chedodu assisted tailors, Rajakas and
Nayee Brahmins.

YSR Aasara provided relief to members of self-help
groups and waived outstanding loans.

For the first time in the state’s political history, we
created 56 corporations that addressed the needs of
139 communities that are listed under the Backward
Classes.

APPALA RAJU SEEDIRI

OUR LEADER MR
JAGANMOHAN

REDDY’S
PADAYATRA TAUGHT
HIM THAT ECONOMIC

ADVANCEMENT
WITHOUT POLITICAL

POWER IS
INCOMPLETE. HE

DECIDED TO CREATE
A NEW GENERATION

OF ORGANIC
LEADERSHIP BY

TRANSFORMING THE
BACKWARD CLASSES
FROM A VOTE-BANK

TO DECISION-
MAKERS

HIS AAROGYASRI WAS INDIA’S FIRST PUBLIC HEALTH INSURANCE
SCHEME, WHICH ENSURED THAT THE HEALTH NEEDS OF EVERY

VULNERABLE FAMILY WERE COVERED. HE INSTITUTED THE HISTORIC
POST-MATRIC FEE REIMBURSEMENT SCHEME THAT PROVIDED EVERY

STUDENT WITH THE GOVERNMENT’S FINANCIAL BACKING TO
PURSUE HIGHER EDUCATION.
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A hundred days is too short to judge a government, but 
long enough to understand its instincts. By that 
measure, the BJP’s first months in power in West 
Bengal have revealed both the possibilities and the 

limits of regime change. 
The change in political atmosphere has been unmistakable. 

A party that spent decades on Bengal's margins now governs 
with an authority that would once have been unimaginable. 
Institutions long identified with the Left-liberal political culture, 
most conspicuously Jadavpur University, have become arenas 
for an assertion of a new ideological confidence.  

Chief Minister Suvendu Adhikari’s language of nationalism 
and his challenge to what he calls a culture of intimidation 
underline a larger ambition: not merely to replace  
the Trinamool Congress in office, but to alter Bengal’s  
political vocabulary. That transformation is easier to announce 
than to accomplish. Bengal’s political culture was not created by 
Mamata Banerjee alone, nor will it disappear with her electoral 
defeat. Attempts to impose a new ideological consensus risk 
producing unnecessary confrontation where a democratic 
government should instead demonstrate confidence enough to 
accommodate dissent. 

Yet it would be equally simplistic to dismiss the new 
administration as merely symbolic. The transfer of 
long-pending land for border infrastructure and efforts to 
reconnect Bengal with central schemes show how a change of 
government can unblock decisions stalled by political  
conflict. Industrial incentives and investment proposals point 
to a recognition that Bengal’s real crisis is economic. Here lies 
the real test. For years, Bengal has suffered from the 
consequences of industrial decline, inadequate private 
investment and the outward migration of many of its most 
employable young people. These problems cannot be solved by 
renaming schemes, changing official symbols or winning  
ideological battles on university campuses. Nor can investment 
announcements be confused with factories, or memoranda 
with jobs. 

The BJP inherited these structural difficulties. It cannot 
reasonably be expected to reverse them in 100 days. But its 
enormous electoral mandate has also removed the excuse of 
political weakness. The question now is whether it can convert 
the authority it has acquired into the administrative 
consistency investors require. There is a particular danger in 
confusing political conquest with successful governance. The 
destruction of an old political order is not the same as building 
a new economic one. Bengal has seen enough governments that 
were powerful in politics but disappointing in development. 

The early months suggest a government energetic, ambitious 
and determined to leave its mark. Its strongest achievements so 
far have come where the executive's will can quickly remove 
obstacles. Its greatest promises, however, remain works in 
progress. That is not yet a failure. But neither is it a success. 

The real measure of this government will not be how 
thoroughly it changes the symbols of power, but whether young 
Bengalis can eventually find reason to build their futures at 
home. Political victories are won at the ballot box. Economic 
renewal is earned much more slowly. 

Nations rarely announce their turning 
points. They arrive as gazette 
notifications, addenda to 
handbooks, and judgments read 

out on a Friday afternoon. Consider the four 
that have landed in quick succession. 

On 21 August 2026, a Supreme Court 
bench led by Chief Justice Surya Kant 
modified its own May 2025 verdict and cut 
the mandatory pre-entry Bar practice for 
civil judge (junior division) aspirants from 
three years to one ~ with a full year of judicial 
academy training and a further year of 
clerkship, six months under a district judge 
and six under a sitting High Court judge, 
bolted on after selection. The new regime 
begins on 1 April 2027. Until 31 March 2027, 
fresh law graduates may sit the exam with 
no practice at all, entering service as trainee 
judicial officers. The decision was 2:1. One 
judge dissented.  

In technical education, the four-year BSc 
(Honours/Research) born of NEP 2020 has 
been steadily normalised as equivalent to a 
four-year engineering degree for postgraduate 
purposes. AICTE- and government-approved 
four-year BS/BSc holders now appear by 
name in the eligibility clauses of ME/MTech 
admissions at institutions including the IITs, 
subject to GATE and departmental discretion. 
A physics graduate can now walk into a 
semiconductor materials MTech without 
first detouring through an MSc. 

In research, the UGC’s post-2022 architecture 
allows a four-year undergraduate degree 
holder with 75 per cent marks (or 7.5 CGPA) 
to sit NET and enter a PhD directly ~ in any 
subject, irrespective of the discipline of the 
bachelor’s degree. The MPhil is gone. The 
master’s, for the top decile, is now optional. 

In medicine, competency-based medical 
education has moved simulation from a 
showpiece to a requirement, with skills labs, 
early clinical exposure and mannequin-and-VR 
training embedded in the curriculum. Alongside 
it, the National Board of Examinations has 
pushed AI literacy programmes to tens of 
thousands of postgraduate trainees, the NMC 
has been folding AI into the foundation 
course, and in August 2026 a national 
consultation in Delhi produced a declaration 
on AI readiness in healthcare and medical 
education. The NMC’s own chairperson has 
said the plain thing out loud: India’s problem 
is no longer the number of medical seats; it 
is the quality of the doctor at the end of 
them. Four different regulators. Four different 
professions. One hinge. 

Every one of these decisions shortens the 

runway between a young Indian and the 
point at which they are permitted to be 
taken seriously. Read together, these are not 
four reforms. They are a single wager. 

The wager is that time served is a poor 
proxy for competence held ~ and that 
structured, supervised, instrumented training 
can deliver in one year what unstructured 
apprenticeship delivered in three, or failed 
to. This is not a small philosophical shift. 
India's professional gatekeeping has always 
been fundamentally temporal. You were 
qualified because you had waited. The junior 
in chambers, the resident on the wards, the 
MSc before the MTech, the master’s before 
the doctorate ~ these were rites of duration. 
The new logic is evidentiary: you are qualified 
because you have demonstrably done the 
thing, under observation, against a 
competency map. 

The judiciary’s own compromise is the 
cleanest statement of it. The Court did 
not abolish the experience requirement; 
it re-engineered it. Two years of ambient 
courtroom exposure were swapped for 
one year of academy instruction plus a 
year of clerkship at two levels of the 
judicial hierarchy. That is a deliberate 
exchange of quantity for design. 

The same swap is happening in medicine, 
where a simulated cardiac arrest at 2 a.m. 
in a skills lab is being treated as pedagogically 
superior to the possibility of never having 
seen one during a rotation. And in research, 
where a four-year UG with a genuine research 
component is being treated as a better 
predictor of doctoral capacity than a two-year 
taught master’s. A demographic year, recovered. 
India’s median age is around 29 and rising. 
Every year shaved off the qualification 
pipeline is a year added to the productive 
life of a professional ~ multiplied across 
lakhs of entrants annually. Compressed by 
two or three years each, across law, engineering, 
research and medicine, this is not a rounding 
error. It is one of the largest human-capital 
timing interventions any country has attempted 
this decade.  

The three-year Bar practice rule was argued 
in court to be pushing women out of the 
judiciary - the years of unpaid or barely-paid 
junior practice collide precisely with the 
years of maximum family pressure to marry 
and exit. Shortening that window is, in effect, 
a gender intervention wearing the costume 
of an eligibility clause. Expect the composition 
of the subordinate judiciary in 2032 to look 
measurably different from 2022, and expect 
that to change what gets litigated and how. 

The old system taxed those who could 
afford to wait. Three unpaid years at the Bar, 
an extra MSc, an extra master’s ~ each was a 
wealth filter dressed as a merit filter. 
Compression is quietly redistributive. 

The single most under-read line in all four 
reforms is the UGC’s: a PhD in any subject, 

regardless of the undergraduate discipline. 
That sentence licenses an entire generation 
of legitimate hybrids ~ the economics graduate 
doing a doctorate in climate modelling, the 
biology graduate in computational linguistics. 
India's research output has long been strong 
in volume and thin in genuinely interdisciplinary 
work. This is the clause that changes that, if 
the universities let it. A judicial officer 
appointed at 25 rather than 29 will spend 
four more years on the bench, and will reach 
senior positions younger. Multiply that across 
the civil-adjacent professions and you get a 
governing class that arrives earlier, stays 
longer, and was formed by post-2020 
institutions rather than pre-liberalisation 
ones. Whether that produces boldness or 
brittleness is the central open question of 
the 2040s. Balance requires naming the 
failure modes precisely, not gesturing at 
them. Judgement is not a competency. You 
can certify a doctor’s ability to intubate. You 
cannot easily certify a judge’s ability to 
disbelieve a plausible witness.  

The dissent in the judicial services case 
rests on a real intuition: courtroom exposure 
teaches the smell of a case ~ which affidavit 
is manufactured, which adjournment is 
tactical, which litigant is desperate. This is 
tacit knowledge, and tacit knowledge is 

exactly what structured 
training is worst at transmitting. 
A trainee judicial officer who 
has read about mala fide 
litigation is not the same 
instrument as one who has 
been on the receiving end of 
it. The reform is only as good 
as the academy. This is the 
load-bearing risk across all 
four decisions. The judicial 
compromise assumes State 
Judicial Academies of uniform 
quality ~ they are not uniform. 
The medical reform assumes 
functioning simulation labs 

~ a well-funded metro institution and a 
two-year-old private college in a district town 
are running the same regulation and not the 
same education. The MTech pathway assumes 
four-year BSc programmes with real research 
content ~ many will be three-year programmes 
with a year of padding. Compression without 
capacity is not acceleration always; it could 
be dilution with a shorter timeline.  

The gap between the best and worst 
institutions, already India’s defining educational 
fact, will now be measured in readiness at 
entry rather than years at entry ~ and it will 
widen before it narrows. Simulated patients 
do not have unlisted comorbidities, do not 
lie about their symptoms, do not arrive with 
three anxious relatives, and do not die. AI 
decision support is trained on data distributions 
that under-represent exactly the Indian 
district-hospital presentations where it will 
be deployed. A cohort trained to trust the 
machine, in settings where the machine is 
out of distribution, is a specific and foreseeable 
patient-safety problem. The right response 
is not to reverse the reform but to build 
deliberate disconfirmation into it ~ training 
that teaches when to override. 

Credential compression meets credential 
inflation. If a PhD is reachable four years out 
of school, the market response is predictable: 
the PhD becomes the new master’s, and 
differentiation migrates upward. India could 

arrive at 2035 with far more doctorates and 
no more researchers. 

By 2030, the median age of first appointment 
in the subordinate judiciary will have dropped 
by roughly three years, and the share of 
women in entry-level judicial service will 
have risen sharply. Expect a parallel rise in 
appellate reversal rates for the 2027-2030 
cohorts, and expect that statistic to be 
weaponised by both sides of the debate 
before anyone has controlled for case mix. 

By 2032, the “MTech from a BSc” cohort 
will be visibly overrepresented in India's 
semiconductor, materials, quantum and 
bio-manufacturing programmes ~ precisely 
the sectors where physics and chemistry 
training beats conventional engineering 
training. This will be the most quietly 
successful of the four reforms. 

By 2035, India will have a first cohort of 
researchers who never held a master’s degree 
~ and the country will have its first genuine 
argument about whether the master’s degree 
was ever load-bearing or merely customary. 
Expect the top institutions to quietly reintroduce 
a screening layer under a different name. By 
2040, the clinician trained under CBME-plus-AI 
will be a structurally different professional: 
weaker at unaided differential diagnosis, 
dramatically stronger at pattern recognition 
at volume, and dependent on infrastructure. 
India’s health system will have to decide 
whether that is a workforce it can deploy in 
Tier-3 districts or only in Tier-1 cities.  

By 2047, the composite: a professional 
class that is younger, less deferential, more 
interdisciplinary, more instrumented, more 
mobile - and less internally uniform than 
any India has produced. The old schools do 
break here. The lineage model of Indian 
professional life - the chambers, the guru- 
shishya lab, the unit under a professor ~ 
loses its monopoly on entry. What replaces 
it is faster and flatter, but also thinner in 
mentorship, and mentorship is where ethics 
were historically transmitted.  

That is the real trade, stated plainly. India 
has chosen speed and access over apprenticeship 
and induction. The gains are immediate, 
measurable and largely real. The costs are 
delayed, diffuse, and will show up as judgement 
failures rather than knowledge failures ~ a 
wrong bail order, a missed atypical presentation, 
a doctoral thesis that is technically flawless 
and intellectually inert. None of this is fated. 
The variable is not the reform; it is the 
scaffolding.  Three things decide the outcome. 
First, whether the training institutions ~ 
judicial academies, skills labs, four-year UG 
research components ~ are built to a national 
floor or left to state and market variation. 
Second, whether India builds structured 
mentorship back in deliberately, having 
removed it accidentally: clerkships that are 
real, residencies that supervise, doctoral 
committees that read.  

Third, whether anyone measures. The 
2027 judicial cohort, the first BSc-to-MTech 
batch, the first direct-entry PhDs ~ these are 
natural experiments with clean control 
groups. A country that tracks them will 
course-correct by 2032. A country that does 
not will discover the answer in 2045, when 
the cohort is running the institutions. The 
gate has opened. Whether what walks  
through is fresh talent or merely young talent 
depends entirely on what India builds on 
the other side of it. 

The spirit of ‘accompanying and 
listening; highlighted in the 
Politburo’s Resolution No. 
23-NQ/TW on overseas 

Vietnamese (OV) affairs is key to 
strengthening trust, fostering community 
bonds and mobilising the diverse resources 
of Vietnamese people abroad for national 
development, according to Dr Hoàng Th� 
H�ng Hà, chairwoman of Parfums du 
Viet Nam and a member of the Executive 
Committee of the Association of Vietnamese 
in France. 

This approach is particularly important 
as OV communities are becoming increasingly 
diverse in terms of generations, professions, 
living conditions, views and levels of 
attachment to their homeland, Hà said. 

She stressed that national unity does 
not mean everyone must think alike. 
Instead, it is important to create common 

ground where all those who have goodwill 
towards Viet Nam feel respected, heard 
and able to contribute. 

Drawing on years of studying, researching 
and living within the Vietnamese  
community in France, Hà noted 
that people have different ways 
of contributing to the homeland, 
whether through knowledge, 
business, social activities, 
culture and education, or 
through professional and social 
networks built in their host 
countries. 

For younger generations born and raised 
abroad, their connections with Viet Nam 
may begin with simple things such as the 
Vietnamese language, family memories, 
music, cuisine or cultural experiences.  

Therefore, it is important that every 
Vietnamese living overseas, regardless of 

generation, feels they have a place within 
the national community and can contribute 
according to their abilities. 

The expert emphasised that Resolution 
No. 23 not only calls for greater mobilisation 

of overseas Vietnamese resources 
but also highlights the responsibility 
to accompany, support and listen to 
the community. When OVs feel that 
the homeland genuinely regards them 
as an integral part of the nation, trust 
and a lasting desire to contribute will 
naturally grow. 

She also highlighted the role of  
Vietnamese associations and organisations 
abroad as important bridges connecting 
OV communities with Viet Nam and their 
host societies. Such organisations can go 
beyond providing meeting spaces to 
facilitate cultural exchanges and international 
cooperation. 

Culture, she said, is a particularly powerful 
connector. Programmes promoting Viet 
Nam’s culture, arts and heritage, including 
the Then practice of the Tày, Nùng and 
Thai ethnic groups, in France can help 
OVs reconnect with memories and identity, 
while opening a door for younger generations 
to explore their roots. 

Preserving culture, however, should not 
mean simply repeating traditional practices. 
Young people need opportunities to engage 
through contemporary forms such as arts, 
creative activities, exhibitions, educational 
programmes and exchanges with Vietnamese 
and French peers. 

She also called for stronger networks 
connecting Vietnamese professionals, 
researchers, entrepreneurs, artists, youth 
and community organisations abroad. 
Such resources often remain fragmented 
despite their considerable potential.

A jewellery advertisement featuring actor Kriti Sanon 
has been withdrawn after criticism over her clothes 
while celebrating Rakshabandhan. What might 
ordinarily have been a forgettable piece of festive 

advertising instead became another argument about an 
unusually persistent Indian question: who gets to decide what a 
woman should wear?  

The criticism was not simply that Sanon’s outfit was 
unsuitable for an advertisement. It was presented as evidence 
of insufficient respect for a Hindu festival. Actor and BJP MP 
Kangana Ranaut ~ not celebrated for temperance ~ questioned 
why anyone would celebrate Rakshabandhan in an outfit she 
considered too revealing. Others objected to Sanon tying a 
Rakhi to her pet. Supporters, including Congress leader Rahul 
Gandhi, defended her right to choose what she wore and 
accused her critics of moral policing.  

There is nothing inherently unreasonable about finding an 
outfit inappropriate for a particular occasion. Festivals have 
cultural codes, families have expectations and individuals are 
entitled to dislike a fashion choice. The problem begins when 
personal or community preference is converted into a rule 
about a woman’s character, cultural loyalty or right to 
participate in tradition.  

Sanon’s response went to the heart of that distinction. Her 
argument was that respect for culture cannot be measured by a 
neckline. That is an uncomfortable proposition for a society 
accustomed to judging women through appearance. 

Indian women have repeatedly encountered this policing in 
different forms. A student wearing shorts has been told to cover 
her legs. Women in ripped jeans have been publicly criticised. 
Beauty contestants wearing Western clothes have faced 
intimidation. Film actors have routinely been judged for what 
they wear, while their male counterparts rarely face an 
equivalent demand to demonstrate cultural respect through 
their clothing.  

Traditions survive not because every participant dresses 
identically, but because people continue to find meaning in 
them. Rakshabandhan is ultimately about a relationship and 
the emotions attached to it. Whether an individual  
believes those emotions should extend to a pet is open to 
debate. But that debate does not require a verdict on a  
woman’s modesty. 

The more troubling development is the ease with which 
outrage can pressure institutions into retreat. The withdrawal of 
the advertisement may have been a commercial calculation, but 
some would argue that the publicity ~ adverse though  
it was ~ only increased brand recognition. But there is a larger 
principle at stake.  

A woman does not surrender her autonomy because she 
enters a temple, celebrates a festival or appears in an 
advertisement invoking tradition. Respect for culture should be 
a matter of conviction, not a dress code imposed by strangers. 
India can preserve its traditions without policing women’s 
bodies. Indeed, a confident culture should be secure  
enough to accommodate differences. And a nation beset with 
several serious problems ought not to get sidetracked by such 
sartorial distractions. 

