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T
here are moments in a nation’s life
when its identity is not merely argued or
legislated into being but sung into pres-
ence. The creation of Vande Mataram

was one such moment in India’s awakening, 
when Anandamath offered the country a divine
feminine form through which to imagine itself.
This must be read within a global moment 
when nationalism was being shaped and con-
tested. Against this backdrop, India articulated
a uniquely civilisational variant rooted in cul-
tural memory rather than territorial assertion.

Indian nationalism has always been plural
and metaphorical, shaped as much by political
movements as by lyrical, devotional utterances.
Vande Mataram is a cultural gesture that con-
densed into two words the emotional grammar
of a civilisation seeking freedom not only from
colonial rule but from internal diminishment.
Yet, a century and a half after Bankimchandra
Chattopadhyay composed it, Independent India
finds itself returning to debates that the free-
dom struggle had already settled.

When sections of today’s political
class refuse to stand with the symbol-
ism of Vande Mataram, framing their
objection in doctrinal terms, they 
inadvertently echo the anxieties of 
pre-Independence communal poli-
tics. The irony is stark. Those who 
claim to defend pluralism repeat 
arguments once advanced by the 
colonial state and amplified by the Muslim 
League, presenting indigenous metaphors as 
divisive.

India’s nationalism is unlike the French
model of State-forged citizenship or the ethnic
nationalisms of Europe. Its animating impulse
is civilisational memory with a recognition that
people belonging to multiple religions, langua-
ges, and lifeworlds can be bound by a shared 
cultural sensibility. This capaciousness enabled
Tagore’s universalism, Aurobindo’s mysticism,
Gandhi’s ethical politics and Ambedkar’s con-
stitutional imagination to coexist within one 
intellectual horizon.

In this milieu, Vande Mataram emerges as an
invocation rather than a command. The 
mother it salutes is not a theological deity but a
metaphor for land, nurture and belonging. 
Bankim’s imagery springs from the Shakta tra-
dition but is equally shaped by Bengal’s syn-
cretic cultural world, where Islamic, Vaishnava
and Shakta sensibilities met with ease. Calling
this “idolatry” imposes a rigid lens alien to Indic
devotional logic. This is an error that Muslim 
revolutionaries such as Ashfaqullah Khan or 
Shafi Imam did not make. They heard in the 
song a call to a shared national purpose.

The Congress decision in 1937 to limit the
song to two stanzas, later cast as secular sensi-
tivity, was in reality a tactical accommodation

to the League in a fragile political moment. It 
marked the beginning of a mode of secularism
defined by self-erasure rather than confident 
inclusiveness. Over time, this defensiveness 
hardened, leading to this strange moment 
where a party that once proudly sang Vande 
Mataram now hesitates to defend it.

What stands out in the present controversy
is how certain opposition parties echo the 
League’s old logic that symbols embedded in 
Hindu cultural experience are inherently exclu-
sionary. This view misconceives a civilisation 
where traditions have always flowed into one 
another. By reviving colonial categories that 
divided Indians into rigid theological compart-
ments, such objections misread both history 
and the nation’s cultural terrain.

Vande Mataram’s divinity is metaphorical,
maternal and ecological — the land as giver and
witness. Such imagery permeates Sufi poetry, 
Bhakti traditions, and Sikh scripture. To read 
the song literally is to flatten a civilisation’s 

symbolic richness. India’s spiritual
traditions have always blurred the
boundary between sacred and civic.
Freedom struggle drew strength from
this porousness. Gandhi’s Ramrajya
was ethical, not sectarian. Tagore’s
Bharat Tirtha imagined a confluence
of cultures. Nehru saw the Ganga as
both river and idea. Vande Mataram
fits naturally into this lineage of

belonging. This is why the current moment 
offers an opportunity for intellectual recovery,
not triumphalism. Bringing the song’s 150-year
legacy back into conversation is a reminder that
national symbols should not be reduced to par-
tisan markers. The opposition must recognise
that reflexive contrarianism is not principle. In
distancing itself from Vande Mataram, it distan-
ces itself from the very cultural inheritance that
shaped India’s plural republic.

If India is to uphold a nationalism worthy of
its civilisational heritage, it must acknowledge
the spiritual and literary foundations of its free-
dom struggle, nurture symbols that weave com-
munity rather than fracture it, and trust the plu-
ral instincts of its people more than the insecu-
rities of its politics. Vande Mataram need not be
sung by all, but it deserves to be understood and
respected as a vision of the motherland as ideal.
Defending the song is not diminishing any com-
munity but defending the imagination that ena-
bled India’s diverse peoples to dream together.

A mature republic must step beyond inher-
ited shadows. Recovering the essence of Vande
Mataram is remembering what we aspired to 
become.
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Vande Mataram: A nod 
to culture, not theology

Shubhrastha

ised on the hope that things could change for
the better after the February elections and 
when there is stable government in Dhaka, 
that prospect could be a long shot. Therefore,
New Delhi must engage Dhaka at every level 
since not engaging will only deepen the trust 
deficit. New Delhi’s long-term interests 
demand engagement with Dhaka, not hopeful
waiting for a better tomorrow in Dhaka.

Two, we must approach the question of
the handover of exiled PM Hasina to the
authorities in Bangladesh with more prag-
matism. Though the Bangladesh govern-
ment strategically exploits the Hasina issue
for domestic political gain and to keep New
Delhi on the defensive, it nevertheless
remains a major obstacle to bilateral rela-
tions. It then follows that we must deal with
the Hasina question more unemotionally.
There is little doubt that New Delhi will not
send Hasina back to Dhaka to be put to
death, and rightly so. But that doesn’t neces-
sarily mean that she must continue to be in
New Delhi, complicating our relations with
Dhaka. Why not consider negotiating asy-
lum for her with friendly Gulf or European
nations, who have no direct stake in Bangla-
desh as we do, a solution she deserves and
one that could diffuse the current bilateral
impasse?

Three, we should continue to insist that the
Awami League should be allowed to partici-
pate in the February elections. But if an elec-
tion without Awami League in it leads to a
new government in Dhaka, which is a likely
outcome, New Delhi must engage it, never-
theless. Should Bangladesh conduct a sham
election, the onus would be on them, not on
us. We need not take the responsibility for
what Bangladesh does with its own democ-
racy or its domestic politics: Our engagement
must be guided by our national interests.
While a genuinely democratic Bangladesh
serves our interest, national security impera-
tives should always take precedence. There-
fore, concerns over Bangladesh’s internal pol-
itics must not complicate the pursuit of our
more vital national interests.

Four, the India-Bangladesh relationship
has been over-politicised since Hasina’s
ouster; perhaps the solution lies in depoliti-
cising it and re-framing it purely within a
sharply national security framework. In that
sense, the November meeting between India’s
NSA Ajit Doval and Bangladesh’s NSA Kha-
lilur Rehman in New Delhi on the sidelines of
the Colombo Security Conclave is significant
and is a useful road ahead.

Finally, our approach to Bangladesh must
be framed within the larger regional geopoli-
tical context, which unfortunately is unfa-
vourable to India today. We should not allow
our relationship with Dhaka to further poi-
son this already adverse regional dynamic.
Therefore, a patient hearing of Dhaka’s com-
plaints is a small price to pay if it helps dif-
fuse the strength of the China-Pakistan-Bang-
ladesh axis on India’s doorstep.
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jing’s air quality index (AQI) stood at 
604, whereas the AQI in London and 
New York on the same date stood at 38
and 24, respectively.

In the five years after the Olympics,
things deteriorated further. According
to the data presented by the American
Association for the Advancement of 
Science in 2013, an estimated 16 lakh 
people died due to pollution in China. 
During that time Beijing’s AQI crossed
750. This was the inflection point, and 
Chinese leaders swung into action. A 
five-year plan was drafted and massive
government funding was allocated to 
tackle Beijing’s air pollution.

A ban was imposed on the direct
purchase of petrol- and diesel-run cars.
Those who wanted to buy such a car 
had to go through the limited lottery 
option. Those who wanted to buy a car
were given easy options to buy electric
vehicles and trucks were banned from
entering densely populated areas. The
use of coal-fired machines was steadily
brought down. The city was saturated 
with metro, rapid rail and other trans-
port options. A culture of cycling was 
reintroduced. The paper mills and 
other polluting factories were removed
from the urban areas.

Governors and city mayors were
given pollution targets, tightening the 
administration, making them more 
proactive.

Today, unlike India, China doesn’t
just stop at measures like the Graded 
Response Action Plan (Grap). Pollution
control and management is a year-
round operation. A strong regulator 
acts as a watchdog. And the results are
visible. Last Monday, my phone was 
showing Noida’s AQI at 460 while, at 
the same time, Beijing’s was 73. That 
same evening, the Chinese embassy 
spokesperson in New Delhi wrote on X,
“India and China are struggling with air
pollution amidst rapid urbanisation. 
Though the challenges are complex, in
the last decade, China has registered 
great improvement.”

No doubt, there’s a world of differ-
ence between China and India in terms
of governance and governance systems.
But that can’t be used to excuse inac-
tion. If we don’t take urgent steps to 
tackle the pollution right away, we will
pay a heavy price for it in the near 
future.

Shashi Shekhar is editor-in-chief, Hindu-
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Pollution control and management is a year-round operation. A strong 
regulator acts as a watchdog.  SUNIL GHOSH / HINDUSTAN TIMES

E
ighteen months after Sheikh Hasina’s
ouster from Bangladesh as the coun-
try’s Prime Minister, hopes for nor-
malcy between India and Bangladesh

remain elusive as the bilateral relationship
plunges from one crisis to another. The ongo-
ing protests in Dhaka and growing anti-India
sentiments are only indications of that. While
there is a hope in New Delhi that things could
get better after the February elections in
Bangladesh, there is little certainty of that.
New Delhi must change its approach to
Dhaka, shedding a politico-emotional fram-
ing to adopt a clinical and problem-solving
national security framework.

For India, the rapidly deteriorating rela-
tionship with Bangladesh poses a threefold
challenge: growing insecurity and infiltra-
tion along the 4,000-kilometer border; the
rising threat of anti-India forces establishing
cross-border bases; and the exploitation of
the rift between Dhaka and New Delhi by
Islamabad and Beijing at a time when Bang-
ladesh actively pivots towards a Pakistan-
China axis in the region.

Consider the rapidly shifting geopolitical
context. In June this year, a trilateral meet-
ing in China’s Kunming, involving the for-
eign secretaries of Bangladesh and Pakistan
and Chinese vice-minister Sun Weidong, set
a concerning tone for New Delhi. This was
followed by the unprecedented visit of a Pak-
istani Naval ship to Bangladesh’s Chittagong
port in late 2024, and Beijing is intensifying
its engagement with the Muhammad Yunus
government.

Whichever way one looks at it, the cur-
rent state of bilateral relationship is deeply
unhelpful to India. It harms the interests of
Bangladesh and its people even more, but
perhaps not the regime in Bangladesh for
whom tensions with India help cover its
domestic failures and incompetence, eco-
nomic or otherwise. Therefore, our assump-
tion that an unhealthy relationship with
India is worse off for Dhaka could be a sig-
nificant miscalculation.

Just as blaming India for harbouring the
killers of the Bangladeshi youth leader Sharif
Osman Hadi is unjustified, so too is the 
demand for New Delhi to hand over Hasina 
for execution (since she has already been sen-
tenced to death) an impossible proposition. To
blame New Delhi for not apprehending and 
handing over Hadi’s killers who have report-
edly fled to the Indian side of the border, 
which witnesses a number of infiltration 
attempts almost every day, is irresponsible. 
Neither Hadi’s assassination nor the protec-
tion of his killers serves New Delhi’s interests;
in fact, reality is quite to the contrary.

In dealing with today’s Dhaka, we must
keep in mind five things. One, we must ideally
separate noise from substance. But in today’s
Bangladesh noise is the substance because the
Yunus regime thrives more on the noise than
on the substance. In that sense, neither an out-
reach to chief advisor Yunus nor to the coun-
try’s national security advisor may calm the 
anti-India tempers on the ground. In any case,
the noise in Bangladesh is not in India’s con-
trol. Therefore, New Delhi’s strategy of mini-
mal engagement with Dhaka is understanda-
ble. But if such minimal engagement is prem-

{ OUR TAKE }

Dhaka’s dance 
with anarchy

A message to Gill 
and Indian cricket

C
ricket is a meritocracy. But very often, it can seem
like it is a consumerist meritocracy. Board 
members need to be kept happy, broadcasters

need to be kept happy, fans need to be kept happy, and 
the market needs to be kept happy. However, the 
decision to drop Shubman Gill from India’s squad for 
the 2026 T20 World Cup shows that, eventually, form 
must matter over reputation and everything else. Gill is 
the next big thing in Indian cricket, and this setback 
doesn’t change that. But this decision by the selection 
committee is what sport is really about — winning. 
Being dropped from the 2011 ODI World Cup team lit a 
fire in Rohit Sharma that propelled him to a great 
white-ball career; perhaps it will do the same for the 
26-year-old Gill. 

The pitches for the World Cup are expected to be on
the slower side, and that makes a good start critical. At 
the top of the order, Sanju Samson, long given the short 
shrift by administrators, seems a better fit for the 
attacking direction that the team has chosen to take. If 
not him, Ishan Kishan, who will want to make the most 
of his second chance after performing in domestic 
cricket, will be hungrier than ever. The rest of the team 
is built around players who can be match-winners on 
their day, and that is exactly what the defending 
champions need. Captain Suryakumar Yadav, whose 
record as skipper is outstanding, hasn’t been in the best 
of form with the bat, but he has done enough over the 
years to earn the long rope. Jasprit Bumrah and Varun 
Chakaravarthy are the best bowlers in the world. In 
Abhishek Sharma, India has the most destructive 
opener. All that’s left now is to go out there and win it.

T
he most obvious takeaway from the current
spate of violence in Bangladesh, following the
killing of student leader Sharif Osman Hadi, is
that the caretaker administration of 

Muhammad Yunus has little control over law and 
order. Yunus was foisted on Bangladesh after violent 
mass mobilisations forced the ouster of the Awami 
League government with the unwritten mandate to 
preside over the transition phase, during which 
electoral infirmities were to be removed, and hold 
elections. Instead, Yunus allowed the situation to drift, 
held off on the elections, and allowed virulent, 
anti-India sections within the polity to grow stronger. 
There is now a question mark over the polls, slated for 
February, with mobs targeting not just Awami League 
supporters, but also members of the Bangladesh 
Nationalist Party and independent media 
organisations. A narrative that Sheikha Hasina, the 
leader of Awami League, held office only because of 
backing from India has been allowed to gain ground in 
Dhaka, with student leaders such as Hadi holding New 
Delhi responsible for the political crisis in that 
country. This anti-India narrative, fanned by Islamists 
such as the Jamaat-e-Islami, threatens to undermine 
the secular origins of Bangladesh and deny India’s 
historic enabling role in its birth in the face of massive 
violence unleashed by the Pakistani army and its 
collaborators in East Pakistan in 1971.

So far, New Delhi has preferred to privilege the 
emotional spirit of 1971 and the long historic and 
cultural ties with the people over a purely transactional 
approach to bilateral ties with Dhaka. This approach 
may have to make way for pragmatism in the wake of 
the rising tide of anti-Indian sentiment in that country 
and a convergence of Pakistani and Chinese interests in
Bangladesh — a trilateral meeting took place in 
Kunming, Yunnan, in June, amidst growing closeness 
between Islamabad and Dhaka. The rhetoric 
emanating from Dhaka signals a security challenge, 
with political leaders — from Yunus to heads of student 
groups — hinting at India’s geographical 
vulnerabilities in the Northeast: India shares a long and 
porous 4,000-km-plus border with Bangladesh, which 
is a site of smuggling, including of people, cattle and 
drugs. The present regime in Dhaka seems to harbour 
the belief that it could leverage these and exploit the 
current geo-political context to get aggressive with 
India. But it merits repetition that hostile bilateral ties 
will not be beneficial to Bangladesh.

New Delhi has rightly been cautious in its response
to the provocative signals from Dhaka. It should be 
prepared to play the long game — wait out the current 
phase of political churn and engage with all the actors 
in Bangladesh politics. Elections — if held as scheduled 
— may clear the fog and rescue bilateral ties from the 
exigencies of local politics.

Y
ears ago, I saw Nelson Man-
dela’s dingy cell in South
Africa’s Robben Island
prison — an equivalent of
India’s “Kalapaani”. It was a
7x9 square-ft, cage-like cell

where the 6-ft tall Mandela spent 18 
years of his life. In the dark cell that 
seemed to sap one’s energy, he worked
out every day, trying to keep himself 
mentally and physically fit. He spent 27
years in various prisons, living the 
same life.

Meanwhile, the world saw innumer-
able ups and downs, but Mandela, in 
solitary confinement, kept the flame of
his struggle alive and intact. Recently, 
he has been appearing more often in 
my thoughts. Not because of his sacrifi-
ces, struggles or ideals but for the cell 
where he carried out his prison sen-
tence while trying to keep himself 
healthy and fit. The toxic air in the 
National Capital Region (NCR) has 
forced thousands of people like me to 
walk or work-out within the confines of
our homes. 

Last Sunday was the limit. I got up a
bit late and was stunned by what I saw
from the balcony. From my 17th floor 
home in Noida, I wasn’t able to see the 
ground below. Between me and the sur-
face of the planet, lay a thick pall of grey
smog. I have seen clouds descend from
the sky, but the smog seemed as if it 
were rising from the ground up.

These days, toxic air dominates our
conversation and is perhaps the only 
point of discussion in Delhi-NCR. The 
old are unable to breathe, the young are
suffocating too. Pregnant women are 
shying away from stepping out and the
newborns are struggling. Not everyone
can afford an “air purifier”, and those 
who have installed it, can’t hide behind
closed doors and windows for the 
entire duration of the winters. Mandela
was jailed by an apartheid government,
but we are condemned to suffer con-
finement in a democratic system. 

Why am I saying this? Till now our
country has shown a lot of concern for
the environment in words, but a frac-
tion of this has been visible in deeds. 
Even today, lakhs of people use coal and
firewood to cook food and keep warm.
Small industries use the same fuel. For-
eign car manufacturers maintain a 
quiet tech divide; When it comes to car-
bon emission norms for engines, they 
produce one type for us and another for
the West. Those farmers who burn 
farm stubble haven’t been offered any 
new options. A large number of trees 

are being cut for infrastructure devel-
opment. There are provisions to plant 
many more trees. But no one assumes 
responsibility to see it to fruition.

Do you think that our Parliament
and legislature shows enough concern
about this issue? This is the reason our
leaders are now being booed by the 
public. In every meeting, the Delhi chief
minister is regularly quizzed about it. 
But even Arvind Kejriwal should be 
asked the same question, shouldn’t he?
He ruled Delhi for a decade, Rekha 
Gupta is a recent arrival. 

I can say without any hesitation that
all political parties are equally responsi-
ble for the mess that is Delhi’s air pollu-
tion.

I would like to quote China’s exam-
ple. In 2008, I visited Beijing with the 
then Prime Minister. A year ago, the 
World Bank had designated the city as
one of the most polluted in the world, 
claiming that every year 400,000 peo-
ple were dying in the megapolis due to
pollution. When we reached the city, it
was busy in preparations for hosting 
the Olympics. Stadiums were being 
built, residential blocks were being 
beautified and the infrastructure was 
being refurbished. As a result, there 
was dust everywhere. 

The media was speculating that such
an atmosphere will have an adverse 
impact on the athletes as well as the 
spectators. They weren’t wrong. During
the Olympics, on August 10, 2008, Bei-

Delhi’s toxic air can’t 
be ignored any longer
India must act quickly on 
the issue. China’s 
experience with 
containing and clearing 
out Beijing’s pollution 
shows this is possible

A

{ ANTHONY ALBANESE } PRIME MINISTER, AUSTRALIA

P
There are organised rallies 
seeking to sow division after the 
anti-Semitic terrorist attack ... they 

have no place in Australia 
On calls for anti-immigration rallies in the country

Why New Delhi needs to 
handle Dhaka with care

E STA B L I S H E D  I N  1 9 24

New Delhi will need to be watchful of the 
security situation in Bangladesh

{ STRAIGHTFORWARD }

Shashi Shekhar

{ GRAND STRATEGY }
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Caste category because he fears it will worsen 
a bias against him. Intuitively, I find it hard to 
believe that a desperate Indian, given the 
option of a quota, would choose to doom 
himself by ticking ‘general category’ for 
pride, an emotion that usually comes from a 
position of affluence, from where art cinema 
is made. 

But mostly the film comes from a real 
place. As a result it inadvertently shows, 
without trying at all, that most of the prob-
lems that these two young men face are not 
from ‘the elite,’ whom they never even meet. 
There is almost nobody in the entire film 
who is from even the upper middle class. 
Most of their impediments come from their 
own, their own communities or just one 
rung above.

But the persistent omen in the film is 
hope, its falseness and how it sustains two 
young men until the very end. The devious 
thing about hope is that even though most of 
the time it does not yield its promise, it is 
never a complete dud. 

As in a bleeding mediocre marriage where 
there is just about enough to keep it going, 
hope throws a crumb now and then, as 
though it is a living creature that has found 
ways to survive as long as possible in the 
human heart.

they be happier? Is that even possible? What 
is this trap they are born into? How can pov-
erty be so suffocating and miserable when for 
most of human existence we have lived in it? 

Until recently, most people were poor. 
The history of the middle class is probably 
one of our shortest histories. The stories 
from the childhood of our parents would 
reveal a society that was poor or very close to 
it. In poverty is the heritage of us all. 

So a question arises. Were people in olden 
times miserable, too? Because their lives 
were as deprived and fragile as the lives of 
the modern poor. I was reading The Japanese 
Achievement by Hugh Cortazzi and came 
across a statement that around 1910 in Japan, 
“Standards of living remained low, and the 
life of the Japanese peasant was a hard one.” 
Usually, when someone quotes a line from a 
book, it is remarkable in some way. I am 
aware I have quoted something banal. But 
somehow, the line made me wonder. Did the 
Japanese peasant, too, consider his life hard? 
If that was the nature of life all around, was it 
‘hard’ or was it just life? When does a human 
life begin to appear ‘hard,’ especially to the 
very people who are enduring it?

I feel that the special tragedy of modern-
day poverty is that many of us are not poor.

In olden times, when life was not expected 

I
am glad that Homebound’s shortlisting for 
an Oscar nomination gives me an oppor-
tunity to say something tangential. Mod-

ern poverty, even if it comes with a smart-
phone, is worse than ancient poverty. 

The film, directed by Neeraj Ghaywan, 
and written by him with Shreedhar Dubey 
and Varun Grover, shows two young men 
trying to escape poverty through the pro-
cesses that India tells its young will save 
them. They decide to apply for a police job; 
they see great hordes who want the same 
thing. Still, it is a path, and the two friends 
feel that if they follow the process, there 
would be a reward at the end of it. So they 
endure it all and complete the application. 
Then they wait. Nothing happens. 

Their lives are so delicate that just about 
any small mishap can ruin them.

As you watch the film, you wonder if there 
was any other way they could have been that 
would have made their lives safer and hap-
pier. Maybe if they chose not to have an 
ambition or to love or have a family, would 

Council of Agricultural Research, the 
‘fertilizer response ratio’ dropped from 
about 13.4kg of grain per kg of nutrient 
in the 1970s to just 3.7kg by 2005, a 
sharp decline in efficiency. This is  
largely driven by rampant overuse of 
cheap urea. Skewed fertilizer use does 
not just degrade soil, it also seeps into 
our food and water, harming public 
health. Excess nitrogen and imbalanced 
nutrients have been linked to thyroid 
disorders, diabetes and micronutrient 
deficiencies, turning a farm-level distor-
tion into a national nutrition crisis.

Our fertilizer policy thus needs a 
structural overhaul to combine DBTs to 
farmers with nutrient caps. Instead of 
routing subsidies through companies, 
cash should be transferred straight into 
the bank accounts of farmers as season-
specific, per-hectare entitlements. This 
would grant them purchasing power 
and also enable fertilizer sales at market 
prices, which would empower price sig-
nals, discourage overuse and curb diver-
sion. Agri Stack data can be leveraged to 
calculate entitlements, while e-Rupi 
vouchers can be issued with nutrient 
limits for nitrogen (N), phosphorus (P) 
and potassium (K), adjustable for soil 
health. Like phosphorus and potassium, 
urea must also be brought under the 
NBS regime to rectify India’s chronic 
nitrogen overuse. Robust and transpar-
ent verification mechanisms should be 
used to make the DBT system tamper-
proof and trustworthy. Such a policy 
would align farm incentives with our 
goals of sustainability and efficiency.

The fiscal case for reform is compel-
ling. Using the actual 2024-25 spend of 
₹1.83 trillion as a baseline, shifting to a 
farmer-focused DBT system that cuts 
leakage to say, 10%, could save nearly 
₹57,000 crore if urea diversion falls 
from 41% to 10%, and about ₹1 trillion if 
overall fertilizer subsidy leakage drops 
from 65% to 10%. Even on the 2025-26 
projection of ₹1.56 trillion, the potential 
savings range from ₹49,000 crore to 
₹86,000 crore. 

The benefits would go beyond fiscal 

savings. While price rationalization, 
combined with nutrient caps, will help 
curb nitrogen overuse to restore soil fer-
tility and reduce groundwater contami-
nation as well as greenhouse gas emis-
sions, better balanced application of 
NPK fertilizers could also strengthen 
farm yields and resilience as climate vari-
ability intensifies. Redirecting even half 
of the subsidy savings towards irrigation 
infrastructure, soil testing labs and 
farmer extension services could spark a 
transformation in productivity and sus-
tainability. A rationalized subsidy 
regime would not just be a financial 
reform, but an ecological and agricul-
tural reset that India urgently needs. 

 What about farmer resistance? It’s 
possible farmers will turn around and 
say they prefer buying fertilizers at sub-
sidized prices over cash transfers (in fear 
of higher upfront costs and transfer 
delays). The solution lies in smart  
design. Pre-season disbursal of e-Rupi 
vouchers, redeemable only for fertilizer 
purchases, could ease farmer concerns. 
Implementation should start small and 
scale smart. It could begin with pilot pro-
jects in diverse agro-climatic zones and 
then expand to states that have inte-
grated India’s Agri Stack with Soil Health 
Cards, before a nationwide rollout with 
public dashboards that track fiscal sav-
ings and soil metrics for an NPK balance. 

Smarter subsidy delivery through 
DBTs to farmers could preserve fertilizer 
affordability, restore price signals, 
reduce diversion and fix incentives to 
keep farm soil healthy. Done right, it can 
save about ₹75,000 crore annually, 
which could be used to fund irrigation 
projects, cold chains and tech adoption.  

This shift would anchor our policy in 
data, discipline and dignity for farmers. 
This is not just sound economics, it is 
good governance and a step towards 
an agricultural transformation. As the 
policy choices we make today will deter-
mine the future of Indian farming, we 
must act on this right away.

Ananya Khurana contributed to this 
article.

I
ndia’s fertilizer subsidy has long 
weighed heavily on the exchequer. 
The revised budget allocation for it in 

2024-25 stood at ₹1.83 trillion. Nitrogen-
based urea absorbed over 65% of it, while 
phosphatic and potassic fertilizers 
claimed the rest under the nutrient-
based subsidy (NBS) regime. The 
2025-26 budget allocation is ₹1.56 tril-
lion. This subsidy is among our largest 
recurring fiscal commitments and its 
structure matters as much as its cost.

The current fertilizer subsidy model, 
introduced in 2017-18, claims to be a 
direct benefit transfer (DBT), yet it does 
not reach farmers directly or  entirely. 
The funds are transferred to fertilizer 
firms, not cultivators. Fertilizer makers 
are reimbursed only after Aadhaar-au-
thenticated sales at point-of-sale (PoS) 
terminals. This model has improved 
traceability and curbed fertilizer diver-
sion to some extent, but not tackled the 
problem of artificially low retail prices 
that fuel fertilizer overuse, damage soil 
health and leave scope for misuse.

The urgency of reform was high-
lighted in the 2015-16 Economic Survey, 
which revealed that up to 65% of subsi-
dized urea never reached small and mar-
ginal farmers. Specifically, 41% was 
diverted for industrial use or cross-bor-
der smuggling. PoS checks introduced in 
2016 did reduce diversion, as seen in 
declining urea sales, but the core prob-
lem persists. According to the Indian 

This reform will free up fiscal space, empower price signals and spell significant ecological gains 

Why poverty is worse today than it was in olden days
MANU JOSEPH

L
ast week, finance minister Nirmala 
Sitharaman introduced the Securities 
Markets Code Bill of 2025 in Parlia-
ment, aimed at building a new legisla-
tive scaffolding for India’s securities 
markets. The Bill, which has been 

sent to the parliamentary panel on finance for 
comments and inputs, proposes to merge and 
replace three laws: the Securities and Contracts 
(Regulation) Act of 1956 and those related to 
the market regulator, Securities and Exchange 
Board of India (Sebi), and depositories. This 
was necessary to address multiple overlaps 
among those legacy acts of legislation. The 
move is a follow-up of Sitharaman’s 2021-22 
budget promise to consolidate various Acts 
into a single rationalized code. Broadly, the Bill 
is designed to strengthen investor protection, 
ease the compliance burden of sundry market 
operators and improve the overall governance 
framework for the market’s regulation. The 
Bill proposes to achieve all this by increasing 
Sebi’s powers, strengthening market-infra 
institutions (such as depositories) and also 
decriminalizing a host of minor, technical or 
procedural lapses.

At first sight, the Bill’s tabling in the Lok 
Sabha may seem like rearguard action to bol-
ster market confidence in the regulator and its 
regulatory capacity. Doubts about Sebi’s over-
sight and investigative calibre were raised by 
perceptions in the wake of a US shortseller’s 
allegations against an Indian conglomerate, 
an episode followed by belated revelations of a 
big New York-based derivatives trader having 
manipulated indices and indulged in coordi-
nated trades to accrue vast but allegedly illegal 
market gains. However, the fact that the FM 
had announced her single-code intention way 

back in February 2021 weighs against such a 
conclusion. While a few aspects of the Bill 
appear to close gaps bared by recent episodes 
of market concern, its core purpose is to end 
the jurisdictional overlaps of outdated laws 
that made regulation both cumbersome and 
suboptimal. For example, the code is designed 
to bring stock exchanges, custodians, clearing 
corporations and depositories under a com-
mon umbrella. Further, its ombudsman pro-
posal will not only help shield investors better, 
but institute a structured mechanism for dis-
pute resolution and grievance redressal, some-
thing India has lacked so far.

While there is no denying that such an omni-
bus code for India’s securities markets was long 
overdue, it is also necessary to point out that the 
code has some critical gaps. One such lacuna 
relates to the regulator’s human capacity defi-
cit. It is true that the code makes an extraordi-
nary effort at adding heft to Sebi’s governance 
structure; it will expand its board size from the 
current nine to 15 members, with an allowance 
for a maximum of six independent directors 
with specialized knowledge of markets, law, 
finance and the economy. The code will also 
grant the government the authority to oust any 
board member upon the discovery of a conflict 
of interest or impropriety. Yet, it shies away 
from proposing human resource structures that 
could deepen Sebi’s institutional and regula-
tory capacity. As a regulator, Sebi is relatively 
young. Like the Reserve Bank of India, it needs 
to raise an independent cadre of personnel 
equipped with the regulatory skills needed to 
oversee fast-evolving markets with ever more 
sophisticated strategies at play. Hopefully, the 
parliamentary committee that’s looking at the 
Bill will give this issue some serious thought.

Securities market code: 
Get its finer details right
The proposed law aims to unify India’s legacy laws into a single code, as promised by the FM, 

and strengthen market regulation. But it shouldn’t overlook Sebi’s need to raise its own cadre
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Banks that have decided to
take majority equity con-
trol in nine defaulting

companies through the strategic
debt restructuring (SDR) scheme
have started pitching assets of
these firms to private equity
(PE) firms, according to four
people familiar with the matter. 

Under the SDR scheme, banks
are allowed to convert their
loans into a majority equity
holding, following which they
will have only 18 months to find
a buyer for these assets.  

To meet this deadline, bankers
are working on three options:
selling the assets to PE funds
that have stressed asset or spe-
cial situation funds; pitching
lower-value assets to domestic
funds; and looking for strategic
buyers who, in turn, may be
backed by PE firms to fund the
purchase.

Large banks such as State
Bank of India (SBI), ICICI Bank
Ltd and Axis Bank Ltd, have ini-
tiated conversations with firms
including global private equity
fund TPG Capital Management,
KKR & Co. and SSG Capital
Management among others, said
one of the four people, speaking
on condition of  anonymity as
these discussions are confiden-

ECONOMIC ANGST

Why does the world’s fastest 
growing economy need a stimulus?

The government needs to
make up its mind. It has

been shouting from the rooftops
about India being the fastest
growing major economy. Where
then is the crying need, as the
mid-year review of the economy
advocates so strongly, for mone-
tary and fiscal stimulus? Or does
the government, like many of us,
have this nagging feeling that it
really doesn’t feel like 7%
growth?

The numbers show the gov-
ernment has plenty of reason to
boast about gross domestic
product (GDP) growth. The mid-
year review says growth this fis-
cal year will be in the range of
7-7.5%. For the next, it says
growth won’t be “significantly
higher”. That’s not all that differ-
ent from the International Mon-
etary Fund’s forecast, which is
7.3% this fiscal year and 7.5% the
next. 

Now look at chart 1, which
shows the growth rates of some

TURN TO PAGE 4®

firm invested $15 million in
Nova earlier this year, its first
investment from a $500 million
innovation fund created to back
start-ups focused on disruptive
technologies.

The Nike-Nova deal opened
up a new revenue stream for
Infosys, which had previously
done just some back-end tech-

DEBT SITUATION

Banks pitch 
SDR assets 
to PE firms

tial. 
Of these firms, KKR has a spe-

cial situations fund in India.
During his India visit in Febru-
ary, Henry Kravis, co-founder of
KKR, had said that the firm
could consider acquiring a pool
of non-performing assets from
Indian banks. Hong Kong-based
SSG Capital Management
focuses on credit and special sit-
uations investments in the Asia-
Pacific region. In September last
year, SSG Capital Management
Pte. Ltd acquired a 49% stake in
Asset Care and Reconstruction
Enterprise for an undisclosed
amount.

 TPG, too, is known for its buy-
out and turnaround deals across
its global portfolio.

“A lot of these buyout funds
present in India are looking at
these deals, but they are not
seeking to acquire majority
stakes to begin with,” said a sec-
ond person, a banker involved in
one such deal, who asked not to
be identified. 

Many of the PE funds are try-
ing to get a fix on the valuations
at which banks will be willing to
sell assets and the kind of hair-
cut they are willing to take, the
banker said. He added that a
number of funds have initiated
preliminary talks with banks and
are initially looking at assets in
infrastructure, roads and engi-
neering, procurement and con-
struction (EPC).

Apart from discussions with
large global funds, banks are
also pitching some of these
assets to local funds. According
to the banker, while domestic
funds may not have the capacity
for large stressed asset invest-
ments, they may be open to
smaller deals.

TURN TO PAGE 4®

Lenders to nine firms, 
including SBI and ICICI 
Bank, are in talks with 
PE firms such as TPG 
Capital, KKR and Co.
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Muslims and India’s 
economic map
When religion-wise popula-
tion data from Census 2011 
was released, there was a lot 
of attention on the growth 
rate of the Muslim popula-
tion. But few have looked at 
how the Muslim population 
is spread on the economic 
map of India.  >P10
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Chart 1: Indian GDP growth leaves others in the dust

Chart 2: India has one of the highest fiscal deficits

Chart 3: Inflation is still high

For India, 2015=fiscal year 2015-16; 2016= fiscal year 2016-17
Asean5=Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Thailand, Vietnam

India: 2015, 2016 correspond to fiscal years FY16 and FY17 respectively

General government overall balance (% of GDP)

Consumer price inflation
Nov 2015 year-on-year (in %)

Source: IMF Fiscal Monitor, The Economist
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>China signals more stimulus after 
meeting to assess economy  >P28
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The weakness in oil pri-
ces continues. On 

Monday, they slipped 
below levels seen during 
the peak of the financial 
crisis. The forecast in the 
marketplace suggests there 
is still a significant down-
side as supply is likely to 
increase and producers are 
unwilling to cut production 
fearing a loss of market 
share. 

As a large importer, India
has benefitted from falling 
oil prices. It managed to 
reduce subsidy outflows 
and mop up revenue by 
imposing higher taxes on 
petroleum products. How-
ever, if prices continue to 
fall, they could also pose 
some temporary challen-
ges. 

For example, a sharp 
decline in nominal gross 
domestic product growth 
would warrant adjust-
ments, both in the govern-
ment and the private sec-
tor. Further, financial mar-
kets may see an increase in 
volatility if sovereign 
wealth funds, managed by 
oil-producing countries, 
pull out because of falling 
revenues. Economic diffi-
culties in Gulf countries 
can also affect remittances.
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Ni k e  I n c .’s  O c t o b e r
announcement of a part-

nership with DreamWorks Ani-
mation-backed Nova to tap 3D
technology to change the way it
designs its athletic gear, was
cheered in the Bengaluru office
of Infosys Ltd.

The Indian software services

nology work for the world’s larg-
est sporting goods company.

It was also reinforcement of
the strategies adopted by  Info-
sys’s first non-founder chief
executive Vishal Sikka and Ris-
had Premji, who is overseeing
rival Wipro Ltd’s $100-million
venture arm. 

Sikka and Premji’s efforts need
to be seen in the context of start-

TURN TO PAGE 4®

DISRUPTIVE TECHNOLOGY

Infosys, Wipro using venture 
arms to grow their businesses
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Markets are imperfect. So 
you do need regulation, 

knowing that the regulators 
are also human.

GEORGE SOROS

is a journalist, novelist and 

screenwriter. His latest book is 

‘Why the Poor Don’t Kill Us.’

PTI

between the classes in one of the most une-
qual regions on earth. The system generates 
hope to keep most people preoccupied and 
tame. 

In the film, when one of the boys realizes 
that his dream of becoming a constable may 
not become a reality, he takes a shot at col-

lege education for a degree, 
which is another strand of 
mainstream Indian hope. 
Eventually, he realizes that 
the odds are too stacked 
against him in formal edu-
cation. It is a space where 
people like us hold all the 
cards. He decides to quit 
college and work in a fac-
tory to save his family from 
immediate ruin. He is 
finally happy, sort of.  

All this is not where the 
soul of the story is, though. 
It always tries to draw atten-

tion to the fact that one of the young men is a 
Muslim and the other a Dalit. So, they are not 
only somewhat poor, they are poor in the 
worst way possible in India. But, as an Indian, 
I could not be blind to an unlikely element 
that may not be evident to foreign viewers—
the Dalit refuses to apply in the Scheduled 

to improve for most people, and the system 
never claimed that anyone could become a 
king or an aristocrat by clearing an exam, 
there were no aspirations. People simply got 
by. The very meaning of joy was probably 
different then. 