Beyond  Victory 

Owning  tradition 

India’s professional gatekeeping 
has always been fundamentally 
temporal. You were qualified 
because you had waited. The junior 
in chambers, the resident on the 
wards, the MSc before the MTech, 
the master’s before the doctorate ~ 
these were rites of duration. The 
new logic is evidentiary: you are 
qualified because you have 
demonstrably done the thing, 
under observation, against a 
competency map 
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Failure 
 
Sir, The sharp rise in sugar prices ~ nearly 

44 per cent within a month ~ reflects more 
than a simple supply-demand imbalance. 
Lower domestic production, trader hoarding, 
ethanol diversion and rising global prices 
may have combined to create a supply 
squeeze ahead of the festive season. This 
points to policy failure and it needs  
proactive measures.  

The Government’s decision to make raw 
sugar imports duty-free may help mills and 
refiners, but raw sugar must be processed 
before reaching consumers which will  
cause delays. Meanwhile, retaining high 
import barriers on refined sugar risks 

creating a fiasco. The Government cannot 
escape responsibility. Sugar, ethanol diversion, 
imports, stockholding and mill releases are 
all heavily regulated through the sugar 
policy framework along with each State’s 
internal politics.  

The Directorate of Sugar and Vegetable 
Oils must therefore be held accountable for 
inadequate anticipation and intervention. 

In a crisis, the Government should enforce 
stock-release obligations: 100 per cent, 
duty-free refined sugar import and action 
under the Essential Commodities Act where 
hoarding is established.  

It should also review sugar-based ethanol 
diversion from 20 to 15 per cent and, if 
necessary, temporarily prioritise food security 

over blending targets.  
Yours, etc., Shahin Yusuf, 

Guwahati, 26 August. 

Trial by TV 
Sir, Apropos ‘Private Tragedy’, published 

today, the CBI’s chargesheet in the Twisha 
Sharma case marks an important shift from 
public noise to legal process, and that 
distinction deserves respect. Domestic 
cruelty rarely leaves visible marks; it operates 
through sustained humiliation, isolation 
and psychological pressure that can drive 
a person to despair without ever producing 
a bruise. The law’s challenge is to recognise 
that reality without lowering the evidentiary 
bar to the point where every troubled 

marriage becomes a criminal matter. That 
balance is difficult but necessary. 

What the case also exposes is India’s 
troubling habit of putting the character of 
a dead woman on trial alongside her alleged 
tormentors. A woman’s personality, lifestyle 
or personal history cannot explain her 
death or determine another person's criminal 
responsibility for it. The next stage of this 
case must be governed by evidence rather 
than public outrage, because Twisha Sharma 
deserves rigorous justice and the accused 
deserve a fair trial, and neither is possible 
when courtrooms compete with television 
studios for the final verdict. 

Yours, etc., K. Chidanand Kumar, 
Bengaluru, 26 August.



MINERS� ANXIETY 

MANIFESTO 
SHOWS OF TONE 
CHANGE 
(British Official Wireless.) 

A manifesto has been issued by the Miners’ 
Federation which, after reviewing the position 
of the coal dispute — in which, despite its long 
duration, the spirit of the miners is resolute 
and unshaken — states that they are prepared 
to enter into negotiations on the question of 
wages. Although indicating no weakening on 
hours or a national settlement, the manifesto 
state that “provided the Federation is satisfied 
that reconstruction of the industry on the 
lines recommended by the Royal Commission 
is genuinely taken in hand by both the 
Government and the owners, it is ready at any 
moment to discuss wages, either with the 
Government or with the owners.” The Federation 
secretary, Mr. A. J. Cook, in a speech last night 
threw no light upon the manner in which the 
negotiations were to be initiated, but he hinted 
that the matter would be fully discussed at 
the Federation Executive meeting to-morrow 
night, and that the debate in the House of 
Commons on Tuesday night have an important 
bearing on the subsequent moves. Parliament 
is re-assembling to-morrow, primarily to pass 
the necessary motion for continuing the 
emergency regulations, which give wide powers 
to the Government, and must be renewed 
monthly. Up till now, owing to the good order 
that has prevailed, it has not been necessary 
to make use of these powers, except for imposing 
restrictions on the use of coal and light, 
particularly for illuminated advertisements. 
It was not anticipated that the recess would 
be broken for more than two days by this 
meeting, but on the motion for the adjournment 
on Tuesday matters may be raised which 
would prolong the session. The Commons 
will meet in the absence of the Prime Minister, 
who is abroad. 

 

HIS FIFTH BRIDE 
TWO FAMILIES  
IN A MARRIAGE 
TANGLE 
(From Our Special Representative.) 

Mr. Richard Harrison (89) a former Blackburn 
coal dealer, has just returned from his fifth 
honeymoon. His bride, Mrs. Ann Duxbury, 
who is nearly 70, is making her third venture 
in matrimony.The bridegroom’s son and the 
bride’s daughter were also married recently, 
and this has complicated the family relationship. 
Harrison, who is a non-smoker and teetotaller, 
walked four miles to the wedding. 

 

FIGHT FOR CRICKET TITLE 
LANCASHIRE’S 
LEAD VICTORIES 
FOR SURREY AND 
MIDDLESEX 

With the completion of the County matches 
which started yesterday, the cricket season 
has practically concluded. Only three more 
games have to be played. Lancashire who 
commenced their last match yesterday against 
Wotts at Manchester, are now at the head of 
the championship table with a small advantage 
over their rivals, Yorkshire, but the champions, 
who are at present engaged against Glamorgan, 
require only a victory over Somerset, whom 
they meet in their last match, to secure the 
title once again. Five of the six games were 
de cided. Gloucestershire put up a good fight 
against Middlesex, and were beaten by only 
75 runs. Surrey, Notts, Lancashire and Yorkshire 
also triumphed. Philip Mead has scored his 
tenth century for the season and requires only 
six more to reach his coveted hundred. There 
is much cricket left in the Hampshire left-hander, 
and it is likely he will be much in the picture 
next season. 

Even as the 
f r e i g h t 
lines open 
and the 

cranes swing over 
skylines that did 
no t  have them, 
conversations in 
some circ les, 
typically elite ones, 

now carry a refrain that has stopped 
being a question. Whenever the 
discussion on the Indian economy 
comes up, someone says: “But where 
is the growth?” 

A good quarter might be conceded. 
One or two sectors might be allowed 
to have done well. But it is quickly 
followed by the chorus, “Yes, yes. 
But where is  the growth?” The 
conversation has become a kind of 
nursery rhyme, and a particularly 
strange one, because holding on to 
it now requires an extraordinary act 
of not looking. 

There was an economy whose 
nominal output rose from about Rs 
124 lakh crore to around Rs 346 lakh 
crore in a decade, with exports reaching 
roughly $860 billion. India has been 
the fastest-growing major economy 
for much of this period. 

“Yes, but is that real growth?” 
There was a banking system whose 

bad loans, once the books were finally 
opened honestly, rose above eleven 
per cent. Banks were called zombies. 

Gross NPAs are now below two 
per cent, banks are profitable and 
credit is expanding. The companies 
that spent those years repairing 
themselves are compounding too: 

the June quarter delivered 18 per cent 
Nifty profit growth, the best in ten 
quarters, with nineteen sectors beating 
estimates and mid-cap and small-cap 
earnings growing faster still. 

“But that’s just the stock market.” 
There was a railway that had 

electrified barely a fifth of its network 
in seven decades and has now electrified 
99.6 per cent of its broad-gauge 
network. Consequential train accidents 
fell from 135 a year to 16. Metro rail 
went from 248 kilometres in five 
cities to over a thousand across 
twenty-six. 

A country with no dedicated freight 
corridor has now commissioned 2,843 
kilometres of one. There were 74 
airports; there are now 165. There 
were 91,287 kilometres of national 
highways; there are now 1,46,572. 

“But can a bullock cart use an 
expressway?” 

There was a power sector with 2.8 
gigawatts of solar. India now has 
more than 164. Non-fossil sources 
have crossed half of installed electricity 
capacity, years ahead of the target 
India had set itself. Rural electricity 
supply has risen from 12.5 hours a 
day to more than 22. 

A generation is growing up that 
has never done homework by candlelight. 

“But what will people do with 
electricity?” 

Seventeen per cent of rural homes 
had a tap; the figure is now above 
eighty. Sanitation went from 39 per 
cent to near-universal coverage on 
the back of 12 crore toilets. Medical 
colleges have gone from 387 to 846, 
and MBBS seats from 51,348 to nearly 

1,40,000. Life expectancy is 72 years, 
the highest ever recorded here. 

And by the World Bank's own count, 
extreme poverty fell from 27.1 per 
cent to 5.3 per cent between 2011-12 
and 2022-23. That is about 269 million 
people. 

“But those are schemes, not growth.” 
There was a payments system that 

barely existed a decade ago and now 
handles roughly half of all real-time 
digital transactions on earth. 

And 99.2 per cent of the phones 
sold in India are now made in India, 
against 26 per cent in 2014-15. Electronics 
went from a marginal export category 
to one of the country’s largest. Defence 
exports went from �686 crore to more 
than �38,000 crore. 

There  was barely  an Indian 
semiconductor story worth telling; 
now twelve manufacturing projects 
have been approved, and commercial 
production has begun at three. 

“But where is the growth?” 
Here is what makes the refrain 

particularly odd right now. Much of 
the world has, for now, been reduced 
to a remarkably narrow economic 
story: AI, AI chips, AI data centres, 
AI capital expenditure. The same 
cluster of companies,  the same 
investment cycle, the same trade, 
over and over. 

India’s story looks nothing like that. 
There is technology growth, but 
alongside it there is manufacturing, 
infrastructure, financial services, 
renewables, defence, electronics, 
aviat ion,  ra i l ,  constr uct ion, 
pharmaceuticals, automobiles, digital 
commerce and semiconductors. 

The point is that there are so many 
of them. Much of the world is running 
on one engine. India has several. 

Growth looks like a semiconductor 
plant rising where there was an empty 
field, and another airport appearing 
on a map that used to be blank. It 
looks like a bank lending again because 
its balance sheet is no longer poisoned. 

It also looks like the welder on that 
freight corridor, and the girl holding 
the first MBBS seat her village has 
ever sent anyone to. Like the grandmother 
who no longer walks two kilometres 
before dawn for water. Like the small 
town that got an airport and discovered 
it was not small. 

That is growth. What else would it 
be? 

Nobody is claiming the work is 
finished. But the direction is no longer 
in doubt. Give India one more decade 
like the last one, and today's forecasts 
will look timid. 

One can argue about whether a 
particular quarter disappointed, 
whether a project was delayed, whether 
one sector is overhyped and another 
underperforming. But if GDP, investment, 
prof i ts ,  cre dit ,  infrastr ucture , 
manufacturing, exports and the 
emergence of entire new industries 
do not count as evidence of growth, 
then “Where is the growth?” is a 
question constructed so that no answer 
can satisfy it. That is why the refrain 
survives every answer, and why it 
deserves none. 

So, the next time it arrives, look at 
the tracks, the roads, the factories, 
and the companies that did not exist 
ten years ago. 

Where is the growth? Everywhere 
you are refusing to look. 

 
(The writer is an economist and Associate Professor 
of Finance at SPJIMR. He holds a PhD from IIM 
Calcutta, an MBA from IIM Calcutta, and a B.Tech 
(Hons) from IIT Kharagpur. Views are personal.)
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ACROSS 
 
9    Rash having 

primitive song 

about twitch (9) 

10  Animation shown 

where monkey loses 

tail (5) 

11  Sleuth Jane, not 

seeing river, finds 

wood (5) 

12  Buñuel has one to 

relieve 

revolutionary 

reviewer (9) 

13  Reduce pressure 

and scrub round (7) 

14  Say yew outside old 

church is poetic 

feature (7) 

16  Teaching degree 

presented by setter 

for example (5) 

18  One having scaly 

body and feathers 

round neck (3) 

19  Put figures together 

to sound reasonable 

(3,2) 

21  Superior attitude of 

hot film director  

(7) 

22  See 6 Down 

24  Earthy scent from 

lab dish shortened 

task (9) 

26  Boss must carry 

doubly large 

instrument  

(5) 

27  Virtuoso lacking 

power to bring into 

use (5) 

28  Terrible snore can 

echo, causing 

vibration (9) 

 

DOWN 

1    Passé mood duet to 

be reworked (8) 

2    Upset manipulated 

figures losing a 

penny increase  

(4,2) 

3    Brewed treacle that 

goes into superb 

snowball (10) 

4    Cooler frost initially 

seen on hilltop  

(6) 

5    Bond actress up 

when devilfish 

snatches husband 

(8) 

6/22A  No longer fit 

public torment 

includes greeting 

(4,3,4) 

7    Sorry Watts had dry 

heaves (8) 

8    Save energy with 

curse undone  

(6) 

15  Broken pane with 

closet reflecting 

different colours 

(10) 

17  Bony obstruction 

presents challenge 

(8) 

18  Check daily 

temperature graph 

(3,5) 

20  Use lay-by in Jersey? 

(8) 

21  Wi-Fi connection?  

(6) 

22  Spotted flyer in 

extremely tough 

attack (6) 

23  Upright character 

smooth enrolling 

student for  

Easter?  

(6) 

25  Beer losing  

head: nothing  

to get enthusiastic 

about  

(4)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

9 10

11 12

13 14 15

16 17 18 19 20

21 22 23

24 25 26

27 28

D R A C U L A A S O C I A L
E R I T K O G

O B O E P A R T I C U L A R
E A P A M R I

S C A M P I I M P O T E N T
C E N Y S S

H A I R B R U S H W H I T E
E P O

M O N E Y D O C U M E N T S
R D V T L H

F L A U B E R T Y A T T E R
A C N I S E R

I N P A T I E N T S E M M A
D T C G E T A

C O V E R E D A S P H A L T

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

YesterdayÊs Solution

P E R S P E C T I V E
100 Years Ago

News Items

OCCASIONAL 
NOTE 

Unless the Monarchists of Germany have a 
touch of insanity it is impossible to accept the 
view that they have any serious idea of bringing 
the ex-Kaiser back to Germany. It may be true 
that the former Emperor is not a prisoner, but 
that is a matter of the smallest importance. 
The return of the Kaiser to Germany would at 
once set in motion the French armies, and 
Germany has no force that could resist them. 
This time they would not stop short of Berlin. 
It is usual to hold that every country has a 
right to the form of government that it chooses 
and that the personality of its monarch is not 
a matter of concern to other nations. That rule 
cannot apply where the ex-Kaiser is concerned. 
The world has had experience of him as ruler 
and knows that there could be no peace with 
him on the throne. It will be well if Germany 
understands clearly that the price of the return 
of the Kaiser will be a determination on the 
part of the Allies to force him again into exile 
whatever the cost.

ARGHA KR BANERJEE 
 

As one of the distinctly visible 
and integral components 
of public life, it is extremely 
difficult to ignore the various 

shades of colour that glare at us in 
myriad forms via government buildings, 
flyovers, road-crossings, viaducts, 
street railings, hospices, public transport 
vehicles, parks, gardens, and a host 
of other civic structures, teeming the 
urban spaces that we inhabit. 

As public spaces are accessible to 
all,  the colours chosen for their 
representation should ideally conform 
to the needs and requirements of the 
general public rather than cater to 
the predilections of the ruling party 
or the government. In August 2026, 
the iconic Academy of Fine Arts in 
Kolkata was at the centre of controversy, 
as its ticket counter served as a venue 
for a colourful tug of war between 
saffron and white, triggering accusations 
of cultural and political arrogation 
by rival political parties. 

Such a controversy, coupled with 
the onslaught of blue and white of 
the erstwhile ruling government, 
automatically generates some basic 
pertinent queries: should colours of 
various public infrastructure on 
perpetual display be overtly used for 
political messaging or should the 
hues be determined on the basis of 
relevant scientific, environmental, 
pragmatic and other aesthetic factors? 

The question is crucial as the value 
or choice of colour is not merely an 
ornamental one. On the contrary, the 
choice embodies a wide range of 

important issues including 
luminosity, perceptibility, 
heat absorption, and a host 
of other allied factors aligned 
with the urban set-up of a 
c i ty.  Instead of  b eing 
implemented arbitrarily, 
colour choices in public 
spaces should be entrusted 
with a properly equipped 
team consisting of specialists 
in the field like trained urban 
planners, builders, colour 
exp er ts,  engine ers, 
environmentalists, urban 
traffic and safety professionals 
among others. 

While it is the democratic 
prerogative of the ruling 
government to undertake 
and implement decisions 
about public infrastructure, 
particular choices, including 
colour, must be backed with 
qualified knowledge rather 
than a political impulse based 
on irrational whims, fancies 
or brusque political agenda. 

At the heart of implementation of 
the colour policy should lie the basic 
understanding of the fact, that though 
ruling parties change, public infrastructure 
continues to journey from one regime 
to another. The whimsicality of the 
political colour syndrome has plagued 
different parts of the country and 
the world at different stages of history. 
In India, besides West Bengal, states 
like Andhra Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh 
and Rajasthan had its share of politicised 
colour obsessions in the recent past. 
The legendary Communist obsession 

with red is well known internationally, 
pervading countries like China, the 
former Soviet Union and other states.  

In the context of the present day, 
legitimate protest as regards colour 
policy should not be directed towards 
the choice of a particular colour but 
should be against the alteration of 
public structures into emblems of 
prejudiced visual statement. Each 
colour has its specific place and precise 
use in our lives. It is also crucial to 
remember that no individual colour 
should be stigmatised as representative 
of a particular political ideology, as 

colours carry their uniform 
charm and appeal across 
generations. 

Scientific studies should 
ideally form the basis of 
selection of a particular shade, 
especially keeping in mind 
significant factors like visibility, 
resilience, relevance to a 
specific purpose, temperature 
absorption and a host of 
other allied significant factors 
deemed fit for the cause. 

It is also important to 
remember that paint carries 
the baggage of ecological 
footprint. So, in an era of 
climate change ecologically 
superior coatings, wherever 
relevant and desirable, should 
be effectively utilised. In choice 
of colours, distinction must 
also be made of heritage and 
culturally significant structures 
from partisan ownerships. 

A particular hue that carried 
sacred, cultural or historic 

associations, does not inevitably 
become inappropriate for use in the 
public domain. On similar lines of 
vindication, a political party cannot 
claim an exclusive right on a particular 
colour. The central question to be 
focused on here is the suitability of 
the particular shade serving the public 
function of the chosen space. If a 
colour change implies no verified 
functional, environmental or architectural 
validity then wastage of government 
expenses and other resources is 
extremely difficult to justify. A colour 
choice should also be distinctly 

independent of individual preferences 
of the stake holders, bureaucrats and 
political party members and any other 
individual aligned with the machinery. 

It is imperative to remember that 
there should be no generally prearranged 
political shade fixed for any public 
infrastructure. Only on the basis of a 
rational, scientific and democratic 
policy formulated by the government 
should the colour policy be implemented 
for any state. The colours should 
enhance the purpose and function of 
the relevant enterprise. A speed braker 
for instance is designed for safety 
while a government structure should 
enhance the official and ecological 
status of the state. The primary safety 
concern of the speed braker or the 
designated street railings should not 
be compromised at any cost by 
unscientific use of colour. 

The colours of heritage buildings 
should mirror their ethos and sanctity. 
In short, public colour policy should 
be evidence-based, milieu-sensitive, 
politically neutral and unbiased. 
Political monopolization of colours 
can trigger greater complications in 
the long run. When a party colour 
becomes synonymous with a government 
property, the substituting government 
may be involuntarily coerced to repaint 
it in order to remove the visual identity 
of its predecessor. 

So, it is high time that an autonomous, 
independent, scientific colour policy 
is put in place, especially keeping in 
mind the challenging environmental 
requirements of the present world. 

 
The writer is the Head, Department of English, St 
Xavier’s College (Autonomous), Kolkata.

But where is India’s 
economic growth?

Change of guard, change of colour

VIDHU SHEKHAR
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T
HE Himalayas have

been giving one

warning after anoth-

er in the form of

deadly disasters —

flashfloods, avalanches, glacial

lake outburst flood (GLOF),

cloudbursts, landslides, severe

land subsidence. We have seen

them happen in Kedarnath,

Dhauliganga, Joshimath,

Sikkim and now in Nepal, leav-

ing a trail of destruction.

After every disaster, there is

talk of monitoring glaciers,

developing early warning sys-

tems, hazard risk mapping and

taking preventive and mitigation

measures. After a few weeks or

months, the din dies down, and it

is back to business as usual.

Dealing with disasters in the

Himalayas requires a multi-

pronged strategy, involving sci-

entific research, policymaking,

implementation machinery,

public awareness and commu-

nity involvement.

Science has been unequivocal

about the threat to Himalayan

ecology, particularly the situa-

tion relating to glaciers and

water systems — what needs to

be done and the gaps in under-

standing. At the global level, the

Intergovernmental Panel on Cli-

mate Change (IPCC) has pub-

lished several reports, synthe-

sising research findings on

glaciers and hilly ecosystems

from various countries.

In India, the National Remote

Sensing Centre has used remote

sensing imagery to map over

7,500 glacial lakes (out of 28,000)

in the Indian Himalayan

Region. It has even prepared

flood risk maps for high-risk gla-

cial lakes, detailing flood hazard

and flood wave arrival time for

settlements downstream if they

were to breach at some point.

In March this year, the Kath-

mandu-based International Cen-

tre for Integrated Mountain

Development (ICIMOD) pub-

lished two remarkable reports —

‘Changing Dynamics of Glaciers

in the Hindu Kush Himalaya

Region from 1990 to 2020’ and

‘HKH Glacier Outlook 2026:

Insights from 50 Years of

Himalayan Glacier Monitoring.’

The findings of these reports

were alarming. The first one was

based on data from 63,761 glaciers

across the Hindu Kush region,

covering over 55,000 square km

and containing an estimated 5,700

cubic km of ice reserves. The

analysis showed that glaciers

across the region have been con-

sistently retreating since 1990,

resulting in a 12% reduction in

total glacier area and a 9% decline

in estimated ice reserves. 

The most pronounced accelera-

tion in glacier shrinkage occurred

between 2010 and 2020, particu-

larly in the eastern and central

parts. The Indus river basin lost

6% of its glacier area, while the

Ganga and Brahmaputra river

basins experienced a reduction of

21% and 16%, respectively. The

direct result of such glacier

retreat would be diminishing

water availability during dry sea-

sons and risks such as GLOF, ava-

lanches, landslides and debris

flows, the report warned.

The second report based on 38

monitored glaciers signalled

that “parts of the Himalayan

cryosphere may be nearing criti-

cal tipping points toward irre-

versible retreat.” The message

from Pema Gyamtsho, Director

General of ICIMOD, to policy-

makers was direct : “This is not a

distant problem, but a crisis

unfolding in real time, with new

disasters every summer and

monsoon. The fact that ice loss

rates have doubled this century

should shock us all into action.” 

These words almost sound

prophetic after the latest disaster

in Nepal. According to Gyamtsho,

“These aren’t blind spots becom-

ing surprises anymore; they are

our new reality.” This was perhaps

the clearest warning based on the

science of glacier dynamics and

an analysis of satellite as well as

ground data collected since 1974.

Scientists are doing their bit by

analysing data and warning

about the dire consequences of

inaction, but the response from

policymakers, politicians and

administrations is slow, frag-

mented or even apathetic. Glob-

ally, the response to IPCC

reports has been lackadaisical,

particularly when it comes to

addressing the core issue —

reducing emissions to mitigate

the impact of warming, which is

directly affecting the Himalayas.

At the regional level, coopera-

tion among countries in the

Himalayan region is virtually

absent. These nations must join

hands because climate and eco-

logical disasters do not recognise

political borders, as the Nepal

tragedy has shown. Major rivers

such as the Indus, Ganga,

Brahmaputra and Mekong orig-

inate in the Himalayas and cross

multiple countries. For instance,

a landslide in one country might

cause catastrophic flooding in

another. At the very least, there

should be data and information

sharing, followed by joint moni-

toring and scientific cooperation.

At the national level, too, poli-

cymakers have consistently

ignored warnings based on sci-

ence. Despite a series of disas-

ters, no substantial steps have

been taken for disaster risk

reduction, and the building of

hydropower projects and large

infrastructure has continued. A

GLOF that occurred in the

Lehende Khola river in July last

year damaged at least a dozen

hydropower projects in Nepal’s

Rasuwa-Nuwakot region, which

has been hit hard this time. 

The Trishuli basin has as many

as 36 hydropower projects at vari-

ous stages of completion. Multi-

lateral financial institutions have

contributed by systematically

ignoring or downplaying the eco-

logical impacts of these projects.

They have extended financial aid,

ironically, in the name of climate

and disaster resilience, according

to an analysis done by the South

Asia Network on Dams, Rivers

and People. The cumulative

impact assessment reports did

point to possible dangers but were

ignored. In India, too, hydropow-

er development has progressed in

valleys and basins prone to GLOF,

avalanches and debris flows.

The ecologically sensitive

regions of the Himalayas are also

geopolitically sensitive, includ-

ing border areas of India, China

and Nepal. So, governments

want to develop infrastructure

for strategic purposes irrespec-

tive of ecological concerns and

warnings. The countries in the

region do not want to enforce any

limits on tourism and associated

infrastructure. Instead, they are

promoting mass pilgrimage and

commercial mountain tourism,

as seen in the latest disaster.

Each of these factors accentu-

ates the impact of any event like a

glacial lake outburst or a glacier

breaking off. While monitoring of

glaciers and glacial lakes should

be stepped up and early warning

systems developed, this cannot go

hand in hand with unrestricted

development and commercial

tourism in fragile regions. By

bridging the gap between scientif-

ic evidence and policymaking, we

can minimise the impacts of dis-

asters in the mountains.

Pay heed to Himalayan warnings

Monitoring of glaciers
and glacial lakes 

can’t go hand in hand
with unrestricted
development and

commercial tourism
in fragile regions.

DINESH C SHARMA
SCIENCE COMMENTATOR

One disaster after another has laid bare the gap between scientific evidence and policymaking
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Economic boost
Robust GDP growth must not fuel complacency

T
HE Indian economy began the 2026-27 financial

year on a strong footing, with real GDP (adjust-

ed for inflation) expanding by 7.8% in the April-

June quarter. The performance exceeded the

Reserve Bank of India’s estimate of 7% growth

and comfortably surpassed most market expectations. It

also kept India among the fastest-growing major

economies, despite the disruption caused by the West Asia

conflict, volatile energy markets and wider global uncertain-

ty. The headline number is supported by reasonably broad-

based activity. Manufacturing grew by 9.2%, while the serv-

ices sector expanded at a robust pace. Private consumption

also remained healthy, while higher capital goods produc-

tion and government capital expenditure point to continued

infrastructure and investment demand. However, the agri-

culture sector remains vulnerable to weather shocks.

The data strengthens the case for an upward revision

of the full-year growth outlook. The RBI’s current pro-

jection of 6.7% may prove conservative if domestic

demand and investment remain resilient. Yet a good

quarter should not be mistaken for immunity from risk.

The 7.8% growth rate represents a moderation from the

previous quarter’s 8.6% expansion. External uncertain-

ties continue to be formidable. Trade tensions, geopolit-

ical conflicts and possible disruptions to energy supplies

could raise input costs and weaken export prospects.

Higher crude oil prices would be particularly consequen-

tial for an oil-importing nation such as India.

Domestic factors also warrant attention. Questions

about inflation and unemployment cannot be dis-

missed simply because GDP growth has exceeded

expectations. Political reactions have predictably

diverged — the government has highlighted resilience

and reforms, while the Opposition has questioned the

methodology behind the GDP estimates. Such scrutiny

is healthy, provided the debate remains anchored in evi-

dence. The latest figures deserve recognition, but not

complacency. The real test will be whether India can

convert this quarterly momentum into sustained,

broad-based growth that creates jobs, supports incomes

and withstands the global shocks that lie ahead.

Erratic monsoon 
India should prepare for uncertainty

I
NDIA’s monsoon is sending a warning that should

not be ignored. August was the country’s hottest

August since records began in 1901, even as rainfall

remained 16% below normal. More worrying, the

India Meteorological Department expects Septem-

ber rainfall to be below normal and temperatures to

remain above normal over most of the country. The com-

bination is more consequential than either statistic alone.

A warmer country facing a weaker monsoon is exposed

to greater heat stress, crop losses, water shortages and

pressure on groundwater. The deeper concern is that

rainfall is becoming increasingly erratic and uneven. A

national average can conceal sharply different local real-

ities: some regions may receive intense bursts while oth-

ers remain parched. El Niño has contributed to the sub-

dued monsoon, but natural variability is now playing out

against a warming climate. India must therefore prepare

not merely for less rain, but for more uncertain rain.

The north-west provides an especially telling warning.

Punjab has recorded the region’s highest monsoon deficit,

at 36%, while Haryana has also remained short of rainfall.

Himachal Pradesh recorded a 16% deficit in August and a

10% seasonal shortfall. Chandigarh, meanwhile, had 13%

less rain than normal. At the same time, Himachal contin-

ues to face episodes of intense rain, landslides and road

blockages. The paradox is revealing: a rainfall deficit does

not necessarily mean fewer weather disasters. Short,

intense spells can coexist with a deficient season.

For Punjab and Haryana, the implications extend direct-

ly to agriculture and groundwater. A weak monsoon can

increase dependence on irrigation precisely when aquifer

recharge is inadequate. For Himachal, the priority is differ-

ent but connected: catchment protection, slope stabilisation

and disaster preparedness must accompany water planning.

on this day...100 years ago

The unemployment problem
THE Government of India recently issued a circular to local gov-

ernments on the subject of unemployment. This question was

debated in the Legislative Assembly, and the government was

asked to take steps to address unemployment, which was becom-

ing a complex and difficult problem in almost all provinces of

India. The Government of India, for reasons not very clear to the

public, declined to appoint a Committee of Enquiry but has called

the attention of local governments to take such steps as are suit-

able to local conditions. The government, however, admits that the

problem is of increasing urgency and importance and has to be

tackled. It thinks that it’s the function of the local governments

and the people themselves. This attitude of the Central govern-

ment is, indeed, surprising. If the government had appointed a

Committee of Enquiry and ascertained the real causes of unem-

ployment, it would have furnished facts to show in what direction

remedies could be found. But the government has preferred to put

responsibility on others. We are told, however, that the underlying

factors that should be considered in solving the problem are, “the

educational system of the country, the industrial development, the

changes that are being slowly wrought in the social structure —

and the psychological factors inherent in the habits and customs

of the people.” But is not the Government of India responsible for

the educational system, the industrial conditions and, to some

extent, even the social habits, customs, etc. of the people? 

lahore,thursday, september 2, 1926 

thought for the day

Legal fraternity at a crossroads 
With reference to ‘Poor prisoners need more

than lawyers’; counselling under the Legal Aid

Defence Counsel System is certainly essential

for prisoners who genuinely cannot afford

lawyers’ fees. At the same time, concerns raised

by sections of the Bar about state-funded legal

aid systems creating a parallel criminal-defence

structure deserve serious consideration. Such

arrangements should not unintentionally

undermine the professional opportunities,

independence or accountability of practising

advocates. Courts are already facing an enor-

mous backlog, and if society also learns to

resolve suitable disputes through dialogue,

mediation and amicable settlement, judicial

time can be used for important matters.

HARISH MONGA, FEROZEPUR

Give educationists a free hand
Refer to ‘Way forward for Punjab school edu-

cation’; unless education is insulated from

non-academic influences, equitable and dem-

ocratic aspirations of ordinary citizens will

remain a far cry even under NEP 2020. Let

education be left in the hands of education-

ists, and not just make cosmetic changes.

When core objectives are divorced from the sys-

tem’s actual functioning, collapse of the educa-

tional edifice occurs within no time. Schools are

operating under political influence, vote bank

politics, and other superfluous reasons.

SAVITA MEHTA, PATHANKOT

Rankings not the purpose 
Apropos of ‘University rankings’; when num-

bers become the primary measure of success,

universities and institutes of higher learning

start focusing on them rather than the quality

of education. Patents, publications and

research projects certainly have value, but

they cannot alone define the quality of educa-

tion in an institution. Instead of doing mean-

ingful work and then reporting it, institutions

often work primarily to produce something

valuable to report. The more fundamental

question is: What is the institution giving to a

student who spends some of the most forma-

tive years of his life there? Rankings can be

useful indicators, but they must not become

the purpose of education.

NAVDEEP KAUR, AMRITSAR

AI a double-edged sword
Refer to ‘AI anxiety’; the growing concern

among young workers regarding AI replac-

ing manual work has intensified with the

rapid evolution of platforms like ChatGPT,

Claude and Gemini, which regularly

launch specifically designed models to

trim down workloads and improve efficien-

cy. Ultimately, it’s a double-edged sword.

While easing the drudgery of technical

labour, AI has put those lacking technolog-

ical knowhow on the back foot. It is up to

the younger generation to keep pace with

AI’s latest advancements to get the best of

both worlds, ensuring smarter work and

more career avenues.

SURAJ KATHURIA, JIND

Unfair to candidates without quota
The caste divide narrative that was promoted

by the British through the Government of

India (Scheduled Castes) Order, 1936, has

deepened. The Constitution accepted the

caste schedule of the British that provided

reservation, whose scope has expanded enor-

mously since then, leaving no scope for the

economically underprivileged. The Sched-

uled Castes and the Scheduled Tribes (Pre-

vention of Atrocities) Act, 1989, and the UGC

(Promotion of Equity in Higher Education

Institutions) Regulations, 2026, pushed by

the Supreme Court have widened the gap.

The State has in a way become legally cruel

towards the General Category candidates.

When will this hypocrisy end?

JAI PRAKASH GUPTA, AMBALA

Beyond the ‘trick’ narrative
India’s GDP grew by 7.8 per cent in the

first quarter of the current financial year.

To characterise GDP reporting as a “trick”

is to misunderstand its fundamental pur-

pose: it is an internationally standardised

accounting tool designed to measure a

nation’s total economic muscle, not its

social equity. Governments do not invent

these metrics to deceive; rather, they

emphasise them because aggregate growth

is the primary indicator of global competi-

tion, fiscal capacity and a country’s ability

to attract foreign investment.

CAPT AMAR JEET (RETD), KHARAR
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letters to the editor

Priyanka Singh

WHEN I recently went to an optician to get my glasses

made, I was prepared for the familiar question about

my refractive error, or rather, my diopter number.

What I wasn’t ready for was the options on offer: polarised,

blue-cut, progressive, photochromic, anti-glare and whatnot. I

had arrived with a rather modest wish list — sturdy glasses,

protection from screen glare and a simple tint, rather than one

that changed with the light. Clearly, I needed to do my home-

work before stepping into the optical ring.

Sunglasses are no longer simply dark glasses. There is an

entire vocabulary attached to them now and each has its pur-

pose: reducing glare, protecting against ultraviolet rays, adapt-

ing to changing light, shielding the eyes from wind and reflect-

ed snow, or combining vision correction with sun protection.

And then there are glasses of the fashionable kind. Oversized

shades can offer celebrities a measure of privacy, while dark

glasses worn by security personnel can project authority and

conceal the eyes. In popular imagination, tinted glasses can

suggest the inscrutability of a judge whose eyes reveal nothing.

The urge to shield the eyes from the sun, however, is hardly

modern. There are accounts from antiquity of coloured stones

being used for this purpose. The most famous is the story of

the Roman Emperor Nero watching gladiatorial contests

through a green emerald. Whether the emerald actually served

as early sunglasses or the story got embellished over time, the

image is irresistible: the emperor, the arena, the blazing sun

and the green stone held before the eyes. From Nero’s emer-

ald to today’s UV ratings, sunglasses have travelled a long way.

And yet, in my family, they have a history of their own. When-

ever my siblings and their families gather, we ask our parents,

born just after Independence, what they remember their own

parents telling them about the British era. Interestingly, both

my maternal and paternal grandmothers had similar memo-

ries of village women hiding in the fields when British officials,

wearing sunglasses, came on horseback. My mother recalls

her mother mentioning “andhe sheeshe waale chashme” —

dark-tinted glasses that, to her, were meant for the blind!

We could not stop laughing at the curious expression. And it

became even more apt because my father had just undergone

cataract surgery and was wearing a dark, protective pair of

glasses. For a moment, all our sophisticated terminology col-

lapsed into my grandmother’s earthy words.

Perhaps that is the curious journey of objects: the same dark

lenses can represent technology, protection, fashion, authority

or memory, depending on who is looking. Today, I may know

the difference between polarised and photochromic, but in our

family vocabulary, “andhe sheeshe waale chashme” will always

remain the most memorable name for them.

The writer is an educator and researcher from Kurukshetra

The many lives 
of sunglasses

NEPAL TRAGEDY : Dealing with calamities in the Himalayas requires a multi-pronged strategy. REUTERS

There is a need for a new and long-term policy to protect the dying Himalayas. — Sunderlal Bahuguna
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Punjab’s water rights cannot be wished away

G
URUGRAM
began as a mod-
est village,
evolved into a
planned urban

centre and emerged as India's
celebrated ‘Millennium City’
and corporate powerhouse. Yet
every monsoon brings less flat-
tering nicknames — "Guru-
jam" and "Jalgram". Some of
India's most expensive homes
and offices coexist with roads
that turn into rivers within a
few hours of rain. The question
is whether the city generating
enormous economic value can
provide basic infrastructure
and safety to its citizens.

The rainfall on August 24
exposed this contradiction yet
again. Gurugram received
about 75 mm of rain, including
52 mm in three hours. Major
roads and residential areas
were waterlogged, traffic dis-
rupted and school buses
stranded for hours. District
administration advised offices
to work from home and
schools to shift online.

When children are trapped

in buses and commuters are
not safe, waterlogging
becomes a public safety and
governance issue.

It would be simplistic to
declare the entire drainage net-
work dysfunctional. Some
drains have been upgraded
and new infrastructure added.
Sanath Road in Sector 18,
Gurugram, offers a contrasting
example, with bioswales, rain
gardens, appropriate gradients
and infiltration to manage rain-
water close to where it falls.
Therefore, the challenge is
applying it across a rapidly
urbanising landscape.

Gurugram's built-up area
reportedly grew nearly 64% in a
decade, from 102.5 sq km in 2015
to 168.2 sq km in 2025. Roads,
buildings, basements, parking
areas and commercial complex-
es have replaced permeable
land, converting rainfall into
rapid surface runoff.  The loss of
natural water infrastructure is
equally revealing. Gurugram
had 640 water bodies in 1956; by
2018-19, only 251 remained.
These were natural stormwater-
storage and groundwater-
recharge assets.

Historically, rainwater flowed
from the Aravalli side towards
the Najafgarh basin through
natural depressions, ponds,
bunds and drainage channels.
Ghata Lake and the Badsha-
pur drainage corridor played
important roles in flood mitiga-
tion, storing and conveying
water. Urbanisation narrowed,
concretised or obstructed these

routes, while water bodies and
traditional storage areas and
bunds disappeared. The sys-
tem has been replaced by con-
crete drains and emergency
pumping. According to media
reports, Gurugram's original
drainage system was designed
for 2.5 mm of rainfall per hour
and has been upgraded to
around 6.5-7 mm per hour.

However, drainage design
cannot be judged by one rain-
fall figure. It depends on rain-
fall intensity, duration, fre-
quency, return period,
catchment characteristics,
imperviousness, runoff, stor-
age and downstream capacity. 