Modern-day poverty is worse because it 
looks like bad luck, and 
hardship feels like hard-
ship because there are 
rungs above filled with 
ordinary people that have a 
better life. In a poor coun-
try, there is something vul-
gar about our simple good 
fortunes. I don’t think all of 
vulgarity is bad; some of it 
is required, for that is what 
aspirations of the poor are 
made of. Still, it is not a 
pleasant thing.

In Homebound, the two 
young men follow a path 
that would take them to a slightly better life. 
The odds are against them, but they are sus-
tained by hope. Hope is an odd thing. In ret-
rospect, most of hope is a form of sorrow. But 
in the present, as it is experienced, hope is 
what helps people endure. Hope is also one 
of the obvious reasons why there is peace 

The modern 

world has 

invented hope 

without letting 

people know 

how devious 

it could be

India should transfer its subsidy 
for fertilizers directly to farmers

AMIT KAPOOR & 
PRADEEP PURI
are, respectively, chair and fellow, Institute 

for Competitiveness.
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F
or two years, Indian policymakers have 
celebrated the country’s position as the 
world’s fastest-growing major economy. 
However, beneath the headline num-
bers, a quieter concern has taken hold 
among economists: India is suffering 

from one of its most worrying slowdowns in capital 
formation in more than a decade. Investment no 
longer keeps pace with the economy’s needs. Our 
ability to build new factories, expand infrastruc-
ture and adopt new technologies is weakening. 
And this has consequences not just for future 
growth, but also for jobs, productivity and the 
country’s long-term development path.

A useful way to see what drives a country’s pro-
ductive capacity comes from Xavier Sala-i-Martin’s 
framework. Capital grows when three things 
happen together: the economy saves more, its 
financial system converts household savings into 
financial savings and then into efficient lending, 
and the investments themselves are effective. 

Think of national income as moving through a 
sequence of stacked stages. Income is first saved. 
These savings must then enter the financial sys-
tem, which decides how much is actually chan-
nelled to borrowers. Borrowers, in turn, must 
convert this funding into real investment, such as 
factories, infrastructure or technology. Finally, this 
investment adds to productive capacity only if it is 
efficient and well-directed.

Capital stock grows only when income success-
fully passes through all these layers and the result-
ing productive investment is large enough to more 
than offset depreciation—the natural wearing out 
of machines, infrastructure and technology. If 
even one layer is weak—low savings, poor financial 
intermediation, misallocated credit, stalled pro-
jects or inefficient investment—the final addition 
to capital is sharply reduced, regardless of how 
strong income growth may appear. In short, capital 
formation is only as strong as its weakest link.

This is precisely what is going on in today’s 
India. The first part of the link reflects the ‘quality’ 
of investments. In simple terms, it asks whether 
the money being spent actually creates productive 
assets. If a factory produces at world standards, its 
efficiency is high. If a highway sharply reduces 
travel time, its efficiency is high. But if a bridge is 
built where few people travel or if a company raises 
funds but deploys them poorly, efficiency falls. 
India today faces increasing concerns on this front. 
The recent IPO boom provides a stark example. In 
2023-24 and 2024-25, India recorded more than 
₹60,000 crore in fundraising from initial public 
offering (IPOs), the highest since the 2021 startup 
frenzy. Yet, several high-profile listings, from con-
sumer tech to fintech, have been marked by weak 
post-listing performance, unclear profitability 
paths and swift price corrections. Efficiency falls 

when capital flows into ventures unable to convert 
funds into lasting economic returns. Markets raise 
capital, but the economy does not necessarily gain 
productive assets.

The second part of the story is about how much 
households save and what portion of those savings 
actually flow into the financial system. Household 
savings have fallen from 23% of GDP in 2011 to 
around 18% today, largely on account of rising con-
sumption and financial liabilities amid a growing 
shift towards gold and real estate. Our gross 
domestic savings rate declined to 30.7% of GDP in 
2023-24 from 32.2% in 2014-15. India imported 
nearly 800 tonnes of gold in 2024, up sharply from 
pandemic lows. Gold is emotionally and culturally 
valued but economically stagnant: it sits locked in 
homes and vaults, instead of flowing into busi-
nesses or factories. When savings bypass banks, 
mutual funds and bond markets, they cannot be 
transformed into productive investment. The 
assembly line slows down.

Even when savings do reach the financial sys-
tem, not all of them actually reach productive bor-
rowers. Banks remain India’s predominant credit 
channel, providing more than 60% of all loans, but 
productive lending has been hampered by rising 
disbursals of personal loans and unsecured credit, 
with a continued preference for putting money 
into government securities. In other words, the 
financial system is increasingly channelling funds 
to consumption and public borrowing, rather than 
long-term private capital creation. The financing 
of private investment remains weak despite high 
economic growth.

The next stage, turning investment funds into 
actual capital, is just as worrying. India’s gross fixed 
capital formation has fallen from 34% of GDP a 
little over a decade ago to about 30% today, versus 
China’s 41%. Private corporate investment, once 
touted as the engine of India’s growth story, 
remains stuck near 10% of GDP from a peak of 27% 

in 2007-08, with little movement even though 
profitability has improved. Meanwhile, with state 
governments facing fiscal pressure, their capital 
expenditure has slowed down in the last two quar-
ters. The Centre is the only entity maintaining 
strong capex growth, but it cannot bear the entire 
burden alone.

Finally, even though GDP has been growing 
near 6.5%, the combination of falling savings, 
muted private investment, lower efficiency and 
rising gold imports means the economy is running 
on a weaker engine. Growth is being driven less by 
new capacity and more by consumption and pro-
ductivity gains. This cannot continue indefinitely.

India’s slowdown in capital formation matters 
because everything from future wages to the com-
petitiveness of Indian firms is affected. Without 
sustained investment, businesses can’t modernize, 
adopt new technologies or scale production. This 
makes it tougher for them to generate high-quality 
jobs or compete with global players. It also limits 
India’s ability to take advantage of shifting supply 
chains, a once-in-a-generation opportunity.

The situation is not irreversible. India has 
strengths: a large domestic market, improving 
infrastructure, political stability and growing geo-
political relevance. But to sustain its growth 
momentum, policymakers will need to revive the 
full ‘assembly line’ of capital formation. That 
means rebuilding household financial savings, 
steering credit towards productive sectors, 
improving the quality of public investment and 
making sure that the IPO boom channels funds 
into businesses that actually expand the economy’s 
productive base.

India has long sought to escape the ‘middle-
income trap.’ A strong and efficient investment 
engine is the surest way out. Reversing the capital 
formation slowdown is not only an economic 
imperative, it is the foundation upon which India’s 
long-term aspirations rest.

Our capital formation slowdown 
is a hidden drag on GDP growth
India should act to reverse this slump before inadequate productive investment gets in the way of its economic ambitions
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C
hina’s car market is getting satu-
rated. With sales set to decline in 
the coming year, it’s no surprise 

that homegrown automakers are looking 
to redouble their efforts overseas. But in 
order to remain welcome in their host mar-
kets, they should localize production and 
avoid the worst excesses of an ongoing 
price war at home. 

Annual revenues in the world’s largest 
car market are expected to decline for the 
first time since 2022, by 3% to 5%, accord-
ing to Bloomberg Intelligence. When the 
country emerged after three years of pan-
demic controls, there were high hopes of 
economic recovery. That hasn’t happened. 
Consumers have been reeling from the 
impact of a real estate crash and prolonged 
job insecurity, especially among the 
younger generation.

To boost consumption, Beijing has been 
running a major subsidy programme since 
April 2024. Similar to America’s cash-for-
clunkers plan, it encouraged people to 
trade in their old cars or scrap them alto-
gether. More than 16 million autos, about 
one-third of the total sold, are believed to 
have been bought under this scheme.

Over the past year, several cities halted 
the 300 billion-yuan ($43 billion) initiative 
early, appearing to have run out of money. 
It’s unclear whether it will return. Even if 
the offer is renewed, the subsidy per car 
will probably be less generous. Combined 
with the introduction of a new 5% tax on 
electric vehicles (EVs) on 1 January, it’s sure 
to be a tough year for sales.

Carmakers have already been dealing 
with the fallout of a three-year price war. 
The consequences have reverberated 
throughout the supply chain and reduced 
the profitability of the entire ecosystem, 
including of parts makers. It was the right 
move for Beijing to step up regulatory 
scrutiny last week by announcing a pro-
posal to crack down on selling vehicles 
below cost. However, more regulation will 
not be enough to fix China’s underlying 
problem of too much supply and not 
enough demand. 

Car manufacturers have no choice but to 
seek greener pastures abroad, where the 
same car can be sold for more than double, 
even as they inevitably face rising barriers 
to entry in key offshore markets. In Octo-
ber 2024, Moscow raised import fees that 
severely affected sales. Until then, Russia 
was the biggest export destination for Chi-
nese cars, a position that has been over-
taken by Mexico. Thanks to low prices, 
Chinese vehicles might remain a viable 
option there, despite the Mexican govern-

ment’s approval of 50% tariffs last week. 
BYD, the world’s largest EV maker, has 

been China’s most aggressive exporter. In 
the first 11 months of the year, it sold more 
than 900,000 units overseas, an increase 
of 150% compared to the same period a 
year ago. At this rate, BYD will soon wrest 
the crown from Chery, which has held the 
position since 2003, and had a relatively 
paltry 15% gain.

Selling abroad at higher margins is 
BYD’s best bet for regaining profit growth. 
It fell in the two most-recent quarters as 
deliveries at home declined. Beijing’s 
crackdown on the company’s practice of 
delaying payments to suppliers as well as 
aggressive discounting has weighed on 
BYD’s earnings and market sentiment. Its 
share price has plummeted since touching 
a record high in May. 

We got a sense of what’s to come in Octo-
ber, when BYD revealed a huge increase in 
its long-term borrowing to 61 billion yuan 
from just 5.5 billion yuan a quarter before. 
The money is likely to be used to fund its 
global expansion with factories in Hun-
gary, Indonesia and Turkey scaling up pro-
duction. The company recently opened a 
$1 billion facility, its biggest outside China, 
in the Brazilian state of Bahia. 

Its peers are doing the same. Chery, 
which already has a European production 
base in Spain, is reportedly considering 
making vehicles in Germany and addi-
tional facilities in the UK. EV maker Zheji-
ang Leapmotor, a startup that partners 
with Stellantis on exports, plans to start 
small by selling 50,000 vehicles abroad 
this year and double that figure in 2026.

Localizing production helps avoid tariffs 
and establish long-term relationships in 
markets where automakers are trying to 
build up their brand image. But as expan-
sion happens, history offers a cautious les-
son on steep discounts squeezing margins. 
It’s disheartening to see a destructive pat-
tern of price cuts happening in countries 
like Thailand. Authorities in Bangkok 
should take a page from Beijing’s playbook 
to stop unreasonable competition.

The pressures Chinese carmakers face 
will bring new investment opportunities 
and job creation in destination countries. 
But regulators must be on guard against 
replays of bad behaviour that could ulti-
mately crush profits. ©BLOOMBERG

China’s carmakers had better 
not spark off price wars abroad

Price undercutting has hurt them at home. There’s a lesson in that

China’s price war hit profitability across its 

auto supply chain. REUTERS

ISTOCKPHOTO
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value of an informed citizenry. Trustworthy 
reporting mechanisms and digital literacy 
campaigns should help.

Deepfakes demand a firm response, but 
the digital commons must not suffer. We 
could preserve the safe harbour provision so 
that platforms remain neutral and don’t  
need to act as our content police. Criminal 
misuse of deepfakes—cases of fraud, imper-
sonation, reputational attacks, etc—can be 
addressed through fast-track judicial reme-
dies and coordinated action among plat-
forms, law enforcement and financial insti-
tutions if it involves transactions. We should 
empower users with provenance tools and 
reporting devices. Such a consumer-centric 
approach would protect people from deep-
fake harms while preserving an innovation-
friendly internet.

India’s AI ecosystem deserves the space to 
develop through compliance sandboxes and 
supportive frameworks. Punitive burdens 
that only large corporations can absorb need 
a rethink. Deepfakes are a serious threat, but 
our policy response mustn’t create new ones. 
Security can’t be bought through overcorrec-
tion. Our task is to build a regulatory frame-
work that strengthens trust, enhances trans-
parency and retains the openness that has 
defined India’s digital growth.

into the file. Significant social media inter-
mediaries (with over 5 million registered 
users) must ask users to declare whether 
their uploads are synthetic and verify those 
declarations using technical tools. If users 
fail to label content, platforms must do it 
themselves.

This is a major shift from India’s existing 
safe harbour regime. Section 79 of the IT Act 
of 2000 shields intermediaries from liability 
for user-generated content so long as they 
remain neutral platforms and act promptly 
on grievances. Now, they would be required 
to inspect, classify and modify user content 
before letting it run. This effectively col-
lapses the distinction between a platform 
and a publisher. 

The difficulty is not only legal, but practi-
cal. Even advanced detection technologies 
struggle to reliably distinguish deepfakes 
from edited or enhanced content. Meta has 
invested in adversarially trained detection 
models, yet acknowledges their limitations. 
YouTube requires creators to disclose 
AI-generated content but relies on user dec-
larations, given the inadequacies of auto-
mated detection. Google’s SynthID water-
marking tool embeds signatures into images 
and audio clips at the point of creation and 
offers a promising pathway for provenance, 

N
ot long ago, manipulated videos of 
Shah Rukh Khan were circulating 
online, portraying him as endorsing 

fraudulent investment and betting schemes. 
Abroad, a video of Ukraine’s leader asked  his 
country’s troops to surrender before being 
exposed as a fake. These are not aberrations. 
They reveal a world where synthetic clips 
are cheap, fast and eerily convincing.

A 2024 McAfee Labs survey found that 
75% of Indian respondents had encountered 
some form of a deepfake in the past year and 
38% had been targeted by a deepfake-ena-
bled scam. Understandably, policymakers 
want stronger safeguards. The govern-
ment’s proposed amendments to the Inter-
mediary Guidelines attempt to address these 
dangers by creating a category of “syntheti-
cally generated information” and imposing 
identification and disclosure obligations. 
Platforms must permanently label such con-
tent through visible markings covering a 
tenth of the screen or the first tenth of an 
audio clip and also embed unique metadata 

Deepfake regulation: It needs to be smarter, not stricter
SHWETASREE MAJUMDER

is managing partner, Fidus Law 

Chambers.

reflects a shift towards prescriptive, plat-
form-centric control. It assumes that the way 
to manage deepfakes is to place the burden  
primarily on intermediaries, rather than 
spreading responsibility across creators, 
users and tech developers. It prioritizes con-
tent curbs over provenance checks or help-

ing users assess credibility.
We need a better bal-

anced approach . Prove-
nance-checking systems 
being developed by the 
Coalition for Content Prov-
enance and Authenticity 
offer ways to establish 
authenticity without alter-
ing what we see online. 
Watermarks applied at the 
moment of creation, rather 
than pre-upload platform-
inserted labels, is a more 
reliable alternative. Detec-
tion tools, imperfect but 

improving, can help identify malicious con-
tent without screening everything. 

Critically, public awareness must be cen-
tral to any regulatory strategy. With over 
800 million internet users in India, many 
encountering sophisticated fakes for the 
first time, no watermark can replace the 

but it cannot function retroactively and does 
not work across all online formats.

In this context, visible labelling and man-
datory verification rules would be hard to 
follow. Platforms unsure of the status of con-
tent may block or delay publication to avoid 
liability. Legitimate expression could be 
caught in the crossfire. For 
smaller platforms, compli-
ance costs could be pro-
hibitive. 

Other jurisdictions have 
taken a more calibrated 
approach. The EU’s AI Act 
requires creators to dis-
close artificially generated 
or manipulated content, 
but not rigid watermarks 
or screening. It focuses on 
transparency without dis-
torting content. In the US, 
which has stronger free 
speech protection, law-
makers have focused on specific harms, such 
as election interference or porn. Even China, 
despite its reputation for strict internet reg-
ulation, does not demand visible labels cov-
ering fixed portions of a screen or ask plat-
forms to authenticate all user declarations. 
India’s proposal is not just more stringent, it 

There are more 

pragmatic and 

effective ways 

to tackle 

deepfakes than 

what India has 

proposed
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A
s an attempt to simplify India’s insurance
laws and improve ease of doing business, the
Sabka Bima Sabki Raksha (Amendment of

Insurance Laws) Act passed by Parliament last week
ticks all the right boxes. It moots changes on two
fronts. 

It integrates the Insurance Act 1938, LIC
Act 1956 and Insurance Regulatory and
Development Authority Act 1999 into a
single piece of legislation, establishing a level
playing field between private and public
sector insurers, Indian and foreign-owned
insurers; it does away with special treatment
to the Life Insurance Corporation.
Recognising that policyholders get the short
shrift, it expands the powers of Insurance
Regulatory and Development Authority.
IRDAI can now order searches, seizures and
inspections of insurers, investigate
intermediaries and order disgorgement of
wrongful gains made by insurers or
intermediaries, like SEBI (Securities and
Exchange Board of India) does. It can levy
penalties of up to ₹10 crore on insurers and
fix regulatory caps on commissions to
agents. It can also supersede the Board of an
insurer and appoint an Administrator to
protect policyholder interests. While all this
endows IRDAI with considerable regulatory
muscle, it needs to be seen if the regulator
flexes them.

The most-discussed aspect of the law
though, is its relaxation of Foreign Direct
Investment (FDI) limits in insurance. Based
on the premise that capital constraints are
holding back industry growth and insurance
penetration, the Act allows foreign players to
own up to 100 per cent equity in Indian
insurance ventures, from 74 per cent earlier.
The earlier hike from 49 per cent to 74 per
cent in March 2021 drew lukewarm
response, with just four of the 74 licensed
insurers seeing foreign partners hike their
stakes. Now, the stipulation that
foreign-owned insurers have majority Indian
Board members and Indian top executives,
which was seen as a deal breaker, has been
done away with. Only the Chairperson/ MD/
CEO needs to be an Indian resident now,
enabling foreign promoters to exercise
greater management control.

However, it remains to be seen whether
this move attracts more FDI. Despite events
like Covid, life insurance in India remains a
push product that is hard-sold rather than
voluntarily bought. Globally, life covers are
bought to protect dependents. In India
however, the bulk of life insurance sales
comprise traditional fixed-return plans with
a fig-leaf of protection. In general insurance,
insurers struggle to sustain profitable
operations, thanks to regulated tari�s (in the
motor business) and large underwriting
losses in health and general insurance due to
mispriced risk. Strangely, patchy industry
profitability co-exists with sub-par
policyholder experience on premiums and
claims. Unless consumer perceptions and
industry models change, it is doubtful if
global players will be interested. To improve
the profitability of general insurers, tari�s
need to be left to market forces and robust
data-based underwriting practices need to be
instituted.

Not enough cover
FDI relaxations alone won’t attract insurance players
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Surprising bonhomie
Leader of Opposition Rahul Gandhi
left for Germany in the middle of the
winter session of Parliament. This
triggered the usual reaction from the
BJP about hobnobbing with
anti-India forces, and some weary
sighs from some his own colleagues

in the Congress. But this had an
unexpected fallout too — it left
Priyanka Gandhi to lead the
Congress charge during the
remainder of the session. And that
she did with panache, conveying
what she wanted to with humour and
verve. She smilingly complained to
Transport Minister Nitin Gadkari
about not getting an appointment.
Gadkari humoured her by saying that
she “doesn’t even need an
appointment”. But the real surprise
came at the Speaker’s customary tea
party on the final day: an
unexpectedly cosy tableau featuring
Prime Minister Narendra Modi,
Defence Minister Rajnath Singh, and

Priyanka, all smiles over cups of tea.
Unlike her brother, Priyanka
appeared perfectly at ease, laughing
and indulging in small talk with the
PM. She even shared a tip about a
Kerala herb she swears by to ward o�
winter allergies, and asked the PM
about his recent visits to Ethiopia,
Jordan and Oman. 
This was quite unlike the monsoon
session, when the Opposition had
boycotted the end-of-session tea.
The obesity challenge
Drawing an analogy, Union Minister
of State (Independent Charge) for
Science & Technology and Earth
Sciences, Jitendra Singh, was heard
remarking that just as economics is

too serious a subject to be left to
economists, obesity cannot be left to
physicians or epidemiologists alone,
as it has deep social, cultural, and
environmental roots. He said this at
the inaugural session of the two-day
‘Asia Oceania Conference on
Obesity’ (AOCO).
The minister, a diabetologist and
professor of medicine, said that
obesity was a complex and chronic
disorder, and not merely a cosmetic
or lifestyle concern. He called for a
whole-of-society approach to
e�ectively combat it. 
Musical chairs
Last week, the Agricultural and
Processed Food Products Export

Development Authority (APEDA)
called for applications to fill the post
of senior consultant. A little bird says
the advertisement is to help one of
the Authority’s favourites to fill the
post. The favourite ended up on the
wrong side after the Bharath
International Rice Conference
landed in a controversy, with Prime
Minister Narendra Modi giving it a
miss and government o�cials being
asked to keep o�. Meanwhile, a top
Commerce Ministry o�cial is
pushing the case of a retired IAS
o�cial for the post of Basmati
Export Development Foundation
(BEDF) Director. BEDF has funds of
over ₹200 crore.Our Bureau

BELOW THE LINE

I
ndia’s rural employment guarantee
was conceived at a time when
village economies were marked by

chronic distress, limited non-farm
opportunities and weak infrastructure.
Two decades later, the macroeconomic
context has shifted. Poverty has
declined, rural connectivity has
improved and financial inclusion has
expanded. Yet demand for public
employment persists, driven less by
absolute deprivation and more by
livelihood risk, climate volatility and
uneven regional growth. This transition
calls for reform, not retreat, from the
employment guarantee framework.

From a macroeconomic standpoint,
wage-employment programmes have
long played a stabilising role in the rural
economy. They smooth consumption
during downturns, reduce distress
migration and support demand in
regions where employment remains
highly seasonal. Even as agriculture’s
share in GDP has fallen, it continues to
absorb a large proportion of the
workforce, while rural non-farm job
creation has not expanded fast enough
to o�er stable alternatives. This
structural imbalance explains why
public employment remains relevant.
The Viksit Bharat – Guarantee for
Rozgar and Ajeevika Mission (Gramin)
Bill, 2025 seeks to integrate rural
employment within a broader
macro-fiscal framework. Rather than
treating it purely as welfare expenditure,
the Bill links livelihood security with
productivity, asset creation and
coordination across schemes, in line
with the long-term growth vision of

Viksit Bharat, 2047. Experience over
nearly two decades shows that the need
for rural wage employment has not
disappeared. While chronic poverty has
reduced, a large proportion of rural
households remains exposed to climate
shocks, health emergencies and market
fluctuations. Rain-fed, tribal and
drought-prone regions continue to show
high demand for public employment.
This reflects income volatility rather
than persistent poverty. At the same
time, implementation outcomes reveal a
recurring gap between statutory
entitlement and actual delivery. 

SUBSTANTIVE INTERVENTION

Although the law guarantees 100 days of
employment per household, the average
number of days of work provided has
remained well below this limit in most
years. This weakens the role of public
employment as an automatic stabiliser
and reduces its ability to support rural
demand during downturns. Against this
backdrop, increasing the statutory
guarantee from 100 to 125 days per
household is a substantive
macroeconomic intervention. It
improves income predictability for
vulnerable households and strengthens
the counter-cyclical role of public
spending. During periods of climate
stress or agricultural slowdown, such an
expansion can help sustain consumption
and limit sharper contractions in local
economies.

A key fiscal lesson from past
experience is that rural employment
produces stronger results when linked
to asset creation. Over time, a large
share of employment has been
generated through water conservation,
land development and natural resource

management works. These investments
have produced spillover benefits,
including improved cropping intensity,
more stable groundwater levels and
reduced exposure to drought. The new
framework places water security, core
rural infrastructure, livelihood-related
assets and climate-resilient works at the
centre of employment planning. This
marks a shift from viewing employment
expenditure largely as revenue spending
towards recognising it as decentralised
public investment. From a fiscal
perspective, this improves the output
value of public spending and supports
medium-term growth. Asset-focused
employment also reduces future fiscal
pressures by lowering repeated reliance
on relief spending in vulnerable regions.
In this sense, the Bill aligns short-term
income support with longer-term
productivity gains.

Aggregating works into a unified rural
infrastructure framework reduces
duplication and improves the e�ciency
of public investment. This approach
places rural employment within the
wider development process rather than
treating it as a parallel system. The
provision allowing States to pause public
works for up to 60 days during peak

sowing and harvesting seasons has clear
labour-market implications. During
these periods, demand for farm labour
rises and market wages increase. Large
public works running simultaneously
can strain labour availability, raise input
costs for farmers and a�ect output. A
time-bound, locally determined pause
helps prevent public employment from
crowding out agricultural activity.
Importantly, the higher annual
employment guarantee o�sets any
seasonal reduction in workdays. With
advance planning, employment can be
spread across lean periods without
reducing overall availability, supporting
both farm productivity and wage
incomes. 

The Bill introduces Normative
Allocations to improve fiscal
predictability. Rule-based allocations
allow States to plan employment
expenditure within medium-term fiscal
frameworks, addressing problems such
as delayed reimbursements and reactive
budgeting. Shared fiscal responsibility
also encourages better asset selection
and maintenance. At the same time,
equity concerns require transparent
allocation criteria, timely fund flows and
safeguards for fiscally weaker States.
Emphasis on digital monitoring, public
disclosure and strengthened social
audits aims to improve expenditure
discipline and restore confidence in
delivery systems. Crucially, the Bill
retains the rights-based core of the
employment guarantee, including
notified wage rates and unemployment
allowance where work is not provided.
What changes is the framework through
which these rights are delivered. 

The writer is Professor, NIRDPR

Why a recast of rural jobs scheme was needed 

Jyothis Sathyapalan

KEY ROLE. Wage-employment
programmes ARUN KULKARNI

The Bill to replace MGNREGS simultaneously furthers the cause of asset creation and providing a strong safety net 
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Palestine Action hunger strikers: govt ignoring the protest
The lives of the Palestine Action-a�liated remand prisoners now on hunger
strike are at growing risk. On Friday, two reached day 48 without food.
Twenty-year-old Qesser Zuhrah is being treated in hospital after she
reportedly collapsed in Surrey. Amu Gib, 30, has also been treated. The
prisoners are variously on remand for alleged criminal damage, aggravated
burglary and violent disorder at a factory for Elbit Systems, an Israeli arms
manufacturer, near Bristol, and in relation to an alleged break-in at RAF Brize
Norton. All will have spent more than a year in prison before trial — much
longer than the standard custody limit of six months. Some may not be tried
until 2027. Demands include immediate bail, stopping restrictions on their
communications and ending the ban on Palestine Action. (LONDON, DECEMBER 19)

OTHER VOICES. 

China’s role in mediating Cambodia-Thailand conflict
Since December 7, a new round of border conflicts between Cambodia and
Thailand has erupted, with firefights reported simultaneously in several Thai
border provinces Bringing the fighting to a halt as soon as possible serves the
shared interests of both Cambodia and Thailand and is also the broader
expectation of the region. Against this background, preventing further
escalation and creating conditions for a political solution has become an
urgent and practical task. China's shuttle diplomacy and mediation e�orts are
precisely focused on this practical need. Cambodia and Thailand have briefed
China separately on developments on the ground and expressed their
willingness to de-escalate and cease fire. (BEIJING, DECEMBER 19)

I
ndiGo pilots say they are
overworked. They probably are.
But that’s nothing new. Ever
since commercial aviation
started in the mid-1930s, pilots

have been asking for reduced duty time.
There have been lots of strikes during

this period. More often than not, airline
owners and their managements have
had to give in because the cost of a plane
on the ground doing nothing for a long
period is completely una�ordable. 

This being so, it is very surprising that
the pilots of IndiGo have never struck
work. They have at best gone on mass
sick leave. 

There are around 5,000 of them and
even if 10 per cent threatened the
management with a proper strike, they’d
get what they wanted. IndiGo has over
400 aircraft and can’t a�ord to have a
quarter of them sitting on the ground. 

But the IndiGo story is now old. Only
my two-and-a-half-year-old
granddaughter is yet to express her
views. 

Like Gautam Gambhir being blamed
for all the ills of Indian cricket, the
management of IndiGo is now the target
of public ire. But as in his case, some of it
is the management’s fault. But a lot isn’t. 

The term ‘public’ in the IndiGo case is
misleading. It is minuscule but highly
vocal and entitled upper middle class
which doesn’t have time for other
dysfunctionalities and mismanagement
like, say, of roads or in the railways. Both
are still quite dangerous. 

That’s why this article is about truck
and train drivers. I was a consultant for
two decades at the Asian Institute of
Transport Development. So I have some
idea of the problems that they face. 

The short point is this: that the
drivers of trucks and locos are doubly
and triply overworked compared to the
pilots. But who gives a damn?

TRUCKERS AND TRAIN DRIVERS

Truck drivers can expect to earn ₹1 lakh
annually when they start to about ₹5
lakh when they retire, usually around 45
years of age. Compare this to the pilots. 

They have 12-14 hour working days.
Most of them are barely literate. They
spend a lot of time waiting. They drive in
terrible conditions. Their cabins are not
air conditioned. The trucks mostly don’t

have power steering. They have to cope
with overloading by the owners and
completely unruly tra�c conditions.
They have to deal with corrupt police
and road transport o�cials. Their
owners are usually small truck
companies with 3-10 trucks and are very
harsh on the people who work for them.
There is, obviously, no job security.

The fate of engine drivers isn’t much
better. It’s nearly identical to truck
drivers. They also su�er from a lot of
physical and mental stress. Their cabins
are hot and full of fumes. They tend to be
very lonely and their resting facilities are

crude. They also su�er from exhaustion
resulting from working for extra hours
because of sta� shortages. 

In other words, the lives of truck and
train drivers are much worse than that of
pilots. But who captures the attention of
the government and the media? 

THE ECONOMICS OF IT ALL

In the end it all boils down to economics
on the one hand and commercial
considerations on the other. The
economics is that the transport industry
has three types of market structure and
the commercial bit is the degree of
technology intensity. 

The Indian transport industry has
perfect competition at one end
(trucking) and a monopoly at the other
(railways). Airlines lie in the middle with
varying degrees of oligopoly. 

Perfect competition means that there
are virtually no barriers to entry and
exit. It also means each firm is a price
taker. This makes a huge di�erence to
operations. 

Monopoly means that there is only
one producing firm. It can set its own

prices by restricting output.
Paradoxically, in India, it has been the
other way around: Indian Railways keep
prices low and expand output. We have
to thank democracy for that. 

Oligopoly means there are a few firms
that compete on volumes rather than
margins. They also follow a revenue
maximisation model rather than a profit
maximising one. This is an example of
Ramsey pricing. You can google it. 

So here’s the problem: all these
segments can achieve their goals if, and
only if, they flog their labour by keeping
the capital-labour ratio in the firm high.
That is, the amount of labour per a given
amount of capital is much less than what
it should be. 

So regardless of whether it’s trucking
or railways or airlines there is always a
shortage of those who operate the
trucks, locomotives and planes.
Exhausted drivers and pilots are
inherent to transport. That is, high
capital/labour ratios. It’s simply the
nature of the beast that those who drive
will continue to be overworked and
exhausted.

The Indian transport
industry has perfect
competition at one end
(trucking) and a monopoly
at the other (railways).
Airlines lie in the middle
with varying degrees of
oligopoly

TCA SRINIVASA RAGHAVAN

LINE &
LENGTH. Of pilots and

other drivers
No one talks about
duty time limits for
truck and train
drivers
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P
rime Minister Narendra Modi’s three-na-
tion tour to Jordan, Ethiopia and Oman,
last week, had some common and con-

necting threads. The visit was primarily an at-
tempt to draw closer bilateral ties with each
country in a world that is turning increasingly
transactional. Beyond that, however, all three
countries belong to the Global South that India
seeks leadership of and each is an important de-
velopment partner in their respective regions.
Mr. Modi’s talks with Oman’s Sultan Haitham bin
Tariq saw the signing of the Cooperation Eco-
nomic Partnership Agreement (CEPA). Oman-In-
dia trade has doubled to $10 billion in recent
years. CEPA is expected to smooth the path for
free trade agreement talks between India and the
Gulf Cooperation Council. In Jordan, Mr. Modi
met with King Abdullah II ibn Al Hussein, with
the two sides launching cooperation agreements
on renewable energy and water management.
Mr. Modi’s visit to Addis Ababa saw the launch of
a strategic partnership. In the meet with Ethio-
pian Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed Ali, the talks
were on strengthening trade and knowledge and
technology exchanges. The discussions were also
key in terms of scheduling the much-delayed Afri-
ca-India summit, to be held in India. Ethiopia is
not just the headquarters of the African Union, it
is a new member of BRICS, and with India taking
over the Chairmanship in 2026, it will be an im-
portant partner in setting out development and
economic relations within both groupings.

In Amman, India and Jordan had less signi�-
cant bilateral agreements but the talks were un-
derstood to be important in terms of the West
Asian con�ict and the Gaza Peace proposal. The
tensions between Israel and its Arab neighbours
have now imperilled the India-Middle East-Eu-
rope Economic Corridor which is meant to tra-
verse through Jordan. The Joint Statement in Am-
man had no mention of the corridor. Mr. Modi’s
presence in Jordan and a reiteration of India’s tra-
ditional support for the Palestinian cause at a
time when External A�airs Minister S. Jaishankar
was in Israel to meet Netanyahu government
leaders was possibly meant to reassure the Arab
leadership and those in the Global South strongly
opposed to Israel’s actions, that India’s princi-
pled stand has not changed. The joint statement
with Oman underlined the need for a resolution
in Gaza including the establishment of a “sove-
reign and independent Palestinian state”. Howev-
er, unless that message is reiterated with India’s
Israeli interlocutors, especially Prime Minister
Netanyahu who is expected to visit India in the
new year, the import of visits such as the one by
Mr. Modi would fail to build on the optics of bon-
homie for a shared vision of the global order.

Beyond the optics
India must push its vision for a shared

global order across regions

T
he winter session of Parliament, which
had 15 sittings, witnessed signi�cant and
controversial legislative business, along

with political grandstanding by the government
to mark the 150th anniversary of the national
song, Vande Mataram. Ten Bills were introduced
and eight were passed by both Houses. Notable
Bills that won parliamentary approval include
one repealing or amending dozens of outdated
laws; another allowing 100% FDI in the insurance
sector; one facilitating private sector investment
in nuclear power by reducing the liability of sup-
pliers, and, importantly, major changes to the ru-
ral employment guarantee scheme, a �agship
welfare programme started by the UPA govern-
ment in 2005. The titles of several Bills, which
were in Hindi, caused consternation among
Members of Parliament from non-Hindi regions.
They pointed to constitutional provisions that re-
quire legislation to be drafted in English, with
translations made available as required. The insu-
rance Bill is titled Sabka Bima Sabki Raksha,
while the rural employment guarantee Bill is
called Viksit Bharat – Guarantee for Rozgar and
Ajeevika Mission (Gramin), or VB-G RAM G,
which became an Act on December 21 with the
assent of the President. In the discussion on
Vande Mataram, Members spent over 11 hours in
the Lok Sabha, with 65 participants, and nearly
13 hours in the Rajya Sabha, with 81 participants.
Parliament could instead have passed a unani-
mous resolution commemorating the song rather
than using it as yet another occasion to question
the patriotic credentials of political opponents. 

A heated debate on electoral reforms went on
for nearly 13 hours with 62 speakers in the Lok
Sabha and for nearly 11 hours with 57 speakers in
the Rajya Sabha. This too was a missed opportun-
ity for an open-minded discussion beyond party
lines to address the crisis of credibility in Indian
elections. The closed-minded approaches of the
BJP and the Congress towards questions of elec-
tion integrity are not helping India’s parliamen-
tary democracy. The Opposition sought a discus-
sion on air pollution in Delhi, a massive public
health crisis, but the government did not allow it.
Bills were rushed through, and the role of parlia-
mentary committees in shaping legislation re-
mains limited, though Question Hour and Zero
Hour were more productive. This winter session
was far less acrimonious than in the recent past,
a fact acknowledged by Congress President Malli-
karjun Kharge. As a result, Congress representa-
tives accepted the customary invitation for tea by
the Lok Sabha Speaker and the Rajya Sabha
Chairman at the end of the session. These meet-
ings also led to pleasant exchanges between the
government and the Opposition. This practice is
worth continuing and building upon.

Winter is behind 
A less acrimonious session is an

opportunity to build upon

T
he historic Mahatma Gandhi National
Rural Employment Guarantee Act
(MGNREGA) became a reality on
September 5, 2005, during the �rst

tenure of Dr. Manmohan Singh as Prime Minister.
MGNREGA was a rights-based legislation inspired
by Article 41 of the Constitution of India, which
calls upon the Government to secure citizens’
right to work. It was developed and given shape
through an extensive process of public
consultations that lasted for almost 13 months.
Both Houses of Parliament passed the Bill. both
enthusiastically and unanimously.

Over the past few days, the Narendra Modi
government worked to bulldoze MGNREGA’s
abolition without any discussion, consultation, or
respect for parliamentary processes or
Centre-State relations. The removal of the
Mahatma’s name was only the tip of the iceberg.
The very structure of MGNREGA, so integral to its
impact, has been annihilated. It must be recalled
that it has been the world’s largest social security
initiative and one that has also been the most
intensively studied and evaluated. All these
studies have emphasised its transformative e�ects
on the weakest sections of our society.

A demolition in stages
Right from its conception, MGNREGA was
envisioned as more than a mere scheme — as
guaranteed employment based on actual demand
from rural families in distress. The Modi
government has simply annihilated the very idea
of a legal guarantee in its new law, which is
nothing but a set of bureaucratic provisions.

MGNREGA enacted the right to work in all
rural India. The Modi government’s new Bill has
restricted the ambit of the scheme to rural areas
as noti�ed by the Union at its discretion.

Whereas earlier, the central allocation was
meant to be uncapped, there is now a
pre-determined budgetary allocation that caps
the days of employment provided in each State.
The number of workdays provided are, therefore,
left to the Union Government’s priorities rather
than the people’s needs.

The all-year guarantee of employment has
been �nished o�. State governments have been
asked to identify 60 days during peak agricultural
season where no work shall be undertaken. One
of the greatest impacts of MGNREGA was to
increase the bargaining power of the landless
poor in rural India, which has elevated
agricultural wages. This bargaining power will

de�nitely be eroded under the new law. The Modi
government is attempting to suppress wage
growth and that too at a time when the
proportion of employment in agriculture has
risen for the �rst time since Independence,
contrary to what should have been the case.

MGNREGA exempted State governments from
most of the �nancial burden, since the
cost-sharing ratio was 90:10, borne by the Union
government. This incentivised the State
government to implement the scheme in earnest,
in response to demand rather than its own �scal
constraints. Now, the new cost-sharing ratio is
60:40. Worse, any expense incurred in excess of
the Union government’s pre-determined
allocation will now have to be borne entirely by
the States. E�ectively, by transferring a signi�cant
portion of the expense onto the States, the Modi
government is discouraging States from providing
work under the scheme. The �nances of States,
already under severe stress and strain, will be
further devastated.

Aside from demolishing the demand-based
nature of the programme, the Modi government
has ended the decentralised nature of the
scheme. In accordance with the 73rd
Constitutional Amendment, MGNREGA provided
for the Gram Sabha to undertake the planning of
works as well as be the principal implementation
authority of the scheme. This constitutional
vision of local self-governance will be replaced by
a top-down PM GatiShakti National Master Plan
(PMGS-NMP) which will inevitably re�ect the
Union government’s priorities rather than local
needs. This is centralisation with a vengeance.

The Modi government is resorting to
fraudulent claims that it has enhanced the
employment guarantee from 100 days (under
MGNREGA) to 125 days. For all the reasons
outlined above, that will certainly not be the case.
Indeed, the real nature of the Modi government’s
intentions can be understood from its
decade-long track record of throttling MGNREGA.
It began with the Prime Minister’s (in)famous
mocking of the scheme on the �oor of the House
and proceeded apace through a ‘death by a
thousand cuts’ strategy — through, for instance,
stagnant budgets, the use of disenfranchising
technology and delayed payments to workers.

The impact of its loss
For the last 20 years, MGNREGA has been the
most powerful social security intervention at the
disposal of the government. It has secured better

wages for crores of citizens, stemmed seasonal
distress migration, and hugely empowered gram
panchayats. The social audits conducted by the
gram sabhas brought about a new culture of
accountability and transparency. During the
COVID-19 pandemic, when the whole economy
was severely dislocated, MGNREGA was one of
two avenues through which the government was
able to reach the poor and most vulnerable
sections of society — the other being the National
Food Security Act, 2013. Outside of COVID-19, the
ever-high demand for work under this scheme
only proves its continued necessity for ensuring
rural livelihoods. Its demolition will have
catastrophic consequences for crores of people
across rural India.

In cross hairs
The demolition of the right to work must not be
seen in isolation but as part of the long assault by
the ruling establishment on the Constitution and
its right-based vision for the country. The most
fundamental right to vote is under
unprecedented assault. The Right to Information
has been desecrated with legislative changes that
weaken the autonomy of Information
Commissioners, and by wholesale exemptions
from the Act for ill-de�ned ‘personal information’
data. The Right to Education has been
undermined by a National Education Policy 2020,
which has legitimised the shut down of about one
lakh primary schools around the country. The
Forest Rights Act, 2006, was markedly weakened
by the Forest (Conservation) Rules (2022) which
removed the gram sabha from any role in
permitting the diversion of forest land. The Right
to Fair Compensation and Transparency in Land
Acquisition, Rehabilitation and Resettlement Act,
2013 has been signi�cantly diluted. The National
Green Tribunal set up in October 2010 following
the passage of the National Green Tribunal Act,
2010 has been emasculated. Through the three
black farm laws, the government attempted to
deny farmers the right to a minimum support
price. The National Food Security Act, 2013, may
very well be next on the chopping block.

MGNREGA realised the Mahatma’s vision of
Sarvodaya (‘welfare of all’) and enacted the
constitutional right to work. Its death is our
collective moral failure — one that will have
�nancial and human consequences for crores of
India’s working peoples for years to come. It is
imperative, now more than ever, to unite and
safeguard the rights that protect us all.

The bulldozed demolition of MGNREGA

Sonia Gandhi

is Chairperson,
Congress
Parliamentary Party

The
annihilation of
this powerful
social security
intervention
will have
catastrophic
consequences
for crores of
people across
rural India

P
rime Minister Narendra Modi’s visits to
Namibia and Ghana, as part of a
�ve-nation tour (including Trinidad and

Tobago, Argentina and Brazil) in July 2025,
focused the spotlight again on India-Africa
economic relations — just as his recent visit to
Ethiopia (December 16-17, 2025) did. The recent
decade has witnessed a fresh momentum in
India’s relations with various African countries. A
testament to this is the entry of the African Union
as a full-time member of the G-20 during India’s
presidency term in 2023. India and Africa share a
long history of cultural a�nity and political
solidarity, but their relationship has increasingly
been shaped by economics in recent decades.

Uncertainties in western markets
In FY24, India’s exports to the United States and
the European Union constituted around 40% of
its total exports. Given the rising unpredictability
of these markets and the threat of a potential
slowdown, it is essential that India looks to other
markets, particularly African economies.

India is Africa’s fourth-largest trading partner,
with bilateral trade reaching nearly $100 billion.
In FY24, India exported goods worth $38.17
billion to African countries — the key destinations
included Nigeria, South Africa and Tanzania.
Petroleum products, engineering goods,
pharmaceuticals, rice and textiles were some of
the major goods exported. In 2024, Africa’s
imports from India were around 6% of its total
imports. To put this in perspective, in addition to
being one of the largest investors, China is also
Africa’s largest trading partner, with bilateral
trade exceeding $200 billion. Around 21% of
imports to Africa in 2024 came from China.
Interestingly around 33% of imports from China
fell under the HSN 84 and 85 product categories,
demonstrating China’s industrial prowess. These
product categories comprise machinery, boilers,
electrical machinery, and semiconductor devices.

Recognising the need to catch up, India has
already set a target of doubling its trade with

Africa by 2030. Here is a �ve-point strategy that
may enable India to ful�l its target.

The �rst strategic pillar should focus on
removing trade barriers and engaging in
negotiations for preferential trade agreements
and comprehensive economic partnership
agreements with regional economic communities
and the major African economies.

The second pillar should aim to move from
low-value commodity exports to two-way
value-added and cross-border joint venture
manufacturing. Currently, Indian �rms lag in
utilising the incentives o�ered by multiple African
governments to enable �rms to set up
manufacturing units. For Indian enterprises,
setting up manufacturing facilities across Africa
presents a strategic dual advantage. It enables
them to maintain preferential access to the U.S.
market through favourable tari� regimes, while
simultaneously capitalising on Africa’s growing
consumer base and industrial demand. Moving
beyond petroleum and traditional exports is
critical in transitioning to a new phase of India’s
ties with African economies. Deepening
engagement with African regional groupings such
as the African Continental Free Trade Area
(AfCFTA) can open greater opportunities for
Indian exporters.

An opportunity for MSMEs
The third pillar must prioritise the scaling-up of
the Lines of Credit and improve accessibility to
trade �nance. The African market o�ers a great
opportunity for the micro, small and medium
enterprises (MSME) segment, unlike the
European and American markets where MSMEs
�nd it di�cult to gain a foothold. There is a
considerable lack of policy attention in enabling
MSMEs to gain access to the African markets.

Ensuring easy access to trade �nance is critical
in achieving a sustainable trade relationship with
the continent. Other measures may include
adopting trade in local currencies, and forming a
joint insurance pool to cover political and

commercial risks for medium-term projects
which may reduce the perceived risk for small
and medium enterprises and banks.

The fourth strategic pillar should focus on
lowering freight and logistics costs by investing in
port modernisation, hinterland connectivity and
in developing India-Africa maritime corridors.

The �nal strategic pillar involves the scaling up
of services, digital trade, and people-to-people
links. It is essential that India leverages its
strength in Information Technology, health care,
professional services and skill development to
boost services exports and stimulate goods trade.
Services enable high-value exports and facilitate
greater two-way trade. Current policy measures
fall short in enabling services trade with African
economies. There needs to be a considerable
improvement in this regard.

A role for the Indian public sector
Strengthening investments by Indian �rms in
African manufacturing, agro-processing,
infrastructure, renewable energy and critical and
emerging technologies may lend further strength
to India’s relations with African economies.
Currently, India’s investments in Africa are
in�ated by investments in Mauritius which are
often done with an intent to evade taxes. Multiple
factors, including bureaucratic hurdles, political
instability and �nancing costs act as barriers for
Indian �rms to invest in Africa. Indian �rms,
particularly the public sector units must take the
lead in investing in the African continent,
particularly in mining and mineral exploration.

Ultimately, India’s engagement with Africa
must go beyond transactional trade and move
towards building long-term, sustainable
partnerships. As global supply chains undergo
restructuring and the world shifts towards a
multipolar economic order, Africa will remain
central to India’s aspirations of becoming a global
economic power. The time is ripe for India to
recalibrate, innovate, and deepen its economic
footprint across the African continent.

Unlocking the potential of India-Africa economic ties

Amal Krishnan

is Assistant Professor
at Christ University,
Bengaluru

India’s
engagement
with the
continent must
move towards
developing
long-term and
sustainable
partnerships

Badri Narayanan 

is Fellow, NITI Aayog

Citizens, toxic air

Politicians anywhere
jettison the people once
voted to o�ice. But the fate
of citizens in the capital city
is the worst that it can be.
During the AAP regime they
spent months choked by
toxic air. The BJP made
merry, eroding its
opponent’s image while
doing nothing constructive
to ameliorate the plight of
Delhi’s populace. Political
outfits are too busy to think
of the people and smug in
scoring political brownie
points.

R. Narayanan,
Navi Mumbai

He was a vibrant actor,
scenarist and director. As a
storyteller, Sreenivasan
addressed the issues of
unemployment, power
politics and corruption, and
gave expression to the
innermost human feelings.
A master craftsman who
knew the pulse of people,
Sreenivasan will remain to
be an inspiring force for
cinema aspirants.

J. Radhakrishna Kurup,
Ettumanoor, Kottayam, Kerala

chapter in Malayalam
cinema. 
He brought the life of the
common Malayali onto the
screen — their daily
struggles, small joys and
tears, which every person
could relate to. In
self-deprecating roles he
brought out the problems
people have with bandhs,
load shedding and unions.
His stories and movies were
contemporary then and are
still relevant today. Some of
the epic dialogues in
Malayalam cinema will
always be owned by him.
Subash Balakrishnan,
Mississauga, Ontario, Canada

Indian Railways claim to
have adopted safety
measures, these accidents
seem to continue. There are
a number of devices that
can be used to alert
elephants. AI-generated ear
piercing sounds can be
played at elephant
crossings with the active
supervision of railway
personnel and wildlife
experts. 
Dr. V. Purushothaman,

Chennai

Sreenivasan

The passing of Malayalam
actor-director Sreenivasan
brings to an end a glorious

response must blend
technology with local
knowledge. There must be
thermal sensors,
underpasses at known
transit points, and strict
speed limits through
sensitive zones. 
Above all, mapping of
elephant paths and better
coordination between rail
authorities and wildlife
experts would save the lives
of precious wild animals.
A. Myilsami,
Coimbatore

The accident is a setback to
the conservation of
elephants. Though the

Mowed down

The loss of a herd of
elephants after the
Mizoram-New Delhi
Rajdhani Express hit the
seven animals, including a
calf that was a few days old
(Front page, December 21),
underscores how wildlife
deaths continue to play out
across several States. Such
incidents point to the clash
between development and
the pressures on fragile
wildlife habitats. Earlier
accidents prompted ad hoc
measures such as speed
restrictions and patrols, yet
enforcement remains
uneven. A balanced
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STATE OF PLAY

T
he Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) is eyeing a
foothold in Andhra

Pradesh through its Atal Modi
Suparipalana Yatra, which will
cover the entire State with the
objective of propagating the
“good governance” of former
Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vaj-
payee and Prime Minister Na-
rendra Modi. As the party
shares power in the State with
the Telugu Desam Party (TDP)
and the Jana Sena Party ( JSP),
it remains focused on high-
lighting the achievements of
the BJP at the Centre.

Andhra Pradesh has not
been a traditional hunting
ground for the sa�ron party,
which is trying to make in-
roads into south India. While
the BJP has grown from the
grassroots level in neighbour-
ing Telangana, winning a sub-
stantial number of MP, MLA,
and MLC seats, and even mak-
ing gains in the ongoing pan-
chayat elections compared to
previous years, its perfor-
mance in Andhra Pradesh can
be termed one of “mixed for-
tune” across di�erent phases.

In the 2014 elections, the
�rst after the formation of
Andhra Pradesh, the BJP
fought in alliance with the
TDP, with outside support
from the JSP, and bagged two
Lok Sabha seats and four As-
sembly seats, with a vote
share of 7.22% in the Lok Sab-
ha and 4.13% in the Assembly.

All three parties contested
the 2019 elections indepen-
dently. The BJP failed to se-
cure representation in either
the State Assembly or the Lok
Sabha. Its vote share fell to
0.84% in the Assembly elec-
tions and 0.98% in the parlia-
mentary elections.

The party gained consider-
ably in the 2024 elections. Its
performance can be attribut-
ed to the coalition with the
TDP and JSP, which went ham-
mer and tongs against the
then Y.S. Jagan Mohan Reddy-
led YSR Congress Party
(YSRCP) government, as well
as to the charisma of Prime
Minister Narendra Modi. The
BJP contested 10 Assembly
seats and won eight, while it
secured three Lok Sabha seats
out of the six it contested. Its
vote share increased to 11.28%
in the Lok Sabha elections and
2.83% in the Assembly elec-
tions, from less than 1% in the
previous polls.

Subsequently, there was a
change of guard in the State
party unit, with senior leader
and former MLC P.V.N. Mad-
hav taking the reins from Raja-
mahendravaram MP Dagguba-
ti Purandeswari. A section of
party leaders believed that the
BJP needed to grow on its own
strength, starting from the
grassroots level.

With a substantial number
of MLAs, and Lok Sabha and
Rajya Sabha members, as well
as representation in the Union
Cabinet from all the three re-
gions of the State, the party
leadership wants to take up
programmes to spread the
message of development un-
der the NDA at both the na-
tional and State levels. Howev-
er, as the BJP is part of the
State government — with Satya
Kumar Yadav holding the
Health and Family Welfare

portfolio — it cannot openly
raise its voice against any fai-
lures of the State government
to connect with the people,
party leaders said.

The party’s national leader-
ship has reportedly made it
clear that it must go hand in
hand with the TDP, consider-
ing the support the latter is ex-
tending to the BJP-led NDA go-
vernment at the Centre. With
16 Lok Sabha seats, the TDP is
the second-largest party in the
NDA. As the NDA has just 293
MPs, barely above the re-
quired 272 in the 543-member
Lok Sabha, the BJP is heavily
reliant on the TDP and Bihar
Chief Minister Nitish Kumar’s
Janata Dal (United), and does
not want to take any step that
could endanger the coalition.

The party has chalked out
the Atal Modi Suparipalana
Yatra, which will cover the en-
tire State in two phases bet-
ween December 11 and 25,
during which statues of Atal
Bihari Vajpayee are being un-
veiled at various places. The
yatra, which began at Dhar-
mavaram in Sri Sathya Sai dis-
trict, will culminate in Amara-
vati, where a public meeting is
planned with the participa-
tion of top leaders from the
BJP, TDP, and JSP.

The Chief Ministers of BJP-
ruled States, Union Ministers,
and other leaders have been
asked to participate in daily
meetings, with a speci�c focus
on the development achieved
by the State during the Vaj-
payee and Modi governments.
The TDP has also been made a
partner in the programme,
with its leaders and State Cabi-
net Ministers participating
across districts.

BJP leaders maintained that
involving the coalition partner
in the yatra was aimed at
strengthening ties with the
TDP, as its support is crucial
for the NDA government at the
Centre.

A yatra to gain a foothold in Andhra
The BJP is propagating the good governance of Vajpayee and Modi

Hareesh P.
hareesh.p@thehindu.co.in
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Vienna, Dec. 21: A group of guerillas stormed the
headquarters of the Organisation of Petroleum
Exporting Countries here to-day, sprayed the
building with machine-gun �re and seized 60 to
70 hostages — including senior Ministers from 9
or 10 OPEC member-nations.

Among those held were Sheikh Ahmed Zaki
Yamani, in�uential Oil Minister of Saudi Arabia
and Mr. Jamshid Amouzegar, Iranian Interior
Minister.

Senior Indonesian o�cials, led by Dr. Elrich
Sanger, were known to be inside the o�ces.

Two Austrian detectives and another man
were shot dead as the guerillas broke into the
meeting of the OPEC Ministers.

The Police said the guerillas had demanded
an aircraft to �y them and their hostages to an
unknown destination. It was assumed they
planned to take the OPEC Ministers with them.

Oil or other Ministers from Algeria, Ecuador,
Gabon, Iraq, Libya, Nigeria and Venezuela were
also known to be inside the building.

OPEC sources said it was unclear whether the
Kuwait Oil Minister, Mr. Abdul Muttaleb
al-Kazemi, was also being held.

According to the Police one of the gunmen —
thought to be a South American — was shot in
the stomach shortly after the raid started and
was in hospital undergoing a serious operation.
The guerillas threatened to blow up the building
if the man was not brought back to the OPEC
o�ces — “dead or alive” — by 7 a.m. local time
(06-00 GMT) to-morrow.) 

The guerillas had planted explosives and
hand grenades inside the o�ces and threatened
to blow up the building unless their demands
were met by to-morrow morning. They also
threatened to detonate their explosives if they
were approached by armed forces. 

FIFTY YEARS AGO DECEMBER 22, 1975

10 OPEC Ministers held
hostage

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

Lea�eld (Oxford) Mid. Dec. 21: The Chancellor of
the Exchequer will receive a deputation on
betting tomorrow. The deputation will ask that
betting be taxed and legalised.

“The Manchester Guardian” says there is
reason to believe that the Chancellor of the
Exchequer will give a negative, but sympathetic,
refusal on the grounds of impracticability of
collecting such taxation.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO DECEMBER 22, 1925

Betting to be legalised?

C
hina and India have long
grappled with severe air
pollution. Yet their
trajectories over the past

decade have diverged sharply.
Once a global symbol of smog,
Beijing managed to cut its annual
PM2.5 levels by more than 50%
between 2013 and 2021, while
Delhi continues to rank among the
world’s most polluted cities. How
is Beijing breathing easier?

Clean-air transformation
Beijing’s transformation was
neither accidental nor
incremental. It stemmed from a
multifaceted approach enabled by
two major policy drives: the Air
Pollution Prevention and Control
Action Plan and the Blue Sky
Protection Campaign. These
measures focussed on sweeping,
top-down interventions across
energy, transport, and industry.
Beijing’s strategy was anchored in
three features: coherent policy,
strict enforcement, and regional
coordination. The government
expanded electric mobility, shut
down or relocated hundreds of
polluting industries, replaced
thousands of coal-�red boilers
with natural gas, imposed
stringent China VI vehicular
emission standards, built one of
the world’s densest PM2.5
real-time air quality monitoring
systems, and imposed substantial
penalties for non-compliance.
Most importantly, Beijing didn’t
act alone. Its coordination with
the neighbouring Tianjin-Hebei
provinces through a uni�ed
‘airshed’ strategy ensured
regulation of transboundary air
pollution. The turnaround was
remarkable — PM2.5 levels
dropped from the average 102
µg/m3 in 2013 to 31 µg/m3 in 2024.

India does not lack
environmental laws, but from the
shortage of coherence in
implementing them. A strong
statutory framework — the Air
(Prevention and Control of
Pollution) Act of 1981, the
Environment Protection Act, 1986,
and rules governing waste,
construction, and emissions —

exists alongside courts, tribunals,
and pollution-control boards.
Indirectly, various laws such as the
Factories Act, 1948 and the Motor
Vehicles Act, 1988 also shape
air-quality outcomes. Yet
regulatory fragmentation
undermines their impact. Over the
years, India has rolled out many
initiatives: the National Clean Air
Programme, the Graded Response
Action Plan, odd-even rationing,
construction bans, dust-control
rules, crop-residue measures,
work-from-home advisories, and
Delhi’s Air Pollution Mitigation
Plan 2025. The Centre has also
established the Commission for
Air Quality Management (CAQM).
These interventions, however, are
largely reactive and activated
during pollution peaks rather than
embedded in long-term planning;
and agencies function in silos.

The core di�erence between
the two approaches lies in
governance, enforcement, and
coordination. China’s
Environmental Vertical Reform
created a clear hierarchy for
realising local governments’
environmental protection
responsibilities. This top-down
structure ensured uniform
actions, strict enforcement, and
rapid implementation. Delhi,
however, operates within a
fragmented governance system
involving the Union government,
the Delhi government, pollution
control boards, and multiple
municipal bodies. As a result,
decision-making becomes slower,
enforcement weaker, and
accountability more di�used.
Beijing’s regulatory agencies also
possess sweeping authority and
substantial resources. On the
other hand, India’s pollution
control boards remain chronically
understa�ed and underfunded.
Also, Beijing modelled
inter-provincial alignment through
the airshed strategy whereas the
CAQM’s directives to address
stubble burning from adjoining
States remain unauthoritative.

China has made large sustained
investments in clean energy,
electric mobility, and industrial

relocation. Delhi’s own industrial
relocation attempts, such as the
Bawana project, have faltered due
to inadequate infrastructure and
poor service delivery. Even
‘sustainable’ alternatives such as
waste-to-energy plants have failed
to meet air-quality norms. Delhi’s
pollution load is further
intensi�ed by industrial and
vehicular emissions, corrupted
Pollution Under Control (PUC)
checks, construction dust, open
waste burning, and meteorological
inversions that trap winter
pollutants. Public transport
expansion has lagged behind the
city’s growth. Odd-even rationing
has shown negligible long-term
impact. Behavioural change too,
has been slower in India.

What India can borrow
India need not emulate China’s
political system to achieve a
turnaround, but it can draw on
the principles that made China’s
progress possible. First,
governance must shift from
episodic responses to a long-term
sustained, mission-oriented
strategy and treat air pollution as a
national public health emergency.
Second, India must accelerate its
transition to clean energy.
Beijing’s move away from coal
drove major PM2.5 reductions;
Delhi similarly needs to expand
and adopt energy-e�cient
standards suitable for all sectors.
Third, transport reforms must be
enforced, not merely announced.
BS-VI norms require credible PUC
systems, modern testing centres, a
robust vehicle-scrappage policy,
and congestion management.
Expanding EV charging
infrastructure, incentivising
electric mobility, and dramatically
strengthening public transport are
essential. Fourth, industrial policy
must shift from relocation on
paper to functional industrial
zones with full utilities, transport
access, and real-time emissions
monitoring. Finally, air pollution
must be governed as a regional
problem. A Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei
style airshed model should guide
Delhi-NCR.

Lessons from China on tackling pollution

Amrita Nambiar

PhD Candidate,

Macquarie Law

School, Macquarie

University, Australia

India need not
emulate China’s
political system
to achieve a
turnaround, but
it can draw on
the principles
that made
China’s progress
possible

A
n analysis of the Chief Elec-
toral O�cer, Tamil Nadu’s
polling station-level list of

over 97 lakh deleted electors in Ta-
mil Nadu reveals several anoma-
lies that require closer examina-
tion. The analysis reveals eight
distinct categories of anomalies.

The State has provided data on
deleted electors for each Assembly
Constituency at the polling station-
level. In total, data from 75,018
polling stations were analysed. A
polling station is di�erent from a
polling centre. A centre can have
multiple polling stations. In the
lists provided below, the names of
the polling stations, the name of
the Assembly constituency, and
the name of the district are men-
tioned in that order. Here are some
of our key �ndings:

• 14 stations show unusually high
proportions of young deaths

• 35 stations show high gender
bias in deletions

• 8,613 stations have abnormally
high deletion rates

• 727 stations report excessive
deaths

• 3,904 polling stations show
high death proportions

• 495 polling stations show 100%
death-based deletions 

• 6,139 parts have high numbers
of “absent” voters

• 172 parts show suspicious pat-
terns of “permanently shifted”
women

Young deaths
Pattern: Polling stations where
more than 50 people are recorded
as deceased, with at least half be-
ing under 50 years of age. The data
reveals 14 polling stations across
the State where death patterns de-
fy demographic norms. In typical
populations, deaths are heavily

skewed towards older age groups,
making high proportions of young
deaths statistically anomalous.

Top �ve stations:
1. Government Model Higher Se-

condary School, Madavaram,
Thiruvallur: 58 total deaths, 49
under the age of 50 (84%)

2. Thooyavalanar Girls Higher Se-
condary School, Mannargudi,
Thiruvarur: 111 total deaths, 65
under the age of 50 (58%)

3. Tambaram Corporation Prim-
ary School, Pallavaram, Chen-
galpattu: 51 total deaths, 29 un-
der the age of 50 (56%)

4. Panchayat Union Middle
School, Thiruvidaimarudur,
Thanjavur: 131 total deaths, 74
under the age of 50 (56%)

5. Panchayat Union Primary
School, Nanguneri, Tirunelveli:
130 total deaths, 73 under the
age of 50 (56%)

High gender bias in deletions
Pattern: Polling stations where at
least 50 women were deleted, with
women comprising 75% or more of
all deletions. Data showed there
are 35 such polling stations. 

Top �ve stations:
1. St. Susai Primary School, Tiru-

chendur, Thoothukudi : 110 to-
tal deletions, 95women (86%)

2. Panchayat Union Primary
School, Kilvelur, Nagapattinam:
74 total deletions, 61 women
(82%)

3. Panchayat Union Primary
School, Poompuhar, Mayila-
duthurai : 66 total deletions, 54
women (82%)

4. Sri Vivekananda's Aided Initia-
tion, Thiruvarur, Thiruvarur: 73
total deletions, 59 women (81%)

5. Uratchi Union Primary School,
Orathanadu, Thanjavur : 62 to-
tal deletions, 50 women (81%)

Abnormally high deletion rates
Pattern: Polling stations with
more than 260 deletions (double
the average number of deletions in
one polling station in Tamil Nadu),
far exceeding typical rates. In

8,613 stations, more than 260 elec-
tors were deleted, representing
the massive scale of deletions. 

Top �ve stations:
1. NLC Higher Secondary School,

Bhuvanagiri, Cuddalore: 861
total deletions 

2. C.S.I. Monahan Matriculation
Higher Secondary School, Che-
pauk-Thiruvallikeni, Chennai :
835 total deletions 

3. Jaigopal Garodia Vivekananda
Vidyalaya, Anna Nagar, Chen-
nai: 817 total deletions 

4. Dwarakadas Govardhandas
Vaishnava College, Anna Nagar,
Chennai: 814 total deletions 

5. Children's Paradise School,
Velachery, Chennai: 783 total
deletions 

Excessive death reports
Pattern: Polling stations where
more than 108 deaths — three
times the average number of dele-
tions due to deaths in one station
in Tamil Nadu — have been repor-
ted. This pattern is observed in 727
stations.

Top �ve stations:
1. Panchayat Union Primary

School, Avanashi, Tiruppur: 216
deaths 

2. O.O. Middle School,
Dharapuram, Tiruppur: 207
deaths

3. Government High School,
Madathukulam, Tiruppur: 205
deaths

4. Government Kallar Higher Sec-
ondary School, Usilampatti,
Madurai: 196 deaths

5. O.O.N. Primary School,
Dharapuram, Tiruppur: 194
deaths

High death proportions
Pattern:These are stations where
at least 75% of deletions are attrib-
uted to deaths. In 3,904 stations,
deletions due to death exceeded
typical demographic change pat-
terns. 

Top �ve stations:
1. Govt Primary school,

Papanasam, Thanjavur (99.2%
electors deletions attributed to
deaths) 

2. Panchayat Union Primary
School, Thiruvidaimardur,
Thanjavur (99.2% electors dele-
tions attributed to deaths) 

3. Thiruvalluvar aided primary
school, Thiruvaiyaru, Than-
javur (99% electors deletions at-
tributed to deaths) 

4. Govt High school, Ramanath-
apuram, Ramanathapuram:
(98.9% electors deletions attrib-
uted to deaths) 

5. St. Arulappar higher secondary
school, Tenkasi, Tenkasi: 98.9%
electors deletions attributed to
deaths 

All deletions due to death
Pattern: In several polling sta-
tions, all deletions have been at-
tributed to deaths. This pattern is
observed in 495 stations across 103
Assembly seats.

Top �ve stations:
1. Panchayat Union Middle

School, Thirumangalam,
Madurai: 142 electors deleted.
The reasons for all were attrib-
uted to deaths

2. Panchayat Union Middle
School, Sivaganga, Sivaganga:
134 electors deleted.

3. Panchayat Union Middle
School, Thiruvidaimarudur,
Thanjavur: 131 electors deleted.

4. Panchayat Union Primary
School, Papanasam, Thanjavur:
131 electors deleted.

5. Integrated Child Development
Center, Tirunelveli, Tirunelveli:
119 electors deleted.

Mass “absent” classi�cations
Pattern:Across the list of deleted
electors, on average 37 per station
are deleted for not being present at
the given residence. There are
6,139 polling stations where more
than 74 voters (double the average)
were deleted as they were absent. 

Top �ve stations:
1. Prince Matriculation Higher

Secondary School,

Shozhinganallur, Chengalpattu:
549 electors not residing.

2. N.S.N. Matriculation Higher
Secondary School, Pallavaram,
Chengalpattu: 505 electors not
residing.

3. Government Higher Secondary
School, Maduravoyal, Thiruval-
lur: 503 electors not residing.

4. Sunbeam Matriculation Higher
Secondary School,
Shozhinganallur, Chengalpattu:
478 electors not residing.

5. Government Higher Secondary
School, Alandur, Kanchee-
puram: 450 electors not resid-
ing.

Polling stations with an un-
usually high number of women
shifted
Pattern:These are the polling sta-
tions where the number of those
deleted because they had perman-
ently shifted is higher than aver-
age. Of these stations, in 172 wo-
men make up at least 75% of those
deleted.

Select stations:
1. Walker Higher Secondary

School, Nanguneri, Tirunelveli:
218 shifted electors, 172 are wo-
men (78.8%) 

2. Union Primary School,
Shozhinganallur, Chengalpattu:
192 shifted electors, 151 are wo-
men (78.6%).

3. Panchayat Union Primary
School, Poompuhar, Mayiladu-
thurai: 172 shifted electors, 131
are women (76.1%)

4. Chennai primary school, Thiru-
vottriyur, Thiruvallur: 132 shif-
ted electors, 101 are women
(76.5%).

5. Panchayat Middle School, Poo-
namallee, Thiruvallur: 125 shif-
ted electors, 96 women
(76.8%).
The PDFs of each polling station

was downloaded from the TN
Election Commission website and

then translated to look at
elector-level data. 

For analysis this data was then
aggregated and queried

Tamil Nadu SIR: Unusual patterns in deleted electors list
Several areas show abnormal deletions in categories such as gender and for reasons such as deaths

Areena Arora 
Nitika Francis
Sambavi Parthasarathy
Vignesh Radhakrishnan
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Number of new Jewish
settlements to be set
up in West Bank

19
Israel’s Cabinet approved a

proposal for 19 new

settlements in the occupied

West Bank, the far-right finance minister

said. The approval increases the number of

settlements in the West Bank by nearly

50% during the current government’s

tenure, from 141 in 2022 to 210. PTI

NEWS IN NUMBERS

People displaced in
Cambodia by Thai
border clashes

5
In lakh. More than half a million

people in Cambodia have been

displaced from their homes by two

weeks of border clashes with neighbouring

Thailand, Phnom Penh’s interior ministry

said. The renewed fighting between the

neighbours has killed at least 22 people in

Thailand and 19 in Cambodia. AFP

Acres of illicit poppy
cultivation destroyed
in Manipur

600
Security forces

destroyed over 600

acres of illicit poppy

cultivation in the hill districts of Ukhrul and

Kangpokpi in Manipur, the police said.

Around 559 acres of poppy plantations

were destroyed from December 16-20 in

different locations of Ukhrul. PTI

The increase in India’s
exports to the U.S. in
November

22.61
In per cent.

Supply-chain

realignments and

inventory restocking ahead of the U.S.

holiday season helped India’s exports

rebound in November, GTRI said. India’s

merchandise exports to the U.S. rose

22.61% to $6.98 billion in November. PTI

Monitoring stations in
Delhi that reported
‘severe’ air quality

16
The air quality in the national

capital was recorded in the

‘very poor’ category on Sunday

morning, according to the Central Pollution

Control Board (CPCB). 16 out of the 40

monitoring stations in the city reported air

quality in the ‘severe’ category. PTI

COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM

The story so far:

T
he case of voter fraud in the
Aland assembly constituency in
Kalaburagi district in north
Karnataka has emerged as one

of the most well documented voter fraud
cases, amidst a series of press
conferences by Opposition leader Rahul
Gandhi alleging widespread “vote chori”
(vote fraud) in Karnataka, Maharashtra
and Haryana. 

Why is this case di�erent? 
Firstly, it was the Returning O�cer (RO) of
Aland constituency who lodged a
complaint with the police in February
2023, alleging voter fraud, based on
which an FIR was registered. The Election
Commission (EC) itself alleged a mala�de
attempt to delete the names of 5,994
genuine voters from the electoral rolls, by
providing false information. 

Secondly, the investigation into the FIR
by a Special Investigation Team (SIT)
formed by the Government of Karnataka,
has led to a chargesheet being �led
against former Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) MLA Subhash Guttedar from Aland
and his son Harshananda Guttedar for
allegedly hiring a private �rm to target
voters they suspected will vote for his
rival and delete their names through
forged Form 7s. 

This is the �rst case where a clear link
has been drawn to the BJP and “vote
chori” allegations made by the Congress. 

How was the fraud uncovered?
In 2018, veteran socialist and now
Congress MLA from Aland, B. R. Patil, lost
the seat to BJP’s Subhash Guttedar by a
narrow margin of 697 votes. Mr. Patil was
again the candidate for the seat from the
Congress in the 2023 assembly polls,
which he eventually won by 10,348 votes. 

In February 2023, a Booth Level O�cer
(BLO) got a Form 7 application, which, to
her surprise, sought deletion of the name
of her brother from the voter list saying
he had “shifted out.” The application was
made in the name of a woman from the
same village. When they checked, the
woman denied making any application.
Subsequently, a review of Form 7s from
that village found that 40 such forms were
forged. 

Any voter of a speci�c assembly
constituency can �ll out a Form 7 seeking
the deletion of names of other voters
from the same constituency, after their
death or if they have shifted out. These
applications are sent to BLOs for an
on-ground veri�cation, after which they
are processed. However, in most cases,
BLOs blindly accept these applications
without veri�cation. In this case, the
BLO’s brother, whose name was sought to
be removed, tipped o� Mr. Patil about the
forged Form 7s in his village, saying all
people whose names were sought to be
deleted were Congress voters. This set o�
alarm bells, pushing Mr. Patil to complain
to the EC and demand a thorough
veri�cation of all Form 7s. 

How did the investigation proceed?
Mamata Kumari, Assistant Commissioner
and the then RO of the Aland assembly
constituency, tasked with the audit of
Form 7s, in her eventual complaint to the
Aland Police, said that there were 6,018
Form 7s in Aland assembly constituency
between December 2022 and February
2023, of which only 24 were genuine
while 5,994 forms were forged. She said
that there was a conspiracy to

disenfranchise genuine voters and sought
a probe; an FIR was registered against
unidenti�ed individuals. The probe into
the FIR was eventually transferred to the
Criminal Investigation Department (CID)
of Karnataka.

The EC shared data for over 5,700
forged Form 7s to the police, including
the mobile numbers used to create login
IDs and passwords on EC portals such as
the National Voters’ Service Portal (NVSP)
through which all forged Form 7s were
submitted. It also provided IP logs. The
CID got the Public Internet Protocol Detail
Record (IPDR) from Telecom Service
Providers (TSPs), which were in the IPV4
format and each IP address had over 200
users attached to it in the form of
dynamic IP addresses. This meant
probing over 8 lakh devices. To narrow
down the search, the CID sought
destination IPs and ports of the sessions
through which these forged Form 7s were
made. Despite at least 12 letters written by
the CID to the EC seeking this data, the
Commission did not respond, as reported
by The Hindu on September 7.

Then, on September 18, 2025, Mr.
Gandhi held a press conference in Delhi
questioning the EC over the Aland vote
fraud. Even though the Commission
initially claimed that there was no
wrongful deletion of voters in Aland, a
day later, the Chief Electoral O�cer of
Karnataka conceded that there were
“unsuccessful attempts” to delete voters
and that the EC itself had lodged a
complaint.

Following this, the government in
Karnataka formed an SIT led by B. K.
Singh, Additional Director General of
Police (ADGP), Karnataka. 

How was the case eventually solved? 
As the EC did not share the destination
ports and IPs, the SIT found another
route. Sources said the SIT scrutinised
some of the 24 genuine Form 7s made in
Aland, identi�ed their IP addresses and
reverse engineered them to narrow down
the search for the devices used to make
the forged Form 7s. 

The SIT found that many of the 5,994
forged Form 7s could be traced to a
mobile internet connection of one
Mohammed Ashfaq, based out of

Kalaburagi. Ashfaq reportedly confessed
to having submitted forged Form 7s, but
said he was only working for his relatives,
Akram Pasha and Aslam Pasha, who ran a
“call-centre-like” �rm in Kalaburagi which
had a contract to make Form 7s. They
were allegedly paid ₹80 for every forged
Form 7. The Pasha brothers were then
detained, questioned and their premises
raided. The SIT claimed that they
recovered multiple digital devices through
which the forged Form 7s were made,
which now forms the key evidence in the
chargesheet the SIT has �led recently. 

The trio reportedly said that they had a
contract to do so from the then
incumbent BJP MLA Subhash Guttedar, a
four-time MLA from Aland, and his son
Harshananda Guttedar, a three-time
Kalaburagi Zilla Panchayat member. The
SIT further raided their residences and
that of their Chartered Accountant in
Kalaburagi, and recovered digital devices
and evidence of a money trail between
the Guttedars and Akram Pasha. It is
alleged that the Guttedars marked out
voters they thought would vote for their
rival and handed it over to Akram Pasha. 

Additionally, the Guttedars were
caught destroying evidence, including
several bundles of voter lists stored at
their Aland residence. They have been
charged for destruction of evidence as
well. 

What was revealed in the course of
the investigation? 
In 2023, the EC had shared with the
investigators as many as 64 mobile
numbers using which accounts were
created on the NVSP. It was through these
accounts that the 5,994 forged forms were
submitted. When a person creates an
account on NVSP, s/he will have to key in
his mobile number, which will be the
Login ID, and get an OTP. This will lead
the portal to verify the user, following
which a password needs to be set.

The probe started with these phone
numbers. The investigators found that the
owners of these mobile numbers were
from over 15 States of the country. None
of them had either created these accounts
or given out OTPs they received on their
phones. 

This puzzle was resolved when the

Pasha brothers pointed the investigators
towards ‘otpbazar.online’, a website
which, for a price, sold credentials to
carry out transactions online in such a
way that it could not be traced back. Once
one registers on the website paying a fee,
it will give you a random mobile number,
which could be used for any transaction
online. Within minutes, the website will
give you the OTP sent to that mobile
number, sources said, using which the
brothers reportedly opened the accounts
on the NVSP. 