The Gurugram Metropolitan
Development Authority
(GMDA) should disclose,
catchment-wise, the design
rainfall, return period, runoff
assumptions and hydraulic
capacity of major drains. The

critical question is whether
present standards reflect rapid
urbanisation, reduced infiltra-
tion and increasingly intense
short-duration rainfall.

Cleaning and widening
drains, constructing new
ones and deploying pumps
have their place, but cannot
solve the hydrological imbal-
ance. Gurugram must shift
from "collect and convey" to
"retain, recharge and release".

Gurugram must manage
rainwater where it falls. Parks,
schools, corporate campuses,
rooftops and housing societies
can become stormwater-man-
agement units through rain
gardens, bioswales, permeable
surfaces, detention ponds,
recharge basins and wells.

The principle is simple: where
feasible, rainwater should
become groundwater, not road-
water. Every flood should also

be viewed as a missed recharge
opportunity. Restoring ponds,
wetlands and flood-storage
areas can reduce peak runoff
while replenishing aquifers.
The Najafgarh Jheel system
deserves consideration as a wet-
land and flood-storage asset.

Gurugram needs blue-green
infrastructure linking ponds,
wetlands, parks, rain gardens
and bioswales. Where natural
drainage routes are lost,
Tokyo's underground flood
tunnels and Singapore's inte-
grated stormwater manage-
ment systems offer useful les-
sons. Such engineering should
complement natural storage,
infiltration, wetlands and
groundwater recharge to build
climate-resilient infrastructure.

New development cannot
continue on the principle of
"real estate first, infrastructure
later." Before approving major
projects, authorities must
establish where rainwater will
go, which natural drainage cor-
ridors are protected, where
excess water will be stored,
how much groundwater
recharge will occur and what
additional burden the project
will impose downstream. GIS-
linked building approvals,
catchment-level hydraulic
modelling and a digital twin of
the drainage network can
improve planning. Real-time
rainfall and water-level sensors
can provide early warnings.

Garbage is also a drainage
issue. Plastic, construction
debris and silt reduce

hydraulic efficiency and block
inlets. Desilting must be
accompanied by strict waste-
management enforcement.
Citizens, developers and insti-
tutions must share responsibil-
ity. Multiple agencies share
responsibility for Gurugram's
drainage, roads, sewerage, land
development, water supply
and solid waste. Institutional
fragmentation cannot become
fragmented accountability.

Every major waterlogging
event should trigger a public
post-rainfall hydraulic audit
recording rainfall, runoff,
drainage capacity, bottlenecks,
flooding duration, causes,
responsible agencies and time-
bound corrective measures.

Gurugram needs a new
development philosophy. The
pathway is clear: protect natu-
ral drainage, restore ponds and
wetlands, capture rain where it
falls, recharge groundwater,
reduce runoff, remove bottle-
necks, upgrade drainage sci-
entifically, expand blue-green
infrastructure, monitor the
network digitally and establish
clear accountability.

The real measure of a Mil-
lennium City is not the height
of its skyscrapers or the price
of its apartments. It is whether
a child can safely return home
after a monsoon shower.

With science-based plan-
ning, accountable governance
and civic participation, Guru-
gram can become a city it
should have been all along — a
genuinely flood-resilient city.

T
HE Jago Punjab
Manch would like
to intervene in the
ongoing debate
over the sharing of

the Sutlej river waters. The
article 'Rethink Sutlej water
sharing' (The Tribune,
August 17) is devoid of back-
ground and history, the force
of tradition, the binding limits
of the Constitution and, most
importantly, lacks clarity on
what the rules should be.  

In this respect, there is a sig-
nificant precedent. When the
State of Madras was bifurcat-
ed, it lost all rights to the
waters of the Krishna and
Pennar rivers, which, after
bifurcation, belonged to
Andhra Pradesh alone. 

The constitutional concept of
the supremacy of riparian
rights was also upheld in the
Narmada water dispute, where
a tribunal set up by the Central
government in 1969 to resolve
the dispute over sharing of the
Narmada waters among the
riparian states of Madhya
Pradesh, Maharashtra and
Gujarat. The tribunal rejected
Rajasthan's petition, holding
that, as a non-riparian state, it
was not entitled to any portion
of the waters of the Narmada. 

The concepts of riparian
rights and royalty or seignior-

age came to India with the
British rulers, to whom we
owe the modern systems of
governance and administra-
tion. In those times, there was
no dispute regarding the shar-
ing of waters. Rajasthan gave
Punjab royalty for water taken
from the land of five rivers. 

Maharaja Ganga Singh of
Bikaner state had earned the
gratitude of the British by giv-
ing them a battalion of camel-
riding infantry for their use in
the war. So had Punjab, but
the British charged a lesser
rate of royalty to the Mahara-
ja while not breaking the rule.  

In the matter of river waters,
what Punjab alone has given
to non-riparian states is much
more than what the rest of
India has given. Our river
waters are 33 MAF in total.
The river waters of India are
330 MAF. Of the total water dis-
tributed, Punjab has given
80% and the rest of India 20%.  

The British knew how to rule
— not a single dispute in India
regarding waters arose in their
time. The Indian government,
however, has ruled differently
in different cases. "You show
me the face; I will show you the
rule" was the idiom that came
up soon after Independence. 

Pandit Nehru sent a ‘Secret
Note’ dated January 29, 1955.
Its veracity was questioned
by our minister, Chaudhry
Lehri Singh, and then
Finance Minister, as quoted
in Chaudhry’s letter, but has
remained uncontroverted by
the Central government till
today. This was followed up
with another letter. 

For seven months, he did not
sign that note, and then he was
threatened. The note was nev-

er put up before the Cabinet or
in the Vidhan Sabha. Clause 5
of the note on royalty is still a
part of that farmanand has not
been implemented.  

These three events are inde-
pendent of each other. Inde-
pendence decided the areas
of Pakistan and India, and
nothing else. Independence
decided that East Punjab
would remain with India.
Hence, these rivers flowing in
East Punjab came to India. 

That impacted the creation
of the Indus Waters Treaty
(IWT), and as these rivers
flowed through Punjab
areas, water from these
rivers could be claimed. The
Constitution came into force
in 1950 and is the main and
the only basis for the utilisa-
tion of natural resources of
India. The Constitution is
clear on the subject and
there is no dispute about it. 

Moreover, Bikaner got water
from Punjab because there was
an agreement, and in lieu there-

of, it paid royalty to Punjab well
into the post-Independence
era. So, Independence had no
impact on the distribution of
Punjab's natural resources.  

The Constitution decided
how India would be governed;
how areas would be organised
in the territory of India; and
how its resources would be
used for the benefit of the
whole country. The question
of ownership of the water
resources of a state is clear. 

The Indus Waters Treaty
(IWT) is a resolution of the
question of the distribution of
waters between India and Pak-
istan. This claim was made on
the basis of the need for arid
and desert areas in India. Inde-
pendence was nearly 10 years
old and, therefore, had no con-
sequence on the principle of
distribution of water. 

Therein comes the Secret
Note of January, 1955. Secret
from whom? From the peo-
ple of Punjab as the state
was still healing from the

wounds of the Partition.  
But the real point is that it

provided for the cost of water
to be determined. Is that an
imaginary situation today?
Certainly not. Very recently,
during the Modi government
rule, it was decided that Delhi
will pay Rs 21 crore per year
to Himachal Pradesh for its
share of the Yamuna waters to
be given to Delhi.

We should not reduce Pun-
jab's case through fallacious
arguments. Rajasthan too has
been permitted to sell river
waters of Punjab flowing into
Rajasthan for a large amount
to the Barmer Refinery by the
Modi government.  

The Constitution gives the
Central government the
authority to set up a tribunal
to decide water issues
between riparian states, and
no more. Punjab waters have
been distributed without a
detailed examination of the
complexities of the subject.  

The action of the Centre in
sidelining Punjab's rights has
cost the state a great deal. Water
had to be lifted at seven differ-
ent places, against  the princi-
ple of natural flow.  In the erst-
while Punjab, the state
government had proposed a
project to irrigate some higher-
level arid areas in the erstwhile
(now) Haryana areas; the proj-
ect was rejected by the Centre.
So much for the impartiality of
the Centre in deciding Pun-
jab's water issues. 

Prime Minister Indira Gand-
hi elevated the 1955 Secret
Note unilaterally in 1981 to the
status of a "Deemed Agree-
ment", although this note nev-
er went through the rigours of
an agreement. Bikaner paid

royalty well into the period of
independent India. Who
stopped that? Who gave that
order?  Our then PM made
Rajasthan a party to Punjab's
Reorganisation Act, allowing it
even more Punjab waters and
the setting up of the Bhakra
Beas Management Board with
unconstitutional entries.   

There is no other such exam-
ple in India. And the then
Prime Minister, parachuting
Section 14 relating to the con-
stitution of a tribunal for the
Ravi-Beas waters into the "All
India River Waters Disputes
Act", too, is a monstrosity,
bringing out India's vagrancy
in basic principles of gover-
nance. What can a Punjab in
pain say to the Prime Minis-
ters except quote a Punjabi
saying: "Andha wandde
seerni, murr murr apneyaan
nu." (The blind distribute
sweets to their own). 

The people of Punjab must
celebrate the memory of Prime
Minister Morarji Desai for his
constitutional stand. The chief
ministers of Rajasthan and
Haryana were complaining to
him that Punjab was not coop-
erative, even though Punjab
had shared more than 60% of
its lifeblood with those states.
Desai began by asking the
Haryana CM: "Show me on the
map where these rivers flow."
The Sutlej is 100 km from
Haryana, the Beas 200 km and
the Ravi 300 km. The PM
replied: "Your states do not
even touch these rivers. So, you
have no right over these rivers,"
and dismissed the meeting. 

"Lamhon ne khata ki thi, 
sadiyon ne saza paayi." 

For full article, go to 
www.tribuneindia.com/opinion

SS BOPARAI 
CHAIRMAN, JAGO 
PUNJAB MANCH 

SHIV SINGH RAWAT
EX-SUPERINTENDING ENGINEER,
HARYANA IRRIGATION & WATER

RESOURCES DEPARTMENT 

Punjab waters have
been distributed

without a detailed
examination of the

complexities of 
the subject.

Every flood should
also be viewed as a

missed recharge
opportunity.

PUBLIC SAFETY :When schoolchildren are trapped in buses, waterlogging  becomes a governance issue.

Gurugram’s rain problem is really a planning problem 

UNEQUAL :What Punjab alone has given to non-riparian states is much more than what the rest of India has given. 
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ACROSS
1 Hard to cope with (5)
8 Loss of status (8)
9 Important (5)
10 Work with great energy

(2,2,4)
11 Irreligious (5)
12 To grant to a tenant (3)
16 Recess (6)
17 Waterproof hooded

jacket (6)
18 Break in continuity (3)
23 Consider attentively (5)
24 Hackneyed (4-4)
25 A parody (5)
26 Middle West US state (8)
27 Direct the course of (5)

DOWN
2 Excessively (2,1,5)
3 Over the whole range

(4,1,2,1)
4 Ill-tempered and sullen (6)
5 A citrus fruit (5)
6 A punctuation mark (5)
7 Senseless (5)
12 One stage in a trip (3)
13 Light audible blow (3)
14 Sentimental weakness

(4,4)
15 Die-hard members of group (4,4)
19 Fearful (6)
20 Be in store for (5)
21 In a furtive way (5)
22 Show off (5)

Yesterday’s Solution
Across: 1 Second-best, 6 Coup, 10 Guest, 11 Resurrect, 12 Gradu-
ate, 13 Grain, 15 Average, 17 Dungeon, 19 Instead, 21 Solicit, 22
Aorta, 24 Captious, 27 Invective, 28 Later, 29 Null, 30 Underworld.

Down: 1 Sage, 2 Cheerless, 3 Noted, 4 Barrage, 5 Suspend, 7 Omega,
8 Put an end to, 9 Original, 14 Navigation, 16 Abeyance, 18
Encounter, 20 Diction, 21 Supreme, 23 Rival, 25 In-law, 26 Prod.

SEPTEMBER 2, 2026, WEDNESDAY    
■ Shaka Samvat 1948

■ Bhadrapad Shaka 11

■ Bhadrapad Parvishte 16

■ Hijari 1448

■ Krishna Paksha Tithi 5, up to 6:13 am

■ Krishna Paksha Tithi 6, up to 4:27 am

■ Dhruva Yoga up to 9:12 pm

■ Bharni Nakshatra up to 1:43 am

■ Moon in Aries sign

calendar

YESTERDAY’S SOLUTION

forecastsu do ku quick crossword

MEDIUM

2 7 4
8 2

5 1 8 7
8 3 7 9

1 4
9 6 5 4
7 8 4 3

4 6
6 1 8

6 7 5 1 8 9 2 4 3

8 4 1 7 3 2 9 6 5
2 9 3 4 6 5 1 8 7

9 1 4 5 7 8 3 2 6
3 6 8 2 4 1 7 5 9
7 5 2 3 9 6 8 1 4

5 8 7 6 1 3 4 9 2
4 2 9 8 5 7 6 3 1
1 3 6 9 2 4 5 7 8

CITY MAX MIN
Chandigarh 33 24
New Delhi 33 24
Amritsar 33 26
Bathinda 36 25
Jalandhar 33 26
Ludhiana 33 26
Bhiwani 37 25
Hisar 38 26
Sirsa 37 26
Dharamsala 29 18
Manali 24 18
Shimla 23 15
Srinagar 30 18
Jammu 32 25

Kargil 28 14
Leh 25 12

Dehradun 28 21
Mussoorie 19 15

SUNSET: WEDNESDAY 19:05 HRS
SUNRISE: THURSDAY 05:33 HRS

TEMPERATURE IN OC
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EDITORIALS

On a page intentionally sepa-
rate from the reporting of news 
and objective analysis, the 
Tribune speaks its mind every 
day about all kinds of issues. The 
goal is to offer readers perspec-
tives that aren’t always evident 
from a news story itself, in the 
hope that they’ll find the news-
paper’s view helpful in reaching 
their own conclusions.

How do editorials come to be? 
Four times each week, the writ-
ers and editors of these pages 
gather to debate which issues 
merit editorials—and what the 
Tribune ought to say about them. 
The paper’s core principles—
equality, freedom of expression, 
individual responsibility, free 
markets and a limited role for 
government in the lives of its 
citizens—suffuse virtually every 
discussion.

But on specific issues, the 
editorial board is almost never 
unanimous. That’s because its 
members blanket the political 
spectrum, from liberal to conser-

vative, from dove to hawk, from 
death penalty opponent to advo-
cate, and so forth.

…
Such disagreements aren’t 

settled by a majority vote of the 
editorial board. The final call 
goes to the editor of the pages. 
These can be hard-fought 
debates. What prevents the occa-
sional fistfight is a shared respect 
for the board’s mission of speak-
ing for the Tribune—and the fact 
that, just as in a marriage, the 
personal relationship you frac-
ture today makes it mighty tough 
to work together tomorrow.

…
Why don’t editorials carry 

bylines, as do other stories 
throughout the newspaper? In a 
way they do. One byline appears 
in big Gothic type at the top left 
corner of every editorial page. 
This is where the Tribune, far 
more than the individuals on its 
editorial board, speaks its mind.

Tribune editorial board, 
Sept. 1, 1985

ON THIS DAY 41 YEARS AGO 
MEET THE EDITORIAL BOARD

EDITORIAL CARTOON

Influencers aren’t just hawking 
lip gloss, vacation ideas and exer-
cise tips these days. Increasingly, 
they’re being paid to shape how 
voters view elections.

If podcasts were the battle-
ground for the 2024 presidential 
election, the battlefield today is 
Instagram and TikTok, where 
influencers are increasingly 
peddling not only talking points 
and messages but “exclusive” 
interviews and puff pieces — for 
a price.

“One more way to buy influ-
ence in our politics? Pay online 
influencers with followings 
to tout you or your issue, in 
messages that do not disclose 
that money has changed hands,” 
is how longtime Democratic 
politico David Axelrod put it in 
an Aug. 29 post on X.

Consider a video from the 
account @becky.in.chicago, 
which features Mayor Brandon 
Johnson in a one-on-one inter-
view with Rebecca Lehmann, 
a self-described “cool auntie in 
Chicago helping you explore the 
city.” This video, part of a series 
of conversations with the mayor, 
is mixed in among neighborhood 
tours of Pilsen and Anderson-
ville, among others, and features 
Johnson talking about his plans to 
invest in communities like Engle-
wood.

It could pop up in feeds unbid-
den, courtesy of paid advertis-
ing spends or simply Instagram’s 
unknowable algorithm. Or maybe 
you just follow Becky (more than 
30,000 people do).

What stood out to us about the 
video is that it was clearly marked 
as a paid partnership with Bran-

don Johnson for Chicago.
That’s important, especially 

since it is now widely assumed 
that Johnson will announce his 
re-election campaign shortly after 
Labor Day. Viewers should under-
stand the nature of the content 
they’re viewing.

“Content creation is skilled 
work, after all,” Lehmann told the 
Tribune, by way of justification 
for the cash. “I’ve been transpar-
ent about how I approached it as 
a creator, and handled it with care 
knowing that it would generate a 
discussion. Beyond that, I’m going 
to let the content speak for itself.”

Not all influencers posting on 
behalf of candidates are so forth-
coming.

To be clear, we see nothing 
wrong with influencers being 
paid to stump for a politician. But 
they should be subject to the same 
truth-in-advertising rules as all 
other political ads, such as the 
ones you watch on TV.

Paid content dressed up as 
a voter’s sincerely held beliefs 
is deceptive, manipulative and 
confusing.

The lack of transparency 
frankly should make everyone on 
social media skeptical about the 

authenticity of the messages with 
which they’re being blasted in 
their feeds.

Josh Greene, an influencer 
known as “Josh the Progressive” 
on social media, is well-known 
for his takes on candidates and 
issues and has amassed a follow-
ing of some 458,000 Instagram 
users. He’s interviewed Sen. 
Bernie Sanders and New York 
City Mayor Zohran Mamdani. But 
as The New York Times discov-
ered recently, he’s receiving 
money from some politicians to 
post certain content. For exam-
ple, former California guberna-
torial candidate Tom Steyer paid 
Greene over $21,000, according to 
the Times.

Greene also featured an inter-
view with Johnson in May after 
the mayor announced plans to 
visit Pope Leo at the Vatican.

As the Times reported, 
Greene does take payment from 
campaigns. His video with John-
son was not marked as a paid part-
nership, so we don’t know if any 
cash changed hands. We reached 
out to the Johnson campaign for 
clarification and didn’t hear back 
by our deadline.

It’s hardly just our mayor 
getting in on this trend. Smart 
politicians on both sides have 
recognized the need to gain influ-
ence on social media platforms, 
and many candidates themselves 
post short-form content they hope 
will garner attention. It’s always 
helpful when the message comes 
from someone else, too.

“Any campaign worth their salt 
will be trying to figure out: In the 
same way you pay for airtime, 
you pay for screen time,” Johnson 

campaign director Christian Perry 
told the Tribune last month. “This 
is not anything nefarious, new or 
unsavory. This is where people are 
getting their news and informa-
tion.”

And their ads.
This is quite the gold rush for 

influencers, who often under-
stand better than outsiders how 
to capture eyeballs and offer users 
content that pops.

In politics, you always follow 
the money. When it comes to 
influencers and whether their 
content is native or bought and 
paid for, that’s not always possible.

When a political ad runs in a 
newspaper or on TV, there are 
legal requirements that view-
ers be informed who paid for it. 
The evolution of social media has 
created a much less regulated 
landscape when it comes to poli-
ticking.