Through the money trail between the
Pasha brothers and the website, the SIT
also tracked down Bapi Adya, the man
running the website from the Nadia
district in West Bengal, and arrested him.
However, how he was able to give OTPs to
random mobile numbers the website
selected still remains a mystery. His
website is just an Indian franchise of a
U.S.-based website called ‘sms-activate.io’.
The SIT has not been able to reach the
servers of this website. However, they are
taking steps to take down
‘otpbazar.online’, given its larger
repercussions enabling cyber crime. 

Is the voter portal compromised?
The chargesheet in the case lists six
loopholes of the NVSP that the accused
misused to make forged Form 7s, some of
which have been �xed now. 

Any mobile number and the OTP sent
to it could be used to create an account
and set the password. 

Subsequent logins needed only the
password and no OTP. Any number of
applications could be made from these
accounts. No alert was sent to either the
person in whose name the application
was being made or whose name was
sought to be deleted from or added to the
list. Moreover, there was no �xed session
time on the portal. 

Days after the press conference by Mr.
Gandhi in September, 2025, the EC
introduced a new e-sign feature, which
mandates that those who make any
applications online for addition, deletion
or correction verify their identity through
their Aadhar-linked mobile number. 

While this will enhance security, there
is no clarity whether all six loopholes
�agged by the SIT have been �xed. 

What is the Aland voter fraud case?
When did the Election Commission �le a complaint with respect to irregularities in Form 7s from the Aland assembly constituency in Kalaburagi? Why did

the investigation hit a roadblock? What loopholes within the National Voters’ Service Portal did the alleged fraudsters exploit?

Inner workings: Police guard the residence of Subhash Guttedar, former MLA of Aland, in Kalaburagi during a raid by SIT o�icials on October 17. ARUN KULKARNI

K.V. Aditya Bharadwaj

EXPLAINER THE GIST

�

It was the Returning O�icer
(RO) of Aland constituency who
lodged a complaint with the
police in February 2023,
alleging voter fraud, based on
which an FIR was registered.

�

In 2023, the EC had shared with
the investigators as many as 64
mobile numbers using which
accounts were created on the
NVSP. It was through these
accounts that the 5,994 forged
forms were submitted.

�

The chargesheet in the case
lists six loopholes of the NVSP
that the accused misused to
make forged Form 7s, some of
which have been fixed now.
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with the subject ‘Text & Context’

X

QUESTION 1

In a year that saw social media
growing leaps and bounds and AI
chatbots gaining prominence, this
word encapsulates the one-sided
emotional connections people
form with media figures. It was
declared the word of 2025 by
Cambridge Dictionary. Identify
the word.
X

QUESTION 2 

This word refers to the vacant
expression that members of this
particular generation seem to
have in a situation where a
spoken response is usually
expected. The word gained
popularity on social media
platforms prompting cultural and

psychological interest. What is the
word?
X

QUESTION 3 

U.S. President Donald Trump’s
swearing-in ceremony was a
broligarchy. What does the word
broligarchy mean in this sentence?
X

QUESTION 4 

If brain rot was one of the
catchwords of 2024,
Dictionary.com’s pick for 2025
encapsulates the word aptly. The
origin of the modern use of the
word is thought to be from a song.
Identify the word.
X

QUESTION 5 

A word that refers to the low
quality content that is produced
using AI. It was earlier associated
with food waste. Identify the word.

Questions and Answers to the

December 19 edition of the daily quiz:

1. Messi’s jersey number is this number. It
was worn in football by legends such as X
and Y. Ans: Ten; Pele and Diego

Maradona

2. Last month, Messi visited this place and
said he hoped to return there one day. Ans:

Barcelona

3. This Uruguayan player provided the most
assists for Messi for his Barcelona goals.
Ans: Luis Suarez

4. This account apart from Cristiano
Ronaldo’s has more followers on Instagram
than Messi. Ans: Instagram

5. Messi has scored the most goals against
this club. Ans: Sevilla

6. A 70-ft Messi statue been installed in this
city. Ans: Kolkata

Visual: Name this Argentinian. Ans: Pablo

Aimar

Early Birds: Sadhan Panda| Vibhuti Singh|
Siddhartha Viswanathan| Ambarin Aslam

THE DAILY QUIZ

With 2025 coming to an end, dictionaries and round-up articles have reviewed the year
in words. A quiz on some words, phrases, and terms that became popular this year

X

Visual question:

One of the words on the shortlist for Oxford’s word of the year pertains to a
growing fad related to one’s lifestyle. This person is one of the faces of this
pursuit. Name the word and the person. GETTY IMAGES

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

K. Abhinaya

How is the word ‘censure’
pronounced? (G. Rajeevan)
There are several ways of pronouncing
the word, and one of them is the
following. The �rst syllable sounds like
the ‘sen’ in ‘sent’, ‘sense’ and ‘sentence’,
while the following ‘s’ is pronounced like
the ‘sh’ in ‘ship’, ‘shape’ and ‘shine’. The
�nal ‘ure’ sounds like the ‘a’ in ‘china’.
One possible way of pronouncing this
rather formal word, which can be used
both as a noun and a verb, is ‘SEN-sher’,
with the stress on the �rst syllable. It
comes from the Latin ‘censura’ meaning
‘judgement’ or ‘opinion’. When it was �rst
used in English, ‘censure’ had a neutral
meaning; it basically meant to evaluate
something. With the passage of time,
however, it acquired a negative
connotation. Nowadays, the word is
mostly used to mean to criticise someone
harshly — in other words, when someone
‘censures’ you, the individual expresses a
strong disapproval of what you have
done. This criticism usually comes from
someone in authority — it could be your
boss, a judge, a policeman, etc. When a
member of your family or a good friend of
yours makes similar negative comments
about you, it is seen more as ‘criticism’
than ‘censure’.

The press and the public strongly
criticised the players for their lack of
application.

The Board censured the team for its
sloppy �elding.

The team’s lack of discipline during the
tour came under severe censure.

What is the meaning and origin of
‘get too big for one’s boots’? (D.
Vibha, Pune)
The expression is mostly used in informal
contexts in British English to mean
‘arrogant’ or ‘conceited’. When someone
complains that you have become too big
for your boots, what the individual is
suggesting is that you think no end of
yourself; you strongly believe that you are
more important than all the others in the
room. Everybody else pales in
comparison to you.

Ever since Janani won the tournament,
she’s gotten too big for her boots.

Since his promotion as Manager, Jaidev
refuses to acknowledge his friends. He’s
gotten too big for his boots.

Americans tend to say, ‘too big for
one’s britches’ — sometimes spelt
‘breeches’. In the past, trousers or pants
that covered an individual from his waist
to his knees were called ‘britches’. It is
possible to pronounce ‘britches’ and
‘breeches’ the same way. The words can
be rhymed with ‘witches’ and ‘riches’.

Stay level-headed! Don’t get too big for
your britches/breeches.

The idiom suggests that you have
become so swollen with pride that your
boots/trousers no longer �t.

upendrankye@gmail.com

He was
censured for
his attitude

He has gotten too big for his boots

ever since he won that spelling

bee last year

S. Upendran

KNOW YOUR ENGLISH

The story so far:

“I
magine the smell,” tweeted
Nik Pash, responding to a
photo that showed several
developers at a xAI

hackathon. A large number of them
appeared to be of South Asian ethnicity.
Mr. Pash’s tweet drew outrage as the
phrase was generally used to mock
people perceived as being unhygienic.
Plus, it came from someone who headed
arti�cial intelligence at a coding startup.
Mr. Pash was let go after many users
criticised his post. The outrage grew as
multiple other X users responded with
shared negative comments about H1-B
visas, Indians working in IT, deportations,
bad smells, body odour, open defecation,
and American population replacement.
While many supported Mr. Pash’s removal
from the company, others were outraged
by what they felt was a harmless joke.
This incident highlighted an issue
plaguing X: racism against South Asians.

What is the nature of abuse on X?
As digital rights advocates track rising
levels of anti-Semitism, Islamophobia,
racism, and transphobia on X after Elon
Musk’s 2022 takeover of Twitter, many
have noted a distinct spike in hateful
rhetoric aimed at South Asians this year,
targeting their race, skin colour, religious
beliefs, careers in America, and/or
migration history.

Graphic comments referred to several
prominent X users as “street shi***rs”;
insulted their religious identity;
mischaracterised them as dirty; or called
on them to be deported and stripped of
their visa privileges. The hate was also
layered, with women facing misogynistic
abuse in addition to the racism while
Muslim users were hit with Islamophobia
and Hindu users faced anti-Hindu hate. 

Free AI tools with poor guardrails,

including Grok’s own photo-to-video
generator on X, made it easy for malicious
users to generate racist deepfake photos
and videos of individuals. Several veri�ed
X users engage in this type of harassment.

Which South Asians were abused?
U.S. conservative politician Vivek
Ramaswamy, New York City mayor-elect
Zohran Mamdani, Senior White House
Policy Advisor on AI Sriram Krishnan, FBI
Director Kash Patel, and Former U.S.
Federal Trade Commission (FTC) Chair
Lina Khan might hold radically di�erent
political views, but all �ve were subjected
to disturbing levels of racist hate on Elon
Musk’s X. When Mr. Ramaswamy on
November 1 posted a photo with his
children to greet X followers for
Halloween, commenters told him to go to
India, and used the racial slur “pajeet”
against the family. Furthermore, one user
even turned the photo into a deepfake
video to show Mr. Ramaswamy dumping
brown liquid over his children.

Mr. Ramaswamy and Mr. Patel were
also hit with graphic images and racist
comments when they posted Diwali
wishes on their X accounts last month,
with both individuals being told to return
to India. 

Their Hindu gods were referred to as
“demons”, and shown broken to pieces
before a cruci�x in an AI image. 

Despite receiving U.S. President Donald
Trump’s endorsement, Mr. Krishnan was
slammed with racist abuse in late 2024
and doxxed by right-wing in�uencer
Laura Loomer last year. Ms. Loomer later
apologised and claimed it was an
accident. X users also trolled Mr.
Krishnan over his appearance and his
Indian background.

How have racist comments against
South Asians increased recently?
The Center for the Study of Organized
Hate (CSOH), a non-pro�t, non-partisan

think tank in the U.S., reported a “visible
uptick of anti-Indian hate” on X after Mr.
Krishnan’s appointment to his U.S. White
House role, and also after a post on X by
Mr. Ramaswamy in December 2024,
when H1-B visa debates were raging.
“Since then, anti-Indian racism on social
media, including X, has shown no signs of
abating,” observed the organisation.

After studying a dataset of 680 posts on
X targeting Indians and Indian-origin
communities that received over 281
million views between July 1 and
September 7, CSOH reported that almost
70% of the posts focused on deportation,
invasion, and job theft.

“Immigration and calls for deportation
are thus the central pillars and main
drivers of anti-Indian racism on X,”
explained CSOH in the report, adding that
“racist slurs and mockery, though less
voluminous, also play a crucial role in
normalising and reinforcing anti-Indian
hate on X. The repeated use of racialised
terms like “pajeet” or tropes of Indians as
dirty or smelly provides the cultural
sca�olding for more explicit exclusionary
and hateful rhetoric.”

Mr. Mamdani and Ms. Khan faced both
racism and Islamophobia on X, with the
New York City mayor-elect frequently
being linked to terrorism because he
openly embraced his Muslim identity.
One example was U.S. politician Andy
Ongles, who on October 29 posted,
“Think of how many future Zohran
Mamdani’s we can stop by mass
deportations. Let’s deport them now
before they are naturalised. Subversive
immigrants must NEVER get citizenship.”

Mr. Mamdani’s legal status was also
questioned by U.S. President Donald
Trump, triggering further abuse against
the politician on X.

Though former FTC Chair Ms. Khan is
not vocal about her religious beliefs, the
London-born American antitrust scholar
was nevertheless attacked online over her

surname, her appearance, and her
parents’ Pakistani heritage. Ms. Khan
recently became a target after she was
named the co-chair of Mr. Mamdani’s
transition team.

X user Paul Sperry, veri�ed with a blue
check mark and with over half a million
followers, posted a photo of what he
claimed was Ms. Khan’s “family home” on
X, possibly doxxing her and her family
members. He further claimed that she
“hates capitalism and is pushing socialism
on all New Yorkers.” In another post, he
referred to the former regulator as a
“TROJAN HORSE?”, called her
“Ethnic-Pakistani Muslim” and said she
would be able to “place fellow Muslims
throughout the government”.

The normalisation of South Asian hate
as well as mockery on X has also
impacted everyday tech workers and
social media users.

What events triggered such hate? 
Apart from the souring relationship
between the U.S. and India after Mr.
Trump’s return to the White House, the
President’s strong and repeated emphasis
on the removal of Diversity, Equity, and
Inclusion (DEI) initiatives has made more
people view minority groups in a poor
light. 

Referring to them as “illegal and
immoral discrimination programs,” his
rhetoric unfairly showed South Asians as
outsiders taking over American jobs.

Referring to the H-1B visa programme
for workers, Mr. Trump said in a
September 19 proclamation that the
“large-scale replacement of American
workers through systemic abuse of the
program has undermined both our
economic and national security”.

A U.S. government report published
this year stated that out of the H-1B
petitions approved in FY 2024, 71% were
for bene�ciaries whose country of birth
was India.

How South Asians became targets of
racist hate on Elon Musk’s X
As digital rights advocates track rising levels of anti-Semitism, Islamophobia, and racism on X after Elon Musk’s 2022 takeover of Twitter, many have

noted a distinct spike in hateful rhetoric aimed at South Asians, targeting their race, skin colour, and religious beliefs

CACHE

U.S. President Donald Trump and FBI Director Kash Patel in the Oval O�ice at the White House in Washington, D.C., U.S. on December 12. REUTERS
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Employment  for  Youth 

Coordinated  reform  key  to  country’s  growth 

Letters To The Editor e d i t o r @ t h e s t a t e s m a n . c o m

06

Incorporating and directly descended from 
the Friends of India -founded 1818

India’s export map is quietly, but decisively, being redrawn. 
Recent data reveals a geographic rebalancing that goes 
beyond year-on-year fluctuations and points to a deeper 
structural shift in how ~ and where ~ the country earns its 

export revenues. Southern states are emerging as the new 
growth poles, while long-dominant western powerhouses are 
showing signs of strain. 

The rise of states like Tamil Nadu and Telangana is not 
accidental. Their export growth reflects years of deliberate 
industrial strategy: building electronics and engineering 
clusters, integrating manufacturing with global supply chains, 
and aligning state-level policies with the needs of 
export-oriented firms. Tamil Nadu’s steady expansion across 
automobiles, electronics and engineering goods shows the 
advantage of diversification. It is no longer dependent on a 
single sector or market, making its export basket more resilient 
to global shocks. 

Telangana’s surge is equally instructive. Often viewed 
primarily through the lens of services and technology, it is now 
carving out a place in traditional engineering exports. This 
suggests that newer industrial states, if they invest in logistics, 
skilling and ease of doing business, can scale exports rapidly 
even without a long manufacturing legacy.  

Karnataka’s recovery, powered by software-linked exports, 
reinforces the importance of embedding technology into export 
strategies rather than treating manufacturing and services as 
separate silos. By contrast, the slowdown in Gujarat and 
Maharashtra exposes the limits of legacy dominance. These 
states remain India’s largest exporters in absolute terms, but 
their export engines are closely tied to sectors that are 
increasingly vulnerable to global volatility ~ petrochemicals, 
gems and jewellery, and textiles. When oil prices swing or 
discretionary demand weakens, the impact is immediate and 
severe. This does not imply decline in relevance, but it does 
signal a need for reinvention. 

What is striking is that the southern states’ gains are not 
coming at the cost of scale alone, but through value addition 
and sectoral upgrading. The shift mirrors global trade trends, 
where competitiveness increasingly depends on technology 
intensity, supply chain reliability, and product sophistication 
rather than low costs. States that have anticipated this 
transition are now reaping the rewards. 

For India as a whole, this redistribution of export momentum 
is a positive development. A broader export base reduces 
concentration risk and makes national performance less 
hostage to shocks affecting one region or sector. However, it 
also raises important policy questions. Can the export-led 
success of the south be replicated elsewhere? And can 
traditional leaders adapt quickly enough to stay competitive? 

The answer lies in coordinated reform. Infrastructure, port 
efficiency, power reliability, and workforce skills must improve 
across regions. Just as crucial is helping older industrial hubs 
move up the value chain rather than relying on cyclical 
strengths. India’s export future will not be secured by 
geography alone, but by how effectively each region responds 
to a rapidly changing global trade environment. 

The emerging export map suggests one clear lesson: 
adaptability, not legacy, now determines leadership.

Much before acquiring skill and 
experience many individuals 
participate in the job market at 
a young age. A large majority 

of the youth end up in low productivity 
activities in the informal sector and/or formal 
sector activities in an informal capacity 
given the compulsions of earning their 
livelihood. The income outcomes are naturally 
poor and the prospects for acquiring further 
skill in the current job are dim. The kind of 
activities they are engaged in do not offer 
any opportunity for accessing on-the-job 
training. Hence, the scope of regularisation 
or any upward mobility is meagre. 

Besides, capital-intensive economic growth 
has given rise to a wide spectrum of problems 
for young job market aspirants. In the 
post-Covid scenario, the youth has been 
facing severe challenges. The deceleration 
in demand and the lack of its revival aggravated 
labour market outcomes. New types of jobs 
have emerged (i.e., platform workers) but 
with new challenges. Whether the new jobs 
compensate for the job losses is an important 
question to be investigated. What job market 
securities and safety-nets are available, and 
in what ways the vulnerability of the youth 
can be reduced need detailed analysis. The 
labour market deregulations, the weakening 
of the bargaining power of the young labour 
market participants and the absence of 
adequate employment programmes are 
some of the major lacunae. 

Further, mechanisation, technological 
advancements and innovation have brought 
in new employment challenges. New 
innovations relating to technological 
upgradation are highly capital and skill 
intensive, which in turn pose threats to the 
youth, especially those who do not have 
adequate skill and experience. Some of them 
may have joined the informal sector at a 
young age to acquire work experience but 
that may not be adequate to cope with the 
new challenges posed by technological 
progress. Besides, improvements in technical 
efficiency are a function of human capital 
which many young participants may lack. 

The young elderly, at times are compelled 
to participate in the labour market due to 
paucity of consumption expenditure. Given 
their experience, employers prefer them 
over youth. In this process competition 
surges between the elderly and the youth as 
a result of which the latter keeps reducing 
the reservation price in order to get a hold 
in the labour market. This aggravates 
vulnerability of the youth. Machines and 
old people act as substitutes for young 
people in many fulltime jobs.                 

As agriculture still accounts for a large 
percentage of the work force and the sector 
is already characterised by low levels of 
productivity, it is unlikely that new 
entrants into the labour market would 
have a high probability of getting absorbed 
into this sector. With higher levels of 
educational attainments, the expected 
earnings of the youth would not match 
the wages prevailing in the agriculture 
sector. The next best option is the rural 
non-farm sector. However, if the activities 
in this sector are of a residual type, the 
rural to urban migration can become 
prevalent and migration of youth is likely 
to raise the supply of labour in urban 
areas significantly.  

Though employment configurations 
are generally envisaged in terms of three 
important dimensions ~ self-employed, 
casual wage and regular wage employment 
- , there can be many grey areas, not falling 
directly in these categories. If the own 
account enterprises are running profitably, 
they can be considered as the major absorber 
of new entrants as they protect youth from 
the vagaries of job search.  

However, given the fact that many of 
these enterprises operate at the margin, it is 
most likely that wage employment will be 
the category most sought after. However, 
high shares of vulnerable employment, 
informality and working poverty are dominant 
in south Asia. 

Labour demand in the formal sector is 
too sluggish to absorb large numbers of 
young labour market entrants. Manufacturing 
accounts for a small share of total output 
and employment, compared to other developing 
regions, and this mostly affects low- and 
medium-skilled workers, who are still 
predominantly confined to working in 
agriculture and informal services. Given the 
inelasticity of employment in the public 

sector, the focus should be on the private 
sector as far as the prospects for growth and 
job creation are concerned. 

From the supply point of view, although 
primary school enrolment has increased, 
the transition rate from primary to secondary 
schooling is declining. Poor quality of basic 
formal education and persistent gender gaps 
in educational attainment do not allow the 
most vulnerable youth to get a chance to 
obtain decent work. The world's highest 
youth-to-adult unemployment rate ratio is 
evidenced in south Asia and more than 60 
per cent of the region's employed are estimated 
to be in vulnerable employment. 

The new entrants, 
particularly potential migrants, 
access a great deal of 
information pertaining to 
the job market at the destination 
through various informal 
networks. While the networks 
and familial ties are 
instrumental in job searches, 
the adverse outcomes are 
inevitable. Fragmented 
information acquired and 
passed on by the contact 
person to the potential migrant 
results in labour market 
segmentation, which in turn 
leads to mismatches between 
labour supplies and demand 

in various pockets within a given city, often 
with the former exceeding the latter. 

The higher the duration of unemployment, 
higher is the probability that the job seeker 
would reduce the reservation wage; eventually 
employment taking place with meagre 
earnings. Further, neighbourhoods with 
higher spells of unemployment are likely to 
witness persistent unemployment, informality, 
vulnerability and unrest in terms of crimes 
and social disorder. Networks in such 
situations are often redundant and they 
reduce the probability of securing jobs as 
job-seekers may not be trustworthy. Informal 
networks with network concentration (or 
the lack of network diversification) lead to 
the absence of mobility and youth either 
hover around petty and marginal activities 
or remain engaged residually in activities 
with meagre earnings. 

The practice of similar jobs with different 
remunerations gets reinforced in the face of 
excess supplies of labour. Those who are 

engaged informally either in the formal or 
in the informal sector encounter such 
consequences due to inadequate experience, 
partial information about the jobs and 
differences in networks. Even within the 
same organisation similar activities are 
performed at different wage rates due to the 
information asymmetry and the lack of 
regulations. Third-party involvement in 
hiring facilitates such discriminatory activities. 

The desperation of the youth to join the 
labour market without quality education 
triggers the compulsions to endorse such 
practices. The vulnerability of dropouts from 
education is highly prevalent in urban areas 
as the rural youth of such background 
migrate on a large scale. Part time and casual 
engagement do not generate any skills; even 
some of the fulltime occupations do not 
offer opportunities to improve employability. 
With such occupational background as they 
initiate a search for fulltime jobs, they hold 
only weak bargaining power. On the other 
hand, volatility is extremely high as far as 
part time jobs are concerned which in turn 
adds to the vulnerability of the youth. 

Fulltime jobs in many activities, in the 
retail sector especially, have been split into 
several part-time jobs with a view to reducing 
costs. On the other hand, part-time jobs are 
the major hindrances to occupational and 
income mobility. The mismatches between 
education acquired at schools and the 
requirements in the job market are also said 
to be the major barriers to productive 
absorption of youth. Besides, those from 
poor socio-economic background are believed 
to have the pressure of joining the job market 
early for which they leave school, thus getting 
stuck in low productivity jobs. 

Hence, from an empirical point of view it 
would be important to examine if youth 
from certain social background and poorer 
economic households are as vulnerable as 
those with lower educational attainments. 
Inadequate housing and poor health and 
social stress are said to raise the participation 
of youth in the job market. 

The inadequacy of skills and the compulsion 
to participate in the labour market, concentration 
in activities with excess supplies of labour, 
unrecognised work experience, lack of 
upward mobility and working with information 
asymmetry are some of the issues that the 
volume reflects on. Caste and gender 
disadvantages play an instrumental part in 
this context. Whether certain caste categories 
and young women are at a greater disadvantage 
than others, is an important line of enquiry. 

A wide range of issues relating to occupational 
flexibility are pertinent. The role of skill-imparting 
institutions and major lacuna associated 
with their functioning have been widely 
noted. Social unrest and threats to the 
prospects of future growth in the absence of 
adequate youth employment are some 
contentious issues.  

The problems of the educated and 
uneducated youth are quite different and 
they need to be tackled separately. The 
youth tribulations due to the lack of economic 
growth and in the face of rising inequality 
and inadequate labour market opportunities 
are inescapable. Which policies hold better 
prospects for success and how the on-going 
policies need to be revived are indeed the 
important considerations.

China’s Central Economic Work 
Conference, held in Beijing on 
Dec 10 and 11, put reform at the 
center of its agenda. The message 

was clear: to sustain momentum and 
vitality in high-quality development, 
institutional bottlenecks must be removed 
and reform must move forward in a 
determined and coordinated manner. 

Since the 18th National Congress of 
the Communist Party of China in 2012, 
Xi Jinping, general secretary of the CPC 
Central Committee, has repeatedly 
emphasized the need to balance the 
“invisible hand” of the market with the 
“visible hand” of government, creating a 
governance system in which an efficient 
market and a well-functioning government 
reinforce each other. The fourth plenary 
session of the 20th Central Committee of 
the CPC in 2025 further elevated this 

principle, offering a road map for modernizing 
economic governance. 

Modern governance is not about 
expanding scale, but about improving 
efficiency and unleashing 
innovation. It requires moving 
from factor-driven growth to 
innovation-driven growth, and 
from passive adjustment to 
proactive institutional design. 
Reform must therefore provide 
the core momentum. The 
following measures can help 
in this direction. 

First of all, reform must orient governance 
toward high-quality development. This 
is the central task of modernizing economic 
governance. Reform should target deep-seated 
constraints ~ insufficient innovation 
capacity, regional disparities and rising 
ecological pressures. This means establishing 

evaluation systems based on quality and 
efficiency rather than sheer output, which 
will nudge firms to compete on innovation 
and sustainability. It also requires stronger 

policy coordination, aligning industrial, 
technological, environmental and 
market reforms so that institutional 
dividends can translate into long-term 
momentum. 

The market-government relationship 
should also be balanced to build a 
more coordinated governance system. 
Getting the relationship right is the 

“master key” to stronger governance. 
China must accelerate legislation for 
building a unified national market, 
strengthen fair competition rules and 
eliminate local protectionism, regional 
barriers and discriminatory entry requirements. 
Removing these obstacles will improve 
market circulation, unlock the potential 

of China's enormous domestic market 
and help curb wasteful, low-efficiency 
forms of competition. 

At the same time, regulatory methods 
should evolve. The country needs an 
integrated approach that combines 
law-based regulation, credit-based oversight 
and digital tools. Strengthening competition 
policy and cracking down on administrative 
monopolies will ensure that firms compete 
through innovation rather than unfair 
advantages. What's more, market-based 
allocation of key production factors should 
be raised in the overall resource efficiency. 
The smooth flow of production factors ~ 
technology, data, capital, land, and labor 
~ directly affects economic vitality. Reform 
should improve the mechanisms for 
market-based allocation, expand pilot 
programs and create more flexible channels 
for factor mobility.

Misstep 
Sir, This refers to the front page report, 

“Lok Sabha passes VB-GRAMG Bill amid 
strong opposition resistance” (19 December). 
The problem with the VB-G RAM G is poor 
fiscal design that burdens the states unduly. 
Given the tight fiscal position of most state 
governments and the shrinking of their 
fiscal powers, they will struggle to foot their 
40 per cent share.  

The Prime Minister who once called 
MGNREGA a ‘monument of failure’ is now 
renaming it to claim credit for the revolutionary 
scheme. Earlier, the scheme envisaged a 
bottom-up approach wherein states would 
estimate the demand for work and share it 
with the Centre. Based on this, the Centre 
would make allocations. In the new Bill, 

this approach has been flipped, with the 
Centre providing “normative” allocation 
based on parameters that it will decide. 
That is a misstep. 

Yours, etc., S S Paul,  
Nadia, 19 December. 

 

A commodity 
Sir, “Switching off without paying a price” 

published today perceptively exposes how 
digital detox has been commodified into 
yet another lifestyle purchase. Paying to 

“switch off ” resembles what Nietzsche 
warned against: without a clear why, no 
how can endure.  

Outsourcing restraint to apps and devices 
reflects not discipline but the problem of 
plenty, a rich kid ordering nicotine patches 
online instead of confronting addiction, 
hoping a product will do what resolve alone 
cannot. 

David Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest famously 
explores this paradox of agency. Characters 
chase ever more elaborate commitment 
devices and diversions, believing that external 
structures can contain interior compulsions. 
That tension lies at the heart of the digital 
detox industry.  

So called solutions like blocker apps or 
minimalist phones risk becoming just another 
distraction, an ersatz effort that alleviates 

guilt without altering habit. 
Real change appears more likely when 

why precedes how. Community led practices, 
whether the communal switch off in Vadgaon 
or Japan’s family rules, succeed precisely 
because they restore meaning, shared norms 
and purpose.  

Contrast this with literal commitment 
devices, such as the viral case of a man 
hiring someone to slap him whenever he 
logs onto Facebook, and we see how far 
people will go to outsource responsibility 
while missing the root of their entanglement 
with screens. Without that moral centre, 
detox tools offer comfort, not change. They 
commercialise abstinence while leaving 
underlying patterns untouched. 

Yours, etc., Harsh Pawaria, 
Rohtak, 18 December.

The Himalayas, long revered for their sublime beauty 
and spiritual significance, are under siege ~ not by 
avalanches or blizzards, but by human neglect. Mount 
Everest, the crown jewel of the range, tells a stark story: 

discarded tents, oxygen cylinders, plastic bottles, and even 
human remains lie scattered across its slopes. For decades, 
well-intentioned campaigns and isolated clean-up drives have 
sought to address the problem, yet the mountain remains a 
symbol of ecological stress and failed accountability. 

Tourism and adventure sports have brought economic 
benefits, but they have also exposed the limits of unregulated 
access. The number of climbers has surged, while the 
infrastructure for waste management has lagged. Temporary 
clean-ups and mandatory waste-return rules have had some 
effect, but the sheer scale of the challenge posed by extreme 
altitudes, limited climbing windows, and melting snow 
revealing decades of accumulated debris demands a far more 
systematic approach. 

Nepal’s newly announced five-year strategy represents a 
necessary pivot. By combining stricter waste management 
rules, mandatory clean-mountain briefings, technology-driven 
solutions like drones and GPS tracking, and policy mechanisms 
to regulate climber numbers and expedition timing, it moves 
beyond piecemeal efforts. Temporary waste collection centres 
at strategic camps, mandatory waste return quotas, and pilot 
testing of ropeways and drones are concrete steps that can 
make a difference, but only if rigorously enforced. 

The plan also underscores a broader principle: tourism is not 
just an economic activity; it is a responsibility. Mountaineering 
is a privilege, not a right. Every expedition leader, climber, and 
trekking agency must recognise that the mountains they seek 
to conquer are fragile ecosystems, not refuse dumps. Local 
communities, mountaineering associations, and government 
agencies must share accountability. They must ensure 
compliance while exploring innovation to protect the 
environment. Tourists and climbers must understand that their 
presence comes with responsibility. Simple actions ~ carrying 
back waste, following guidelines, and respecting local 
regulations ~ can collectively make a massive difference. 
Without individual accountability, even the best policies will 
struggle to preserve the Himalayas’ fragile ecosystems for future 
generations. The stakes are immense. The Himalayas are the 
source of more than 6,000 rivers, supporting millions of lives 
downstream. Biodiversity, cultural heritage, and the global 
reputation of Nepal’s mountains hang in the balance. Failure to 
act decisively risks turning these sacred landscapes into a 
cautionary tale of human greed and ecological collapse. 

Yet, the five-year plan offers a window of hope. It is an 
opportunity to transform Everest from a symbol of 
environmental neglect into a model of sustainable tourism. 
What is required now is more than policy ~ it demands 
collective will, responsibility, and the courage to enforce rules 
that may be unpopular but are essential. If Nepal succeeds, it 
will send a powerful message: humanity can coexist with its 
highest peaks. But only if it treats them with respect.

Export  Rebalance 

Everest  in  Peril

Labour demand in the formal 
sector is too sluggish to absorb 
large numbers of young labour 
market entrants. 
Manufacturing accounts for a 
small share of total output and 
employment, compared to other 
developing regions, and this 
mostly affects low- and 
medium-skilled workers, who 
are still predominantly 
confined to working in 
agriculture and informal 
services. Given the inelasticity of 
employment in the public sector, 
the focus should be on the 
private sector as far as the 
prospects for growth and job 
creation are concerned 
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News Items

OCCASIONAL NOTE 
 

Lord Birkenhead would seem to have lost his 
temper or to be suffering from liver, judging 
from the extracts from a recent speech of his 
which the Englishman quotes. Or perhaps it is 
neither of these things, but a determined effort 
on his part to recover his youth, for it was in 
speeches of this acid flavour that the young F. E. 
Smith made the reputation that carried him to 
the Woolsack and the Secretaryship of State for 
India. Lord Birkenhead at least seems to have 
stirred the ordinarily phlegmatic Lord Haldane 
to the retort that like fin animal at the Zoo Lord 
Birkenhead “is obviously out of his natural 
element on the bench on which he sits.” It may 
have been resentment of the decorous atmosphere 
about him that led Lord Birkenhead to break 
out on this occasion, and have his fling. We 
hope he feels better after the outbreak. 

UNPARLIAMENTARY 

KARACHI 
COUNCILLOR WHO 
FORGOT HIMSELF 
(From Our Correspondent.) 
Karachi, Dec. 

Narandas Anandji, the Karachi Municipal 
Councillor, who called out “Damn you” to 
another councillor at a previous Municipal 
meeting, has written to the President expressing 
regret at the occurrence and the matter has 
been allowed to drop. 

 

 
HOCKEY AT DELHI 

AJMERE AND 
ALIGARH IN  THE 
FINAL 
(From Our Correspondent.) 
Delhi, Dec. 

The semi-final between the Devons “A” and the 
Loco Sports Club, Ajmere was played this evening 
and Ajmere won by 4 to nil. The final comes off 
on Sunday between Ajmere and Aligarh. The 
distribution of prizes will take place just after the 
final match. 

 

 
CHRISTMAS RECESS 

WORK BEFORE 
COMMONS NEXT 
SESSION 
(British Official Wireless.) 
Leafield (Oxford), Dec. 

The final stages of a large number of Bills will 
be dealt with at to-day’s meetings of both Houses 
of Parliament, and to-morrow morning the first 
session of the present Parliament will be brought 
to a close with the formal prorogation. As Easter 
falls unusually early next year, the prorogation 
will be short, and Parliament will therefore 
reassemble on February 2. A heavy programme 
of domestic business is in prospect for next 
year, and it is already clear that Parliament will 
be kept hard at work until August. The position 
in the mining industry, at present the subject of 
investigation by a Special Commission, promises 
to occupy considerable time, and is one of the 
most interesting subjects to be dealt with during 
the session. But the national economy proposals 
will also be awaited eagerly, and will invest the 
next Budget with special interest. 

 
 

RUSSIA AND LOCARNO 

M. BRIAND AND VALUE 
OF AGREEMENT 
Paris, Dec. 

M. Briand explained the consequences of the 
Locarno agreement to the Foreign Affairs and 
Army Commissions of the Chamber. He emphasized 
his conviction that a similar pact in 1914 would 
have prevented war. Replying to the Communists, 
he said that the Locarno agreement was in no 
way directed against Russia, and added he would 
endeavour to reserve for Soviet Russia a position 
in the League of Nations equivalent to that of 
other powers.-—Reuter.

ACROSS 
 
7    Close-fitting 

leotard I modelled 

(8) 

9    American expelled 

from country for 

going without fare 

(6) 

10  Player worries 

when start of test 

is delayed (4) 

11  Unpalatable cases 

initially cause

revulsion beyond 

belief (10) 

12  Taste is pretty 

much wasted on 

writer (6) 

14  Man pledged 

backing from 

French Resistance 

(8) 

15  Improve state of 

disturbed heartless 

children  

(6) 

17  This fish looks and 

sounds flat?  

(6) 

20  Increase scope of 

criminal case and 

others under 

review (8) 

22  Messenger from 

wedding cycled 

round front of 

church (6) 

23  Ordered cadet that 

is controlling tank 

to turn off  

(10) 

24  Send out 

introduction to 

elite university  

(4) 

25  Reverse 

management�s 

reshuffle after 

married man is 

dismissed  

(6) 

26  Support Harry 

meeting the Queen 

in person (8) 

 

DOWN 
 

1    Soldier dies after 

dropping ecstasy in 

Heaven  

(8) 

2    Corporation has 

invested large 

surplus  

(4) 

3    Gangs said to go 

round looking for 

sex (6) 

4    Free lunch lacking 

core ingredient 

turned out to be 

pleasant  

(8) 

5    What reveals and, 

in a manner of 

speaking, inspires? 

(10) 

6    Play with 

retracting pencil or 

felt-tip pens  

(6) 

8    Half believed police 

department�s 

tapped judge  

(6) 

13  Official pitch 

inexperienced 

reporter typed up 

about waste (10) 

16  What may have 

part to play in 

temperature 

falling in cold 

office? (8) 

18  Managed to get 

reference suspect 

lied about  

(8) 

19  Religious teaching 

is unable to deny 

earlier beliefs  

(6) 

21  Comparatively 

unbalanced means 

of presenting 

items for 

consumption  

(6) 

22  Wanted joint 

passed to the 

audience (6) 

24  Freelancer has 

vigour and style  

(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

A L U M N A S I T S B A C K
E U P A R R L

H A U S F R A U O N E W A Y
N I I S P A S

P S Y C H O P A T H K I S S
R G I F I

I S O C L I N E C H A N C Y
C A S F

C H A R G E F R E E T I M E
O P N O A

M O R E C A R D R E A D E R
L D H W N D X

T R O I K A A N E C D O T E
U E N R R E R

A N I M A T E D S E R I A L

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

Last SaturdayÊs Solution

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

Front page of The Statesman  
dated 22 December 1925

Few things are  more 
exasperating than, when 
you are saying something, 
somebody interrupts you 

midway and expresses a doubt or 
a contrary view. It is even more 
exasperating, as often happens, 
when the contrary view has less to 
do with what you were saying than 
who you are as a person. 

Take the provocative subject of 
abortion. Everybody has a strong 
view on the right to abortion. Those 
views are not only contradictory but 
often directly contrary. It follows that 
both sides have a lot to learn from an 
exchange. But try such an exchange, 
and you are most likely to come away 
deeply frustrated. You will be interrupted, 
misunderstood, contradicted, even 
tainted with a label. 

On politics, the subject on which 
a society most needs to have 
conversations, especially if there 
are divisive, partisan views, discussion 
is more difficult. Most exchanges 
end in frustration and disappointment, 
if not fury and name-calling. In 
many social groups, it is customary 
to declare political issues verboten, 
for fear that any discussion will 
create unpleasantness. That is a 
pity, for discussion alone is the key 
to reducing divisiveness. 

Why must we avoid certain themes 
– even the themes most worth 
talking about? Why are some 
discussions potentially explosive? 
Why can’t we talk about even 

incendiary subjects calmly and 
meaningfully? 

Social scientists are offering three 
simple answers to these questions. 
The first answer is one that our 
experience verifies daily: we are 
abysmally poor listeners. Any time 
we talk, we are likely to receive 
dishearteningly poor responses. 
They range from b eing quite 
misdirected to highly irrelevant. 
They often relate to the listener’s 
past experience rather than to the 
speaker’s current comments. 