Campaigns have to report their 
payment, yes, but there are not 
clear requirements that the influ-
encers themselves have to disclose 
the paid nature of their partner-
ship with a campaign. And that’s a 
problem that needs fixing fast.

The Federal Election Commis-
sion should update our regulatory 
framework to address the creator 
economy. Requiring “paid for by” 
on content that has been, well, 
“paid for” by a political campaign 
is essential.

Voters have to sift through 
enough noise without having to 
parse whether a video comes with 
a side of political influence.

In the meantime, be extremely 
skeptical of the seemingly organic 
content you see online. You never 
know who paid for your eyes.

Voters deserve to know when influencers 
are being paid to sell candidates

Democratic gubernatorial candidate Tom Steyer takes a selfie with 
a supporter during his election night watch party on June 2 in San 
Francisco. MINH CONNORS/GETTY

Following the Supreme Court’s 
decision early this year that Presi-
dent Donald Trump’s tariff regime 
was unconstitutional, many 
corporations have seen substan-
tial windfalls in the form of federal 
refunds for the tariffs they paid.

That’s put some of them, partic-
ularly retailers that passed much 
of that tariff bill along to consum-
ers, in the ticklish position of 
deciding whether, and if so how, to 
help their customers share in the 
good fortune.

So it’s heartening to see 
that Walmart, the nation’s 
second-largest retailer after 
Amazon, has cut prices on about 
11,000 products, using a chunk of 
the $2.9 billion in tariff refunds 
paid to the Arkansas-based giant. 
That included savings on ground 
beef, the cost of which has soared 
and made it a potent symbol of 
persistent inflation in the U.S.

“We’re investing heavily in 
price because customers need us 

to and because we believe it deliv-
ers market share gains over time,” 
Walmart CEO John Furner said 
on the company’s Aug. 20 quar-
terly earnings call.

That is a very refreshing 
message to hear from a titan of 
corporate America.

Offering consumers value while 
being fair is also what Walmart 
thinks will keep those custom-
ers coming back after the tariff 
refunds dry up. We think they’re 
right.

Other companies are doing 
the same. As of early August, the 
federal government had refunded 
about $100 billion in tariffs 
imposed after Trump’s “liberation 
day” announcement in April 2025, 
with more to come.

Beauty products company E.l.f. 
Beauty cut prices across a broad 
swath of its offerings using $50 
million in tariff refunds, The Wall 
Street Journal reported. Another 
example the business paper cited: 
Tractor Supply, a large retailer 
in exurban and rural commu-
nities, is offering more special 
promotions and cutting prices on 

specific products like high-end 
pet food with its tariff reimburse-
ment.

These moves counter the sour 
narrative that arose soon after 
the Supreme Court ruling. Tariffs 
were paid to the government 
by importers — that is, compa-
nies — not by consumers. So the 
refunds would go to the compa-
nies. Yet in most cases consumers 
bore the brunt of the levies in the 
form of higher prices charged by 
the affected companies. Before 
companies even had seen a dime, 
there were critics fuming that 
firms simply would pocket the 
windfall, leaving consumers hold-
ing the bag for these unauthorized 
charges.

The actions by Walmart et al 
also confirm — despite Trump’s 
repeated assertions that his tariffs 
don’t raise prices and are paid 
for by foreign businesses — what 
economists told us repeatedly 
during the early debates following 
liberation day: Tariffs in effect are 
taxes paid by consumers. Walmart 
wouldn’t be paying for reduced 
prices with tariff refunds if it 

hadn’t passed much of the costs of 
those tariffs to consumers in the 
first place.

Recall May 2025 when Doug 
McMillon, then Walmart’s CEO, 
told shareholders in no uncertain 
terms that Trump’s tariffs would 
mean higher prices on Walmart 
products. “We aren’t able to 
absorb all the pressure given the 
reality of narrow retail margins,” 
McMillon said.

Trump angrily responded in a 
Truth Social post that Walmart 
should “EAT THE TARIFFS.”

Needless to say, Walmart didn’t 
heed Trump’s demand, nor could 
it have done so given its fiduciary 
duty to shareholders.

Of course, not all retailers are 
responding alike. Home Depot, 
another major retailer that 
imports many of its products, 
received $730 million in tariff 
refunds in late June. But it plans to 
use that windfall to offset higher 
fuel and other costs that “we did 
not have as part of our outlook for 
2026,” Home Depot Executive 
Vice President Billy Bastek said 
Aug. 18 on the company’s earnings 

call. Of that $730 million rebated 
for the tariffs, $685 million was 
on goods already sold to consum-
ers; the rest was on products in 
inventory.

In other words, consumers 
likely absorbed much of the cost of 
Home Depot’s tariffs.

You know who else didn’t have 
these far steeper gas prices in their 
“outlook for 2026”? Consumers.

But Joe and Jane Commuter 
won’t be getting any Home Depot-
like relief to ease their price at the 
pump.

In a market economy, of course, 
it’s the prerogative of Home 
Depot or other any other retailer 
to weigh the health of the bottom 
line versus growing market share. 
And it’s up to consumers to deter-
mine whether those actions will 
influence their future buying 
behavior.

The dramatic effect of Trump’s 
tariffs, both their imposition 
and their reversal, has added 
an element of fairness to these 
routine business decisions that 
could reverberate for well-known 
brands for some time to come.

Walmart is cutting prices to share tariff refunds

BILL BRAMHALL

Did you get the benefit 
where you shop?
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OPINION

By Jerald McNair
SPECIAL TO THE TRIBUNE

How do we celebrate the life 
of Dolly Parton? She was such an 
iconic figure who transcended 
time, race, social class and gender. 
Her music will live on, influenc-
ing generations to come. Songs 
such as “Coat of Many Colors,” 
“Jolene,” “I Will Always Love You” 
and “Here You Come Again” have 
changed lives for the better and 
continue to be heard worldwide.

As a fan and an educator for 
over 30 years, I believe what sepa-
rates Parton from so many of her 
contemporaries is the impact she 
has had on education around the 
world. In 1995, Parton founded 
the Imagination Library in honor 
of her dad who could not read or 
write. The early childhood liter-
acy program has distributed more 
than 300 million books to children 
up to age 5 around the world. By 
the time the children become too 
old to participate, they will have 
received 60 books. Consider the 

benefits of that many books. The 
U.S., Ireland, Australia, the United 
Kingdom and Canada participate 
in the program.

Childhood literacy affects 
school dropout and incarceration 
rates, as well as the quality of life 
for adults. Data from the World 
Literacy Foundation reveals that 
children who drop out of school 
are at a much higher risk of incar-
ceration; more than 70% of incar-
cerated adults cannot read above 
a fourth grade level. By the third 
grade, a child who cannot read 
proficiently is four times more 
likely to drop out of high school. 
And more than 85% of juveniles in 
the court system are functionally 
low-literate.

A consistent decline in students’ 
reading scores across the country 
continues to alarm and baffle poli-
cymakers, educators and other 
stakeholders. Every two years, the 
National Assessment of Educa-
tional Progress (NAEP), known 
as the Nation’s Report Card, tests 
students in grades four, eight and 

12 in subjects such as reading and 
math. Data from the National 
Assessment Governing Board 
shows that since 2015, reading 
scores have declined in grades 
four and eight. For example, in 
2024, average reading scores 
published by the Nation’s Report 
Card declined by two points for 
fourth and eighth grade students 
compared with 2022. For 12th 
graders in 2024, reading scores 
dropped to 283 from 285 in 2019.

Recent data shows some 
improvements in 9-year-olds, who 
are typically in the fourth grade. 
Compared with 2022, the 2025 
average reading score for 9-year-
old students was four points 
higher, with lower-performing 
students making gains. However, 
reading data can be quite volatile, 
particularly for younger students. 
Gains can be seen one year, only 
to be followed by a precipitous 
decline the next year.

It is this reality that makes 
Parton’s Imagination Library 
program so important. She had a 

profound understanding of how 
reading influences the lives of 
children, not just in their develop-
mental years but also throughout 
life. We see far too many youths 
engaging in misconduct from 
fighting to bullying or simply 
exhibiting an intolerance for the 
beliefs and ideas of others. When 
our youths can read proficiently, 
they think more critically, synthe-
size information, better under-
stand the views of others and 
express their disagreements using 
words rather than with violence. 
Reading exposes them to experi-
ences and enriches their lives.

It is the aim and the desire 
of schools to improve the lives 
of their students. How do we 
improve the reading scores of 
youths to help enrich their lives? 
Experts can identify the problem 
but have a harder time coming 
up with solutions. The reasons 
for poor reading scores are 
wide-ranging. They include the 
pandemic shutdowns, children’s 
preoccupation with technology 

such as video games and phones, 
chronic absenteeism rates that 
have not dropped to pre-pan-
demic levels for most school 
districts around the country, and 
fewer youths simply reading for 
pleasure.

Imagination Library cuts 
through the rhetoric and places 
books in the hands of children, in 
essence changing their lives for 
decades to come. The world will 
miss Parton. Her legacy lives on 
in the hearts and minds of us all. 
Let’s continue to celebrate her 
by elevating Imagination Library 
even more, in every community.

William Shakespeare wrote: 
“Be not afraid of greatness: Some 
are born great, some achieve 
greatness, and some have great-
ness thrust upon them.” Parton’s 
life embodied all three.

Jerald McNair is a school 
administrator in South Holland 
School District 151. McNair has a 
doctorate degree in education and 
a graduate degree in public policy.

Dolly Parton’s Imagination Library  
is more important than ever

By Adam Patric Miller
SPECIAL TO THE TRIBUNE

I’ve been back to school for a 
week, and I still haven’t had “the 
AI talk.” To me, it’s almost as bad 
as the sex talk I avoided with my 
kids years ago. What should a 
teacher say about artificial intel-
ligence? I’ve followed protocol 
and pasted pages of our English 
department policy into my sylla-
bus. Normally, I would read that 
aloud with students on our first 
day, but this year, I didn’t. This 
year, I’m taking extra time alone to 
craft a few thoughts.

Our English department policy 
states, “AI is evolving faster than 
our capacity to respond to it 
in well-informed, intellectual, 
academically useful ways. As a 
result, we don’t want to engage in 
haste simply because the rest of 
the world seems to embrace AI. 
Instead, we want to be intentional 
with our students about AI’s 
place in our discipline.” Teach-
ers should be intentional, but the 
policy admits the evolution of AI 
is faster than we can figure out 
how to respond.

What I realized last year: Most 
papers turned in were smudged 
with AI’s digital fingerprints.

I’ve used AI to discover AI in my 
students’ essays. Fight fire with 
fire. But then there’s the question 
of punishment. In our school, 
if we detect AI, that’s a failing 
grade, an email to an administra-
tor, a phone call home to parents 
and a tense conversation with 
your student who will swear they 
didn’t use AI. Your time to plan 
lessons or decompress is eaten 
away. Also, no AI detector is flaw-
less. The last thing a teacher wants 
to do is harm a student’s record 
using a flawed system. Teach-
ers know we’re flawed enough 

without technology helping us 
to besmirch the students we’re 
trying to nurture.

I often share with students 
my struggles as a writer. Writ-
ing is complicated. It can be so 
difficult to find your voice, and 
learning how to leverage words 
to persuade or protest may take 
a lifetime. Unlike music, math 
and chess, there are few writing 
prodigies. You go through trial 
and error, hopefully with the help 
of a fellow sufferer who can show 
you how to improve. AI makes 
people who don’t know how to 
write think they are prodigies: 
Look, flawless sentences! But to 
someone who loves the sound and 
sense of words, AI sentences read 
like smooth cardboard.

Last year, a parent said, “But I 
use AI to write all my emails.” It’s 
an excellent tool and saves time. 
A former student who works as 
a writing tutor in college said 
he doesn’t report all the AI he 
sees because the students can be 
kicked out. He tells them, “Don’t 
do it. It’s not worth it.” When I ask 
my former student if he uses it, he 
says he does, but only to organize 
his thinking. It’s an organizational 
godsend. My youngest son who 
works in finance said he uses AI 
every day to code. AI is a money-
maker.

Recently, I needed to produce 
a two-paragraph book synopsis 
for a literary agent. It’s a heinous 
task because you’re reducing 
98,000 hard-earned words to two 

paragraphs. So I fed my chapter 
outline into an AI machine, and 
presto! No sweat, no anxiety, no 
fear over leaving plot elements out 
or putting everything in its right 
place. Yet, I’m happy to report, AI 
fell short. It didn’t know how to 
create empty space. Every nook 
and cranny of those paragraphs 
was filled like a synopsis was a 
quadratic equation to be solved.

Great writing is what is not there. 
What is left out. Where meaning is 
felt. AI only knows what is there. 
It’s the difference between talk of 
love and the act of love.

It’s safe to say that high school 
English teachers are worn down 
by the ubiquity of AI. Universi-
ties are changing their admissions 
policies, dropping supplemen-

tal essays because what they’re 
getting is Teflon-smooth. This 
puts more emphasis on the 
personal statement, and even 
last year, I sat with a parent and 
talked about how his son’s essay 
was seamless but lacked life. The 
dad said his son wouldn’t change 
anything. We both knew AI was in 
the room, getting paid, destroying 
our planet. If parents won’t fight 
against AI, teachers can’t do much.

When I have “the AI talk,” I’ll 
say I don’t like how AI is on my 
computer without my consent. 
I’ll say that writing is like going 
to the gym and lifting weights for 
your brain, and if a robot lifts the 
weights for you, your muscles 
will atrophy, “and your brains will 
flow out your ears like tapioca 
pudding.” 

The students will ask, “What 
is tapioca pudding?” I tell them, 
“Look it up on your new school-is-
sued iPads,” which are supposed 
to prevent the use of AI but won’t.

And I’ll think to myself because 
I’m not allowed to say it at school: 
Students should know how AI 
is used by Israel to kill people in 
Palestine with programs such as 
Lavender that analyze phone data, 
social media and video as target-
ing info for missiles. Its compan-
ion AI program “Where’s Daddy?” 
tracks people identified by Laven-
der so when they arrive home, 
they can be bombed with their 
families. That’s an AI talk every 
American family should have.

Even if I don’t say it aloud in the 
classroom, like with great teach-
ing, maybe students will feel it. I 
don’t want to fail them.

Adam Patric Miller has taught 
high school for 25 years in three 
states and currently teaches in St. 
Louis. He is the author of the book 
“A Greater Monster.”

How do I have ‘the AI talk’ in my classroom?

ANTONIO PEREZ/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

Country and western superstar singer Dolly Parton entertains the audience at the Magna Science And Adventure Park on Dec. 5, 2007, in Rotherham, South Yorkshire, England. Dolly 
Parton honored the former steelworks town to be the first European location to participate in her “Imagination Library” literacy program. CHRISTOPHER FURLONG/GETTY
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OPINION

Praise for Secretary Duffy
Like the Tribune Editorial 

Board, I welcome Transportation 
Secretary Sean Duffy’s announce-
ment of more funding for Amtrak 
across the Midwest (“Transpor-
tation secretary puts his federal 
money in right place — popular, 
practical Midwestern trains,” Aug. 
20). I live in Springfield, am almost 
totally blind and do not drive, and 
thus, I am a frequent user of the 
Lincoln Service Amtrak route to 
and from Chicago.

I hope the Illinois congressio-
nal delegation, the governor of 
Illinois, the legislature and others 
will continue to work for ongoing 
support of Amtrak across Illinois 
and the Midwest. This needs to 
include ways to enhance the very 
popular Lincoln Service route 
between St. Louis and Chicago.  
This route contains Illinois’ 
second busiest Amtrak station in 
Bloomington-Normal. Further-
more, we must work for transpor-
tation links to existing Amtrak 
routes such as the Lincoln Service 
to other locations.

Let’s be real. Trains do not and 
cannot go everywhere people 
may want or need to travel. As an 
example, in order to travel from 
Springfield to Rockford, I have to 
take a train all the way to Chicago, 
then travel northwest to Rockford 
by bus, which takes about six and 
a half to seven hours for a trip that 
would take three to four hours by 
car. When transportation alter-
natives can approach the time it 
takes by automobile, more people 
will use them.

Also at present, even with the 
number of daily round trips, 
there’s a severe midday gap in 
service for central Illinois on the 
Lincoln Service route. As the 
editorial board accurately states, if 
you provide train service, people 
will use it.

Duffy is to be commended 
for his commitment to Amtrak 
across the Midwest. Let’s see 
this commitment extended to all 
Amtrak routes and to things like 
bus connections, which will make 
Amtrak a practical option for 
everyone regardless where they 
need and want to travel.
— Ray Campbell, Springfield

Why can’t we end the war?
It has long been acknowl-

edged that the United States has 
the greatest military force in the 
world. Why then can’t the United 
States use this superior military 
force to successfully end the war 
with Iran? Is it a lack of will, of 
leadership?

Whatever it is, it sure is a head-
scratcher.
— Richard Dreger, Batavia

How we are manipulated
I hope most people have had 

enough with President Donald 
Trump and his administration’s 
invented threats. We are repeatedly 
told that someone else — commu-
nists, liberal terrorists and blood-
thirsty immigrants — is out to ruin 
the American way of life and make 
our lives miserable. Personally, 
I’ve never met anyone fitting that 
description. These threats didn’t 
seem to exist 15 years ago. Rather, 
they have been dredged up to 
manipulate us to go along with the 
administration’s policies and acts.

These include massive corrup-
tion, long-term wars, targeting of 
political opponents and power-
mad, joyful cruelty. Fortunately, 
more and more people seem to be 
sick of this harmful nonsense.
— Marty Thompson, Barrington

What awaits deported Haitians
In Kenscoff, Haiti, a commu-

nity the size of Oak Park, about 50 
people were recently murdered 
and an equivalent number were 
kidnapped.

I have visited there twice and 
remember a beautiful moun-
tainous community served by a 
winding road from the capital 
city. Displayed on the roadside 
were numerous paintings for 
sale by skilled Haitian artists on 
unframed canvases. Careening 
vehicles shared the sidewalk-less 
road with seemingly unfazed 
pedestrians. On Sundays, the 
pedestrians included older men 
in suits walking to church in the 
sweltering sun.

The massacre in Kenscoff is 
emblematic of the increased 
violence in the country. However, 
President Donald Trump’s admin-
istration has canceled Tempo-
rary Protected Status (TPS) for 
Haitian immigrants based on the 
fiction that the situation in Haiti 
has improved. This is not the 
case: When TPS was initiated, 
Haiti was less dangerous. When I 
visited, I felt comfortable enough 
to walk the streets of the capital 
alone. Now, the U.S. State Depart-
ment rates Haiti as one of the most 
dangerous countries on earth and 
advises Americans not to travel 
there.

The suspension of TPS and 
the deportations of Haitian 
immigrants are cruel. Undoubt-

edly, some who have been or 
will be deported to Haiti will be 
murdered; others will be raped; 
some will be kidnapped.

Making things even worse is 
that Trump’s policy is based on 
lies: that undocumented immi-
grants are dangerous (they actu-
ally commit crimes at a rate lower 
than native-born Americans), 
that they do not value freedom as 
much as native-born Americans 
do and that they are a drag on our 
economy.
— Richard Hudson, Chicago

Mnemonic device revealing
As schoolchildren, we memo-

rized the names of the Great 
Lakes using the mnemonic 
device HOMES: Huron, Ontario, 
Michigan, Erie and Superior. It 
looks like we will now have to 
use SHAME: Superior, Huron, 
America, Michigan and Erie. That 
pretty much sums up my feelings 
for the current administration in 
Washington.

It will always be Lake Ontario to 
me (and the Gulf of Mexico).