This is because most of us lack 
the discipline of suspending our 
past assumptions and current 
feelings to listen unencumbered to 
a speaker. We can listen well only 
when we listen objectively and 
impartially. This means that when 
you listen to me, you must resolutely 
avoid assessing what I am saying. 
You just listen, to fully absorb what 
is said. The business of evaluating 
what you have heard – whether it 
is right or wrong – must come later, 
after you have fully absorbed what 
I have said. This takes a disciplined 
effort, for our inclination is to listen 
and judge at the same time. 

The Buddhists have a name for 
this: they call it listening with a 
beginner’s mind. The beginner has 
an unsullied mind, uncluttered with 
prior learning, with no set tendency 
to accept or reject another view, no 
assumption to impede any new point 
of view. Such a mind is like a blank 

slate, ready to absorb a new idea 
impartially and without bias. A 
person with such a mind is best 
able to participate in an open exchange. 

Of course, it helps to have a clear, 
unbiased mind when discussing 
with another person. But the second 
answer goes further: it is not enough 
to listen well, it is important to 
understand what is intended by the 
speaker. Such understanding is not 
so simple as we may suppose. We 
have all experienced the awkward 
situation where we have said something 
innocuous, and it has caused unexpected 
hurt and misunderstanding. 

 Such misinterpretation occurs 
for a variety of reasons. We are all 
different people, and we speak 
vastly different languages. Even 
when we apparently speak the same 
language, we use words and phrases 
in a unique and therefore misleading 
way. Even listening earnestly to 
you, I can easily misread both the 
content and intent of your speech. 
That is why communication specialists 
suggest a simple tool: reflect back 
to the speaker, in your own words, 
what he or she said to you. By doing 
that, you both show the speaker 
that you have carefully heard what 
was said and you are trying to make 
sure that you have fully understood 
it. It also gives the speaker the 
chance to correct you if there is a 
transmission error. 

The third answer is perhaps the 
most critical. No exchange can work 

if you are focusing less on the speaker’s 
words than the speaker’s person. 
For example, if I make a political 
statement, and you – instead of 
heeding my facts or reasons – focus 
on my personality, my past affiliations 
or my social and economic background, 
you are unlikely to be a fair listener 
and impartially absorb my message. 
You will attribute my views to some 
predilection, such as my job or party 
loyalty, and never fairly assess what 
I have said. You would think me a 
biased speaker, whereas, in fact, you 
are the biased listener. That is a 
guarantee of complete breakdown 
of reasonable communication. If you 
want to understand me, you must 
l isten without prejudging my 

background, focusing instead on the 
rationale I am offering. 

It makes sense, instead of pushing 
all political and religious discussion 
under the rug and declaring all 
touchy subjects off-limit, to listen 
to your interlocutor with care, 
without assumptions or pre-judgment, 
and periodically check your own 
understanding. That is a good way 
to avoid an avoidable kerfuffle. 
Maybe you will learn something. 
Who knows, you may even build a 
valuable relationship. 

 
 

 (The writer is a US-based international 
development advisor and had worked with the 
World Bank. He can be reached at 
mnandy@gmail.com) 
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In 1993, the 73rd Constitutional 
Amendment was hailed as the 
dawn of Gram Swaraj - village 
self-rule rooted in democratic 

decentralisation. The promise was 
clear: Panchayati Raj Institutions 
(PRIs) would no longer be mere 
implementing arms of Delhi or state 
capitals, but genuine institutions 
of self-government. Three decades 
later, that promise is gasping for 
fiscal breath. 

India has successfully elected 
millions of village representatives. 
What it has failed to do is give 
them the one thing that guarantees 
autonomy: control over money. A 
recent RBI report on the Finances 
of Panchayati Raj Institutions 
presents a stark picture. Own Source 
Revenue (OSR) remains negligible, 
with Panchayats depending on 
state and central transfers for nearly 
95  p er  cent  of  their  fu nds. 
Decentralisation, in practice, has 
remained administrative - not fiscal. 

Yet this failure is not uniform. 
The Panchayats Devolution Index 
2024 reveals that India’s problem 
is not design, but political will. 

The contrast across regions is 
striking. The Devolution Index - 
which measures the transfer of 
funds, functions, and functionaries 
- shows southern states decisively 
ahead. Karnataka tops the list with 
a score of 72.23, followed by Kerala 
(70.59) and Tamil Nadu (68.38). 
The national average languishes at 
43.69, while areas such as Jammu 
& Kashmir (27.85) and Jharkhand 
(27.73) remain near the bottom. 

Why does the South lead? The 
answer lies in clarity and commitment. 
States like Karnataka and Andhra 
Pradesh have issued unambiguous 
orders empowering Panchayats to 
levy and collect taxes. In Kerala, 
Panchayats are not merely civic 
bodies; they function as planning 
units with independent budgets, 
authority over property taxes, and 

freedom to levy user charges without 
constant state approval. Decentralisation 
here is institutionalised, not rhetorical. 

Elsewhere, Panchayats remain 
trapped in a structural bind. Property 
tax - the most reliable source of 
local revenue - accounts for nearly 
40 per cent of OSR nationwide. Yet 
India’s property tax-to-GDP ratio 
is just 0.2 per cent, among the 
lowest globally. 

This is not because rural citizens 
refuse to pay. It is because, in many 
states, they are never properly asked. 
In Uttar Pradesh and Odisha, Gram 
Panchayats have either not been 
fully authorised to levy property 
tax or lack the operational ability 
to do so. Even where powers exist 
on paper, they are throttled by 
bureaucratic ambiguity - unclear 
definitions of “commercial property,” 
outdated property registers, and 
disputes over valuation. 

Compounding this is a deeper 
flaw: states often retain the power 
to assess property values while 
pushing the politically unpopular 
task of tax collection onto Panchayats. 
A village Sarpanch, without technical 
staff or surveyors, cannot realistically 
assess the value of a new warehouse 
or commercial complex. 

Beyond structure lies a behavioural 
challenge - the proximity paradox. 
In villages, the tax collector and 
taxpayer are neighbours. A Sarpanch 
who enforces property tax or hikes 
water charges risks immediate social 
backlash and electoral consequences. 

Successful states have addressed 
this by letting the state play the 
“bad cop.” Maharashtra (Index score: 
61.44) offers a useful model, where 
statutory minimum floor rates for 
local taxes are fixed by the state. 
This allows local leaders to tell 
residents, “The law requires this,” 
shielding them from direct blame 
while ensuring revenue flows. 

Another vast  but neglected 
opportunity lies in common property 
resources - ponds, grazing lands, 
weekly markets, and minor forests. 

Though legally meant for community 
benefit, control often lies with Forest 
or Revenue departments. 

A Panchayat attempting to lease 
a pond for fisheries or a market 
shed for weekly haats frequently 
runs into inter-departmental red 
tape. Transferring Operations and 
Maintenance rights to PRIs would 
not only generate revenue but also 
improve local stewardship and 
conservation. 

The solution is neither complex 
nor unknown. The Ministry of 
Panchayati Raj’s digital platform 
Samartha, aimed at end-to-end 
digitisation of OSR management, 
is a step forward. Digitisation reduces 
leakage, improves transparency, 
and creates reliable tax databases. 

But technology cannot substitute 
political intent. State governments 

must recognise that hoarding fiscal 
power at the capital is inefficient. 
Home Minister Amit Shah has 
rightly noted that Panchayati Raj 
cannot succeed without revenue 
autonomy. Uttar Pradesh Chief 
Minister Yogi Adityanath has similarly 
called for “innovative practices” to 
boost Panchayat income. 

These statements must now 
translate into policy. A three-pronged 
approach is essential: 

  Mandatory devolution: States 
must be legally bound to devolve 
taxation powers - especially 
property tax - to Gram Panchayats. 

  Capacity building: Scalable 
training programmes, such as those 
developed with IIM-Ahmedabad, 
must equip Panchayat officials with 
skills in valuation, accounting, and 
revenue management. 

  I n c e n t iv i s a t i o n :  Finance 
Commission grants should be 
tightly linked to OSR performance. 
Panchayats that collect more 
should receive matching grants, 
creating a virtuous cycle. 
 
The 73rd Amendment delivered 

democratic decentralisation. But 
demo cracy without  f inancial 
autonomy is hollow. Until Panchayats 
can pay their electricity bills without 
waiting for a state grant, Gram 
Swaraj will remain unfinished 
business. The southern states have 
shown what is possible. The rest 
of India must now follow. 

 
 

(The writer is Director - Strategic Partnerships, 
Mrikal (Data/AI Center) and a Young Alumni 
Member, Govt. Liaison Task Force, IIT-
Kharagpur.)
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DIGITAL EXPERIENCE 

As December arrives, a familiar pressure settles in. The year
must be assessed, accounted for, and neatly packaged. We
are expected to look back with clarity, extract lessons,
declare growth, and step into the new year lighter and
wiser. There is comfort in this ritual. It gives shape to time,
reassures us that life moves in discernible arcs, that effort
leads somewhere visible. But not every year cooperates.

Some years resist summarising. They refuse to be reduced
to achievements or failures, highs or lows. They leave behind
loose threads — conversations unfinished, emotions
unnamed, decisions postponed. For many, the past year
has felt less like a story with a beginning and an end, and
more like a prolonged stretch of endurance.

This insistence on resolution is not accidental. We live

in a culture that prizes outcomes. Productivity, clarity,
forward momentum — these are the currencies of
progress. Even reflection has become performative. Year-
end lists, public gratitude, carefully worded declarations
of resilience create the impression that everyone has arrived
somewhere definitive. Yet beneath that
surface, a quieter truth persists. Many people
are carrying fatigue they have not had time
to examine. Grief that never announced itself
dramatically. Disappointments absorbed
rather than expressed. Relationships that
shifted not through conflict, but through distance, silence,
or emotional depletion.

The language of resolution implies finality — that
something has been completed, understood, and filed
away. But emotional life does not obey deadlines. Healing
does not respect calendars. Understanding arrives when
it is ready, not when the year demands it.

For some, the year has been marked by ongoing uncer-
tainty — about work, health, relationships, or identity. For
others, it has been a period of quiet recalibration, a slow
letting go of expectations that once felt essential. From the
outside, this may not look like progress. Internally, it often
is. There is also a moral pressure embedded in year-end
reflection: not only to acknowledge difficulty, but to redeem
it. To find gratitude in hardship, to frame pain as instruc-
tion. While comforting in hindsight, this impulse can be

premature. Ending a year without clear answers is often
mistaken for stagnation. In reality, it can signal honesty —
a refusal to pretend that everything has settled. This is not
failure. It is an accurate reading of one’s inner life.

The pressure to resolve spills into relationships as well.
We are encouraged to move on cleanly, to
mend or to end things decisively before the
calendar turns. But human connections rarely
comply. Some fade without confrontation.
Others linger in ambiguity. In a world of con-
stant acceleration, this discomfort with incom-

pleteness has only intensified. We move quickly from one
phase to the next, documenting rather than absorbing. The
year ends not because it has been processed, but because
time insists on moving forward. The exhaustion many feel
is not just physical or professional. It is emotional — the
weight of carrying too much without space to understand
it. Life does not begin again on January 1. It continues,
shaped unevenly by what came before. As the year closes,
perhaps the most honest response is not to rush towards
meaning, but to pause with what remains unsettled. Not
everything needs to be resolved. Some things need time.
Some need to be carried forward until they are ready to
change. The year will end regardless. The question is
whether we allow ourselves to end it truthfully.
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It forms the didactic portion of the Mahabharata.
Operation Sindoor, with its carefully calibrated
objectives, exemplified this principle. Its objec-
tive was to uphold national sovereignty and
protect civilian lives without precipitating a
broader military conflagration.

Operation Sindoor’s methodology was in
keeping with the dharmic principle of ahimsa
(non-violence) in its discrim-
inatory application. India
held that it was a measured
response to the blatant
attack on Indian tourists and
was aimed at seeking justice
against terrorists. It had no
intent to attack the Pakistani military. It careful-
ly discriminated between combatants and non-
combatants, between the guilty establishment
and innocent populations, and thus echoes the
Ramayana’s treatment of warfare, where Rama
consistently distinguishes between Ravana’s
forces and innocent citizens of Lanka.

The Ramayana’s Model 
Rama was a true maryada purushottam who,
throughout the epic, repeatedly acted with
restraint: he gave Ravana multiple chances to
return Sita peacefully and insisted on fair
combat. He initiated diplomatic solutions
through Hanuman’s embassy to Ravana. In past
instances of friction between India and Pakistan,
India had repeatedly offered cooperation in joint
investigative teams despite Pakistan’s uncoop-
erative response to the Mumbai 2008, Pathankot
2016 and other probes. When diplomacy failed,
India’s military response was both decisive and
restrained — targeting military objectives while
sparing civilians. It focused on dismantling ter-
rorist infrastructure and reflects the dharmic
obligation to protect innocents on both sides of
the conflict. India’s no-first-use policy for nuclear
weapons, the fact that Pakistan was the first to
hit military targets, and that India’s strikes
were targeted at terrorist infrastructure with no
attempt to capture territory, all demonstrate
adherence to the Gita’s teaching that dharmic

action must consider the welfare of all beings.

Doctrine of Proportional Escalation
Both the Gita and the Ramayana believe in the
maxim that violence must be bounded. Force
which is unrestrained destroys the moral author-
ity of the warrior and delegitimises the cause
itself. Rama consistently applies proportionate

force, using the least amount necessary
to achieve legitimate objectives.
Operation Sindoor not only acted with
restraint but was also a graduated
response to adharmic aggression.
Operation Sindoor was also guided by the
principle of “equal intensity in the same

domain”.

Relevance of Ancient Wisdom
Time and again, it has been proved that contem-
porary conflict resolution can only be achieved
within the framework of dharma. The teachings
of the Ramayana and the Bhagavad Gita are as
pertinent today as they were in the past.
Dharma prioritises justice over victory, protec-
tion over domination. This is what constitutes
true strength.

War as Tragic Necessity
Neither the Ramayana nor the Bhagavad Gita
romanticise war. The Gita does not celebrate war
but accepts sombrely the duty fulfilled at great
human cost. Leadership requires humility,
accountability and a willingness to bear moral
burdens. Operation Sindoor vindicates the time-
less relevance of dharma-yuddha principles.
India’s integrated military action was within the
framework of righteous duty, proportional
force and the protection of non-combatants. The
operation was successful in achieving tactical
objectives while securing international support
and avoiding full-scale conflict. It confirmed the
enduring wisdom that true national security is
rooted not in the mere capacity for destruction,
but in the disciplined, righteous and
proportional application of force, guided by
dharmic principles.

Editor’s

As they say, history repeats itself, and no place better than
Bangladesh confirms it. Political assassinations have a long
history in Bangladesh, and those assassinations have been
turning points in the country’s politics. The recent
assassination of youth leader Sharif Osman Hadi has once
again shown how fragile peace is in Bangladesh. News of his
assassination ignited the streets of Dhaka, and within hours
chaos reigned on the streets. However, what began as
outrage over a brutal killing quickly turned into a challenge
to state authority, with protesters breaching Parliament
premises. Hadi’s murder carries all the hallmarks of
Bangladesh’s violent political past, where assassinations are
rarely isolated crimes and often signal a 
larger power struggle. His death galvanised youth groups
and opposition factions, and anti-India sentiment prevailed
across the country.

Ironically, the protests that followed Hadi’s funeral were as
much about anger over his demise as they were about the
lack of governance and the multitude of grievances people
have regarding the non-actions of the government.

Ironically, the participation of various student groups and
the National Citizen Party indicates an organised political
opposition to the present government, built on anti-India
sentiment. The government has either failed, or deliberately
chosen not, to curb the violence and attacks on properties
linked to the former ruling Awami League, and attempts to
march towards Indian diplomatic facilities point to a
deliberate effort to widen the conflict. Anti-India slogans and
unsubstantiated claims that Hadi’s killers fled across the
border appear to show a deliberate attempt to point fingers
at India and inflame nationalist sentiment.

Who killed Hadi — and why — remains the central
unanswered question. Possibilities range from intra-party
rivalries and factional score-settling to attempts by extremist
or destabilising forces to provoke chaos during a sensitive
political phase. The interim government’s challenge is to
deliver justice swiftly while preventing the tragedy from
becoming a pretext for sustained disorder and further
spoiling relations with India.

For India, Bangladesh is not just a neighbour but a
strategic partner in trade, connectivity and regional security.
The targeting of Indian diplomatic sites, even symbolically, is
not good news for India. New Delhi must tread carefully —
reaffirming respect for Bangladesh’s sovereignty, securing its
personnel, and quietly encouraging de-escalation without
becoming a scapegoat. India must take the initiative to douse
the flames and calm public sentiment in Bangladesh.

Whether Hadi’s killing becomes another chapter in unrest
or a moment that forces institutional course correction will
depend on how the present government handles this crisis. It
is a difficult time for Bangladesh, and any further fanning of
the flames could engulf the entire country; if that happens,
India would certainly feel the heat.

If the Bangladesh government fails to handle the
unrest following Hadi’s killing, it risks another round

of chaos while straining relations with India

Bangladesh on 
the brink 

Preventing tragedies on elephant corridors
The recent deaths of elephants in a train accident are
a painful reminder that repeated warnings about
wildlife safety along railway corridors have not been
adequately addressed. Over the past decade, similar inci-
dents in Assam, West Bengal and Mysuru have exposed
a persistent conflict between infrastructure expansion
and ecological responsibility. Elephant movement
follows ancient corridors, often during dawn and
dusk, precisely when visibility is low and train speeds
remain dangerously high.

While measures such as signage, speed restrictions
and experimental deterrents have been introduced in
some regions, their implementation has been incon-
sistent and poorly monitored. What is urgently required
is a coordinated, science-based approach that treats
these corridors as critical habitats rather than periph-
eral concerns. Real-time detection systems, clearly
marked underpasses and uncompromising speed
enforcement in vulnerable stretches must become stan-
dard practice, not exceptions.

Sustained coordination between railway and forest
authorities is vital to update movement data and align
train schedules. Preventing such tragedies is both an
ethical duty and a practical necessity.
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A volatile neighbourhood demands vigilance
The growing instability across India’s immediate
neighbourhood is a matter of serious concern and
deserves sustained public and policy attention. Political
upheaval, economic fragility and democratic erosion
in several neighbouring countries have created a
volatile regional environment with direct implications
for India’s security. 

Nations such as Pakistan, Myanmar, Sri Lanka,
Bangladesh, Nepal and the Maldives are facing inter-
nal stress that risks spilling across borders through
refugee movements, economic disruption and securi-
ty challenges. A significant factor complicating this land-
scape is the expanding influence of China, which has
strategically leveraged infrastructure investments to
deepen its political and military footprint. These pro-
jects, often framed as development assistance, carry
long-term strategic consequences that alter regional
power balances. In Pakistan, the increasing role of the
military under General Asim Munir adds another layer
of uncertainty, particularly given historical patterns of
confrontation and internal instability.

A stable neighbourhood is essential to safeguarding
India’s long-term security, economic resilience and
strategic interests

CK SUBRAMANIAM | MUMBAI

TAKE

DEEBA 
SALIM IRFAN 

While inaugurating the 10th International Gita
Conference, the Defence Minister of India stated
that during Operation Sindoor, India’s action was
guided by the message which Lord Krishna gave
to the Pandavas: that war should not be fought
for revenge or ambition, but to uphold righteous-
ness. Operation Sindoor was that dharma-based
ethical action which India adopted. Lord Krishna
emphasises that ethical war is an unavoidable
duty (svadharma), without personal attachment
to the fruits of action.

On the battlefield of Kurukshetra, Lord Krishna
reminds Arjuna of his kshatriya dharma —
”Looking to your own duty you should never
waver, for there is nothing higher for a kshatriya
than a righteous war.” Dharma must be protect-
ed by wielding righteous force when needed.
Adharma should be vanquished by dharma, or else
it would be a sin. However, Krishna qualifies the
act of war with a rider. The war must be dharmi-
ka, that is, fought according to established rules.
The Mahabharata elsewhere details these rules.
Some of these include not attacking a warrior who
has laid down his arms, no killing of non-combat-
ants, and no use of celestial weapons on ordinary
soldiers, etc. The main tenet of Lord Krishna’s
preaching is that the warrior must act without
desire for fame or personal gain, or else the act
becomes tainted. 

The doctrine of nishkama karma is the Gita’s
core principle for the ethics of war. Lord Krishna
further insists on equanimity. Ethical war is
fought without hatred towards the enemy and
without triumph in victory. This vision teaches that
one should not harbour hatred. The Pandavas
fought not out of personal enmity but because
adharma had reached such a point where only
force could restore balance. 

A war fought without moral anchoring degen-
erates into mere power play. Hence, we see that
Operation Sindoor was launched on these prin-
ciples — it had a just cause of dharma over
adharma. It followed rules that avoided the killing
of civilians, and there was no personal hatred, ego,
greed or desire, except that it was just and fair,
with the aim of dharma over adharma.

The Bhagavad Gita is a profound Indian text on
the ethics of waging war. It speaks eloquently on
the tragic necessity of war, especially when
adharma threatens the social and moral universe.
The Pahalgam attack, targeting tourists specifical-
ly for their religious identity, represented a direct
assault on India’s constitutional principle of
equal respect for all religions and demanded a
dharmic response.

Principles of Proportionality 
The Bhagavad Gita is a synthesis of various

strands of Indian religious thought, including the
Vedic concept of dharma (duty, rightful action).

THE TEACHINGS
OF THE

RAMAYANA AND
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The quiet weight Of years that do not resolve

Tourists visit a snow-covered valley amid snowfall in Gulmarg, Jammu and Kashmir
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National Mathematics Day is

observed annually on 22

December to honour the Indian

mathematical genius Srinivasa

Ramanujan, whose ideas

reshaped modern mathematics

and continue to inspire scholars

worldwide. The day celebrates his

legacy, promotes mathematical

curiosity, and underscores the

role of mathematics in everyday

life. It was officially declared in

2012 by former Prime Minister

Manmohan Singh to mark

Ramanujan’s 125th birth

anniversary.

Ramanujan’s work made

lasting contributions to number

theory, infinite series, elliptic

functions, continued fractions,

partition theory, and the

celebrated Ramanujan number

1729. His birth anniversary

encourages greater interest in

mathematics among students,

teachers, and researchers. The

National Mathematics Day 2025

theme, “Mathematics, Art and

Creativity”, highlights the close

links between mathematical

thinking, innovation, and

imagination, reflecting

Ramanujan’s intuitive approach

to problem-solving.

Born on 22 December 1887 in

Erode, Tamil Nadu, Srinivasa

Ramanujan was largely self-

taught and showed exceptional

ability from an early age. Despite

limited formal education, he

mastered advanced mathematics

and produced original results. His

talent attracted G. H. Hardy,

leading to his work at Trinity

College, Cambridge. Elected a

Fellow of the Royal Society in

1918, he remains one of its

youngest members. Though his

life was short, his influence on

global mathematics endures. 
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From strict discrimination between combatants and civilians to calibrated escalation and restraint, Operation Sindoor reflected the Gita and the
Ramayana’s timeless insistence that force, when unavoidable, must remain ethical, anchored in justice rather than hatred or ambition.
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Sreenivasan and cinema’s moral compass
With the passing of veteran Malayalam actor, writer and
director Sreenivasan, Indian cinema has lost a rare cre-
ative conscience whose work consistently reflected
society with humour, empathy and quiet courage. His
films never relied on spectacle alone; instead, they drew
strength from observation, irony and a deep understand-
ing of ordinary lives. Born in the small village of Pattiam
in Kannur district, his journey into cinema was shaped
by struggle, persistence and an unwavering belief in sto-
rytelling.

Sreenivasan’s writing redefined Malayalam cinema
by making satire a mirror rather than a weapon. Films
such as Sandesam, Vadakkunokkiyanthram,
Chinthavishtayaya Shyamala, Gandhi Nagar Second
Street and Nadodikaatu remain relevant because they
confront social pretence, moral confusion and politi-
cal hypocrisy with intelligence and restraint.

As an actor, his characters were unadorned yet unfor-
gettable, rooted in vulnerability and contradiction. A
multiple State Film Award winner, Sreenivasan leaves
behind more than celebrated films. He leaves a
grammar of honesty, reminding future generations that
cinema can entertain while still thinking deeply and eth-
ically about the world it portrays.
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governance often defaults to populist
measures, gimmicks, and temporary fixes.

Predominantly Toxic Pollutants
A December 2025 assessment by the

Centre for Science and Environment (CSE)
confirms that air pollution in the Delhi-NCR
region is becoming increasingly toxic, par-
ticularly in the early winter months.
Pollution levels remain high from October
to November, with air quality deteriorat-
ing across the region, including smaller
towns, and recent gains at risk of rever-
sal. CSE highlights the daily synchronised
rise of PM2.5 with toxic gases such as nitro-
gen dioxide (NO?) and carbon monoxide
(CO), mainly from vehicular and combus-
tion sources, forming a dangerous mix that
has received inadequate
policy attention. Long-term
trends indicate a plateau
rather than improvement,
suggesting a structural failure
and underscoring CSE's warning that only
sustained, long-term measures-not sea-
sonal fixes-can reverse the decline.

Last week, the Commission for Air
Quality Management (CAQM) informed the
Supreme Court that vehicular emissions
are the largest contributor to Delhi-NCR's
air pollution (41%), followed by construc-
tion dust (21%), industry (19%), power
plants (5%), residential sources (3%), and
others (11%). While stubble burning is

seasonal, most major sources persist
year-round, together generating consis-
tently high levels of toxic air.

A Silent Health Epidemic: Officially
Denied

Severe air pollution in the NCR during
winter has become a slow-moving
medical epidemic. AQI, PM2.5, and other
pollutants often reach hazardous levels.
When the AQI exceeds 400, even healthy
individuals are affected. Infants, children,
the elderly, and those with chronic lung
diseases such as COPD (Chronic
Obstructive Pulmonary Disease) suffer
the gravest and often lasting harm.

The scale of this crisis is highlighted by
the Lancet Countdown on Health and

Climate Change, prepared with
the World Health Organization
(WHO), which estimates that 1.7
million deaths in India in 2022
were attributable to PM2.5

exposure, with fossil fuel combustion
accounting for the largest share-a finding
also echoed by CAQM.

Despite this evidence, a July 2024 Lok
Sabha reply by the Ministry of
Environment, Forest and Climate Change
stated that no deaths were reported due
to air pollution, citing the absence of con-
clusive data linking deaths exclusively to
it, and noting that health outcomes are
influenced by multiple factors such as diet,

occupation, socio-economic conditions,
medical history, immunity, heredity, and
the environment.

More troublingly, the Ministry of Health
and Family Welfare issued an identical,
word-for-word response in the Rajya
Sabha in early December 2025, despite a
gap of nearly 17 months. This verbatim rep-
etition by two lead ministries reflects a
troubling lack of seriousness and an
evasion of accountability, underscoring
the persistent apathy of governance
towards a deadly menace that warrants
recognition as a public health epidemic.

Air pollution in the NCR is not a rhetor-
ical or seasonal inconvenience; it is a slow,
deadly epidemic, particularly for infants,
the elderly, and those with chronic respi-
ratory diseases. Nonetheless, due to the
growing outcry, CAQM has recently formed
a committee to promote “evidence-based
policy action for improving air quality and
safeguarding public health in Delhi-NCR.”
The 15-member committee, chaired by an
electrical engineer specialising in electric
vehicles, is expected to submit its report
in two months.

As happens every year, by the time
winter recedes, atmospheric conditions
improve, and pollution levels fall. The crisis
then appears resolved, attention drifts,
familiar recommendations resurface, and
the annual cycle resumes with the reas-

surance that “all is well”.
When the committee releases its recom-

mendations, it is unlikely that they will
contain anything new. They will reiterate
familiar points already known to all. In
short, it will be business as usual-no fun-
damental innovation, and none expected
or feasible.

Learning from Beijing's Experiences
India does not need to reinvent solu-

tions; they are already well known. As a
pointed reminder, a Chinese Embassy offi-
cial in India recently tweeted how Beijing-
until not long ago facing a similar crisis-
successfully curbed air pollution through
decisive and sustained action. What India
now needs is the holistic implementation
of that proven approach.

Beijing demonstrated that decisive,
evidence-based policies backed by firm
enforcement can rapidly reduce urban air
pollution. Its multi-pronged strategy
focused on cutting emissions at the
source, particularly from vehicles and
industry, through ultra-stringent emission
norms, phasing out older high-emission
vehicles, curbing unchecked private car
growth, expanding clean mobility via
metros, buses, rail, and electric vehicles,
and relocating polluting industries away
from dense urban centres. These hard
choices delivered measurable and sus-
tained improvements in air quality.

Real improvement in India similarly
depends on preventing pollution at its
source: strict control of vehicular and
industrial emissions, cleaner construction
practices, sustained investment in clean
energy and public transport, a planned
transition to electric mobility across all
segments, and decongestion of the NCR
through decentralised economic planning.

Conclusion
The lesson is clear. Governance must

move beyond appointing routine commit-
tees to restate known solutions and
instead establish task-oriented bodies
to assess feasibility, estimate costs, define
timelines, and move swiftly towards exe-
cution. What is urgently required is imple-
mentation on a war footing-not another
cycle of reports and delays.

Breathable air can be achieved only
through genuine prevention, cleaner
mobility, strict emission control, and
accountable governance. It will not come
from rhetoric, gimmicks, optics, or com-
mittees that delay action. Addressing air
pollution is neither ideological nor polit-
ical; it is a scientific necessity and an urgent
public health imperative.

Large parts of central India — most particularly
Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand, Odisha, and swathes of
Maharashtra — lived a strange dual reality for
decades. The Indian state existed on paper, but
on the ground, every aspect of life was governed
by Maoist diktat and dominance. Roads, schools,
and health centres simply ended where the secu-
rity-risk zones began; officials were afraid to
venture into villages just a few kilometres away
from district headquarters. In these pockets, the
absence of the state had created a vacuum which
the Naxals filled with their own parallel structures
of taxation, justice, and surveillance. The land-
scape dramatically changed in 2025, with the
Government of India setting a clear target to erad-
icate the Naxal movement by March 2026.

But when the state finally begins to return —
through improved security presence, administra-
tive outreach, or targeted development — the
change is not merely institutional, but social, psy-
chological, and deeply political. Whole geogra-
phies are pulled from fear-driven survival to a ten-
tative yet hardening sense of citizenship. Grasping
what occurs in such moments of state
re-entry is essential for framing long-
term counter-insurgency and gover-
nance policy. In many districts of
Bastar, Gadchiroli, and parts of
Jharkhand and Odisha, the establishment of
forward security camps, road connectivity under
schemes like the RCPLWEA, and coordinated civil
administration have altered the lived reality of
villagers who had known only coercion and invis-
ibility. Police stations that once existed only on
paper are now functional; block officials and
health workers are able to visit interior villages
regularly for the first time in decades. This re-entry
of the state is not merely institutional — it is social,
psychological, and deeply political. Entire geogra-
phies begin shifting from fear-driven survival to
a tentative but strengthening sense of citizenship.
Understanding what unfolds during this phase
of state reassertion is critical, because it deter-
mines whether counter-insurgency remains a
short-term security exercise or evolves into a
durable governance outcome. It is within this
fragile transition phase that the Maoists’ long-
standing parallel authority starts to erode.

The Naxals had been an unwritten, de facto
authority for decades — collectors of taxes, dis-
pensers of justice, and police of movement. Now,
as the state recaptures space in erstwhile Naxal-
dominated territories, the Jan Adalat system has

weakened considerably. Villagers are reclaiming
access to formal institutions, and restrictions on
trade, mobility, and daily life that were once ruth-
lessly implemented by the Maoists are gradual-
ly dissolving. Compliance born out of fear is now
being replaced with hope and optimism.

Permanent security camps are often the first
sign of meaningful ‘state entry’ into Maoist
operational regions. Their presence restores
mobility, and roads that were once patrolled or
blocked by Naxal squads become safe to travel.
As movement opens up, festivals, weekly haats,
and community gatherings start reappearing one
after another. A local leadership that had long
remained silent in fear finds its voice returning.
With freedom of movement, public 
confidence, and administrative presence return-
ing, it is an ideal time for a strong counter-nar-
rative to take root.

Typical changes include the construction of
roads, bridges, mobile towers, and electricity net-
works — basic infrastructure that had long been
absent in Naxal-dominated regions. Anganwadis,
health sub-centres, and schools begin function-
ing again, often for the first time in years. Public
Distribution System services and welfare deliv-
ery finally become possible, breaking the cycle
of deprivation that insurgents had exploited. New
schemes — such as Chhattisgarh’s Niyad Nellanar
initiative, PMGKY, PMAY, and various skill-training
programmes — reach previously cut-off villages
and visibly improve daily life. These developmen-
tal moves reshape public opinion far more

rapidly than security operations
alone ever could.

As state authority returns, local
markets start to boom. Weekly
haats are thriving once more.

Traders enter villages without fear, something
they had not done in many years. Tribal collec-
tion of forest produce becomes organised and
remunerated, enabling them to earn proper prices
instead of handing over goods to Maoist extor-
tion. Younger people who once saw dalam
squads as the only option now look towards jobs
in cities, vocational training, or recruitment into
security forces. New infrastructure brings small
businesses: mechanic shops, mobile repair
centres, transport services, and local vendors. A
region previously resigned to subsistence finally
begins to think in terms of growth.

In most Maoist-affected regions, tribals had long
viewed the state as something that was either
distant, punitive, or even predatory. State re-entry
provides an opportunity to reset that relationship. 

It is good to see the Government of India gather
the required political will to notify the labour
codes on November 21, 2025 that were passed
in 2019 and 2020. India thus stands on the
threshold of a major shift in labour governance.
The four new labour codes now duly notified
promise to simplify compliance, widen social
security coverage, reduce the compliance
burden and modernise labour relations.

However, these promises will only be realised
if the rules to be framed by the Union and state
governments are clear, practical and geared
towards effective implementation of these
codes. Without thoughtfully designed rules,
even the most well-intentioned legislation
can falter. The 'first best' solution would, of
course, be if the same set of rules were to be
applicable across all the states. That alone will
ensure a seamless national labour market,
which will greatly facilitate labour mobility and
facilitate skill availability wherever these are
needed. However, the first best is not always
possible in our federal democracy, in which
states have to respond to their own
particular political circumstances.
The second best can be efficiently
designed if the finalisation of the
rules by the Central Government,
expected by March 2026, is preced-
ed by a sustained and cohesive
round of consultations between the Central and
state governments. This may ensure that sub-
sequent notification of rules by the states is
designed within a common framework.

The new codes replace 29 existing labour
laws. Once they come into force, the real work
begins: drafting and finalising rules that trans-
late the broad provisions of the codes into
actionable procedures for employers and ben-
efits for workers.

Rules are where policy meets daily practice.
They determine how returns are to be filed, how
inspections will be carried out, what records
employers must maintain and how disputes will
be resolved. They shape whether workers can
access social security benefits without bureau-
cratic hurdles and whether small enterprises
can comply without being overwhelmed. In
short, the success or failure of the labour codes
depends not merely on the legislation but on
the administrative architecture built through
the rules.

The challenge is substantial. India has more
than 63 million enterprises, most of which are
micro or small units that lack administrative
capacity for complex compliance. For them,
compliance must be simple, digital and pre-
dictable. If rules introduce ambiguity or
complex layers of reporting, they will impose
costs that could drive firms back into informal-
ity. Clear thresholds, simple procedures and
user-friendly digital systems are
crucial if the codes are to reduce
the compliance burden rather
than add to it.

At the same time, India has a vast
informal workforce that remains outside the
ambit of formal social protection. The Code on
Social Security has the potential to change this,
but only if rules enable seamless registration,

portable benefits and low-fric-
tion access. If workers are
required to navigate compli-
cated paperwork, travel to
offices or depend on interme-
diaries, the promise of univer-
sal social security will remain

unfulfilled. The rules must, therefore, be
designed around the lived experiences of
workers, not the convenience of administration.

Another key area where rules will be decisive
is dispute resolution. The Industrial Relations
Code introduces new mechanisms, including
negotiations with unions, and redefines thresh-
olds for layoffs and retrenchment. However,
unless the rules set clear timelines, transpar-
ent procedures and fair mechanisms for both
parties, industrial disputes may only become
more drawn out. Predictability is essential for
both workers and employers: workers must
have confidence that their grievances will be
heard, and employers must know that compli-
ance will protect them from arbitrary proceed-
ings.

For safety and working conditions too, the
rules must recognise the realities of India's
diverse sectors. The needs of a construction site,
a textile factory and a technology start-up are
very different. One-size-fits-all compliance

requirements will either dilute safety or over-
regulate. The Occupational Safety, Health and
Working Conditions Code provides a broad
framework, but it is the rules that will decide
whether workplaces become genuinely safer
or whether compliance becomes a mere pro-
cedural formality.

Digital implementation is another area
where rules must provide clarity. The vision of
a unified labour compliance system can only
be realised if the rules mandate interoperabil-
ity, shared databases and minimisation of
duplicate filings. Workers' data must be portable
across states and employers. Employers must
not be required to upload the same informa-
tion multiple times for different departments.
The rules should explicitly mandate integration
rather than leaving it to future administrative
orders.

Equally important is ensuring that the rules
are framed through a transparent and consul-
tative process. When the draft rules for the
codes were released, stakeholders raised con-
cerns about ambiguities, impractical require-
ments and incomplete procedures. These
inputs must not be treated as mere formalities.

The government must hold inclusive
consultations with trade unions,
industry bodies, labour experts and
civil society organisations. A rule
book drafted without ground-level

understanding risks creating more problems
than it solves.

Ultimately, labour reform is not an event but
a process. Legislation sets direction, but rules
determine impact. If the rules strike the right
balance between flexibility and protection, India
can create a labour market that is more formal,
more productive and more equitable. If the
rules are rushed, unclear or overly complex,
implementation will falter and trust in the
reforms will erode.

The new labour codes present an opportu-
nity to reshape the world of work for the next
generation. India's workforce is young, energetic
and aspirational. They deserve a light-touch reg-
ulatory framework that effectively protects their
rights, supports their growth and encourages
investment and innovation. The rules we write
today will determine whether this opportuni-
ty is realised or lost.

As the government moves towards final noti-
fication, it must remember: good laws matter,
but good rules matter even more. Effective
implementation will be the real test of India's
labour reforms, and that test will be won or lost
in the fine print.
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Every winter after Diwali, the National
Capital Region (NCR) slips into a silent
public health emergency. Pollution spikes
begin with the bursting of firecrackers-
whether officially permitted “green” crack-
ers or illegal ones, where “green” is often
only a label-and are followed by stubble
burning in neighbouring states. Public dis-
course then predictably shifts into a blame
game, frequently singling out resource-
poor farmers.