Oh, Canada, I’m so sorry.
— Arlene R. Jarzab, Hinsdale

Investigation of Dr. Fauci
The congressional investigation 

into Dr. Anthony Fauci is certainly 
appropriate, although one ques-
tions why it took so long to begin. 
After all, the death rate from 
COVID-19 — number of deaths 
per 100,000 residents — was 
higher in the United States than 
other high-income countries and 
Fauci was in charge, at least osten-
sibly. Some nations did amazingly 
well: Australia’s death rate was 
about one-twentieth of ours and 
Japan’s one-fiftieth.

A closer match is Canada, 
which, despite similar geography 
and demographics, managed a 
death rate less than half of ours. 
How did it achieve such good 
results? Can we learn from them? 
Unfortunately, the investigation is 
far too narrow in scope. The cause 
of our disproportionate suffering 

was almost certainly multifacto-
rial, with many important ques-
tions still unanswered.

The airline industry gives us a 
superb example of how to mini-
mize future disasters by thor-
oughly investigating the causes 
when they occur. COVID-19 
deserves a similar approach. 
Unfortunately, the investiga-
tion of Fauci smells a lot more 
like an effort to find a scapegoat 
than a search for answers. The 
first matter to settle is whether 
our performance was so awful 
in the first place. A large number 
of Americans believe that deaths 
from COVID-19 were greatly 
exaggerated. This deserves 
further scrutiny if only to help put 
us all on the same page.
— Craig Zabel, Sugar Grove

Parton’s nurturing of reading
We hear the word “legacy” a lot 

lately. Currently in the planning 
stage is a monstrous gilded trium-
phal arch in Washington, D.C., as a 
legacy reminder of a wealthy and 
powerful narcissistic egomaniac.

Dolly Parton was equally 
wealthy and powerful. What 
she leaves behind as a legacy is 
a generation of children who 
received free books, through 
Imagination Library, nurturing 
literacy and knowledge. Maybe a 
future president will have bene-
fited from Parton’s Imagination 
Library.

Vanity architecture nurtures no 
one. Books open the world to all.
— Susan Haley, Oak Brook

Note to readers
Construction on Chicago 

streets and bridges this summer 
has created headaches for many 
drivers. We’d like to hear from you 
about your frustrations with the 
delays and the city’s management 
of the closures and detours. Send a 
letter of no more than 400 words 
by Wednesday, Sept. 2 to letters@
chicagotribune.com. Be sure to 
include your full name and city/
town.

Voice of the People

Transportation Secretary Sean Duffy unveils Amtrak’s Freedom 250 Acela 
train at Union Station on May 7 in Washington. HEATHER DIEHL/GETTY

For online-exclusive letters, go to www.chicagotribune.com/letters. 
Email your letter submissions, 400 words or less, to letters@chicago 
tribune.com. Include your full name, address and phone number.

The war in Iran, the “little 
excursion” that was supposed 
to be over in four to six weeks, 
passed its six-month mark on 
Friday. And notwithstand-
ing President Donald Trump’s 
premature declarations of victory, 
threats to pummel the Iranians 
into submission and his repeated 
proclamations that the United 
States is winning the conflict, the 
actual result thus far is a blurry 
picture. The endgame is likely 
to be far less impressive than the 
pro-democratic Iranian revolu-
tion he called for on the opening 
day of the war.

The conflict has taken on a 
predictable pattern: Tit-for-tat 
violence is replaced by diplo-
macy, which then collapses 
into renewed shooting and a 
subsequent series of unilateral 
ceasefires that are eventually chal-
lenged by more barrages. In its 
quest to get the Strait of Hormuz 
open, the Trump administra-
tion has spent months throwing 
spaghetti at the wall to see what 
would stick.

When consecutive weeks of 
U.S. airstrikes against Iranian 
missile batteries, small boats and 
drone manufacturing facilities 
failed to compel Tehran to reopen 
the waterway, the White House 
switched to a naval embargo of 
Iranian ports in the hope the 
economic pain would reach an 
intolerable level.

When that strategy fell short 
of the mark, the administration 
coupled the embargo with what 
Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent 
labeled “Operation Economic 
Outcast,” yet another economic 
pressure campaign designed to 
penalize any individual, company 
or country that trades with Iran. 
The aim: Strangle the Iranian 
economy and push the regime to 
get back to the negotiating table 
on American terms.

The Iranians, however, haven’t 
demonstrated much propensity 
to toe the line. Instead, every U.S. 
measure has reaffirmed a prevail-
ing belief within the regime that 
Washington is merely interested 
in its downfall. Trump, who in 
the past upended diplomacy with 
Iran twice in favor of bombing, is 
viewed across the Iranian polit-
ical establishment as the devil 
incarnate: somebody who believes 
blunt force trauma will get the 

other side to surrender its vital 
interests.

If the Iranians were once 
willing to consider a deal to end 
the war and bring the Strait of 
Hormuz back to normal, they’re 
now wondering whether any deal 
they sign with Trump is worth the 
paper it’s written on.

Trump’s war with Iran was 
supposed to result in a clear-cut 
American victory, according to 
what the administration sold us 
at the outset. We were told that 
Iran would no longer be able to 
threaten the Middle East because 
its military capacity would be 
shredded. Tehran’s nuclear 
program, a problem every U.S. 
president since Bill Clinton has 
had to contend with, was going to 
be abolished for good. The regime 
itself would even fall apart as the 
Iranian people took matters into 
their own hands.

Of course, six months later, 
none of this has happened. Yes, 
Iran’s military capability has taken 
a beating — thousands upon thou-
sands of U.S. and Israeli airstrikes 
will do that — but the regime has 
still surprised the U.S. intelli-

gence community with how fast 
it rebuilt some of its military-in-
dustrial complex. Iran’s stockpile 
of highly enriched uranium is 
thought to be buried somewhere 
in one of its damaged nuclear 
facilities, yet the lack of interna-
tional inspectors on the ground 
means that nobody can be 100% 
sure about its exact location or 
whether Iran has managed to 
retain some of the centrifuges 
required to churn out more.

As far as an overthrow of the 
mullahs goes, well, that hasn’t 
worked out. If Trump thought 
killing Iran’s senior leadership 
during the war’s first weeks would 
get the regime to collapse like a 
house of cards, then it severely 
misjudged the nature of its enemy 
as well as the power of national-
ism in the face of foreign aggres-
sion. Whatever moderates were 
left in the Iranian system have 
been marginalized and rendered 
impotent.

The demise of Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, 
national security chief Ali Larijani 
and Mohammad Pakpour, the 
commander of the Revolution-

ary Guard, among many others, 
produced a situation whereby 
hard-liners grabbed ever-greater 
control of the state.

The new supreme leader, 
Mojtaba Khamenei, is more 
interested in acquiring a nuclear 
weapon than his father was. The 
regime as a whole is now governed 
by security men whose formidable 
experience was the nearly eight-
year war with Saddam Hussein’s 
Iraq in the 1980s. Compromise is 
now a dirty word, and Iran’s price 
for ending the conflict with the 
Americans has gone up.

Despite an increasingly inept 
Iranian economy, rising inflation 
and food prices going through 
the roof, the powers that be are 
no more interested in surrender 
today than they were on the war’s 
first day.   

After so much death and 
destruction and so little move-
ment one way or the other, it’s 
hard to see any clear winners here. 
Indeed, the only thing the war has 
achieved is pushing up gas prices 
for Americans who are already 
tired of paying more for pretty 
much everything. Every problem 

the Trump administration wanted 
to solve is still a problem. And in 
the process of embarking on a war 
that didn’t need to be fought, the 
United States has created new 
ones, first and foremost turning 
one of the world’s most criti-
cal shipping arteries for energy 
supplies into a front line.  

The United States and Iran are 
in a long staring contest. For the 
Iranians, the objective is simple: 
Survive the American onslaught 
and come out the other side intact. 
Iran may be the weaker party mili-
tarily, but it at least knows what it 
wants.

The same sense of clarity can’t 
be found on the other side. At this 
point, with so few wins and no 
good options, Trump’s goal should 
center on extricating the country 
from this conflict. Whether his 
ego will allow him to exit Iran is 
the question that will determine 
whether the United States puts 
out a fire of its own making or 
throws more gasoline on it.  

Daniel DePetris is a fellow at 
Defense Priorities and a foreign 
affairs columnist for the Tribune.    

At 6 months, there is no clear winner in Iran war

Children play at a beach as commercial vessels are anchored in the Strait of Hormuz off Bandar Abbas, Iran, on Wednesday.  
AMIR BIAZAR/IRANIAN STUDENTS’ NEWS AGENCY
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Confronting the
Oldest Hatred
The Final Solution to the Jewish Question
By Dara Horn
Avid Reader, 384 pages, $29

BOOKSHELF | By Stuart Halpern

Higher Ed’s Secret Foreign Funding

T he Trump administra-
tion has made univer-
sity accountability a

signature issue, from combat-
ing discrimination to expos-
ing foreign influence on cam-
pus. Now the higher-
education lobby is trying to
block the release of major
foreign-donor names. The ad-
ministration shouldn’t give in.

Universities receiving fed-
eral funds have been required
by law since 1986 to report
foreign gifts and contracts to-
taling $250,000 or more an-
nually. They haven’t always
done so. The first Trump ad-
ministration uncovered nearly
$6.5 billion in foreign gifts
and contracts universities
failed to disclose. The Biden
administration failed to open
any foreign-funding investiga-
tions, according to a Septem-
ber 2024 report from the
House Select Committee on
China. The second Trump ad-
ministration restored enforce-
ment and launched a public
dashboard for reported for-
eign funding.

The disclosures show

what’s at stake. In 2025 uni-
versities reported more than
8,300 foreign gifts and con-
tracts, worth $5.2 billion, in-
cluding $1.1 billion from Qa-
tar and $528 million from
China. The Education Depart-
ment has identified roughly
$380 million in historical
university transactions with
entities flagged by the U.S.
government. That includes
$158 million involving com-
panies on the Defense De-
partment’s Section 1286 list,
which identifies foreign in-
stitutions and talent pro-
grams “confirmed to be en-
gaging in activities that
threaten U.S. national secu-
rity interests.” Another $193
million involves entities on
the Commerce Department’s
Entity List, which restricts
access to sensitive U.S. tech-
nology. Most of the flagged
entities are Chinese, includ-
ing organizations tied to Bei-
jing’s military and nuclear
program.

All foreign donors and con-
tracting parties should be
identified. In July the Educa-
tion Department promised to
publish “the names of all for-

eign sources from prior re-
porting cycles.” Yet it has re-
peatedly delayed doing so as
higher-education groups
press to keep those identities
from public view.

The Association of Ameri-
can Universities, which repre-
sents 69 leading U.S. research
universities, argues that pub-
lishing donor names would ex-
pand “reporting requirements

beyond the statute’s text.” The
American Council on Educa-
tion, higher ed’s main lobby-
ing group, has urged the de-
partment to withhold donor
identities, warning that disclo-
sure would have a “chilling
impact” on lawful foreign giv-
ing. But federal law says dis-
closure reports “shall be pub-
lic records open to
inspection.”

Congressional investiga-
tions underscore the value of
foreign-funding transparency.

A September 2025 review by
the House Select Committee
on China found roughly 1,400
Pentagon-funded research
papers published from June
2023 through June 2025 with
Chinese collaborators. More
than half involved entities
tied to China’s defense re-
search and industrial base,
including those working on
hypersonic missiles, ad-
vanced propulsion systems
and nuclear technology.

Universities receive billions
in taxpayer support, conduct
sensitive federally funded re-
search, and increasingly work
in partnership with institu-
tions tied to America’s main
strategic competitor. Counter-
party names provide essential
context for assessing those
relationships. The administra-
tion shouldn’t let university
lobbyists decide where trans-
parency ends. The Education
Department has the names
and should keep its promise
to release them.

Mr. Singleton is senior di-
rector of the China Program
at the Foundation for Defense
of Democracies.

By Craig Singleton

Washington has a list
of names. What’s
delaying disclosure?

OPINION

O ne evening in 2024, Dara Horn’s teenage son found
an unexpected and alarming message. On the online
forum where he and thousands of other contributors

posted fan art about a whimsical videogame, the modera-
tors in charge had announced that “Zionists will not be tol-
erated on our server” because “Zionism is genocide.” As Ms.
Horn writes in “The Final Solution to the Jewish Question,”
this bald statement was made with “no pretense” that it
was part of any considered protest to the war in Gaza that
had raged since Hamas’s slaughter of Israeli civilians on Oct.
7, 2023. “Instead,” she writes, “there was a categorical ban
on the overwhelming majority of the world’s Jews, who
were embodiments of evil.” Her son was being digitally
denounced for his Jewish identity.

Ms. Horn, a novelist and essayist, had already made a sig-
nificant effort to understand the wave of antisemitism that

she saw spreading from websites
to campuses to other institutions.
In 2021 she published her first
nonfiction book, a collection of
essays under the darkly comic
title “People Love Dead Jews” (the
title of her current book makes a
similarly mordant reference to the
Nazi program of extermination).
Her essays unfolded a provocative
argument. Narratives of Jewish
persecution—predominantly those
around the Holocaust—have, she
pointed out, deeply engaged non-
Jewish audiences, who yet remain
disengaged from, and often uneasy
about, the real lives of contemporary

Jews. In one example she cited in that collection, the Anne
Frank House in Amsterdam prevented a Jewish employee
from wearing his yarmulke at work for several months. An
institution meant to preserve the memory of a Jew forced into
hiding had thought it wise to force a living Jew to hide his
identity.

After the publication of her earlier book, Ms. Horn writes,
she received a “torrent of messages” from readers, docu-
menting acts of hostility against Jews. Those who wrote to
her “often clung to every possible shred of plausible deni-
ability.” Her correspondents would insist that an offensive
act or slur “was probably just a joke, or a misunderstanding,
or had been done by teenagers, or by mentally ill people, or
by ignorant people, or any of the other apparently enor-
mous categories of people who were magically not responsi-
ble for their own actions.” At a synagogue in Ohio where the
author gave a talk, the rabbi told her he was shocked by
the recent news that the nearby Jewish day school’s own
security guard had been arrested for making posts on social
media that threatened the school’s children and parents.

The methods typically employed by Jewish communi-
ties in response to acts of hatred, she argues, are not up
to the task. Many Jews, Ms. Horn explains, have felt pres-
sured to make non-Jews comfortable about their presence
“through self-deprecating and ultimately humiliating public
displays in popular culture,” which often play up stereo-
types in Jewish humor. To “prove their worthiness to
their fellow Americans,” she observes, Jews offer lists of
“American Jewish scientists and artists and entertainers
and thinkers” as exemplary patriots and allies to other
minority groups.

She is reminded of the early 1930s, when German Jews
responded to rising antisemitism by publishing an encyclo-
pedia of Jewish contributions to German culture and soci-
ety. The volume was soon burned with thousands of other
Jewish books. The episode, Ms. Horn observes sardonically,
is enough “to make one question the premise” of seeking
acceptance through assimilation.

As she formulates her proposal for a better answer, Ms.
Horn laments that a knowledge of Jewish civilization is part
of a “null curriculum”—history that is ignored in most
American classrooms. This leaves a vacuum of knowledge
that can be filled by what she calls the “big lie” that Jews
are “collectively evil and have no right to exist,” a process
exacerbated in recent decades by social media. In reality,
she points out, Judaism is “foundational to the history of
many of the world’s civilizations.” Treating it as marginal
has a steep educational cost: “It is not possible to under-
stand Christianity, Islam, the American founders . . . without
understanding Judaism.”

When non-Jews are taught about Jews at all, it is in the
context of Holocaust education required by state law (Illi-
nois enacted the first such mandate in 1990). As Ms. Horn
explains, “anything short of murdering six million Jews”
can appear insignificant by comparison. Acts of harassment
and intimidation—and even violent attacks against today’s
Jews—can be dismissed or overlooked.

The stories of dead Jews, Ms. Horn reminds us, must be
complemented by an understanding of the traditions, texts
and practices of living ones. To that end, she describes
her launch of the Tell Institute, which works with public-
school teachers to educate students about Judaism’s con-
tributions to civilization. Its programs present Judaism
as a faith that seeks neither conquest nor empire, one
firmly planted in a monotheistic moral and intellectual
tradition.

Ms. Horn hopes, she writes, to convey that Judaism “is
a movement built on laws that don’t rely on human rulers,
built on an idea of commandedness that taught the world
that freedom requires responsibility.” She wants better
understanding of its ethic of debate, “the assumption that
there will always be dissent, that ‘argument for the sake of
heaven’ is a source of profound integrity.”

Citing the biblical book of Esther, in which a principled
young woman surrounded by hatred for Jews asserts her
identity to save her people, Ms. Horn makes it clear that we
are at a crossroads. “Jews around the world have reached
their Queen Esther moment,” she writes, “presented with
the same choice their ancestors always faced. They can
choose not to say anything, choose to disappear. . . . Or they
can choose life and rise to the occasion.” She concludes that
“the people who refuse to bow to tyrants are the final solu-
tion. They always will be.”

Mr. Halpern is the senior adviser to the provost at Yeshiva
University. He is the author, with Wilfred McClay, of “Jewish
Roots of American Liberty.”

The author of ‘People Love Dead Jews’ argues
that rising antisemitism cannot be fought
using the methods that have failed before.

Pity the ju-
rors in the
L i n d s a y
Clancy case—
the “Accused
Killer Mom”
trial. Unlike a
standard mur-
der trial, they
don’t have to
d e c i d e
whether the

36-year-old Massachusetts
mom killed her three children:
5-year-old Cora, 3-year-old
Dawson and 8-month-old Cal-
lan. She did kill them, shortly
before attempting suicide by
jumping from a second-story
window and suffering injuries
that left her paralyzed from
the waist down.

The question for the jury is
more difficult. Is Ms. Clancy
criminally liable for killing
her three children, as the
prosecution maintains? Or did
she act in the throes of post-
partum psychosis, relieving
her of criminal responsibility,
as her defense claims?

In his closing statement,
defense attorney Kevin Red-
dington presented jurors with
two photos. One showed the
Clancy family looking happy
and the other showed Ms.
Clancy in the hospital. “How
does this turn into this?” he
asked. “How? Because of the
damn medicine and the lousy
medical care that she got.”

The prosecution pointed to
what the jury was there to de-
cide. “The issue is whether at
the time she killed Cora, Daw-

Justice for the ‘Killer Mom’
son and Callan, she knew the
difference between right and
wrong, and whether she could
conform her behavior to the
requirements of the law.”

The jury is out. Once it re-
turns a verdict, the second-
guessers will be out in full
force, no matter the outcome.

We might marvel at the
jury here. Twelve ordinary
citizens: nine women and
three men. Their job is to ap-
ply the law to the facts of the
case and render judgment.

One could build a plausible
case for any of the possible
verdicts. At the top would be
first-degree murder for stran-
gling three young children. At
the opposite end, Ms. Clancy
could be found not guilty be-
cause she didn’t appreciate
the wrongfulness of her ac-
tions or was unable to make
her behavior conform to the
law.

The facts are ugly, but the
most disturbing development
may be the media circus the
trial has generated. Television
cameras outside the court-
room feast on the sea of
women clad in bright pink T-
shirts emblazoned with slo-
gans like “She Needed Help”
or “Stand in Peace for Lind-
say.” These women see Ms.
Clancy as a victim: of a
healthcare system that failed
her, of a legal system stacked
against her, and even, most
crazily, of a husband some
think is the real murderer de-
spite the glaring lack of any
evidence.

On the other side are those
who dismiss all talk of post-
partum psychosis. They ar-
gue, reasonably, that the
three dead Clancy children
are the real victims, and they
have no sympathy for Ms.
Clancy. Blogger Matt Walsh
expressed this position
bluntly on the social media
site X: “In a just society, or at
least a vaguely sane one, the
only debate we’d be having
about Lindsay Clancy is what
method of execution to use,
and whether or not it should
be done publicly (it should).”

What is an observer to
make of it? Justice cries out
for accountability for the
three innocent lives snuffed
out by a mother who was sup-
posed to love and protect
them. But even the prosecu-
tion acknowledges that Ms.
Clancy “was suffering from
mental illness.”

The conflicts here go be-
yond the fundamental dis-
agreement between defense
and prosecution. Even the
mental-health experts dis-
agree, differing on the voice
Ms. Clancy said told her to
kill and whether she even suf-
fered from postpartum psy-

chosis. The public disagrees
about how to view murder in
light of mental illness and the
particular burdens shouldered
by mothers. Jurors have to
factor all this into their deci-
sion as best they can.

Citizens have the right to
reach different conclusions.
But even those with exper-
tise in a relevant area (say,
postpartum psychosis) lack
what the jurors now have:
the experience of sitting
through nearly five weeks of
testimony.

No verdict will satisfy ev-
eryone. As much as some
people may empathize with
Ms. Clancy, some argue there
must be consequences for
killing. And the idea that a
mother who killed her own
children would be let off
scot-free seems an injustice.
But justice under the law is
limited to legal accountabil-
ity, not some cosmic perfect
reckoning.

No matter how the jury de-
cides, Ms. Clancy won’t get
off “scot-free.” She has lost
her children, she is confined
to a wheelchair, and her hus-
band divorced her and remar-
ried. Whether in prison or a
mental-health facility, she
isn’t going home when the
trial is over. The justice al-
ready visited on her is
harsher than any a court
might deliver. That she
brought all this on herself
only adds to the living hell in
which she now dwells.

Write to mcgurn@wsj.com.

Whatever the verdict,
Lindsay Clancy will
pay a terrible price
for what she did.

MAIN
STREET
By William
McGurn

What Presi-
dent Trump
initially her-
alded as a
“four to five
weeks” war
against Iran
entered its
s e v e n t h
month Satur-
day. Far from
w i n d i n g

down, the war intensified
over the past few days.

From the serene heights of
the foreign-policy establish-
ment to the fever swamps of
the online left and right, a
consensus has emerged. The
war is a disaster, the Ameri-
can equivalent of Britain’s hu-
miliating defeat in the 1956
Suez crisis. American power
can never recover in the Mid-
dle East, and Mr. Trump has
suffered the greatest embar-
rassment of his career.

Yet the outlook is murky.
Iran has fought back harder,
and with more success, than
Mr. Trump expected. While
American casualties have
been relatively light by his-
toric standards, the war has
been more expensive, more
of a strain on American man-
power and weapons stock-
piles, and a greater political
handicap than Team Trump
anticipated. According to the
Washington Post, the heads
of the Army, Navy and Air
Force and the four-star com-
manders of U.S. forces in Eu-
rope, Asia and Latin America
have warned that continued
deployment of forces in the
Middle East is degrading
America’s ability to deal with

A Realistic Look at the Iran War
threats elsewhere.

Yet Mr. Trump seems bent
on continuing the conflict,
and he has reasonable
grounds for maintaining his
optimism. With Goldman
Sachs reporting that oil ex-
ports from the Persian Gulf
have recovered to about
two-thirds of their prewar
level, Iran has failed to cre-
ate a global energy crisis.
The American blockade is
causing more pain to the
Iranians than the regime’s
attempt to close the strait is
causing the U.S.

Meanwhile, as Iran’s lim-
ited and largely ineffective re-
sponse to the American at-
tacks last weekend
demonstrated, Mr. Trump is
still able to control the esca-
lation ladder. Between earlier
military losses and fear of re-
taliation, Iran appears unwill-
ing or unable to challenge the
military status quo. The presi-
dent appears to believe he
can keep squeezing Iran’s
economy indefinitely while
avoiding the two things he
most fears: a global economic
crisis and the use of American
ground troops.

Like the war in Ukraine,
and like most wars, the U.S.-
Iran conflict has turned into
something longer and messier

than either side anticipated.
Mr. Trump failed to over-
throw the Iranian regime with
his initial shock-and-awe air-
strikes; Iran’s attacks on ship-
ping in the Persian Gulf didn’t
force Mr. Trump to back
down.

Both sides face the ques-
tion of how to win a long war
that they didn’t expect. Iran’s
rulers must do everything
they can to constrict energy
flows through the strait, hop-
ing that the oil weapon will
eventually produce enough of
a crisis to force Mr. Trump to
deal on their terms. They also
hope that domestic pressure
against the politically unpop-
ular war will force his hand,
perhaps after a Democratic
victory in the midterm elec-
tions. And after the Washing-
ton Post’s interesting editorial
decision to reveal classified
information about American
military vulnerabilities during
a period of armed hostilities,
the Iranian authorities have
more grounds to hope that
the U.S. cannot long sustain
its current levels of military
deployment in the region.

Mr. Trump for his part
seems focused on intensify-
ing the economic crisis in-
side Iran while limiting the
fallout of the war in Ameri-
can politics and globally. To
make that work, he needs to
keep as much energy as pos-
sible flowing through and
around the strait while turn-
ing up the pressure on Iran’s
economy. This effort faces
challenges as China and
other countries draw down
their strategic reserves and

as the approach of winter
heightens energy demand in
the Northern Hemisphere,
but energy markets have so
far proved more flexible and
resilient than most observ-
ers expected.

Iran’s economy is already
in dire straits, and figures like
Mohammad Bagher Ghalibaf,
a former Islamic Revolution-
ary Guard Corps commander
and parliamentary speaker,
are warning that the Islamic
Republic may not survive eco-
nomic strangulation. Mr.
Trump likely believes he can
step up the pressure without
dramatic moves that would
destabilize relations with
China in the run up to Xi Jin-
ping’s scheduled visit in late
September.

Let us hope that U.S. and
allied military and intelli-
gence agencies are thinking
through the next steps. Sup-
pose economic pressure suc-
ceeds, and the Iranian popu-
lation rises against the
regime. Does America stand
by as the regime renews its
power through another
bloodbath, do we intervene in
what is likely to be a bloody
civil war, or is there some
third alternative?

Mr. Trump’s critics are
right that six months into this
war, the pathway out remains
obscure. But this is how war
normally works. Risk and un-
predictability are baked into
the cake. That is a good rea-
son to avoid unnecessary
wars; it is also a reason to
avoid excesses of either
gloom or joy as the fortunes
of war shift and turn.

It isn’t as easy as
Trump expected, but
don’t assume the U.S.
has already lost.

GLOBAL
VIEW
By Walter
Russell Mead
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The Quiet Bond Risk of Bloated State Policy
Regarding Richard B. McKenzie’s

op-ed “It’s Hard to Tax Things That
Move” (Aug. 20): I am indebted to
Mr. McKenzie for reminding us that
he and Dwight Lee had called atten-
tion to the ease with which labor and
capital could flee high tax jurisdic-
tions in their 1991 book “Quicksilver
Capital.”

The technical and economic
changes of the decades since have
greatly increased the ease of flight.
The one tax base that isn’t mobile is
land, but even land, if too heavily
taxed, will be abandoned rather than
being developed.

Suppose that politicians want to
spend more than a land tax could
yield and voters flee in response to
higher taxes on income or capital. The
easy solution is to borrow. As the fis-
cal condition worsens, bond investors
may demand higher interest rates and
bond underwriters impose restric-
tions on spending or require higher
taxes. In response, voters can move
their wealth and income from New
York, Illinois and California to Florida,
Tennessee and Texas. But if they take
their high taste for public services
with them, the process can begin
again. The municipal bond market

may become increasingly unstable.
WILLIAM S. PEIRCE
Gates Mills, Ohio

I spent my career as a bond ana-
lyst and was always surprised at how
differently the rating agencies rate
states from corporations with compa-
rable leverage ratios. The reason is
that the agencies believe states can
always simply increase taxes, and so
their debt is far safer, comparable to
a business monopoly which can raise
prices with impunity. In short, they
assume a monopoly power for states,
believing that there is nothing a resi-
dent can do.

But as Mr. McKenzie points out,
governmental jurisdictions actually
do have competition, and people and
businesses can move more easily than
in the past.

California currently has an S&P gen-
eral obligation rating of AA-, and no
state has a rating below A-. I think
that the rating agencies will wind up
more embarrassed by their ratings for
states than they were with their rat-
ings for collateralized mortgage obliga-
tions before the 2008 housing collapse.

WINSLOW MARSTON
Morristown, N.J.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

“I’d like a refund. It didn’t work.”

THEWALL STREET JOURNAL

Letters intended for publication should
be emailed to wsj.ltrs@wsj.com. Please
include your city, state and telephone
number. All letters are subject to
editing, and unpublished letters cannot
be acknowledged.

The Data Center Panic and U.S. Decline

C an the U.S. political system meet the
challenges of our rapidly changing age?
The answer is far from certain, and the

latest evidence for pessimism
is the election-year panic over
data centers.

The centers that look like
large warehouses are crucial
for artificial intelligence. The
U.S. is in an AI competition
with China, which won’t be a
benevolent force if the U.S.
falls behind. Without the energy and the data
centers to power it, America’s safety and pros-
perity will be compromised.

Yet watching the election campaign, you’d
think data centers are the biggest problem
America faces. We’re running scared over in-
vestment that creates jobs and pays local prop-
erty taxes.

i i i

The political backlash started on the left, and
Bernie Sanders nowwants a nationwide halt to
newdata centers. But Democrats in Senate races
across the country are signing up for some ver-
sion of a slowdown. In Ohio Sherrod Brown is
making the issue the center of his comeback bid
against appointed GOP Sen. Jon Husted.

Even politicians who have supported data
centers are turning. Illinois Gov. JB Pritzker
once courted data centers but now has turned
them a cold shoulder. Pennsylvania Gov. Josh
Shapiro, who has a huge lead in his re-election
campaign, thismonth issued an executive order
restricting their development.

Republicans are also getting in on the act.
GOPRep. TomTiffany is running ads inWiscon-
sin in his campaign for Governor calling his op-
ponent “Data Center David Crowley.” “Our lakes
run dry, family farms paved over,” says the fear-
mongering spot.

Texas Gov. GregAbbott in August paused new
construction pending the completion of a state-
wide audit, citing concerns about data center
power andwater use. He blamedAI firms: “They
basically dug their own grave for the problem
that’s been caused for them and that’s why they
got the backlash they deserve.”

It’s true the AI industry has hurt its own
cause by fueling speculative anxiety aboutmass
unemployment. AI developers have also failed
to explain how data centers benefit local com-
munities. But the larger failure has been the lack
of political leadership in explaining the techno-
logical and economic transition now underway
and how to address it.

On data centers, there’s a strong case to be
made. The U.S. has more than 5,400 data cen-
ters, which are the backbone of the internet and
power the apps on your smartphone. Data cen-
ters enable Zoommeetings, online food deliver-
ies, video streaming, instant retail stock trading
and more. If data centers went dark, so would
the modern economy.

New large-scale data centers are needed to
train and runAImodels, andmore than chatbots.
Businesses large and small use AI to boost pro-

ductivity, which lets them pay workers more.
Steelmaker Cleveland-Cliffs recently announced
anupgrade to anOhio plant thatwill incorporate

AI to improve efficiency.
Utilities use AI to prepare

for natural disasters and re-
duce power outages. AImodels
are helping diagnose cancer at
earlier stages and develop
cures. Data centers bring high-
paying construction jobs, and
skilled blue-collarworkers are

needed to run them.
If data centers disappeared from Loudoun

County, Va.—known as Data Center Alley—
homeowners would need to pay $5,800more a
year in property tax for the same government
services, according to one analysis. Teachers in
Louisiana’s Richland Parish this year received
bonuses up to $50,000 thanks to tax revenue
from Meta’s AI data center.

Data centers also generate scant pollution.
Their CO2 emissionsmainly stem from the natu-
ral gas plants that power them. Butmodern gas
generators produce upward of 90% less fine par-
ticulatematter, sulfur dioxide and carbonmon-
oxide than a steel mill.

Data centers also deploy efficient systems
to recirculate wastewater, so they don’t affect
the supply of drinking water. Microsoft’s new
data center inWisconsinwill use about only four
Olympic swimming pools of water this year, half
as much as a car wash. Golf courses use about
30 times more water than data centers.

Americans are understandably concerned
about rising electric bills, but data centers
aren’t the culprit. Average electric rates nation-
wide have increased roughly in line with infla-
tion since 2016, with larger increases in the
Northeast and California, largely because of cli-
mate policies such as net-metering that lets
homes with solar panels free-load on the grid.
A study by the Electric Power Research Institute
found that data centers between 2015 and 2024
reduced residential rates by spreading the grid’s
fixed costs over a larger electric load.

In any event, most data center developers
have agreed to cover the incremental costs they
add to the grid. The TrumpAdministration was
a leader here in bringing AI firms, utilities and
political actors together, andmost AI firms have
cooperated.

i i i

The surge of opposition to data centers re-
flectsmisinformation and anxiety about the fu-
ture more than it does reality. Both are driven
in part by the same people who have sought to
block shale fracking, liquefied natural gas ex-
ports and other projects that enhance American
prosperity and national security.

Mr. Trump is finally speaking up, with a
Truth Social postMonday pointing out that data
centers will provide “far lower taxes and jobs
all over the place.” Please keep it up. The Presi-
dent rightly notes that if the bipartisan cam-
paign against data centers succeeds, thewinner
will be the Chinese Communist Party.

Public opposition
reflects anxiety more
than reality. Trump is
finally speaking up.

Taiwan’s Drone Realism

Theworld is boiling from Iran to Ukraine,
so it’sworthnotingprogress ondeterring
warwhere it’s still preventable. Taiwan’s

latest drone push is important, and the question
is whether President Trump will back up this
model ally with more arms support.

Taiwan’s Legislature has passed a bill to
spend $7.6 billion on drones in the coming years,
and the goals are to purchase unmanned systems
and expand its own industrial base. Taiwan’s
government is trying to adapt to the evolution
in warfare and deter the Chinese Communist
Party frommounting an invasion or blockade of
the island of 23 million free people.

Taiwan exported more drones in the first
quarter of this year than last year’s 130,000
units, by think tank estimates. Most end up in
Ukraine. Taiwan’s defense against China would
look much different from that land war. But a
cascade of unmanned vehicles could help create
a “hellscape” in the Taiwan Strait for a Chinese
armada, as U.S. Indo-Pacific Commander Adm.
Sam Paparo has put it.

This drone realism is notable because a pe-
rennialWashington complaint is that the island
buys too many big platforms like fighter jets
and isn’t focused enough on an “asymmetric”

defense against a larger adversary.
The island’s politics are also divided, with

a bitterness Americans would recognize. Presi-
dent Lai Ching-te wants Taiwan to spend 5%
of GDP on defense by 2030, but his party
doesn’t control the Legislature. Yet Taiwan is
still making progress, including passing extra
defensemoney this year, and President Lai has
proposed another 18% boost in defense spend-
ing for next year.

One practical step the U.S. can take: Passing
the bipartisan Blue Skies for Taiwan Act, spon-
sored by Sen. Ted Cruz, among others. The bill
tries to push the U.S. government to workmore
with Taiwan on drone production, particularly
on building a supply chain free of Chinese parts,
one of the biggest challenges in making cheap
unmanned vehicles at scale.

President Trump can also unlock a pending
$14 billion arms sale to Taiwan. It has been in
limbo ahead of Xi Jinping’s visit toWashington
in September. Taiwan sees its future in the free
world and is willing to sacrifice to preserve its
liberty. Other Presidents have been able to con-
duct diplomacy with China without betraying
U.S. commitments to Taiwan, and there’s no
reason Mr. Trump can’t do the same.

Chuck Schumer and Hasan Piker

C huck Schumer has a problem, andMichi-
gan Rep. Debbie Dingell has named it:
HasanPiker. The online leftist is dividing

the Democratic Party. In Michigan the contro-
versy threatens a Democratic victory in a key
Senate race,which could upendhopes of aDem-
ocratic majority.

During the recent Democratic primary, Mr.
Piker campaignedwithAbdul El-Sayed inMichi-
gan.Mr. El-Sayedwon, butMr. Piker is a liability
in the November race against GOP nominee
MikeRogers. During a 2019 livestreamMr. Piker
said that “America deserved 9/11,”whichMr. El-
Sayed conceded was “dumb” during an Aug. 9
interviewwith “Meet the Press.” But dumb isn’t
the condemnation that remark deserved.

More recentlyMr.Piker said, “If Jews inAmer-
ica keepputting this idea out there that they are
singularly invested in Israel, eventually someone
is going to come around and take action, not
against the state of Israel,mind you, but against
AmericanJews.” Inotherwords, Jewsareat fault
if they’re attacked—they’re asking for it. Given
that Mr. Piker excuses Hamas as the lesser evil

and justifies Hezbollah and Houthi attacks, he
means it.

Ms. Dingell didn’t help her party when she
said recently she’s tired of being asked aboutMr.
Piker. “I am done,” she said. “So don’t any re-
porter askme again aboutHasan Piker.” Telling
the press not to ask questions signals that a poli-
tician is too embarrassed to answer.

It’sworthwatchinghowDemocratshandleMr.
Piker,whomtheyonce thoughtwas their answer
toJoeRogan, butwhoasapoliticalmatter repre-
sents the serratededgeof theparty’s antisemitic
wing. Mr. Schumer has embraced Mr. El-Sayed,
though theMichigan nominee has said hewon’t
vote for Mr. Schumer for Senate leader.

Mr. Schumer has taken great pride across his
career as an opponent of antisemitism and a
(less and less reliable) supporter of Israel.With
Rep. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez looking over his
shoulder in his 2028 re-election year, Mr.
Schumer’s political career may be nearing its
end. Why not publicly say Mr. Piker’s brand of
antisemitism has no place in the Democratic
Party and stand with some honor?

REVIEW & OUTLOOK

OPINION

Readers Respond to Roland Fryer on DEI
Roland Fryer’s op-ed “Jason Arday

and What’s Wrong with DEI” (Aug. 26)
is certainly right: The “opportunity
[provided by DEI] alone didn’t pro-
duce these scandals. Refusing to hold
anyone to a real standard afterward
did.” But he understates the scope of
the issue. Because high-school grades
and recommendation letters are so in-
flated, even admitting students with
excellent credentials amounts to tak-
ing a chance. Once in college, students
encounter easy courses with inflated
grading that don’t challenge them to
develop their potential. The problem
continues for students who go to med-
ical or law schools without real
grades. Mr. Fryer is fortunate to have
had professors who pressed him to be-
come good by working hard. Sadly,
professors are now more attuned to
students’ struggles and, consequently,
try to “help” them by lowering their
expectations.

Real education is less likely to hap-
pen today.

PROF. EDWARD C. HALPER
University of Georgia

Athens, Ga.

Mr. Fryer’s op-ed was enlightening
and important. His points also bring
clarity to what is wrong with our edu-
cation system beginning even at the
earliest of ages and why school choice,
especially in the underserved commu-
nities, is imperative.

It has taken a few generations to

degrade our public schools and it will
take a few, if not more, to restore
them.

Imagine a grade-school parent who
has a child zoned for a failing, unsafe
public school. The child is bright and
if motivated can reach his potential.
That child needs to have a path to a
school that will demand his best, hold
him accountable and not make excep-
tions for him based on his race, eth-
nicity or financial status. If he flour-
ishes by the time he applies to college
or for a job, the decision to admit or
hire will be far less risky.