As temperatures fall, winter meteorolog-
ical conditions-characterised by low wind
speeds, high moisture, and overcast skies-
trap pollutants near the ground and inten-
sify exposure. Sluggish winds and rising
moisture form dense smog; the denser the
smog, the worse the Air Quality Index (AQI).
Under these stagnant conditions, industri-
al and vehicular emissions blanket the air
with toxic pollutants, further aggravated by
construction dust, biomass burning, and
other sources, leaving the NCR struggling to
breathe.

Governance responds each year with a
burst of emergency measures, such as
smog towers, chemical water sprinkling, and
episodic controls, including GRAP, many of
which are cosmetic or gimmick-driven.
These interventions operate on a minimal
scale and cannot meaningfully improve air
quality across a region of tens of millions.
Pollution monitoring is at times compro-
mised, further eroding public trust. Judicial
interventions follow, directives are issued,
and committees are formed to recycle
well-known recommendations, often
announced just as winter recedes and
natural atmospheric dispersion sets in.
Pollution levels dip marginally but remain
unsafe for most of the year, improving only
during rainfall; the same cycle repeats,
winter after winter.

It is not that solutions are unknown. The
core principle-simply put, not to pollute-is
well understood, including by governance.
However, translating this into action
requires strict measures, initial inconve-
nience for all, and substantial investments
in building pollution-control infrastructure.
To avoid accountability and difficult choices,

Delhi smogged: Yet another winter of toxic denial
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As industrial emissions, vehicular exhaust, construction dust, and biomass burning accumulate under stagnant winter conditions, air quality in the NCR
routinely deteriorates to levels that are dangerous even for the healthy. Yet governance responds not with sustained prevention but with cosmetic fixes
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Labour laws: The future of labour codes

depends on the rules we write today
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Press freedom in democracies has been on the back foot for a
while. Some countries have done a better job than others in ke-
eping the state’s meddling powers less obvious. This is largely
due to past reputation firming up the present, and pushback
from quarters willing/ able to hold their ground. In Septem-
ber, Pentagon began enforcing a new media-access policy that
requires reporters to sign a pledge promising not to seek any
information — classified or unclassified — unless explicitly
approved by the department. Essentially, the US state dictates
and the media plays stenographer. Earlier this month, New
York Times, with liberal biases of  its own, filed a suit in a fede-
ral court against the Pentagon and its head, Pete Hegseth. The

newspaper argued that the policy viola-
tes the First and Fifth Amendment (free-
dom of  the press, and due process) of  the
US Constitution, setting a dangerous pre-
cedent for future government control.

Global State of  Democracy Report 2025
found that press freedom has suffered its
sharpest global decline in 50 years, with

roughly 1 in 4 countries showing deterioration in this core de-
mocratic indicator. Of  course, there have been instances whe-
re media outlets have shot themselves in the foot, BBC recent-
ly airing a ‘spliced up’ Trump speech being a notable ‘how-not-
to’. Such lapses deserve criticism. But they do not change the
fact that our world would have been immediately recognised
by philosopher Marshall McLuhan, who had pointed out,
‘Every society honours its live conformists and its dead troub-
lemakers.’ Media conformation is confirmation of  such a
worrying state of  affairs. How the ‘NYT v. Pentagon’ case pans
out over the months will be of  interest to many other democra-
cies — for both their governments and media.

Press Not to Play
Along with the State

ChatGPT

SHAIRI
OF THE DAY

MEME’S THE WORD

India and China are home to the world’s two largest labour forces, and 
their demographic paths are diverging rapidly. This Visual Capitalist chart 
shows how each country’s labour force will evolve from 2024 to 2050 and 
the scale of change relative to the global workforce. India’s working-age 
population grows from 990 million in 2024 to 1.13 billion by 2050. This 
adds 144 million potential workers—more than the current working-age 
population of Japan and Germany combined...

Working-Age Population

India vs. China: Working-Age Population, 2024–50
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India China

China’s latest free trade zone in the island province of  Ha-
inan in the southernmost part of  the country caps deca-
des of  measured opening up to the global economy. Sit-
ting at the heart of  one of  the world’s biggest free trade
blocs that counts 15 countries in the Asia Pacific as mem-
bers, China needs to establish its credentials to other re-
gional trade blocs about openness to trade and invest-
ment. The Hainan project caps a string of  free trade zones
that have drawn foreign investment into China. An island
the size of  Taiwan with no local taxes, world-beating in-
frastructure and a trained workforce make it an unbe-
atable combination. It is also China’s solution to manu-
facturing supply chains seeking to diversify out of  the
mainland into other parts of  Asia.

Apart from the scale of  this Chinese experiment with
liberalisation, Hainan is a signal of  the Chinese Commu-

nist Party’s acceptance of  market for-
ces. If  — and it’s a big if  — Hainan can
replicate Taiwan or Japan's success,
Beijing could be convinced about ex-
posing more of  the Chinese economy
to capitalism. Will democracy follow?
The speed at which Hainan closes in
on Hong Kong will be a metric worth

following. For now though, the idea is to reverse a decline
in foreign investment while trying to pump up domestic
consumption. China will eventually have to restructure
its economy to balance consumption and investment, and
Hainan’s experience should inform policy adjustments. 

China has the biggest stake in upholding globalisation
even at the risk of  a trade war with the US, which on its
part has to restructure its economy. Flavour of  the season
in Washington is protectionism. But that risks isolating
the world’s biggest economy. China can tame these forces
by holding out the prospect of  liberalisation. By making
an entire province, although the smallest one, a free trade
zone, Beijing has upped the ante and is selling capitalism
to a world where the US is going in the other direction.
The rest of  the world will have to match it, if  it wishes to
make a dent in China’s trade surplus.

Hainan, the New
Hong Kong and More
Communist China sells capitalism to the world

Letters to the editor may be addressed to

editet@timesofindia.com

NY Resolution No. 5:
Tacky Office Gifts
In our potentially award-winning HETLoR – 2025 Honest
ET List of  Resolutions — No. 5 is to perfect the ancient cor-
porate ritual of  giving New Year gifts so uninspired, so
magnificently unthoughtful, that they function less as to-
kens of  goodwill and more as blunt instruments of  produc-
tivity. Forget artisanal chocolates or scented candles. Tho-
se only encourage lingering sentiment. The true visionary
opts for plastic pens that leak, calendars featuring obscure
UP villages, or mugs emblazoned with motivational slo-
gans like ‘Rust Never Sleeps’.

The brilliance of  the cheap gift lies in its paradox: it says ‘I
remembered you,’ while simultaneously saying, ‘Ok, for the
love of  quarterly targets, get back to work.’ A box of  stale coo-
kies communicates urgency far better than gourmet ham-
pers. A desk plant that dies within a week is a metaphor for yo-
ur vacation days. Imagine the collective morale boost when
the office unwraps identical discount keychains shaped like
staplers as they trudge back to office in the new year. The mes-
sage is clear: we’re united, not in joy, but in shared absurdity
of  corporate survival. After all, isn’t that what holidays are
truly about? So, may your gifts be as forgettable as last year’s
PPPTs, and as disposable as coffee stirrers. And nothing says
festive cheer quite like a partially used Post-it gift.

Nothing says ‘get back to work’ better
than unthoughtful new year goodies

JUST IN JEST

DAAJI (KAMLESH D PATEL)

Artificial Intelligence (AI) can
compose music, generate
images, write stories, assist in
medical diagnosis and per-
form tasks that once deman-
ded years of  human training.
As machines continue to
advance, a deeper question
arises: what, in this landscape,
remains uniquely human?

The answer emerges from
stillness. AI operates by
analysing patterns, optimi-
sing outcomes and recombi-
ning what already exists.
Despite its sophistication, AI
cannot recognise the sudden
clarity that appears in a quiet
moment, nor sense the inner
certainty that guides us when
data and logic fall short. That
intuitive intelligence —
subtle, embodied, and often
wordless — is a distinctly
human faculty. Meditation
offers a direct way to cultiva-
te it.

Studies from institutions
such as Harvard, Stanford and
the Max Planck suggest that
meditation enhances creativi-
ty and intuitive thinking.
Brain imaging shows streng-
thened activity in the default
mode network, associated
with imagination and re-
flection. 

The mind can be compared to
a pool of  water. When agitated,
its depth is obscured. When it
settles, deeper understanding
naturally surfaces. We recog-
nise this process in our own
lives. 

Meditation is not a retreat
from the world but a return to
our deepest capacities. In an
age of  relentless stimulation,
it restores receptive attention
— the ability to perceive
without forcing.

Intuitive
Intelligence
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I
t has been only three years since
OpenAI unleashed ChatGPT.
But it seems like 30. Pace of  inno-
vation has been stunning. So ha-
ve been the hype and fears. If

you think that AI felt overwhelming in
2025, that was just an appetiser. 2026
will be the year it will start serving the
main course.
uFrom prep-cook to chef The co-

ming is likely to be when agentic AI
quietly runs whole workflows — clo-
sing tickets, reconciling in-
voices, triaging code — un-
der light human supervi-
sion. An AI agent that moni-
tors your inbox, spots a
customer complaint, pulls
up their purchase history…
all before you’ve finished
your morning coffee. The
real question: how fast can companies
adapt their culture to work alongside
non-human colleagues?
u Robots serving main course

Humanoid robots will enter warehou-
ses and factories for pilot deployments.
The first ones out are autonomous
cars. Market leader Waymo is provi-
ding over 2,50,000 paid trips each week.
In 2026, it will expand to 20 more cities.
u Search served, not searched

Search engines will transition to ans-
wer engines, as reasoning web emer-
ges. Web traffic to static sites will be af-
fected as AI browsers syn-
thesise answers rather
than providing blue
links. Built on clicks, ads
and traffic, the web will
need a new business mo-
del. The reasoning web is
built on synthesis, and we’ll
need to figure out how creators get

paid. Otherwise, we’ll kill content the-
se AI systems need to train on.
uReality on tap As smart glasses

go from novelty to normal-ish, Ray-
Ban Meta-style glasses plus
Apple/ Google/ Chinese ri-
vals will start to feel like
‘new AirPods’. Not univer-
sal, but no longer weird. Mo-
re devices will come from
OpenAI-Jony Ive alliance,
and a ‘new Alexa’ from
Amazon’s acquisition of  AI

device startup, Limitless.
u Nasdaq pops champagne

Anthropic at about $300 bn, SpaceX at
$800 bn, Sam Altman dreaming of  a $1
tn OpenAI IPO. If  2025 saw big IPOs in
the Indian tech space, 2026 is where
the Big Boys will rock Nasdaq. While
Anthropic and SpaceX are shoo-ins,
OpenAI will be looked at with the
most interest. Google has stolen Ope-
nAI's crown, and GPT 5.2, OpenAI's la-
test model, has not set the house on fi-
re. So, unless Altman pulls a rabbit
out of  the hat, a $1 tn valuation looks

like a road too far.
u Froth settles, brew rema-

insThere’s real substance in the AI

boom. But it’s overshadowed by hype.
There are bubble smells: convoluted
crossholdings, mountains of  debt, AI-
washing by funding-hungry startups
and enterprises taking their time adop-
ting AI. However, this bubble will pop,
not explode. Big Techs at the centre of
this boom have robust businesses spe-
wing out cash, and they can afford a
downturn or two. The
tech is real and fas-
test-growing
ever. Pace of
innovation is
furious and
there’s more
depth here,
from infra to
models to
applications.
u Office diet begins We saw the

first signs in 2025, where entry-level
cognitive jobs were most impacted.
This will accelerate in 2026 as more sec-
tors beyond software and customer ser-
vice start being affected. This will crea-
te societal dissatisfaction and a back-
lash. It will also lead to structural
changes in companies (humans +
agents), education (more humanities),
and the way young people look at jobs.
u AI at the boardroom table

Corporate boards will begin using ‘AI
board members’ (observer seats) to
provide data-driven, unemotional
risk analysis during strategic mee-

tings. AI literacy will become KPI, as
boards, regulators and ministries be-
gin asking for measurable AI literacy
programmes.
u Human-made gets Michelin

starsAs AI content floods the internet,
‘verified human’ content will attract a
premium. Brands will market ‘human-
made’ as a differentiator.
uJunk food for the mindA major

public health crisis will be declared re-
garding ‘cognitive atrophy’ in children
— the loss of  critical thinking skills
due to over-reliance on AI tutors. This
will give rise to a ‘disconnect’ move-
ment, a counterculture movement re-
jecting AI-mediated interactions and
prizing ‘analogue-only’ spaces and
communities.
u India’s AI thali arrives The ye-

ar starts with a bang with AI Impact
Summit in Delhi in February. There
will be announcements around some
kind of  DPI protocol for AI to democra-
tise access to compute and models, like
UPI for payments.

With vernacular content, AI will fi-
nally sound like India. Most of  the
new content consumed will be in re-

gional languages, generated and
dubbed instantly by AI. The choice
of  interface will be voice, as India

becomes the biggest voice-driven AI
market in the world.

IndiaAI GPU clusters will feel real, as
IndiaAI’s compute capacity ramps up,
more Indian startups, researchers and
MSMEs will train and finetune on do-
mestic GPU clouds at subsidised prices.
States will compete as AI destinations
for data centres and will announce their
AI roadmaps, sandboxes and incentive
schemes to attract investments.

So, grab a fork, but choose wisely.
Not everything on this menu is good for
your digestion.

The writer is founder-MD, The Tech Whisperer

Grab Your Fork, But Be Picky
If 2025 provided us with AI hors d’oeuvre, 2026 will serve a full spread of agents and robots

Hungry kya?

Jaspreet Bindra

Structural changes in
companies (humans+agents),
education (more humanities),
and the way young people look
at jobs are around the corner

More Smoke
Than Fire
Apropos ‘Top Honours for
Modi from 5 of  6 Gulf  States
Signal Shift in Ties’ (Dec 21).
These honours for PM Modi
reflect India’s market size and
geopolitical utility rather than
its influence. Trade balances
favour the Gulf, and Indian
firms face regulatory and
market-access constraints. The
symbolism of  these honours
risks obscuring uncomfortable
realities: vulnerability of
Indian migrant workers,
uneven labour protections and
India’s limited leverage in
shaping Gulf  domestic polici-
es. These awards are insuffici-
ent substitutes for deeper
economic integration, security
autonomy and sustained
institutional influence in the
Gulf  region.
Amarjeet Kumar, Hazaribagh

Stuck in
Limbo Land
Apropos ‘Employers Advise
against Trips’ (Dec 21). Advi-
sing employees to defer travel
reflects not caution alone, but
a system under visible strain.
Delays, extra questioning and
abrupt appointment changes

have turned
routine travel
into a pro-
fessional risk,
particularly
for Indian
students and
H-1B holders.
While employ-

ers’ stop-gap measures, such
as remote work, offer short-
term relief, they do nothing
for trust in the process. A
more transparent visa calen-
dar, adequate consular staf-
fing and clear communication
would ease anxiety on both
sides.
M Barathi, Bengaluru

Misplaced
Priorities
Apropos ‘More Hot Air from
Our Iron-Lunged MPs’ (Dec
21). According to the World Air
Quality Report 2024 by IQAir,
13 Indian cities feature in the
list of  20 most-polluted cities
in the world. The recent Lan-
cet Planetary Health study
reported that around 15 lakh
deaths in India every year
were related to long-term
exposure to PM2.5 pollution
during 2009-19. Yet, parliamen-
tarians habituated to debate
issues of  electoral importance
see no merit in probing issues
with long-term consequences.
YG Chouksey, Pune

Chat Room

‘Heer,’ from the 2012 Yash
Chopra film, Jab Tak Hai
Jaan, is a hauntingly
beautiful song that blends
Punjabi folklore with
timeless romance, elevated
by Harshdeep Kaur’s
ethereal voice and AR
Rahman’s wafting melody.

The song unfolds like a
whispered prayer, steeped
in the tragic love stories of
Heer-Ranjha and Mirza-
Sahiban, which Gulzar’s
lyrics delicately transpose
into the film’s narrative.
The song’s beauty lies in its

restraint: Rahman avoids
grand orchestration,
instead weaving hand
percussion and gentle
guitar that allows Kaur’s
voice to float like a ghostly
echo.

The track’s strength is its
ability to feel both personal
and mythic. On one level,
it’s a playful yet poignant
invocation of  love. But on
another, it channels folklo-
re, reminding listeners
that every romance carries
echoes of  those who came
before. The refrain, ‘Le
jaaye Mirza koi’ is as much
a yearning to be taken
away from the mundane as
it is to crave for love.

What makes ‘Heer’ un-
forgettable is its atmosphe-
re — it lingers quietly, like a
fragrance or a half-remem-
bered memory.

Heer
Harshdeep Kaur

MELODY FOR 
MONDAY

‘What’s in a name?’ Shakespeare’s
question was meant to dismiss labels in
favour of  substance. In public policy, the
same question acquires a more practical
meaning. Names change, Acts are
amended, Bills are reintroduced. But
outcomes, especially for the rural poor,
depend far more on economic design,
fiscal discipline and implementation
capacity than on nomenclature.

That distinction is relevant as Parlia-
ment, last week, replaced Mahatma
Gandhi National Rural Employment
Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) with Viksit
Bharat—Guarantee for Rozgar and
Ajeevika Mission (Gramin) Bill, 2025,
informally ‘Pujya Bapu Gramin Rozgar
Yojana’. While names may evolve, the
economic logic underpinning the
programme remains largely intact.

The original National Rural Employ-
ment Guarantee Act (NREGA) was
enacted in August 2005 during the UPA 1
government and became operational in
February 2006. In October 2009, it was
renamed MGNREGA. The Act created a
statutory entitlement to 100 days of  wage
employment per rural household,
linking public expenditure directly to
labour participation and local asset
creation, an unusual design in welfare
economics.

In its early years, the scheme be-
nefited from strong administrative
engagement, including contributions
from Left leaders, who then played a
significant role in national policyma-
king. That phase ended in July 2008,
with the Left withdrawing support to
the UPA government over the India-US
civil nuclear deal. Since then, the Left’s
influence at the national level has
diminished sharply.

Recent opposition protests against
MGNREGA’s restructuring, renaming,
or possible expansion of  the scheme
must be viewed in this context — less as
aresponse to substantive policy change
and more as opposition for opposition’s

sake. The protests raise important
questions, but their policy substance is
limited. There’s no indication that the
programme’s core economic structure is
being dismantled. Wages remain linked
to work. Employment continues to be
demand-driven. Assets are still created
through decentralised institutions.

What has changed over time is the
administrative framework. Greater use
of  digital attendance systems, geo-
tagging of  assets and direct benefit
transfers have reduced information
asymmetry and leakage, although at the
cost of  tighter compliance. From a
public finance perspective, these measu-
res strengthen allocative efficiency and
improve expenditure quality, rather
than dilute welfare intent.

This approach stands in contrast to the
expanding culture of  unconditional
cash transfers across several states.
Such transfers are politically efficient
and provide short-term consumption
smoothing. But they generate limited
multiplier effects and leave no durable
public assets. Employment-linked
expenditure, by contrast, has charac-
teristics closer to capital formation.
Rural roads, water conservation struc-
tures, land development and ecological
buffers contribute to long-term pro-
ductivity while supporting incomes in
the short run.

Consequences of  weak implementa-
tion are best illustrated by West Bengal.
Official records over recent years show a
sharp decline in person-days generated
under MGNREGA in the state, despite
persistent demand for work. Allegations
of  irregularities in muster rolls, be-
neficiary lists and asset creation led to

administrative interventions and
prolonged Centre-state disagreements.
The result was delayed wage payments
and reduced work availability.

For rural households, the impact was
immediate and tangible. Income support
weakened, projects stalled and labour
market uncertainty increased. Impor-
tantly, this distress did not arise from
legislative change or fiscal withdrawal,
but from governance failures amid
political confrontation. Where in-
stitutional coordination and compliance
exist, the scheme continues to function
as intended. Where they do not, poorest
households bear the adjustment cost.

Seen through this lens, the present
government’s approach reflects prag-
matism, rather than ideology. A third-
term administration operates in a
macroeconomic environment marked
by climate volatility, uneven labour
absorption and periodic rural distress.
Maintaining a predictable employment
floor serves as a counter-cyclical stabili-
ser, particularly when private demand
and agricultural incomes are under
pressure.

Discussions around extending work
availability — whether through additio-
nal days, targeted provisions, or climate-
linked contingencies — signal responsi-
veness to evolving economic realities.
Rebranding the scheme through a new
Bill follows established legislative
practice. Names change. But policy
instruments persist when they continue
to deliver outcomes.

The opposition’s discomfort appears to
stem less from policy dilution than from
loss of  political ownership. The irony,
though understated, is evident: a pro-
gramme once closely associated with a
particular ideological tradition now
survives because it has transcended
partisan identity.

Ultimately, what matters is not the
label attached to the scheme, but its
economic function. By retaining a
work-based welfare framework while
resisting fiscal risks of  indiscriminate
doles, GoI signals a preference for
durable asset creation, labour participa-
tion and long-term value. In an era of
competitive populism, that choice may
matter more than any name.

The writer is professor, Indian Statistical
Institute, Kolkata

MGNREGA Remix ’25

Constructive continuity

Subhamoy Maitra

'Verified human’ content will
attract a premium, with
brands marketing
‘human-made’ as a
differentiator
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Anew US law, Epstein Files Transparency
Act, got a 427-1 vote in the House of  
Representatives last month. And as
justice department began releasing
thousands of  photos, police reports
and other material on Friday, what it’s
really underlined is how and why
Trump administration has been losing
its grasp on power. 

Some of  this is structural, the slow decline that all
second-term presidents face. But it’s coming for Trump
early, as efforts to defend his self-esteem at all costs lead
the White House to increasingly poor decisions. That’s
tied to how the Epstein story has developed. 

Yes, when financier and convicted child sex abuser
Jeffrey Epstein died – apparently by suicide – in his jail
cell in 2019, it seemed like his story’s end. But after his
death, federal prosecutors kept enormous amounts of
evidence from his digital files and personal effects. 
This included a great deal of  info about the girls and 
young women he victimised, but also info about the 
many powerful and influential men who flew down to
Epstein’s private island to participate in the abuse, or
at least might have been aware of  it. 

Initially, much of  the pressure to release the 
files – with victim info redacted – came from 
Republicans, with Trump promising to release
the files when he was elected. As recently as Feb,
Attorney General Pam Bondi told the press that
Epstein’s “client list” was on her desk, and that
she would soon release it to the public. 

A few weeks later, the White House issued a 
statement saying that there was no Epstein client
list, they would not be releasing any additional 
info, and Bondi’s previous statements had been
misunderstood. Trump administration was hoping
this would put the issue to rest. After all, he 
had promised lots of  things during the campaign
that he hadn’t delivered on, and his base wasn’t
concerned about those. 

It might have ended there, except Democrats in
Congress saw a potential wedge issue. They found
allies in Republicans who had previously pushed
to have the files made public. Facing opposition
from the leader of  the House of  Representatives,
this coalition of  Democrats and Republicans used
a rare parliamentary manoeuvre, the discharge 
petition, to force a vote. 

Speaker Johnson was able to delay the inevitable for
a few weeks. But eventually the bill passed, even as the
White House frantically tried to get Republicans to 
oppose it. After it unexpectedly passed the Senate 
without a debate, Trump signed the bill, forcing him 
to do something – release all the Epstein files – that he
could have done at any time on his own.

That the administration was unable to get House 
Republicans – who have given Trump anything he 
wanted for the past year – on his side was a bad sign.
Things got worse.

The issue led former allies to start publicly airing
criticisms of  Trump in a way that would have been 
unthinkable a few months earlier. With that criticism
come lower approval ratings, and a greater willingness
of  Republicans to speak out against Trump. And even
do the unthinkable: start to talk about how the party
will move forward without him. 

The challenge facing second-term presidents is 
inevitable. But the damage to Trump administration is
also self-inflicted. The law gave the administration 
a month to release all the files, with limited redactions.

Instead, they released only certain files, heavily redacted
to hide the identities of not only the victims, but most 
of  the men with them.

Most of  the pages released are completely blacked
out. There was only one instance left of  a picture of
Trump in the files, and when media noticed it, justice
department deleted it the next day.

This is just about the worst way that they could have
handled the release. Yes, the redactions mean that there
isn’t any obvious reference to Trump in the files. But given
that their friendship is a matter of  public record, removing
any reference makes it look like they’re hiding something.

Releasing the files on a Friday afternoon, just before
the US holidays, would have been a reasonable way 
to try and limit attention, as most Americans are 
otherwise engaged. But releasing them a little bit at a 
time, over the course of  weeks or months, just ensures
that the story will stay in the news longer.

People working in the White House are smart 
enough to know this, but they’re constrained by not 
being able to do anything that might embarrass Trump
in any way. This has forced them to defend policies that
don’t make sense and social media posts that even his
supporters find offensive. And also to claim that he is,
somehow, the greatest president ever. 

The pattern goes back to his first day in office in 2017,
when his press secretary went forward with the bizarre,
false claim that he had the biggest inauguration crowd

in history. Protecting the president’s ego in the 
moment isn’t always the best move politically,

but he won’t allow them to do otherwise.
Every day spent on the Epstein files

is a day that Trump isn’t able to try and 
ram through legislation, before Republicans

lose control of  Congress in next year’s 
elections. But even aside from that, this 
is the beginning of  the end for Trump, 
as he loses support, and Republican 
leaders start to ignore him and focus 
on their own survival.

Like all second-term presidents,
Trump is a lame duck, and like all 
second-term presidents, he’ll fight 

to try and stay relevant, and like
all second-term presidents, he’ll

fail. But the efforts to defend 
his ego mean that Trump is 
starting earlier than most.

The writer teaches at Fairleigh
Dickinson University, US

Dan Cassino

Donald Ducks Epstein? No
Trump admin’s desperate attempts to redact info from documents on the sex abuser, are

weakening his political authority faster than what happens with most second-term US presidents

Chad Crowe (USA)

Professor of
Govt & Politics

– MICHAEL CAINE

Be like a duck. Calm on the surface, but always
paddling like the dickens underneath

CONTRAPUNTO

Throughout my life, i have held deep
respect for all major religious
traditions. Among them, Christianity

occupies a special place – not because 
it is similar to Buddhism in doctrine, but
because of  radiant love that shines
through the life and teachings of  Jesus
Christ. When i read gospels or encounter
sincere Christian practitioners, i recognise
the same compassion that lies at the very
heart of  Buddhism.

Ido not write as a Christian scholar,
but as a simple Buddhist monk, moved by
the goodness i see in others. When i reflect
upon Jesus’ teachings, i am reminded of
what i call the ‘good heart’ – a sincere wish
for the happiness and well-being of
others. This quality transcends religion,
culture, and nationality. It is, i believe, the
essence of  our shared humanity.

Jesus embodied this good heart not
only through his words, but in how he
lived. His love reached out to the poor, sick,
outcast – even to those who persecuted

him. In Buddhism, we speak of  
bodhicitta – the awakened mind that
seeks enlightenment for the sake of  all
beings. In Jesus, i see that same selfless
impulse: a boundless compassion not
limited by tribe or belief.

At the heart of  gospels lies 
compassion. When Jesus says, “Love
your neighbour as yourself,” it 
echoes the Buddhist practice of
cherishing others more than
oneself. The words may
differ, but the spirit is
remarkably similar.

What moves me most 
is not the language, but 
the integrity behind it.
Jesus taught with what i
would describe as fierce
tenderness. He confronted injustice yet
never abandoned love. He healed, forgave,
and transformed through compassion –
not through fear or punishment. This 
is the good heart in action.

In interfaith dialogue, we often
become entangled in theological 

deep inspiration from these ideals.
Some may ask how a Buddhist can

revere Jesus. The answer is simple: i 
see him as a great spiritual master, a
bodhisattva, one who dedicates his life
to others. Our doctrines may differ, but
the fruits of  his life – acts of  love and
service – are universally admirable.

This does not mean we should blur
the lines between religions. Diversity of
faith is like a garden of  many flowers –
each with its own colour and fragrance.
The goal is not to make them the same,
but to appreciate each for what it offers.
For me, reading Jesus’ teachings is like
walking a different garden path that
leads towards the same mountain peak
of  spiritual awakening.

I often advise people not to change
religions lightly. It is usually wiser to
deepen one’s understanding of  the
tradition one was born into. But we must
also learn from others. Interfaith dialogue
reduces fear, fosters respect, and builds
bridges of  shared humanity…

(As told to Rajiv Mehrotra)

differences about God, soul, or afterlife.
These are important within each 
tradition, but they need not become
obstacles. In fact, such differences 
can enrich our understanding of  the 
essential human questions: How should
we live? How can we reduce suffering?
What does it mean to love?

Religion should serve as a guide, not
a cause of  division. All great spiritual

traditions aim to make us better
human beings, more kind, wise,

and compassionate. When
someone truly embodies
humility, forgiveness, and love
– regardless of  their faith,
they honour the highest
potential of  any religion.

In today’s world, where
material progress often outpaces moral
growth, teachings of  Jesus remain
deeply relevant. His emphasis on 
serving the poor, turning the other
cheek, and placing love above law offers
a powerful counterbalance to our culture
of  self-interest. As a Buddhist, i draw

A Buddhist Reflection On Teachings Of Jesus
The XIV Dalai Lama

OnSaturday, a high-speed passenger train struck a wild elephant
herd in Sangjurai village, Assam, killing 7, including 4 calves
and a pregnant female. This was the fourth such tragedy in

the country this year alone. And it brings the toll of  such fatalities
since 2019-20 to 94. Villagers say that repeated pleas to have Sangjurai
declared an elephant crossing area were ignored. Otherwise, 
the Rajdhani Express wouldn’t have been speeding through the 
village at 2am. Detaining the train drivers afterwards is only a
smokescreen. The real issue is that colonialists heartlessly cut 
through important animal migration routes and habitats, and 
eight decades on, their mindset endures.

Including India, there are only 17 megadiverse countries in the
world, recognised for hosting a majority of  the world’s species. 
But without functional corridors, wild populations become isolated

in small pockets of  inbreeding. Corridors
alone can ensure viable populations in the
long term. This ensures revenue and jobs
from wildlife tourism. Healthy ecosystems
also mean water security, soil quality, and 
climate resilience, all critical for agriculture
and human wellbeing. To underline, apart
from saving animals, corridor conservation
has excellent economic logic.

That govt doesn’t realise this is evident
in how deaf  it is to citizens trying to speak
for wild animals. A columnist on this page
has recounted the exercise to map a dense
network of  192 tiger corridors across 10 states,

representing tiger movement across 30 tiger reserves and around
150 protected areas. But policymakers continue to go by a delusive
assessment, of  only 27 corridors, even though it defies logic that 
there would be just 27 corridors across 30 tiger reserves. It can further
be said that gruesome events like Saturday’s are part of  the design.
If  railway network is expanded through animals’ migration zones
as if  these didn’t exist, their deaths are consciously written off.
What is truly inexcusable in the Assam case is the underuse of  an
AI-powered, real-time alert system that triggers speed restrictions,
and averts collisions. Remember, what elephants are trying to cross
are ancestral routes, of  which they have a magical, spatial memory.
If  we can’t get out of  their way, at least let’s slow down.

Wild Rights
Gruesome killing of an elephant herd, underlines how

myopically & insensitively India’s looking at animal corridors

Stop blaming the city of  joy for what happened at the 
Messi event. Kolkata, as we all know, has had two religions:
communism and football. While communism may have no
gods (ostensibly), football does, and who is a greater Zeus 
than Lionel Messi himself ?

And as we all know, to see God you need to pay the priest. 
So the Kolkatans did, buying tickets for thousands of  rupees, only to find 
that God is capricious, doing a brief  photo-op with VIPs before leaving. Angry,
the assembled crowd then peacefully destroyed stadium infra, as we Kolkatans
are wont to do when things do not go our way, like that game in the 1996 World
Cup, when Azharuddin won the toss and chose to field. 

That was just the start. The anger spread on social media, its edge directed
at those who chose the wrong day to rub their privilege in the faces of  those not
so well-connected, by posting their pictures with Messi. So, when Messi escaped,

faster than industry from Bengal, to similarly meaningless events
in Hyderabad and Mumbai, he had left behind burned political 
careers, resignations, and a TRP surge on local TV.

This is, of  course, not the first time Kolkatans have been let down
by their football gods. Decades ago, Pelé came to similar scenes of

uncontrolled crowd frenzy and left to uniform disappointment, leading people
to speculate whether it was Pelé who showed up or a local Kolkata cosplayer,
one who played Lenin and Stalin in yatra (theatre), masquerading as the great
man (Lenin and Stalin being two other gods in the Bengali firmament).

So, if  not Kolkatans, who is to blame? Messi. If  he can spend time 
with the super-rich in other cities, go to temples, and interact with animals 
without feeling the need to escape, why would he not do the same in Kolkata?
Did he think Bengalis would bite him? If  he did, that’s rich coming from 
someone who has Suárez as his India trip buddy.

Our one fault as Bengalis is that we are not rich enough to be interesting to the
super-rich. The other fault is that we worship the person more than the game.
Another fault is that we are rowdy people who think destruction of  public pro-
perty is innocent ‘bawaali’. Put these together, and there is a good reason why
things like this keep happening in Kolkata, this, the most cultured of  cities.

Messy visit
Arnab Ray

Kolkata ko gussa kyun aata hai

The truly high-stakes BMC elections are scheduled for next
month. Maharashtra local body polls, held after almost a decade,
are significant in that context, as much as on their own. Right

from the start of  the poll campaign for municipal councils and nagar
panchayats, the chief  contest seemed to be between BJP and the 
Eknath Shinde-led Shiv Sena, who fought separately in most places.
Maha Vikas Aghadi trailed in putting up an aggressive fight. BJP’s
lead in more than 100 of  the 288 local bodies, and Shiv Sena’s number
two position, reveal that early perceptions were correct.

Poll results also show that BJP has struck deep roots in rural parts
of  the state, besides cementing its dominance in the urban belt. It

even succeeded in shaking Eknath Shinde
in his home turf  of  Thane district, by
wresting the council president’s posts in
the twin urban centres of  Badlapur and
Ambernath. Here, the state-level allies 
fought a bitter political battle against each
other, with Shinde’s party maintaining its
lead in terms of  overall member seats in
both councils. So, despite a little setback,
he has very much held his own in these
first local elections since the splits in both

Sena and NCP. Ajit Pawar has similarly delivered a good performance
in most councils and nagar panchayats, and held on to his turf.

In all, governing Mahayuti has dominated more than 200 of  288 local
bodies. Maha Vikas Aghadi, therefore, is looking at a huge question
mark as the state heads into the second and bigger phase of  the polls.
Going for elections in mid-Jan will be 29 municipal corporations, 
including India’s richest civic body. BJP and Mahayuti are expected
to carry forward their current energy and momentum. But MVA 
faces a big challenge in even staying together for the Jan 2026 fight,
let alone unsettling the in-form alliance. Congress is struggling 
to revive itself. Sharad Pawar-led NCP and the Thackeray cousins
lagged far behind in these elections. They will all have to put in extra
efforts to really take on the BJP-Mahayuti juggernaut in Mumbai
and the other big corporations in the new year. 

Maha Hint For Mumbai?
The state’s local body polls show BJP getting politically

stronger. That gives it a headstart in BMC poll campaign

Calvin & Hobbes

For years, local and 
foreign fugitives have
stalled extradition 
requests to India in 
courts of  countries
like UK, Netherlands

and Australia. Overcrowding, lack of  medical facilities
and other deficits in Indian prisons are cited in foreign
courts, leading to extradition requests being denied.
Better reporting of  prisons and prisoners can lead to a
systemic improvement that will benefit all prisoners,
and the justice system at large.

The annual Prison Statistics India (PSI) report on
prisons and prisoners is overwhelmingly quantitative
and self-reported. There were 5.3L prisoners across
central, district, and sub-jails at the end of  2023, compared
to 5.7L in 2022; average national prison occupancy thus
came down from the all-time high of  131.4% to 120%. 
Multiple factors are responsible – notably, a marginal
(1%) increase in prison capacity, and a campaign by state
legal services authorities in 2023 to identify undertrials
who could be released per NALSA guidelines. This 
resulted in over 21,000 prisoners released between Sept
and Nov 2023. Prodded by Supreme Court, jurisdictional
courts may also have released more undertrials on bail.

However, PSI data doesn’t allow deeper analysis.
For example, there’s no data on number of  undertrials
in prison for longer than 24 hours despite their bail by
jurisdictional courts. Such information is difficult to
access, despite SC directing electronic copies of  bail 
orders be sent to prison authorities. 

SC also mandated district-level Undertrial Review
Committees (UTRCs) meet once a quarter – but data
shows trial courts release only 50% cases recommended
by UTRCs. Our experience in Maharashtra has 
shown that the presence of  trained social workers 
in prisons can improve the process of  identification
and release of  such prisoners. 

Social workers are crucial bridges between 
prisoners, their families and various authorities till
they are released. In states like UP, Bihar, Jharkhand
and Punjab, which have the largest prison populations,
at least one in four undertrials has been languishing 
in prison between six months and two years.

Data is crucial to ensure prisons become correctional
spaces. The PSI report provides limited information on
what prison and legal aid authorities are doing to reduce
crowding in prisons. Investing in professional social
work intervention, counselling services, effective 
education, library and vocational training facilities,

and health and mental healthcare could help address
the issue of  ‘prison warehousing’.

We use the word investing advisedly as more than
50% of  our undertrials are in the age group of  18-30 
years. Further, over 60% undertrials are educated 
below Class 10 or illiterate. 

In 2023, of  the roughly ̀̀ 2k cr spent on inmates, a mere
0.5% was spent on vocational and educational training,
while more than half  (54.6%) was spent on food for inmates.
Despite paucity of  financial resources, several prison
departments have been working with reputed civil 
society organisations to deliver on educational and 
vocational training, but these are just exceptions.

Across India, around 600 NGOs are working in over
1,300 prisons, per PSI. Most of  these are activity-centred
rather than person-centred. In most states, despite the
thrust to ‘de-colonise’ the justice system, this one data point
tells us that we are far from walking the talk when it 
comes to transforming prisons into correctional spaces.

Of  1,724 natural deaths in prisons, 414 were attributed
to reasons categorised as ‘others’. Most deaths were
shown to be due to heart problems (514) followed by
lung-related illnesses (276). In 2022, the total number of
natural deaths in prisons was lower at 1,670. 

When it comes to unnatural deaths, this ‘others’ 
category becomes even more important to unpack. The
number of  such deaths has not changed much; a total of
150 such deaths took place in 2023. UP reported most 
deaths (9) under ‘others’ category. Punjab and Haryana
recorded 13 inmates who died by suicide. 

The numbers are provided, but the reasons labelled
‘others’ are almost never cited for unnatural deaths.
These include murder by inmates, deaths due to assault
by outside elements, firing, negligence or excesses by
prison personnel, accidental deaths and finally,
‘others’.

We propose to add two more data points that can 
increase staff  accountability. One, complaints by 
prisoners against convict-prisoners who assist prison
staff  in managing prisons – a colonial practice invented
to ensure less investment in human resources. Two, 
visits by Non-Official Visitors attached to Boards of  
Visitors in each prison. The second one would activate
this key accountability mechanism that has been lying
dormant in almost all states and UTs. 