Not every child falls into this cate-
gory. But it is vital we take the per-
centage that can benefit from school
choice and start them on the path
now. All the guidance Mr. Fryer re-
ceived doesn’t have to wait until col-
lege. It needs to begin earlier, so DEI
becomes almost unnecessary in years
to come.

GWEN SULLIVAN
Ridgewood, N.J.

The tragedy of Jason Arday extends
beyond the issues Mr. Fryer describes
so well in his op-ed.

As universities both in the U.S. and
Europe focus on telling their students
what to think instead of how to think,
there is no reason not to hire an enter-
taining but unqualified figure like Ar-
day, so long as he parrots the party line.

Thomas F. Berner
Yonkers, N.Y.

Dolly Was More Than a Crystal-Clear Voice
Beyond the crystal-clear voice Bob

Greene honors in his op-ed “Dolly
Parton, the Only Voice in the World”
(Aug. 26), Parton was a business-
school lesson in the value of develop-
ing one’s own brand, cultivating an
appealing (and consistent) image and
retaining ownership of one’s intellec-
tual property. But her life was also
testament to her combination of de-
termination, talent, self-confidence
and hard work, culminating in suc-
cess, without sacrificing decency. De-
spite her self-deprecation, this soulful
but savvy genius from Appalachia ex-
celled with grace and class.

“Music is the voice of the soul,”
Parton told American Songwriter in
2022. Her songs were a window to
her inveterate optimism, love of her
home territory, faith in God and peo-
ple, and empathetic understanding of

human nature. She was an American
original, a Renaissance woman, and—
thanks to her genuine warmth and
positivity—a cross-cultural unifier of
humanity. She walked her talk, using
her material bounty to establish and
give generously to institutions that
directly elevated the human condi-
tion. Not least, and perhaps founda-
tionally, she was grateful and kind—
to myriad people, in all situations,
private and public.

May we all be more like Dolly.
HARRIET CHAPMAN

Akron, Ohio

Pepper ...
And Salt

Can Washington Cut 15%?
Regarding your editorial “How the

U.S. Went $40 Trillion in Debt”
(Aug. 21): Why can’t we roll back
federal spending to the pre-pan-
demic historical average of 20% of
gross domestic product instead of
the current 24%? One big reason is
that pre-pandemic we weren’t
spending 3% of GDP on interest. In-
terest rates and the debt were both
lower than today. If we want to hold
spending to 20% of GDP that would
leave only about 17% of GDP for all
the things we were spending money
on before Covid—a 15% across the
board reduction.

KEVIN CLARK
Franklin, Tenn.

Meet the Groups That Most
Favor Killing Health CEOs

In reporting that the latest Emer-
son poll shows 16.7% of respondents
find the UnitedHealthcare CEO killer’s
actions “completely” or “somewhat”
acceptable, Adrian Norman writes in
his op-ed “Americans Who Find Kill-
ing Acceptable” (Aug. 27) that Emer-
son’s topline data “doesn’t break
down the finding by age or party, so
drawing conclusions about who is
driving this would be guessing.”

However, the poll crosstabs show
meaningful demographic differences:
About 20% of those who identify as
Democrats say the actions are “com-
pletely” or “somewhat” acceptable.
By comparison, that figure is 15.1%
among Republicans and 14.9% among
Independents/others. The age differ-
ences are more striking: About 39%
among voters ages 18-29 and 26.3%
among those ages 30-39 find the
murder acceptable.

SEAN MCDONNELL
Minneapolis
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T he past 75 years have
brought the greatest im-
provement of human wel-
fare in history. But over
the past decade, much of

that progress has stalled. This hap-
pened at the same time that the rich
world shifted its attention to climate
change. This isn’t a coincidence, and
it has to change.

Consider extreme poverty, long
defined as living on less than $1 a
day, adjusted for inflation and pur-
chasing power. In 1950, more than
half of humanity was that poor (us-
ing the 1985 dollar as the bench-
mark). Today the share is 7.6%, the
lowest ever recorded. Average
schooling has almost tripled, from
3.2 years to nearly nine. Electricity
access has soared. Problems remain,
but the gains have been spectacular.

Yet that development has lately

slowed to a crawl. After almost two
centuries of declining poverty, the
number of poor people in the world
hasn’t budged since 2016. Global
progress is at its slowest pace since
1950, according to the World Bank.

There are many causes, but one
stands out. In 2016, the world re-
tired its Millennium Development
Goals—a short list of mostly effi-
cient, targeted aims: cut poverty,
disease, and maternal and child
deaths, and get every child into
school. In their place came the Sus-
tainable Development Goals. Cli-
mate change became the rich
world’s obsession.

Nowhere is this obsession clearer
than in the development banks,

The Rich World’s Climate Distraction

whose core purpose is to help the
poor develop. Yet in 2025, climate
finance from multilateral develop-
ment banks to low- and middle-in-
come countries topped $103 bil-
lion—nearly half of all their
financing. The World Bank alone di-
rected 48% of its lending to climate
finance.

One of us (Mr. Gill) stepped down
this week at the end of a four-year
term as the World Bank’s chief econ-
omist—a position that gave him an
insider’s view of the fixation.

The banks, like many develop-
ment organizations, convinced them-
selves that because poor people are
more vulnerable to climate change,
climate policy is crucial for their de-
velopment. The logic is seductive
but wrong. Poor people are more
vulnerable to everything—disease,
hunger, broken infrastructure, eco-
nomic shocks. The question is
whether climate policy is the best
way to help them. Examined rigor-
ously, policies focused on traditional
development goals, such as reduced
poverty and improved health, gener-
ally win decisively.

Sustained economic growth is the
surest predictor of a country’s abil-
ity to withstand climate shocks. A
10% rise in per capita gross domes-
tic product can reduce the number

of people at high risk from climate-
related hazards by almost 100 mil-
lion. Prosperity is the ultimate cli-
mate adaptation strategy. A
hurricane kills hundreds in Haiti;
the same storm merely inconve-
niences Florida. Resilience runs
through development—not through
a solar farm that raises power
prices and slows industrialization.

The core problem is opportunity
cost. Every dollar subsidizing solar
panels or carbon accounting is a dol-
lar not spent on schools, maternal
health or clean water. Research by
the Copenhagen Consensus, with
more than 100 economists and sev-
eral Nobel laureates, compared the
returns. Smart investments in nutri-
tion, health and education routinely
deliver $40 to $110 in social benefits
per dollar. Climate-mitigation invest-
ments—funding emissions cuts in
poor countries—often deliver much
less back.

The trade-offs are concrete. For
$2.50, an expectant mother can re-
ceive micronutrient supplements that
prevent stunting and lifelong cogni-
tive damage in her child—returning
nearly $100 of long-term benefits per
child. Expanding diagnosis and treat-
ment for tuberculosis and malaria,
which still kill more than a million
people a year, returns more than $45

for each dollar invested.
The energy dimension is starkest.

Much of Africa uses less electricity
per person than a single refrigerator
in a Western home. The rich world
built its wealth on cheap, reliable
fossil fuels, which still supply more
than 80% of global energy. Yet devel-
opment banks refuse to finance new
fossil-fuel projects in poor countries.
Germany has spent more than €700
billion on its energy transition since
2002; power prices more than dou-
bled and its economy is still almost
four-fifths fossil-fueled. To demand
that African nations achieve what
Germany can’t—with a fraction of
the resources—isn’t climate leader-
ship. It is hypocrisy.

None of this is to say we should
abandon the climate—both adapta-
tion and green innovation deliver
strong returns on investment.

But the rich world’s development
institutions must overcome their
climate fixation. It’s a welcome sign
that the World Bank has finally an-
nounced it will retire its climate
spending goals, but with its main
climate action plan still firmly in
place, the shift risks being superfi-
cial. Britain’s new foreign secretary,
Ed Miliband, has taken the U.K.’s
governor seat at the World Bank.
He vows to keep climate at the
heart of the institution.

Most of humanity is still poor. For
them, we should spend billions on
tackling urgent, cheaply solved prob-
lems before spending trillions to
nudge the thermometer in a century.
Tellingly, Africans ranked climate
change 31st among 34 priorities in a
recent Afrobarometer survey. We
must rediscover the smart, focused
development solutions that trans-
formed the world in the past 75
years—and put the best develop-
ment policies first.

Mr. Gill was chief economist of
the World Bank Group (2022-26).
Mr. Lomborg is president of the Co-
penhagen Consensus Center and au-
thor of “Best Things First.”

By Indermit Gill
And Bjorn Lomborg
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The World Bank and
other institutions lose
their focus on the best
ways to help the poor.

OPINION

They Forget
Who Started
The War

By Elliot Kaufman

T he campaign for the next
United Nations secretary-gen-
eral is under way, and the lat-

est straw poll of Security Council
members has three South or Central
Americans on top. The leading can-
didate praises Fidel Castro and rages
ignorantly, and tellingly, at Israel.

The third- and second-place can-
didates in the Aug. 21 straw poll
could be promising. Rafael Grossi,
the Argentine leader of the Interna-
tional Atomic Energy Agency, is a
formidable diplomat with experience
navigating between world powers. In
particular, he has been professional
in holding Iran accountable for its
nuclear deception. Rebeca Grynspan,
a Costa Rican economist, politician
and U.N. trade leader, is viewed as
moderate and reform-minded.

In first place is Carolyn Rodri-
gues-Birkett of Guyana. She has a
conventional résumé as a U.N. am-
bassador and former foreign minister
with experience in U.N. food work.
But her views, similarly conventional
in these circles, aren’t for the weak
of heart or the strong of head.

Humanitarianism didn’t restrain
Ms. Rodrigues-Birkett while cele-
brating 40 years of Guyanese diplo-
matic relations with Cuba. “To speak
about Cuba, its achievements, its re-
silience, its focus on human develop-
ment,” Ms. Rodrigues-Birkett said in
2013 as foreign minister, “cannot be
done without paying tribute to the
visionary, determined, revolutionary
behind it all, Comandante Fidel Cas-
tro. . . . Let us also pay tribute to
Comandante Fidel not only for what
he has done for Guyana, but also for
humanity at large.”

For Israel, by contrast, Ms. Rodri-
gues-Birkett is full of invective.
Speaking at the U.N. Security Coun-
cil over the past few years, she re-
peatedly accused the Jewish state of
“genocide” along with “colonialist
aspirations, fueled by a racist and
religious ideology of superiority.”

Ms. Rodrigues-Birkett even
dumped on Israel for trying to get
Gazan civilians out of harm’s way.
“Quite cynically,” she said in May
2024, “it has urged civilians to evac-
uate to safe zones.” This was right
after Israel had evacuated civilians
from the city of Rafah in days, de-
spite the world’s insistence that it
was impossible—and that Hamas
thus had to be left in control of its
arms-smuggling hub.

Perhaps most instructive is Ms.
Rodrigues-Birkett’s September 2024
remark on the history of the Arab-
Israel conflict. She began with the
usual cliché to excuse Hamas: “The
situation in Palestine today did not
begin on 7 October 2023.” Instead,
she continued, “We must cast our
minds back to 1948 because it was in
that year that Israel first violently
rejected the two-state solution.”

In reality, the Jews of Palestine
accepted the two-state U.N. Partition
Plan, and the Arabs of Palestine
went to war to prevent it. Their aim
was to extinguish any Jewish state,
and their theme was extermination—
only a few years after the Holocaust,
which their leader had urged Hitler
to bring to Palestine. They lost de-
spite the help of five Arab armies,
only to recast their defeat and suf-
fering as Israeli aggression.

As the Israeli writer Shany Mor
has noted, the recent war followed
the same pattern. Hamas started the
war by massacring Jews on Oct. 7,
2023, in a state of ecstasy, which the
Palestinian masses shared as they
celebrated the victory. But the initial
ecstasy was memory-holed as soon as
Israel fought back. Gazans suffered
under bombardment as Hamas fought
from and beneath Gaza’s cities in-
stead of releasing the hostages. For
Palestinians, U.N.-style humanitarians
and most of the press, the war again
became a tale of Israeli aggression
and Palestinian victimization.

It is simpler to see it that way
and to imagine, with Ms. Rodrigues-
Birkett, that the Palestinians merely
want to share the land. Otherwise,
what to make of a national move-
ment that turns down its oppressor’s
offers of statehood—not only in
1948, but twice in this century—and
instead launches gruesome waves of
terrorism and war after war it can’t
win? What to make of an “interna-
tional community” that rewards it
every time?

Mr. Kaufman is a Journal edito-
rial board member and a co-author
of “In the War Room: The Inside
Story of Israel’s Fight Against
Hamas and the Iranian Axis,” forth-
coming Sept. 8.

The top candidate for U.N.
secretary-general can’t
face the truth of Palestine
in 1948 or Israel in 2023.

Gerard Baker is away.
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California Wealth Tax Spares No One

C alifornia’s Proposition 40
would impose a one-time tax
of 5% on people with a net

worth of $1 billion or more. The tax
would cost everyone: By discourag-
ing capital formation, it would ulti-
mately cause slower wage growth.
But there’s a much more direct
threat to people worth far less than
$1 billion.

The initiative’s Section 50310
states: “The Legislature may amend
the 2026 Billionaire Tax Act, by stat-
ute passed in each house of the Leg-

islature . . . [with] two-thirds of the
membership concurring, if the stat-
ute is consistent with and furthers
the purposes of the 2026 Billionaire
Tax Act.”

Those purposes are to raise
money to spend on healthcare, ed-
ucation and food assistance. Cali-
fornia’s heavily Democratic Legis-
lature could use the law to increase
taxes on people who aren’t close to
being multimillionaires—let alone
billionaires.

Article XIII of California’s Consti-
tution authorizes the Legislature to
tax certain forms of wealth. Most
personal property is taxable at the
same rate as real property (1%),
while taxes on stocks and bonds are
capped at 0.4%. The authors of Prop-
osition 40 apparently understood
this and wrote Section 50310 to su-
persede Article XIII.

We’ve seen this before. After the
16th Amendment authorized the fed-
eral income tax, it started small. In
1913 the tax rate on married couples
filing jointly was 1% on income up to
$20,000 (equivalent to some
$674,000 today). The top rate was
7%, on income above $500,000
($16.8 million today). Five years
later, in the midst of World War I,
the rate was 6% on income up to
$4,000 and 77% on incomes over $1
million.

Under Presidents Warren G. Hard-
ing and Calvin Coolidge, and with the

urging of Treasury Secretary Andrew
Mellon, Congress brought rates down
substantially at all income levels. But
the lowest level they reached, in
1928, was still much higher than in
1913: 25% for incomes over $100,000,
and 1.5% to 9% on income up to
$20,000.

Then World War II brought higher
rates again at all levels. Tax rates on
lower incomes were high: 23% on in-
come up to $2,000. Before World

War II, the income tax was thought
of as the class tax—a high tax on
high-income people. In World War II,
it became a mass tax.

There’s a lesson here. If you vote
for a measure to tax the very
wealthy, you might find yourself
paying rates even above those meant
for the very wealthy. Proposition 40
has the potential to become a stealth
tax on all Californians.

Mr. Henderson is a research fel-
low with the Stanford University’s
Hoover Institution and editor of the
Concise Encyclopedia of Economics.

By David R. Henderson

A provision would let the
Legislature impose levies
on assets of those worth
well under $1 billion.

You Need to Invest in AI, but Don’t Expect a Return

A s a general-purpose technol-
ogy, artificial intelligence is
rapidly making its way into

every facet of the business world.
The investment in infrastructure
and the expense of integration are
leading boards to ask: When are we
going to see a return on all of this
investment? The counterintuitive
and uncomfortable answer: maybe
never.

As AI becomes embedded across
industries, it will generate enor-
mous economic value. But much of
this value will be competed away,
flowing to customers in the form of
lower prices, better products, and
faster, more personalized services.
In such an environment, making
firm-level ROI the primary measure
of success is misguided; worse, it
risks obscuring why firms must in-
vest in AI at all. The relevant com-
parison is between investing and
holding ground against competitors
or not investing appropriately and
losing it, a trade-off that never
shows up in an ROI calculation.

AI clearly creates value, but that
doesn’t mean a firm can always cap-
ture and retain it. If every insurer
cuts the cost of handling a claim by
30%, competition will eventually
pass much of that gain to customers
in the form of lower premiums, bet-
ter service or both. Insurers have
become more productive, but no in-
surer earns a higher return as a re-
sult. Early movers enjoy an advan-
tage, but it is transitory. This helps
explain a puzzle that currently pre-
occupies the business press. Disap-
pointing returns on AI are read as
evidence that the technology has
been oversold. The more likely ex-
planation is that the value is real
but flowing to customers.

AI companies, cloud providers
and other intermediaries have pow-
erful incentives to reduce the cost
and complexity of adoption. Their
growth depends on distribution.
Thus, in most competitive industries
(think retail, insurance and automo-
tive) any AI capability available to
you is or will soon be available to

your competitors as well—whether
in sourcing, logistics, operations or
customer service. That growing par-
ity is precisely what makes it diffi-
cult to capture and retain the value
AI creates.

Investment in AI should be ap-
proached as investment in infra-
structure, not in a portfolio of indi-
vidual projects built around local
data sets and narrow task automa-
tion. Infrastructure doesn’t lend it-
self to project-by-project ROI calcu-
lations, which is part of why the ROI

question misfires. Organizations are
a set of interconnected processes.
Data that sit in silos rob machine-
learning models and AI agents of
much of their power. AI infrastruc-
ture provides the common data,
models, governance and architec-
ture; workflow redesign is where
those capabilities become economi-
cally useful.

In striving for competitive advan-
tage, recognize that, to paraphrase
the Red Queen from Lewis Carroll’s

“Through the Looking-Glass,” it may
take you all the running to just stay
in the same place. As AI becomes
ubiquitous, any advantage to be
gained will depend on the comple-
mentary assets around it. The three
that matter most are proprietary
data, redesigned workflows and or-
ganizational capabilities.

AI models trained on proprietary
data—decades of product formulas,
sensor logs from machinery or cus-
tomer transactions—can produce in-
sights and predictions that off-the-
shelf models can’t match. But
proprietary data alone is insuffi-
cient. Several insurers may each
have proprietary data on auto
claims. But if the data are equiva-
lent, they yield no advantage. What
matters is differentiated, superior
data.

You also need deep workflow in-
tegration. Using AI to automate in-
dividual tasks improves productiv-
ity, but these gains are easy for
competitors to replicate. Greater ad-
vantage comes from redesigning
how work gets done across inter-
connected processes. An insurer, for
example, can use AI to automate
claims processing and to connect
claims data with underwriting, pric-
ing, fraud detection and customer
service. Such integration is harder
to replicate because it requires
changes in processes and systems,

not merely access to AI models.
Organizational capabilities mat-

ter even more. AI is evolving too
rapidly for any model, application
or workflow to hold an advantage
for long. You do need technical tal-
ent that knows how to deploy AI.
But you also need managers who
understand the technology well
enough to see emerging opportuni-
ties and go after them. And you
need a culture that rewards experi-
mentation, learning what works and
building on that learning. An organ-
ization’s accumulated ability to
learn and adapt is hardest for com-
petitors to replicate.

“What is the ROI on AI?” is the
wrong question. Instead, business
leaders should ask: “What will hap-
pen to our competitive position if
we don’t make this investment?”
and “What complementary assets do
we possess or can we build that
might enable us to capture some of
the value if we do?” The returns
from AI will be real. But they may
show up as ground held rather than
ground gained.

Mr. Gupta holds a chair in strat-
egy at the University of Maryland’s
Smith School of Business and writes
the newsletter Inconvenient AI.

This revolutionary tech
will make your competitors
more efficient, so you’ll
need it simply to keep up.

By Anil K. Gupta
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