PSI compiles prison statistics, analyses trends
across states and over time, but it must dig deeper and
wider, so that one can move beyond the usual polemics
of  overcrowding, and predominance of  the undertrial
population, to really be able to reform issues such as 
cited above, that only deeper data will reveal. 

Singh is Lead, India Justice Report. Raghavan is Project
Leader, Prayas-TISS

Prisoner Of Data: The Numbers Don’t Tell The Story
Prison statistics must add layers to the macro data collected – like how many undertrials stay on in jail

even after bail. Existing data doesn’t tell us much about real conditions or gaps in accountability
Valay Singh and Vijay Raghavan
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Ease of investing

The Securities and Exchange Board of India (Sebi) at its board meeting last week set 

easier guidelines for mutual-fund investment and companies aiming for an initial 

public offering (IPO). Compliance on raising listed debt has also been eased with a 

change of thresholds for high-value debt listed entities (HVDLE), where stricter 

norms will now kick in at an outstanding debt worth ~5,000 crore, instead of ~1,000 

crore. Mutual-fund investing may become cheaper and more transparent as new 

Mutual Fund Regulations replace the Mutual Fund Regulations, 1996. One key 

change is the treatment of the expense ratio with a new concept, the base expense 

ratio (BER), replacing the earlier total expense ratio. Costs like securities transaction 

tax, goods and services tax, stamp duty, and exchange fees will not be included in 

the BER, which will consist only of core fees charged by the fund. 

Other pass-through costs, such as those mentioned above, will be mentioned 

separately. Hence, the cost structure becomes more transparent, with the BER, 

brokerage, regulatory levies, and statutory levies shown separately. Sebi has also 

lowered the limits on the (BER) across categories, which will reduce costs slightly 

for investors. The new stockbroker regulations, Sebi (Stock Brokers) Regulations, 

2025, have been introduced, replacing the Stock Brokers Regulations, 1992. These 

are organised into 11 simplified chapters, with a focus on easing compliance. The 

new framework was introduced to meet the needs of digital trading. It establishes 

a formal definition of algorithmic trading, clearer norms for proprietary trading, 

and a regulatory framework for execution-only platforms, which facilitate direct 

transactions in mutual funds. Changes in the reporting system mean that the 

bourses will now act as first-line regulators for stockbrokers. New brokerage limits 

apply to brokerage fees, reducing them from 8.59 basis points (bps) to 6 bps in the 

spot market and from 3.89 bps to 2 bps in derivatives. 

Easier IPO guidelines — with amendments to the Issue of Capital and Disclo-

sure Requirements norms — mean that shares held by non-promoter individuals 

will be locked in for six months before the IPO. The higher threshold for HVDLE will 

make life easier for issuances in the bond market. Credit-rating agencies will also 

be allowed to rate instruments that fall under the umbrella of other regulators, such 

as the Reserve Bank of India. This expands the scope of ratings for unlisted debt 

instruments. A clear distinction will be mandatory in rating reports and the mar-

keting of products regulated by Sebi versus those under other regulators. 

Share transfer and related processes have been made faster and simpler with 

much less paperwork for investors. For example, investors are no longer required 

to get hold of a separate confirmation letter from the company for a host of equity-

related activities, and shares will be credited directly to the investor’s demat account 

once verification is done. Shares held physically will also be easier to transfer now 

under a one-time window. Investors will be able to transfer the shares to their own 

name in digital form using the window. This will be a limited-period opportunity 

and will only apply to shares purchased before April 1, 2019. Overall, these changes 

will bring greater transparency to the market, reduce friction for investors, and ease 

compliance for stakeholders.

Western approaches

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s tour to Jordan, Ethiopia, and Oman represented 

small but significant steps to reinforce India’s historically cordial trade and security 

relations with West Asia and Africa at a time of grave America-led geopolitical 

uncertainty both in the region and in global trade. The import of these visits lies as 

much in its external messaging — underlined by the unexpected gestures of the 

Ethiopian Prime Minister and Jordanian crown prince in personally chauffeuring 

Mr Modi — as the deals that were concluded. Of these, the free-trade agreement 

(FTA) signed between Oman and India, celebrating 70 years of diplomatic ties, 

marked an important step forward. 

The Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement (Cepa) is the second 

FTA signed between India and a West Asian nation — the first being with the United 

Arab Emirates (UAE) in 2022. This one, however, goes beyond the UAE FTA by 

allowing India near universal duty-free access to the Omani market (98.08 per cent 

of tariff lines), with immediate tariff elimination for 97.96 per cent. India, mean-

while, has reciprocated by liberalising nearly 95 per cent of India’s imports from 

Oman by value. Though Oman is by no means one of India’s largest trade partners 

in the region — at $10 billion, it looks small before the $100 billion with the UAE and 

the $42 billion with Saudi Arabia — it signals major potential for economic engage-

ment and expansion. A provision for 100 per cent foreign direct investment (FDI) 

by Indian companies in major services sectors offers opportunities for building on 

India’s traditional strengths in services in West Asia and Africa as does a liberalised 

mobility framework for Indian professionals. The fact that Muscat has agreed to lift 

its ban on the export of rough marble blocks to India, enabling the country to grad-

ually replace its dependence on Turkiye, must also be seen as a key geostrategic 

gain. India’s relations with Turkiye have soured following Ankara’s support to Pak-

istan and its criticism of the Indian policy on Jammu & Kashmir.  

In Jordan, which marked the first leg of the trip and the Prime Minister’s first 

full bilateral visit, a raft of cooperation agreements cemented a long-standing 

friendship rooted in mutual economic interests. India is Jordan’s third-largest trade 

partner, and has long played an important role as a fertiliser supplier to India. In 

Ethiopia, mutually reinforcing bilateralism sought to enhance investment oppor-

tunities in this strategic country on the horn of Africa. Some 675 Indian companies 

are registered in Ethiopia and have invested $6.5 billion, mainly in textiles and phar-

maceuticals. But as with the rest of Africa, India is a minnow compared to China. 

Though India is the third-largest source of FDI in Ethiopia, China and Turkiye have 

far more extensive trade, security, and military agreements with Addis Ababa, high-

lighting India’s need to deepen the scope and tenor of its cooperation. Doing so is 

becoming critical to Mr Modi’s ambitions for India to gain leadership of the Global 

South. India had played a role in Ethiopia’s membership of the BRICS grouping in 

January last year. Addis Ababa is also headquarters to the African Union (AU), with 

which discussions are on for an early scheduling of the India-Africa Forum summit, 

which has been in limbo for a decade. In both style and substance the three-nation 

tour marks a constructive continuum of India’s traditional ties with the region. The 

real test is how far New Delhi can capitalise on this momentum.

PM’s three-nation tour created useful momentum

Sebi’s intervention will bring transparency

The electricity sector was once a domain of stability. 
For decades, the technology of thermal generation 
remained static. This technological stagnation 
allowed for a specific institutional design: Central 
planning. Oicials in state capitals determined capac-
ity, location, and dispatch. The grid buffered the dif-
ference between supply and demand, shielding 
consumers from the physics of the network. 

The involvement of private capital in generation was 
termed “private-sector participation”, but it lacked the 
features of a market economy. These were arrange-
ments where returns on equity were guaranteed for 25 
years. In a functioning capitalism, it is unusual to have 
a 25-year return locked in by state fiat. The 
centrally planned electricity system was 
guaranteed to perform poorly when faced 
with dynamism. This system is now being 
hit by three simultaneous shocks. 

The first is the imperative of climate 
change. The scientific consensus on 
global warming is clear: Carbon-dioxide 
emission must cease. This is no longer just 
a moral constraint but an economic one, 
enforced by mechanisms like carbon pric-
ing, the European Carbon Border Adjust-
ment Mechanism (CBAM), which comes 
into force on January 1, 2026, and the clar-
ity in the financial sector that fossil-fuel 
generation will stop at some point, therefore new pro-
jects are now unbankable. We see this in the paper by 
Borah, Jaitly, Sane 2025, which was unveiled at the 
recent Emerging Markets Conference 
(https://bit.ly/4sfKwcH). 

The second shock is technological. We have wit-
nessed mind-blowing gains in solar photovoltaic (SPV) 
and lithium-ion batteries. These came out of first 
world basic research funding, and then Wright’s Law: 
Costs plummet as cumulative production doubles. 
These are not incremental improvements but order-
of-magnitude shifts in capital eiciency. With wind 
generation and other storage technologies also, the 
gains are substantial even if less dramatic. Options like 
pumped hydroelectric storage, particularly relevant 
for geographies like the Indian Western Ghats, are now 
top of the mind. 

The third shock is on the demand side. First came 
cryptocurrency mining, and now the computational 

demands of artificial intelligence (AI). These techno-
logies require vast quantities of power. They produce a 
rapid increase in demand, of the kind that the central 
planning system struggles to keep pace with. 

These three changes have led to a global breakdown 
in centrally planned electricity systems. The grid, 
designed for a static world, cannot accommodate new 
renewable-energy (RE) generators or the demands of 
modern consumers. We are in a “fractured transition”. 
The replacement technologies are mature and deploy-
able. However, the institutional framework — the price 
system that must be the resource-allocator — is absent. 
The hardware is ready; the software of the market econ-

omy is missing. 
The story of the electricity system in 

Pakistan is a precursor to what could 
happen in India. There is an uncomfort-
able resemblance between the fiscal and 
operational realities of several Indian 
states with conditions in Pakistan. 

The breakdown emerged from a set  
of feedback loops [see diagram, from 
Jaitly, Sane & Shah 2025 
(https://bit.ly/4pppoOB)]. As grid electric-
ity becomes unreliable and expensive due 
to cross-subsidisation and ineiciencies, 

consumers with capital exit the system. 
They install decentralised solar gener-

ation. This reduces the revenue pool for discoms, wor-
sening their financial health. To recover costs, discoms 
raise tariffs on the remaining customers, primarily 
commercial and industrial users. This increases the 
incentive for those users to also leave the grid. This cycle 
destroys the public utility. The forces dismantling the 
grid in Pakistan are at work in India. What Pakistan 
faces today, Indian states may face tomorrow. 

The rigidities of the 25-year power purchase agree-
ments (PPAs) exacerbate this. These contracts were 
written for a world of constant marginal costs. In a world 
of renewable energy, which has zero marginal cost, they 
become liabilities. The central planner cannot optimise 
a system where supply is stochastic (solar and wind) 
and demand is increasingly volatile (AI and electric-
vehicle charging). 

The story of the AI demand shock in advanced econ-
omies is another precursor to what could happen in 
India. The stability of the grid is threatened not just by 

supply fluctuation but by the sheer scale of new con-
sumption. Attempting to manage this through admin-
istrative controls will result in shortages, rationing, and 
the acceleration of the death spiral described above. 
What advanced economies face today, Indian states 
could face tomorrow if latency considerations demand 
that inference chips be close to customers. 

The way out lies in the price system. The “lowest 
hanging fruit” in the climate transition is the reform of 
the electricity market based on the price system, as 
detailed in Jaitly & Shah 2021 (https://bit.ly/4p4kZQA). 

In a functional market, price is the signal that coor-
dinates private decisions. When the sun shines and the 
wind blows, electricity prices should drop to near zero. 
This signals consumers to run energy-intensive pro-
cesses — pumping water, charging vehicles, batch com-
puting. Cheap daytime prices for a vast array of Indian 
consumers is the political bargain which would go with 
expensive evening electricity and the removal of sub-
sidies. When generation is low, prices should rise, sig-
nalling storage providers (eg electric vehicles) to 
discharge and consumers to curtail usage. 

A recent talk by Smeet Poladia 
(https://bit.ly/4ao3bwk) showed how the price system 
has been harnessed by the Ercot system in Texas. This 
fares well in handling extreme variability and high 
renewable penetration. It shows that reliability does not 
require central planning; it requires price discovery and 
risk-taking private firms who build capacity based on 
the possibility of future profit. 

The “Pakistan outcome” should concern us: Finan-
cially ruined state utilities, a grid abandoned by the 
aluent and productive, and a breakdown of energy 
security. This path is paved with good intentions, sub-
sidies, and an adherence to the central planning model 
of the 20th century. 

The price system is the only mechanism capable 
of coordinating the complexity of the new energy 
landscape. It involves moving to a market system 
where supply and demand clear in real-time for all 
components of the electricity system. It means the 
grid as a community marketplace rather than govern-
ment infrastructure. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The author is a researcher at the XKDR Forum

Shrimp exports can beat the tariff challenge 
India’s export-oriented shrimp industry seems set to 
convert the challenge from the punitive tariffs 
imposed by the United States (US), the largest 
importer, into an opportunity. This is by diversifying 
its export destinations and increasing shipment to 
non-US markets. Appreciable headway has, in fact, 
already been made in this direction. Exporters antici-
pate that the losses suffered due to a sharp decline in 
supplies to the US, as a result of the cancellation of 
orders after the tariff increase in August, are likely to 
be recompensed to a large extent by higher exports to 
countries like China, Vietnam, Belgium, 
Russia, Canada, and the United Kingdom 
(UK). Besides, the supplies of shrimp (also 
called prawns) to traditional markets, 
such as the European Union, Japan, and 
West Asia, are expected to hold steady.   

According to industry sources, 
exports this financial year to non-US mar-
kets witnessed around a 30 per cent surge 
in value. This has helped India maintain 
its flagship position in the international 
shrimp bazaar. Export prospects remain 
upbeat, thanks to firm global demand, 
the competitiveness of Indian prawns in 
terms of both quality and pricing, and 
strong government backing. The continuous upgrade 
of indigenous technology for shrimp farming has also 
played a significant role in sustaining India’s predomi-
nance in the global shrimp sector. 

India has, for long, been the world’s leading pro-
ducer and exporter of shrimps, accounting for nearly 
one-sixth of global output and over one-fifth of inter-
national trade. However, Ecuador has caught up with 
it in recent years, and is now giving it a tough competi-
tion in export. But experts on fisheries are confident 
that India would manage to regain top position, not-
withstanding stagnation in marine catches, because 

of robust growth in shrimp aquaculture and greater 
emphasis on the value-addition of export-bound 
products. Shrimps now comprise close to 70 per cent 
of the country’s export in seafood. 

Though commercial-scale shrimp farming began 
in India in the late 1980s, when demand for this pre-
mium fish species began to look up in the interna-
tional market, it got a fillip in 2009 because of two 
factors. First, domestic production in major shrimp-
producing and -consuming countries then — like 
China, Thailand, and Vietnam — sharply plummeted 

due to the outbreak of the early mortality 
syndrome disease in their black tiger 
shrimp farms. And second, the Indian 
government allowed the introduction of 
a “new” variety of shrimps called Vanna-
mei (whiteleg tiger shrimp), which 
enjoyed several advantages over the tra-
ditionally cultivated blackleg tiger 
shrimp. The most significant among 
these included relatively high immunity 
against diseases and a lower feed require-
ment, which meant substantially lower 
production costs and larger profits. Van-
namei also fetched premium prices in the 
export market. Unsurprisingly, therefore, 

Vannamei farming spread rapidly, and this became 
the main cultivated species across the shrimp-produc-
ing regions in just a decade. It now accounts for nearly 
two-thirds of the country’s shrimp output, and the 
bulk of the shrimp exports. 

The technological support provided to shrimp 
farmers, processors, and exporters by fisheries 
research centres has played a significant role in bring-
ing about the shrimp revolution. The conventional 
methods of shrimp farming have been replaced by 
novel, high-tech, cost-effective, and sustainable 
shrimp-growing systems. These new techniques 

facilitated a higher yield of marketable produce from 
less space, and with a lower cost, to enhance the net 
profitability of shrimp cultivation. 

The innovative “super-intensive precision shrimp 
farming system”, evolved by the Chennai-based Cen-
tral Institute of Brackishwater Aquaculture, can be a 
case in point. It involves culturing prawns in circular 
tanks lined with polythene sheets, using digital tools 
like larval feeding and waste management based on 
internet of things and artificial intelligence (AI). It has 
the potential to yield as much as 100 to 120 tonnes of 
shrimp per hectare of water. It also uses AI to monitor 
and control diseases, thereby minimising the risk of 
drug residues in prawns, and boosting their export 
worthiness. Notably, the shrimps produced with this 
technique have been found to have a relatively good 
texture, colour, and taste. Besides, this method allows 
farmers to plan their production in accordance with 
the projected demand in local and export markets. 

The Centre and the governments of coastal states 
have launched schemes to promote scientific shrimp 
farming. Liberal financial and other kinds of incentives 
are being offered to shrimp farmers for adopting 
advanced technology under the Centre’s umbrella 
fisheries development programme called the Pradhan 
Mantri Matsya Sampada Yojana. Besides, government 
agencies like the Marine Products Export Development 
Authority and the Coastal Aquaculture Authority are 
helping in prospecting, and gainfully tapping, new 
export markets, and looking after regulatory matters. 
However, the bigger issues concerning trade barriers, 
such as the US tariffs, arbitrarily fixed quality standards, 
and consignment rejections on frivolous grounds by 
importers like the European Union, need to be 
addressed by the government to let the shrimp sector 
withstand escalating rivalries in international trade. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
surinder.sud@gmail.com 

Stories about startup founders are made 
of stuff that invariably inspire and 
impress. That includes stories narrated 
or shared by entrepreneurs. Deepinder 
Goyal, CEO of Zomato (Eternal), the 
online food delivery startup with huge 
focus on quick commerce through its 
arm Blinkit, recently posted one such 
story on X (earlier Twitter). This is about 
someone who had worked as a delivery 
agent at Blinkit for a few months to fund 
his education and was now set to join 
Zomato’s design team. Goyal’s post, 
sharing the transformational journey, 

caught widespread attention, while also 
triggering a debate on opportunities cre-
ated by startups, especially food tech 
companies such as Zomato, which listed 
in 2021 — just three years after turning a 
unicorn (valuation of $1 billion or more). 

Unseen, The Untold Story of Deep-
inder Goyal and the Making of Zomato, 
not only tells of many such awe-inspir-
ing moments in the life of a startup, it 
also captures the unpredictability, risk 
and adventure through it all. The writer, 
Megha Vishwanath, is a senior execu-
tive at Zomato, enabling her to access 
relevant information about the com-
pany. That Vishwanath, a former jour-
nalist, is a company insider can also 
raise questions about objectivity — a 
critical aspect in a biography. However, 
the author’s note at the start tells us 
about the “arrangement” reached 
between Goyal and Vishwanath in the 
making of this book. 

The writer had already left journal-
ism and was working with a tech start-

up. “I knew that to tell this story with 
real depth, I couldn’t rely solely on 
scheduled interviews or second-hand 
accounts. I needed to shadow him, 
closely and consistently, slipping in and 
out of his personal and professional 
worlds, watching decisions take shape 
in real time…”. And, Goyal suggested 
she become a part of the team working 
to build Zomato. The book is an out-
come of some 300 interviews with 
family, friends and colleagues, along 
with three years of closely tracking the 
Zomato founder’s journey. 

 Unseen… opens, as part of a preface, 
on a bullish note with Zomato’s much-
awaited listing. As India’s first tech uni-
corn went public on July 23, 2021, the 
author describes how people in the 
Gurugram oice clapped, laughed and 
clicked photographs. Against this infec-
tious setting, Unseen…  brings out the 
vulnerability of the man that the world 
was watching. After the noise had died 
down, “Deepinder sat alone in a corner 
of the oice….’’ He asked himself why 
the IPO moment didn’t feel like enough. 

 The story of Deepinder Goyal takes 
off from here, going back in time to trace 

his parents’ life in Punjab, 
especially during the turbu-
lent 1980s. Deepinder and his 
elder brother Geetinder “grew 
up in different worlds,” we are 
told. According to this 
account, Deepinder, or Deepi 
as he’s called, was shielded 
from the harsh realities of the 
world outside, unlike his older 
brother. But then, there was 
pain with which the young 
Deepinder struggled.  

Deepi’s formative years — 
his sense of falling short when 
compared with his brother 
who was academically bright, 
his stammering, his attempt 
to outshine others in class 
through various means and 
finally finding success — have 
been documented sensitively, lending 
credibility to the narration. 

The book reveals that he was diag-
nosed with Asperger’s Syndrome, a con-
dition on the autism spectrum, when he 
was well into adulthood. “It explained 
why social interactions often felt like an 
intricate dance, one where everyone else 

instinctively knew the steps, 
while he never got the music,” 
the writer notes, adding that 
“Deepi’s childhood was a 
paradox.” The paradox, 
though narrated by juxtapos-
ing his home environment 
with the external world, could 
have been explained in 
greater detail. 

 The protagonist’s trans-
formation, including his 
sudden interest in physics, 
which pushed him to take the 
joint entrance exam for 
Indian Institute of Technol-
ogy (IIT), has been described 
well. The other side of Deepi 
— such as his bonding with 
Albinder Dhindsa, who 
founded Grofers (which 

rebranded to Blinkit and was acquired 
by Zomato) and courtship of Kanchan 
Joshi (whom he went on to marry  
later) on the IIT Delhi campus — are 
endearing.  Kanchan was Deepi’s  
senior, pursuing an MSc in Mathematics  
while Deepi and Albinder were  
studying engineering. 

 Besides friendship, romance and 
studies, the campus became the starting 
point of Deepi’s entrepreneurial journey. 
For that, Prayank Swaroop — another 
senior from IIT Delhi who’s now partner 
at Accel — worked with Deepi on several 
projects. And then there was a turning 
point. In 2005, a year after Prayank grad-
uated, Deepinder who was now in his 
fifth (final) year at IIT, approached him 
with the idea of setting up Foodlet.com, 
the seed of an idea which would event-
ually become Zomato. Prayank declined 
as he had accepted a job offer in Singa-
pore by now. 

 And the rest, as they say, is history. A 
startup built from scratch became a 
giant. Also, the insecure boy growing up 
in Punjab is now on top of the Hurun 
Rich List 2025 in the category of self-
made entrepreneurs. While much of the 
book is about the adventure, thrill and 
also the hurdles of the startup world 
including the ups and downs of fund-
raising, the bumpy road to profitability 
and staying relevant, that story is not 
unknown. Unseen… stands out more for 
the portrayal of Deepi as a young boy, 
more than him as a businessman.

The evolution of Deepi
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Only the price system can solve the complexity  
of modern electricity
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Prices in the electricity system
illustration: ajaya kumar mohanty

What ails electricity

Source: Electricity reforms in the economic strategy of Tamil 
Nadu, Akshay Jaitly, Renuka Sane, Ajay Shah, XKDR Forum 
Working Paper 38, February 2025. https://bit.ly/4pppoOB
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E
ARLIER this month,
Congress MP Manish
Tewari introduced a
Private Member’s Bill
to amend the Tenth

Schedule — his third attempt
after 2011 and 2020. The proposal
is simple and attractive: legisla-
tors should be free to vote inde-
pendently on most business,
with the party whip carrying
anti-defection consequences
only on votes that directly affect
a government’s survival — con-
fidence/no-confidence motions,
adjournment motions, money
Bills and core budgetary matters.
The motive is democratic: revive
free debate and stop turning MPs
and MLAs into headcount.

But any reform to “relax the
whip” risks missing India’s deep-
er crisis. In our ecosystem, defec-
tions are rarely about principled
dissent. They are often engi-
neered through inducements,
intimidation, timing and arith-
metic, so that the voter’s mandate
can be converted into a different
government after the election.

The phenomenon is not new.
India coined “Aaya Ram, Gaya
Ram” after Haryana MLA Gaya
Lal changed his party three times
in a single day in 1967. What
began as a scandal became a
technique; what was once excep-
tional is now routine.

Parliament responded in 1985 by
inserting the anti-defection law
through the 52nd Amendment. It
disqualifies MPs/MLAs who vol-
untarily give up party member-
ship or vote/abstain contrary to a
party direction without permission
and timely condonation. Indepen-
dents cannot join a party after elec-
tions, and nominated members
face consequences depending on
when they join. The constitutional
promise was straightforward: sta-
bility and integrity.

Yet the law carried a design flaw
that has only grown sharper: it
placed decisive power in the hands

of the Speaker. The original
scheme also sought to insulate the
Speaker’s decision from judicial
review. The Supreme Court cor-
rected that in the Kihoto Hollohan
case verdict, holding that when the
Speaker decides disqualification,
he acts as a tribunal and the deci-
sion is subject to judicial review.
That safeguard matters because
Speakers — regrettably — have
increasingly behaved as political
actors rather than neutral constitu-
tional authorities, their fortunes
often tied to the ruling side.

This is why the anti-defection
regime fails India in two dis-
tinct ways. First, conceptually:
broad whip enforcement
reduces legislators to numbers
and hollows out deliberation.
Tewari’s Bill responds to this
real concern by narrowing whip
consequences to survival votes.
Second, practically: the law has
proved weak against the betray-
al it was meant to prevent. It has
generated escape routes that
legitimise mandate theft.

Three routes dominate the
abuse. The first is the “two-thirds
merger” shield: engineer the
arithmetic so a mass switch is
presented as a protected merger.
The second is the resignation
workaround: instead of “defect-
ing” and risking disqualification,
legislators resign in a bloc,
reduce the House’s effective
strength, bring down a govern-
ment and then contest again
under a new banner. The third is
process manipulation: disqualifi-
cation petitions are delayed or
selectively expedited to suit the

ruling side’s interests.
The events of 2019 — widely

reported and litigated — captured
the template we still live with. In
Goa, two of the three MLAs of the
Maharashtrawadi Gomantak Par-
ty moved to the BJP after the
polls, invoking the two-thirds
route. In Karnataka, 17 MLAs
resigned and two independents
withdrew support, shifting the
arithmetic and enabling a new
government to win a trust vote. In
Sikkim, legislators switched in
bulk, making a regional Opposi-
tion collapse overnight. In 2022,
Maharashtra witnessed similar
engineering when the Shiv Sena
split triggered prolonged litiga-
tion over legitimacy and party
symbols. These are not aberra-
tions; they are the new norm.  

Since then, the pattern has
become systemic. Deep pockets
and incumbent advantage deter-
mine outcomes. Money is the
magnet; office is the price. Legis-
lators are moved across states,
kept in hotels, negotiated through

intermediaries and rewarded with
ministerships, chairmanships,
tickets or protection. Not every
allegation can be proven beyond
reasonable doubt, but democra-
cies run on trust, not merely on
convictions. When defections
become routine, politics turns into
an MLA market, and elections
become only the first step in gov-
ernment formation.

So, where does that leave
Tewari’s Bill? It is right to chal-
lenge whip-driven tyranny. But
in today’s India, relaxing the
whip without simultaneously
creating deterrence risks
spreading horse-trading into
ordinary legislation. In a system
where inducement is endemic,
appeals to ‘conscience’ become
a cover for transactional voting.

The Bill’s strength is that it tries
to separate two questions India
has wrongly fused: party stability
and free legislative debate. If the
whip is confined to survival votes,
MPs/MLAs may finally speak and
vote on ordinary Bills without fear
of losing their seats. The Bill’s
weakness is that it does not touch
the two engines of contemporary
defections: the two-thirds merger
loophole and the resignation
route. Nor does it solve the Speak-
er problem. Without independent
adjudication and strict timelines,
the presiding officer can still
decide when a petition is heard
and when it is buried.

Reform must therefore do three
things at once. First, confront the
Speaker’s conflict of interest:
defection adjudication should
move to an independent tribunal

or authority, with transparent
procedure, reasoned orders and
judicial review. Second, impose a
hard statutory deadline — 90
days is a workable benchmark —
for deciding petitions, so that
delay cannot launder illegality
into fait accompli. Third, make
the deterrent real: a defecting
MP/MLA should be barred from
contesting for six years.

This six-year bar is not arbi-
trary. It spans at least one full
electoral cycle — the period
between two general elections. It
ensures that defection is not a
short detour to higher office but a
genuine political cost. Currently,
defectors resign, trigger byelec-
tions and return on their new
party’s ticket within months,
sometimes with ministerial
berths as reward. A six-year dis-
qualification breaks this cycle. It
tells legislators: if you betray
your mandate, you cannot sim-
ply re-contest and claim renewal.
You sit out an entire term. That is
the minimum price for switching
sides after an election.

Equally important is govern-
ment formation in hung Assem-
blies. Too often it becomes a race
to the Governor, whose discretion
remains excessive and partisan.
The single-largest-party rule
should be the constitutional
default, with coalition claims test-
ed by immediate floor tests with-
in 48 hours. Discretion must be
constrained by guidelines recom-
mended by the Sarkaria and
Punchhi Commissions. Delay
and opacity in government for-
mation invite manipulation.

Tewari has done a service by
triggering a debate. But India’s
crisis is not merely about legisla-
tive freedom; it is about the pur-
chasability of mandates and the
partisan handling of disqualifica-
tion. A rich party should not be
able to treat post-poll engineering
as a cheaper substitute for fight-
ing elections honestly. The anti-
defection law was meant to pro-
tect stability and integrity. We
must now protect it from manip-
ulation — and restore the sim-
plest principle of representative
democracy: a voter’s mandate is
not transferable property. Chang-
ing sides mid-term must carry a
cost heavy enough to make the
transaction unviable — because
without that, we do not have elec-
tions; we have auctions.

Anti-defection law needs teeth to bite

Manish Tewari’s
Private Member’s Bill
tries to separate two

issues India has
wrongly fused: party

stability and free
legislative debate.

SY QURAISHI 
FORMER CHIEF ELECTION 
COMMISSIONER OF INDIA

Changing sides mid-term must carry a cost heavy enough to make the transaction unviable
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Aravalli row
Onus on the Centre to bridge trust deficit

T
HE Supreme Court’s recent acceptance of an
elevation-based definition of the Aravalli hills
has triggered protests in Haryana and
Rajasthan. The definition, recommended by a
panel under the Ministry of Environment, For-

est and Climate Change, reveals a schism between regula-
tory precision and ecological reality. At the heart of the con-
troversy lies the question: can a mountain range as ancient
and complex as the Aravalli be protected through a uni-
form threshold of “100 metres above local relief”? For many
environmental activists, scientists and local communities,
the answer is in the negative. They argue that the new
parameters exclude nearly 90 per cent of the Aravalli land-
scape in Rajasthan, where hills often rise only 30-80 metres
but still have critical ecological importance. These lower
hillocks and slopes are the very zones where groundwater
is recharged, vegetation stabilises soil and biodiversity
thrives. Protesters claim that confining protection to the
height criterion opens the doors to intensified mining, con-
struction and commercial activity in these areas.

Various studies and court-appointed committees’
reports have documented extensive damage from mining,
legal or otherwise; entire hills have been flattened in dis-
tricts such as Rajasthan’s Alwar. Environmentalists warn
that further fragmentation could alter rainfall patterns,
weaken the Aravallis’ role as a climatic barrier against the
Thar desert and worsen air pollution in the Delhi-NCR. 

The Union government insists that these claims are
alarmist. As per the Centre, the new definition is more
scientific and conservation-centric — it protects entire
hill landforms, their slopes and clustered ranges, freezes
new mining leases and mandates a sustainable mining
plan. Yet the protests continue as the Aravallis are not
just a collection of measurable landforms but a living
ecological system shaped over nearly two billion years.
Whether the government can bridge the trust deficit will
determine not only the fate of the fragile Aravallis but
also the environmental security of North India.

A bitter pill
Stronger drug oversight needed in Himachal

H
IMACHAL Pradesh’s image as India’s
pharmaceutical hub has been jolted once
again. In the latest quality audit by the
Central Drugs Standard Control Organisa-
tion and state regulators, 205 drug samples

were declared ‘not of standard quality’ and nearly one-
fourth of these were manufactured in the state. The
failed medicines include drugs used to treat fever, dia-
betes and even cardiac conditions. For patients, especial-
ly those dependent on affordable generics, this is not
merely a regulatory lapse, it is a matter of life and death.
Himachal’s pharma boom was built on tax incentives
and ease-of-land availability. While this helped the state
emerge as a major supplier of medicines to the domes-
tic market and public health programmes, regulatory
oversight has not kept pace with industrial expansion.
Rather, it has caused avoidable ailments, even deaths, of
patients who became victims of spurious medicines.

Repeated inspections revealing substandard produc-
tion, misuse of inactive units and firms operating despite
stop orders point to systemic weaknesses rather than iso-
lated violations. Drug recalls, while necessary, are reactive
measures. Once a faulty medicine has entered the supply
chain, the damage is often already done, especially in a
country where vigilance is weak and patients rarely report
adverse drug reactions. The burden of regulatory failure
is borne silently by consumers, many of whom have little
choice but to trust what is prescribed or dispensed.

This moment demands more than episodic crackdowns.
State drug controllers must be strengthened with manpow-
er, testing infrastructure and autonomy from political and
commercial pressures. Coordination between Central and
state regulators needs tightening. Public disclosure of
offending firms and repeat violations is essential. India’s
reputation as the “pharmacy of the world” cannot rest on
volume alone. If Himachal’s warning signs are ignored, the
cost will be counted in compromised health and lost lives.

on this day...100 years ago

The convocation address
WE congratulate Nawab Hyder Nawaz Jung Bahadur, Finance
Member, Hyderabad, on the interesting address he delivered at the
University of Punjab convocation on Saturday. The address dealt,
in a fairly comprehensive spirit, with some of the most urgent prob-
lems affecting the system of education and its products, not only in
this province but in the country generally. The first and most impor-
tant of these problems, of course, is that connected with the large and
ever-increasing volume of unemployment among the educated
classes. The problem has formed the theme of more than one con-
vocation address before now, and particularly of two consecutive
addresses delivered by that distinguished scholar and educationist,
the late Dr Ewing. But Jung’s treatment of the subject is not with-
out a novelty of its own. Starting with a somewhat humdrum but
perfectly sound proposition that “the education system would serve
its purpose better if it were more closely adapted to the country’s
present needs,” he laid great emphasis on the necessity of produc-
ing “men to fill the employments which are necessary to the coun-
try’s life, men not only as highly educated as possible, but educated
especially for the work which they will have to do — agriculturists,
businessmen, engineers, doctors, manufacturers, artists, black-
smiths, weavers, potters — almost everything except clerks,” whose
number is already greatly in excess of the country’s demand. In
order to enable the educational system to fulfil this purpose, it is nec-
essary, says Jung, that it should be thoroughly reconstructed. 

lahore,tuesday, december 22, 1925 

thought for the day

Address MGNREGA’s ills 
Apropos of ‘G-RAM-G vs MGNREGA’ 
(The Great Game); the real issue lies not in
renaming or restructuring but in addressing the
long-standing irregularities that have plagued
MGNREGA. In previous years, the scheme was
widely misused at multiple levels — ghost bene-
ficiaries, delayed wages, inflated muster rolls and
corruption in implementation — that diluted its
original promise of dignity through work. If
change is indeed the objective, it must correct
these systemic flaws and restore public confi-
dence. Any reform should fulfil the basic needs of
common people and ensure transparency, time-
ly payments and meaningful employment.
Reform should empower, not merely repackage.

ASHOK SINGH GULERIA, HAMIRPUR

Co-sharing will curb profligacy 
With reference to ‘G-RAM-G vs MGNREGA’;
the new funding model of MGNREGA, based
on co-sharing with states, will encourage fiscal
discipline and help check profligacy. The eco-
nomically constrained states must be dealt with
separately. The new rule can help in curtailing
wasteful expenditure on doles and freebies and
increase utilisation of funds in improving other
parameters like education and infrastructure.
However, the BJP may be following its saffroni-
sation agenda in the renaming of the scheme.  

CHANDER SHEKHAR DOGRA, JALANDHAR

Pak footprint in B’desh turmoil
Refer to ‘Bangladesh must pull itself back
from the brink’; without backing their claim
with evidence, some sections in Dhaka are try-
ing to put the blame on India for fomenting
trouble in their country. The perpetrators of
this widespread violence want to skew
Bangladesh’s 2026 general election in their
favour. With Sheikh Hasina present in New
Delhi, India has become a convenient target to
whip up passions in Dhaka. There is a risk of
Bangladesh slipping into an Islamist funda-
mentalist state. Pakistan’s footprint has
grown in Bangladesh since Hasina’s ouster.  

PS HANSPAUL, BY MAIL

Policy inertia hurts farmers 
Refer to ‘Debt-driven farming’; farmer distress
in Haryana is not episodic, but structural. The edi-
torial rightly identifies the wheat–paddy mono-
culture as a core problem, apart from the erod-
ing soil health and groundwater, and farm
viability. Similar debt data being reported after
a gap of few months in the consecutive Assem-
bly sessions suggests policy inertia. What is
missing is a credible transition strategy:
assured markets for diversified crops, invest-
ment in agro-processing and stronger farmer-
owned collectives to improve bargaining power.
Without income stability and risk protection,
credit will remain a trap rather than a tool. 

SURAJ KATHURIA, JIND

N-energy safer in public sector
The government is already operating nuclear
power plants through public sector entities. Why
are we introducing private and foreign players to
this critical and inherently hazardous sector?
The private sector’s aim is to maximise share-
holder returns and we cannot expect charity
from them when it comes to safety, waste man-
agement or emergency preparedness. The
SHANTI Bill dilutes accountability by remov-
ing supplier liability and capping operator liabil-
ity, effectively shifting the ultimate financial and
human cost of any accident onto taxpayers and
victims. The government should retain nuclear
power and strengthen independent regulation.

ATUL KUMAR GUPTA, BY MAIL

Manmohan Singh was a class apart
With reference to ‘Manmohan Singh, the
authentic gentleman’; the former PM was a
multidimensional personality — dedicated
teacher, quintessential academic, suave
bureaucrat, great economist, seasoned
politician, astute statesman and an inspiring
visionary. His initiatives such as economic
liberalisation, MGNREGA, Right to Educa-
tion Act, Right to Information Act and
National Food Security Act ensured India’s
inclusive and sustainable development. 

DS KANG, HOSHIARPUR

Letters to the Editor, typed in double space, should not exceed the 200-word limit. 
These should be cogently written and can be sent by e-mail to: Letters@tribunemail.com

letters to the editor

Harjap Singh Aujla

BORN in the dusty village of Kotla Sultan Singh in Amrit-
sar district on Christmas Eve in 1924, Mohammed Rafi
was wonderstruck when he heard, at the age of 13, a

radio being played in the famous Hall Bazaar of the holy city.
He had already heard the sound of a gramophone amplified
by a battery-powered loudspeaker at village weddings. In that
era, most of the Punjabi gramophone records were of classi-
cally trained Amritsar-born Rababi singers. Rafi used to copy
them and sing while grazing cattle. He had virtually no school-
ing and could hardly write in Urdu.

He was blessed with a rich voice ranging from the highest to the
lowest notes. He was in his teens when his father sent him to
Lahore to take up a job at a salon. While shaving beards of cus-
tomers, he used to sing Punjabi folk songs that he had learnt in
his village. These songs were about legendary lovers such as
Heer-Ranjha, Mirza-Sahiban, Sassi-Punnoo and Sohni-Mahiwal.

All India Radio, Lahore, came to know about his silken voice. Pan-
dit Jiwan Lal Mattoo, head of the radio station’s music department,
showed up to listen to him. Mattoo was so impressed that he offered
him the job of a casual artiste after an audition in 1943. Mattoo’s sec-
ond-in-command Budh Singh Taan was deputed to polish Rafi’s
singing. He learnt the finer points of classical music from Ustad
Barkat Ali Khan in Lahore. Rafi was a great admirer of Sikh musi-
cians Bhai Samund Singh of Gurdwara Janam Asthan Nankana
Sahib and Bhai Santa Singh of the Golden Temple in Amritsar. 

His fame reached Bombay through radio waves and he was
invited to sing movie songs. One of his early duets with Noor
Jehan — “Yahan badla wafa ka bewafai ke siva kya hai…” —
from Jugnu (1947) became very popular.

Rafi often pined for Amritsar. He paid a visit to his home town in
1957 along with music director Sardul Singh Kwatra. I was in the
crowd during his performance. One of the high-pitched songs he
sang was “O duniya ke rakhwale, sun dard bhare mere naale...” (Bai-
ju Bawra, 1952). The audience, mesmerised by his voice, started
singing too. The amazing experience left a lasting impression on me.

Rafi, who breathed his last in 1980, lived a life of contentment.
After the Partition, he helped rookie film producers by waiving
his fee. He also did not take any payment for singing soul-stir-
ring songs such as “Suno suno aye duniya walo Bapu ki yeh
amar kahani...” and “Watan ki raah mein watan ke naujawan
shaheed ho...” The latter was from the Dilip Kumar starrer Sha-
heed (1948), the very film that inspired Dharmendra to become
an actor. Rafi sang many hit songs for the cinema icon and fel-
low Punjabi who passed away last month.

Rafi, the Sultan of
playback singing 

PLOY: When defections become a routine, elections are only the first step in government formation. ANI

We will be making a mockery of democracy if we fail to plug loopholes in the anti-defection law. — M Venkaiah Naidu 
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The unbroken arc : Punjab @ 60

T
HE ongoing politi-
cal unrest in
Bangladesh is
likely to intensify
with Bangladesh

Nationalist Party acting
chairman Tarique Rahman's
planned arrival in Dhaka on
December 25. Khaleda Zia's
son will end his 18-year-old
exile if he, indeed, shows up,
with some reports claiming
that the violence in Dhaka
in recent days could com-
promise his safety. 

In any case, the chaos has
already cast a shadow on the
February parliamentary elec-
tion. If elections are postponed,
it could push Bangladesh into a
long spell of political darkness
and instability.

Bangladesh has a long histo-
ry of political assassinations.
Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman, widely regarded as
the founding father of the coun-
try — although some would say
that in the new Bangladesh,
Mujib's title is contested — was
killed along with most of his
family members by a group of

disgruntled army majors on
August 15, 1975. 

Zia-ur-Rahman, Tarique
Rahman's father, a retired
army general who succeeded
Mujib, was also killed in an
army-led coup in 1979. There
have been a number of mur-
derous attacks on Mujib's
daughter, Sheikh Hasina —
notably the 2004 grenade
attack in which several Awami
League people were killed and
Hasina barely escaped. A case
was filed against BNP leaders,
including Tarique Rahman,
for their involvement in the
attack. This September, the
Bangladesh Supreme Court
quashed the case.

Tarique Zia's scheduled
arrival coincides with the
killing of youth leader Shafi
Osman Hadi, a prominent
member of last year's student
protest in Dhaka which over-
threw Hasina. In the violence
that followed a few days ago,
Dhaka's largest English daily,
The Daily Star, and its sister
Bengali publication, Prothom
Alo, were targeted — it's not
clear why because both news-
papers have been critical of
Hasina and they supported last
year's July uprising. The attack
showed the protesters enjoyed
political backing as there was
no intervention from the gov-
ernment during the mayhem. 

Hasina has been accused of
Hadi's attack even before
investigations began; the
assassins are now reported to

have fled to India. At a rally in
Dhaka on Saturday, organised
after Hadi's funeral, Islamist
leaders took the mic to high-
light Hasina's involvement
and criticised India for being
her main backer. The anti-
India campaign had begun
over the week with belligerent
demonstrations outside the
Indian High Commission
soon after Hadi was shot.

India has in recent weeks
told Bangladesh officials that
it supports the democratic
process in the country and
wants a peaceful, free and
inclusive election. This was
widely interpreted by the
interim government in Dhaka
and its Islamist backers as
Delhi's attempt to get Hasina's
Awami League to participate
in the parliamentary election.

It is widely believed that last

week's violent protests and
unrest were organised by the
Jamaat-e-Islami and its
Islamist affiliates. The Jamaat,
the most prominent among
the 70-odd Islamist groups in
Bangladesh, was pushed to
the margins during Hasina's
rule. However, despite her
autocratic methods, Hasina
has also been praised by secu-
lar sections in the country and
elsewhere for keeping the
Islamists under a tight rein.

After her departure from
Bangladesh's political the-
atre, the Jamaat has signifi-
cantly expanded its influence.
It has also tried to bring other
Islamist groups under one
banner to establish an Islam-
ic Caliphate. But to do that,
the Jamaat needs more time.

What is even more interest-
ing today is that the Jamaat,

which had during Hasina's
reign often supported the
BNP from the sidelines, is
now seeking a far more ambi-
tious role. It is clearly in a con-
test with the BNP to emerge
as the most powerful party in
Bangladesh. A postponed
election suits its agenda best.

The attack on the two news-
papers, Prothom Alo and The
Daily Star, by Islamist-backed
protesters, has been puzzling
for many observers. Besides
supporting last year's student
protest, both newspapers had
subsequently  published sever-
al investigative pieces on atroc-
ities committed by Hasina. 

But both papers have also
been critical of attempts to
erase the critical role of mukti-
joddhas, or freedom fighters,
in Bangladesh's liberation
struggle. The massacres and
rapes of Bengali nationalists
by the Pakistani army and
their affiliates in the run up to
the creation of the independ-
ent nation in 1971, are there
for all to see. Both newspapers
have been very critical of
Hasina, but they draw a line at
the 1971 war of liberation.

Clearly, the Jamaat-e-Islami
wants to turn that page in
Bangladesh's history. Some
Bangladeshi observers say that
the attack is a signal to warn
the rest of the media to refrain
from praising the 1971 freedom
fighters and remind people of
Pakistan’s negative role .

This argument looks plausi-

ble as in recent months, the
Muhammed Yunus govern-
ment has deepened relations
with Pakistan. For the first
time since 1971, both defence
and security establishments
have embarked upon a
planned engagement. Pak-
istan's ISI has made frequent
visits to Bangladesh for
enhancing cooperation with
its counterpart agency.

There are also reports that
some key countries in the
West have been in touch with
the Jamaat and have shared
in close circles that they don't
mind the Islamist outfit play-
ing a bigger role in
Bangladeshi politics. Unless
handled properly, this could
be a serious problem for India.

India had serious difficulties
in the past with a BNP govern-
ment in Dhaka. Today, though,
it seems its best hope. If the
Awami League is allowed to
participate in the elections, it
could win enough seats and
become the main opposition
party. This would ensure that
both Bangladesh and India do
not jeopardise each other's
core strategic interests.

Tarique Rahman could still
arrive in Dhaka on December
25, defying the odds, to insist
parliamentary elections are
not called off. The BNP knows
that any more delay could
unravel the party. It remains
to be seen which strategy, that
of the BNP or the Jamaat,
finally prevails. 

S
TRENGTH is never
accidental; it is a lin-
eage. Every civilisa-
tion tests its charac-
ter on a frontier, and

for the soul of India, that
frontier has always been
Punjab. From Guru Nanak's
quiet universality to Bhagat
Singh's molten defiance,
Punjab did not merely guard
a boundary; it shaped the
conscience of the Republic.
Few regions carry such sor-
row in memory, such service
in muscle and such instinc-
tive light.

Sixty years after its reorgani-
sation, Punjab stands again on
history's hinge. The Partition
cleaved families, fields and
faith, yet Punjab did not col-
lapse. It rebuilt its soil from
scorched earth and fed a hun-
gry nation. When new lines
were drawn in 1966, Punjab
absorbed them with the calm
of a people who know geogra-
phy may shift, but character
does not. When insurgency
darkened the 1980s, the farmer
coaxed life from tired land
while the soldier held the line.
Punjab endured not noisily,
but faithfully.

These memories form the
keel, the deep, unseen beam
that has kept the Republic
steady through repeated

storms. A society that turns
hardship into humour and
sacrifice into pride carries a
resilience no crisis can extin-
guish. Punjab's instinct has
never been to withdraw
when tested, but to steady
itself first and, in doing so,
steady the nation.

The quiet cost of endurance
Yet endurance carries its own
quiet cost. To stand repeatedly
at the frontier is to absorb
strain long before it becomes
visible elsewhere. Fatigue
does not announce itself as
failure; it appears, instead, as
thinning margins, deferred
renewal and the silent
assumption that resilience will
replenish itself indefinitely.

Punjab has borne this cost
without complaint, through
depleted soils, constrained
choices and a generation
increasingly pulled outward.
This is not a matter of sympa-
thy, but of realism. Renewal
becomes imperative not
when collapse is imminent,
but when endurance has
been stretched too far.

From rhetoric to reform
Optimism without discipline
becomes illusion. Punjab can-
not ascend on sentiment alone.
Renewal must be structural,
not episodic, and grounded in
responsibility, not grievance.

Punjab's renewal unfolds
under constraints shaped by
the Partition. It is an agrarian
economy without coastal
access. Its soils carry the
weight of decades of national
food security. Its sentinel
duties are rising, now compli-
cated by narcotics, drones
and cross-border criminal
networks. These are not fail-

ures of will, but facts of geog-
raphy and obligation.

No region should be struc-
turally disadvantaged for
having stood where history
placed it. Support that offsets
national service must
strengthen renewal, not sub-
sidise drift. A sentinel state is
sustained not by spectacle,
but by stewardship.

Punjab's history offers
another quiet lesson. It has
rarely had the luxury of choos-
ing its moment; history has
chosen it. Each generation has
inherited not a blank slate, but
a ledger of obligations, some
visible, others absorbed with-
out record. What appears as
resilience is often continuity:
fields tended because they
must be, borders held because
someone must stand there,
institutions carried forward
because abandonment would
cost more than repair. This
inheritance has shaped a tem-
perament that values steadi-
ness over spectacle and renew-
al over rupture. The task now

is not to reinvent Punjab, but
to ensure that what has been
carried across generations is
not depleted by neglect. Conti-
nuity, after all, is not secured
by memory alone; it is sus-
tained by timely renewal.

Five pillars of internal renewal
1. The ecological truce: Pun-

jab's agricultural success was
once a national rescue. Today,
renewal demands a new com-
pact with the land. The future
lies not in extraction without
replenishment, but in balance,
restoring soil, conserving water
and treating ecology as inheri-
tance rather than input. The
Brown Revolution is an ecolog-
ical truce: a commitment to
treat the soil not as a factory
floor, but as a living inheri-
tance. By restoring the carbon
and the character of our land,
we can ensure that Punjab's
fields remain fertile long after
the tubewells fall silent.

2. From exodus to aspira-
tion: No society thrives when
its ambition departs each

morning. Punjab must become
a place where aspiration finds
roots rather than wings, where
staying is not seen as settling,
but as choosing dignity, pur-
pose and opportunity at home.
Education, skills and enter-
prise must converge locally, so
the future is built where identi-
ty is strongest, not pursued
where belonging is thinnest.

3. Industry as stabiliser,
not substitute: Punjab does
not seek industry as an
escape from agriculture, but
as its reinforcement. Value-
adding enterprise — agro-
processing, farm-linked man-
ufacturing, logistics and
materials — anchored close to
land and skills, retains youth,
confidence and capability. 

In a sentinel state, industry is
not merely about output; when
home, hearth and enterprise
co-locate, families strengthen,
society benefits and security
consolidates without spectacle.

4. The veterans' dividend:
Veteran-led start-ups across
logistics, agri-processing,
Brown Revolution drone serv-
ices, cybersecurity, teaching,
sports preparation for the Com-
monwealth and Olympics and
emergency response translate
military competence into civil-
ian value. Capital follows confi-
dence, not subsidy, making
veterans a decisive multiplier
in a sentinel economy.

5. The global Punjabi: The
diaspora is not dispersed; it is
embedded across the world's
markets and institutions.
Engaged with dignity, it can
amplify Punjab's renewal, not
as remittance, but as shared
purpose, rooted in Punjabiat.
Cultural and civic platforms
— from Punjabi diaspora
games to literature festivals

— can anchor this engage-
ment in confidence rather
than nostalgia. Punjab's
instinct must not be to seek
the light, but to become it.

Sixth pillar: Consideration for
sentinel states
Frontier regions bear burdens
that routine policy often over-
looks. When land, markets
and vigilance are committed
in national interest, the cost is
enduring. Consideration for
sentinel states is therefore not
concession, but design, a mat-
ter of balance and fairness.

Where geography assigns
permanent national duty,
permanent national cost fol-
lows. When such equity is
embedded in institutional
design, endurance is sus-
tained with confidence rather
than exhaustion. A Republic
that recognises its sentinels
secures its own stability.

The arc remains unbroken
Endurance, even when root-
ed in character, is not inex-
haustible. Regions that hold
the line longest do so by draw-
ing on reserves — ecological,
social and moral — that must
eventually be renewed.

Punjab has never meas-
ured its duty by reward, nor
its belonging by acknowledg-
ment. It stands where it does
because history placed it
there and because character
kept it there. Punjab is sen-
tinel India, not by slogan, but
by instinct. It does not mere-
ly participate in the Republic;
it provides its rhythm. 

The soil can be healed, the
youth anchored and the sen-
tinel allowed to rise. Punjab will
steady itself first and, in doing
so, embellish the Republic.

LT GEN SS MEHTA (RETD)  
EX-WESTERN ARMY COMMANDER

& FOUNDER TRUSTEE, PUNE
INTERNATIONAL CENTRE

PRANAY SHARMA
INDEPENDENT JOURNALIST,

KOLKATA

A society that turns
hardship into
humour and

sacrifice into pride
carries a resilience

no crisis can
extinguish.

The Jamaat, which
had during Hasina’s

reign often
supported the BNP
from the sidelines, is
now seeking a more

ambitious role.

UNCERTAINTY: A postponed election could push Bangladesh into a spell of political instability. PTI 

Bangladesh at a crossroads as unrest deepens

PUNJAB’S RENEWAL IMPERATIVE: The Republic’s sentinel must rise. FILE PHOTO
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REORGANISATION
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forecastquick crossword su do ku 

DECEMBER 22, 2025, MONDAY
■ Shaka Samvat 1947

■ Posh Shaka 1

■ Posh Parvishte 8

■ Hijari 1447

■ Shukla Paksha Tithi 2, up to 10:52 am 

■ Dhruva Yoga up to 4:41 pm

■ Uttrashadha Nakshatra up to 5:32 am

■ Moon enters Capricorn sign 10:07 am

calendar

Saturday’s Solution
Across: 1 Lip service, 6 Echo, 10 Flair, 11 Uppermost, 12 Pathetic,
13 Sense, 15 Amassed, 17 Tarnish, 19 Fatuous, 21 Overall, 22 Equal,
24 Estrange, 27 Extremism, 28 Gorge, 29 Tier, 30 Well-heeled.

Down: 1 Lift, 2 Play a part, 3 Earth, 4 Vaunted, 5 Copycat, 7 Crown,
8 On the shelf, 9 Preserve, 14 Bafflement, 16 Shoulder, 18 Inau-
gural, 20 Sterile, 21 Optimal, 23 Untie, 25 Angle, 26 Deed.

ACROSS
1 Disgrace (5)
8 Be humiliated (4,4)
9 Particular bias (5)
10 Essentially basic (2-6)
11 Snow-block 

dwelling (5)
12 Unsubtle actor (3)
16 Comfort in sorrow (6)
17 Obstreperous (6)
18 Facetious person (3)
23 East African 

country (5)
24 Drawn from actual 

events (4-4)
25 Ethical (5)
26 Stop what one is 

doing (4,2,2)
27 Nervous excitement (5)

DOWN
2 Be valid (4,4)
3 Openly and honestly (3,2,3)
4 Ring of light 

around sun (6)
5 Belittle (5)
6 Ill (5)
7 Brutal person (5)
12 Chop with axe (3)
13 Attack with 

intent to rob (3)
14 Sweetheart (4-4)
15 Avoid taking risks (4,4)
19 Concern (6)
20 Feel about blindly (5)
21 An unexpected 

drawback (5)
22 Constantly changing (5)

SATURDAY’S SOLUTION

MEDIUM

1 3 8 5 6 7 4 2 9

2 9 5 4 8 1 6 3 7

7 4 6 9 2 3 8 1 5

8 5 3 7 4 9 1 6 2

9 1 4 6 5 2 7 8 3

6 2 7 1 3 8 5 9 4

5 7 9 3 1 6 2 4 8

4 8 1 2 9 5 3 7 6

3 6 2 8 7 4 9 5 1

2 5 9
4 8 6

7 4 2 1
1 2

8 9 2 7
7 4

9 6 3 5
7 1 2

8 3 6

CITY MAX MIN
Chandigarh 21 11
New Delhi 21 09
Amritsar 20 11
Bathinda 24 12
Jalandhar 20 11
Ludhiana 19 09
Bhiwani 22 08
Hisar 22 10
Sirsa 19 10
Dharamsala 18 06
Manali 14 02
Shimla 16 07
Srinagar 09 04
Jammu 17 11

Kargil 04 --06
Leh 04 --06

Dehradun 20 07
Mussoorie 24 11

SUNSET: MONDAY 17:28 HRS
SUNRISE: TUESDAY 07:15 HRS

TEMPERATURE IN OC

https://t.me/+TZib85GE_ew0NGE1
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An elephantine 
problem

Why Oman is 
important 

The death of at least seven wild Asiatic elephants and 
injury to a calf in a rail accident near Guwahati, Assam, 
has brought the focus back to the human-elephant con-
flict. The Rajdhani Express from Sairang in Mizoram to 
New Delhi was rolling at full speed when the loco driver 
apparently spotted the herd of 100 elephants and hit the 
emergency brakes, but the train still hit and killed some. 
The accident site, it must be pointed out, is not a desig-
nated elephant corridor or among India’s nearly 150 
wildlife corridors that pass through animal habitats 
where loco drivers have been instructed to reduce 
speed to prevent collisions. Yet, the tragedy is no less sig-
nificant. 

Most elephant deaths occur due to electrocutions, 
and a total of 528 pachyderms have been killed between 
2019 and 2024, according to government data. Assam is 
home to an estimated 6,000 pachyderms, and human-
elephant conflict is frequent. In the past five years alone, 
nearly a dozen have been killed in the state in train col-
lisions, while the all-India average ranges between 15 
and 20 elephants every year. Train accidents may not be 
the primary cause of elephant deaths, but the fact re-
mains that it has not been sufficiently addressed. The 
flip side of the human-elephant conflict is unsettling 
too—an average of 561 persons have been killed by ele-
phants every year since 2020-21, with the highest tally 
of 621 recorded in 2023-24, and Odisha, West Bengal, 
and Jharkhand being the top three hazardous states for 
elephant attacks. 

The electrocutions and accidents of elephants, as well 
as elephant attacks on people, all point to the contested 
issue of territorial supremacy. Although not a desig-
nated elephant corridor, the site of the latest accident, 
being a forested area about 125 kilometres from Guwa-
hati, renews the debate between infrastructure devel-
opment and forests or natural areas. In Assam, for years, 
infrastructure projects have been planned and executed 
in natural areas without a comprehensive assessment 
of their impact. Railway authorities, for instance, laid the 
Guwahati-Jogighopa railway track through the Deepar 
Beel lake, shrinking the size of the waterbody and frag-
menting animal corridors. The track was considered 
more important despite local protesters pointing out 
otherwise; the wetland has since seen a railway shed, an 
airport staff housing complex, brick kilns, and small-
scale industries. 

India has the National Wildlife Action Plan in which 
one of the action points states that the “Ministry of Sur-
face Transport and Ministry of Railways must plan 
roads in such a manner that all national parks and sanc-
tuaries are bypassed and integrity of the protected area 
is maintained. Wildlife corridors also need to be 
avoided, or mitigative measures (such as restricting 
night traffic) need to be employed.” The authorities 
must not disregard the protected natural areas—or 
other natural areas—in their haste and determination 
to execute infrastructure like road and railway lines.

It is better to be wrong than 
safe for failure educates us 
History and record-keeping are, unfortunately, kinder to those who 
hesitated than to those nameless and faceless humans who acted

There is a question 
I keep asking 
people in board-
rooms, living 

rooms, and occasionally over bad 
conference coffee. The answers are 
many, but none are satisfactory 
enough to close the discussion.  

Is it better to have tried some-
thing bold and failed or to have 
played safe and slept peacefully? 
Because everything is calm until 
hindsight wakes you up, screaming 
about how wrong you were. 

It is an old philosophical hand-
me-down question, of course. 
Better to have loved and lost than 
never to have loved. A line that has 
survived centuries, several poets. 
But replace “loved” with “approved 
that risky idea” and “lost” with 
“ended up in a marketing blunders 
list”, and suddenly the romance 
disappears. The courage sits whin-
ing on the edge till the time to de-
cide arrives.  

Every year, we read post-mor-
tems of marketing disasters with 
forensic delight. Campaigns that 
were experimental. Brands that 
were adventurous. Leaders who 
said yes when others said, “Let’s 

sleep on it.” And now, safely seated 
on the sofa of hindsight, we tut-tut. 
What were they thinking? Who 
approved this? Didn’t they test it? 

What we forget is that at the mo-
ment of decision these were not 
“blunders”; they were bets. 
Thought through, debated, and 
often passionately defended. And 
Time, the one that is cruel, lazy, 
and never present in meetings, de-
cided to unveil its wrong side. 

This is where the philosophy of 
‘Better Wrong Than Safe’ becomes 
uncomfortable, especially in cor-
porate India, where caution has 
become a virtue. It has now equally 
affected the private and public 
setups and entered the chaotic per-
sonal life. Playing it safe is ap-
plauded. Playing bold is tolerated 
only when it works. 

The tragedy is not that some 
decisions fail. The tragedy is how 
quickly we pretend we would 
never have taken them. 

Most path-breaking ideas look 
foolish before they look visionary. 
Every innovation has spent its early 
days being described as “too 
much”, “too soon”, or “not our 
brand”. When it succeeds, we call 

it foresight, and even the naysayers 
can post-rationalise their stance in 
pushing for more caution. When it 
fails, we call it irresponsibility. 
Same meeting. Same data. Differ-
ent outcome. 

This is why ‘Better Wrong Than 
Safe’ is not a slogan for reckless-
ness. It is a philosophy for people 
who understand that decision-
making at the edge is not about 
guarantees; it is about intent, cour-
age, and accountability. A safe deci-
sion rarely teaches you anything. It 
only teaches you how to survive 
the next review meeting. 

A wrong decision, on the other 
hand, teaches you scale, speed, 
people, process, and politics—
sometimes all of it together. It 
teaches you what data does not 
capture. It teaches you how con-
sumers actually behave when they 
are not filling out surveys. It 
teaches you humility. And some-
times, if you are lucky, it teaches 
you what not to repeat ever again. 

Failures educate. Success re-
assures. The ratio, inconveniently, 
is never 50:50. It is skewed. Brutally. 
Anyone who promises otherwise is 
selling a book or running a work-

shop. Yet, organisations are in-
creasingly populated by people 
whose most outstanding profes-
sional achievement is a clean slate 
claim. They have never been 
wrong. Their secret? They never 
decided anything that mattered. 
They deferred. They diluted. They 
added footnotes. They waited for 
“more clarity”, which is corporate 
for “someone else should go first”. 

The problem with being safe is 
not immediate regret; it is delayed 
dissatisfaction. Years later, when a 
competitor does what you dis-
cussed and shelved, you feel a pe-
culiar ache. Not failure. Not loss. 
Something worse. Irrelevance. 

This is why I lean instinctively to-
wards ‘Better Wrong Than Safe’. I 
would rather defend a decision 
that failed than explain a caution 
that prevented learning. I would 
rather say, “We tried, and it didn’t 
work,” than mumble, “We thought 
about it but…”  

Because here is the inconvenient 
truth: most people do not regret 
wrong decisions. They regret inde-
cision. They regret listening to the 
loudest sceptic in the room. They 
regret mistaking consensus for 

wisdom. And no, this is not a cel-
ebration of chaos; it is a reminder 
that progress has always been 
powered by people who were 
comfortable being temporarily 
wrong. Every meaningful shift in 
the creative, cultural, professional, 
and personal spheres comes from 
someone placing a bet when 
spreadsheets or the situation ad-
vised restraint. 

History and record-keeping are, 
unfortunately, kinder to those who 
hesitated than to those nameless 
and faceless humans who acted. 

So the next time a campaign, a 
product, or an idea ends up on a 
“what went wrong” list, pause be-
fore judging. Ask a better question. 
Did it come from laziness or cour-
age? From ego or intent? From 
boredom or belief? 

If the answer is belief, then the 
failure is not the story. The story is 
that someone chose ‘Better Wrong 
Than Safe’ in a world that rewards 
neither in real time. 

And that, even when it fails, is a 
decision worth making.

Sanjeev Kotnala is a brand and marketing 
consultant, writer, coach and mentor.
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Free Press, Free Press House, 3/54, Press Complex, AB Road, Indore 452008

Prime Minister Modi’s recent visit to Oman was 
viewed with keen interest by observers both in Delhi 
and Muscat. The visit, which was the Prime Minister’s 
second visit to Oman, saw the signing of two key docu-
ments between India and Oman—the joint vision mari-
time document and the Comprehensive Economic 
Partnership Agreement (CEPA). Long sought by both 
Delhi and Muscat, negotiations for the CEPA began in 
November 2023, and it was formalised on December 17 
this year. Under the trade agreement, more Indian com-
panies are likely to set up shop in Oman, and given that 
Muscat has an open border with other Gulf nations, 
India will be able to strengthen its economic footprint 
in West Asia. On the defence side, attention needs to be 
paid to the joint vision maritime document, the first 
such document signed by India with a West Asian 
country. While both India and Oman have a naval his-
tory, the presence of the British, who did not wish to re-
linquish control over defence and security in Oman, and 
New Delhi’s own reluctance to explore a naval partner-
ship meant that this aspect of the relationship was not 
expanded upon till recently. 

Today, the situation is vastly different. The great 
power conflict within the Indian Ocean means that in-
creased maritime coop-
eration with Oman is 
crucial to India’s inter-
ests. Oman’s strategic 
location on the Strait of 
Hormuz and its long 
coastline in the western 
part of the Indian 
Ocean make it impera-
tive for New Delhi to 
have a naval presence there. The joint naval doctrine 
will enable New Delhi to have an increased presence in 
the region, ensure existing Sea Lanes of Communication 
are maintained and strengthen India’s blue economy. 

PM Modi is not the first Indian leader to recognise the 
significance of Oman. India has civilisational ties that go 
back 5,000 years, and Sultan Qaboos bin Said, the 
former ruler of Oman, had sought for New Delhi to play 
a strategic role there in the 1990s. Though that has not 
materialised to this date, Oman can play a significant 
role for India. Unlike the high-profile role adopted by 
the UAE and Qatar, the country is valuable as it has good 
relations with the Gulf nations, Iran, and even the Hou-
this. India would note this with great interest with re-
gard to Iran. Though New Delhi has good relations with 
Iran, secondary sanctions imposed by the Trump ad-
ministration and the revocation of the sanctions exemp-
tion on the Chabahar Port mean there is an element of 
caution in engaging Tehran today. It is here that the Gulf 
nation can play a role in conveying messages and hold-
ing talks that would not attract as much public attention 
as they would if held in Tehran or New Delhi. Oman is 
key to India’s West Asia strategy, and New Delhi must 
make use of it.

Faulty Snicko 
Though the operator of 
Snicko technology, being 
used in the Ashes series, 
has admitted an error that 
led to a reprieve for the 
Australian wicket-keeper-
batsman, Alex Carey, this 
is not the first such error. 
Earlier, players like Gary 
Sobers, Viswanath, etc., 
would never wait for the 
umpire’s verdict if they 
had nicked the ball. Now 
the players don’t walk even 
after the third umpire’s 
verdict. Under these cir-
cumstances, it is all the 
more necessary for the 
technology to be 100% 
foolproof to give the bene-
fit of the doubt in favour of 
the bowlers. 

N. Mahadevan, Chennai 
 
Issue-based ties 
To me, India’s current ap-
proach to the world feels 
less like confusion and 
more like conscious ma-
turity. In a fractured global 
order, where alliances are 
fluid and trust is trans-
actional, rigid loyalties are 
a liability. India choosing 
issue-based partnerships 
reflects realism, not inde-
cision. As an Indian, I see 
this as a refusal to be 
boxed into someone else’s 
binary democracy versus 
autocracy, East versus 
West, friend versus foe. 

Our interests are diverse, 
our challenges complex, 
and our aspirations global. 
Expecting India to follow a 
single power or bloc ig-
nores both history and the 
hard lessons of depend-
ence.  

Aditya Kamble,  
Kalaburagi 

 
SHANTI Bill 
The SHANTI Bill marks a 
significant shift in India’s 
nuclear power strategy by 
opening the door to 
licensed participation by 
non-government entities 
while retaining state con-
trol over sensitive fuel-
cycle activities. Given that 
nuclear energy still ac-
counts for only about 3%
of India’s electricity gener-
ation, the Bill’s intent to 
mobilise domestic private 
capital is both timely and 
pragmatic. However, the 
Bill raises legitimate con-
cerns. The Rs 3,000-crore 
cap on operator liability 
appears modest when 
weighed against potential 
environmental damage 
and victim compensation.  

Vandana, Chandigarh 
 
DoT’s norms 
The Department of Tele-
com’s move to tighten 
SIM-binding norms ad-
dresses a growing weak-
ness in India’s digital 
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Five unfounded fears of 2025 
since tariffs were imposed

The year 2025 
started off on a 
shocking note 
with the econ-

omic war being evoked by the US 
President in the form of tariffs. It is 
this theme which has cast a 
shadow on the world economy, 
warring nations, central banks 
and governments, as all policies 
have paid obeisance to this major 
disruption. This disruption was as 
potent as Covid and was a once-in-
a-lifetime shock, administered by 
the most powerful nation in the 
world.  

The president delivered on what 
he had threatened as higher tariffs 
were announced in April, which 
set a base of 10% that was much 
higher than the average of 3-4% 
average tariff that was prevalent all 
this time. This had led to several 
analyses of how things would pan 
out at the global as well as do-
mestic levels. The tariffs were in-
voked from August onwards, and 
almost 5 months have passed, 
which makes a reality check rel-
evant.  

First, at a purely theoretical 
level, one nation imposing tariffs 
on the rest of the world should 
have logically led to countervailing 
tariffs being imposed by the other 
countries. In classic game theory, 

such policies are pursued so that 
there is collaboration sub-
sequently and an optimal solution 
is reached. However, this was not 
evident in most cases. Almost all 
countries went back to the table to 
strike deals with the USA. This in-
volved lower tariffs for US imports 
as well as a promise to invest more 
in America. Hence, Canada, the 
European Union, England, South 
Korea, and Japan, among others, 
had deals. This was a victory for 
the USA, as it got most trading 
partners to lower their tariffs on 
imports. This is not something the 
WTO was able to do.  

Two countries stood out. The 
first is India, which has stood its 
position notwithstanding the addi-
tional 25% tariff being imposed. 
Clearly, we would like to deal with 
the USA on terms which are not 
inimical to domestic consti-
tuencies like farmers.  

China, on the other hand, had 
the muscle to impose countervail-
ing tariffs. They were able to do it 
because American exporters do 
rely on China as a major market 
for their goods.  

Second was the impact of tariffs 
in the USA. Logically, higher tar-
iffs, which were to average above 
10% relative to 3-4% earlier, should 
have meant higher inflation in the 

USA. This was the reason why it 
was largely believed that the Fed 
would not be cutting rates, not-
withstanding the pressure put on 
by the president. However, the Fed 
has cut the rates, and there could 
be another 2 in the offing in the 
next two years. The supporting 
factor has been inflation, which is 
at around 2.9%. This means that 
the absorption power of the sys-
tem has been much better than 
was first imagined. This is one rea-
son why the Fed has been able to 
cut the rates. This has also led to 
the dollar weakening instead of 
strengthening, which was ex-
pected when the tariffs were im-
posed.  

The third fear was recession in 
the USA. This sentiment was based 
on two factors. The first is that with 
the inflation going up, the real pur-
chasing power would be con-
strained, leading to lower 
production. Therefore, the fear of 
higher unemployment was pal-
pable. The second was that with 
the work visa restrictions being 
placed by the government, there 
was a feeling that there would be a 
paucity of labour, leading to a 
slowdown in the economy. How-
ever, growth is projected to be 1.9% 
as per the Fed and will only im-
prove in the coming years. There-

fore, a slowdown that was ex-
pected has not materialised, and 
the economy is doing reasonably 
well. The unemployment rate is 
below the target rate of 4.6%, and, 
hence, there is no real worry here.  

Fourth, India’s exports were ex-
pected to slow down on account of 
the US market contracting. The US 
is the largest export market for 
India, with around 16-18% being 
directed here. Higher tariffs were 
to be a negative factor for ex-
porters, as competition from 
countries like Vietnam, Bangla-
desh, Sri Lanka, and Thailand 
would be able to enter the US at a 
lower price. However, perform-
ance of exports in the first 8 
months has been marginally 
higher than last year at 2.7%. But 
interestingly, in the last 3 months, 
since the 50% tariff was invoked, 
export growth has been positive. 
This could mean that our ex-
porters have done well to counter 
this wave of tariffs. Either they 
have negotiated with the cus-
tomers in the USA or rerouted 
their goods through a third 
country.  

Fifth, with exports being im-
pacted, the effect on the GDP was 
also to be there, though not very 
significant. The impact of a 10% 
drop in exports to the USA would 

have led to a fall in the export 
growth by 0.4% or so. However, 
data on growth in the first two 
quarters has been impressive, 
which has also called for a revision 
in forecasts for the year to up-
wards of 7%. The RBI has an esti-
mate of 7.3%, while that of the Bank 
of Baroda is 7.4-7.6%. Clearly the 
strength of the domestic economy 
has contributed to the growth in 
the economy, supported by major 
affirmative action from the side of 
the government in the form of GST 
reforms.  

In fact, all forecasts that started 
off in the range of 6-6.5%, when the 
tariffs were announced, have been 
revised to 7% plus by December, 
which does indicate the con-
fidence in the growth story.  

Therefore, it does appear that 
the world has steered through this 
new shock quite well, and while 
there are still talks of some slow-
down in 2026, it would probably 
not be at the global level. It does 
look like that while countries have 
lowered their tariff rates, the over-
all path of growth is still on the 
path, and this major shock has 
been more or less absorbed. 

The author is Chief Economist, Bank of Ba-
roda and author of �Corporate Quirks: The 
Darker Side of the Sun�. Views are personal.

ecosystem, where tele-
com-enabled fraud has 
thrived on loose links be-
tween identity, device, and 
communication channels. 
By mandating that mess-
aging apps remain tied to 
an active, KYC-verified SIM 
and a specific device, the 
policy aims to restore ac-
countability and curb 
anonymous misuse. For 
most users, the impact will 
be minimal, while the po-
tential gains in fraud pre-
vention are substantial. 
Still, tighter traceability in-
evitably raises concerns 
about privacy and over-
reach.  

A. Myilsami, Tamil Nadu  
 
Necessary Act 
Congrats to the Karnataka 
state Assembly, the 1st in 
India, for passing a law 
banning anti-hate speech. 
We request all states (of 
India and the world) to do 
the same. Let’s, all hu-
mans, live a civilised life of 
“good words, deeds and 
implementation”, “live and 
let live attitude”, and 
“peace, prosperity, prog-
ress, and excellent health 
for all”.  
Sreelekha P.S., Telangana 
 
Best MP 
AAP leader and Rajya 
Sabha MP Sanjay Singh 
has been adjudged the 

‘Best MP’. He certainly de-
serves it. Be it in Parlia-
ment or on the streets, his 
fluent, powerful voice and 
outspokenness touche the 
hearts and minds every-
where. Most of his sub-
jects are related to the 
interests of the general 
public and the country. 
Also, he does not hesitate 
in accepting his own mis-
takes. Other MLAs and 
MPs should learn from 
him.  
Hema H. Upadhyay, Ujjain 
 
Doctor strike 
The renewed strike by 
NHS doctors amid a 
winter flu surge exposes a 
healthcare system under 
severe strain. Years of pay
erosion, staff shortages, 
and policy drift have left 
hospitals overburdened, 
where resilience is de-
manded but support is ra-
tioned. Doctors are not 
protesting privilege; they 
are protesting neglect. 
Overflowing wards and 
endless waiting lists show 
goodwill alone cannot sus-
tain public health. Health-
care is not a discretionary 
expense to be deferred 
without consequence. Can 
a system survive when 
those entrusted with sav-
ing lives feel unheard and 
undervalued?  

Hasnain, Patna
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Oman is key to 
India’s West 
Asia strategy, 
and New Delhi 
must make 
use of it

In last 3 months, since the 50% tariff was invoked, export growth has 
been positive, meaning exporters have done well to counter tariffs

Stormy end to Parliament  
Winter Session  
The stormy end to the Parliament Winter Session, 
marked by overnight opposition dharnas and abrupt 
adjournments, reflects deep divisions over key legis-
lation like the VB-G RAM G Bill. While productivity suf-
fered, it highlights the need for greater 
consensus-building. Future sessions must prioritise 
constructive debate to uphold democratic traditions. 

T.S. Karthik, Chennai
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P
rime Minister Narendra Modi has set the tone for the BJP’s election
campaign focusing on the question of infiltration and championing
the special intensive revision now underway in the state along with
several other states and Union territories at the behest of the

Election Commission. Mr Modi also trained his guns on the governance
there, hoping that a repeat of the Bihar election campaign theme of “jungle
raj” pays rich dividends in West Bengal as well.

It’s not that Mr Modi is expressing his concerns on the infiltration issue
and its impact on the local demography for the first time. His single most
important campaign theme in Jharkhand earlier this year was also the
threat posed to the local demography by the presence of infiltrators.
Though the plan did not work electorally and the border state predomi-
nantly inhabited by tribal people did not respond enthusiastically to his
description of an impending danger, the indefatigable Prime Minister will
now carry the theme to the next destination. 

The BJP has placed the state high on the party’s agenda and has been
making some inroads there as well. As the party has not been able to sus-
tain its gains there which do not tally with the party’s performance in the

other states, it follows that it will play every
game in the book to win the state which also
sends 16 members to the Rajya Sabha. 

The Prime Minister would interpret the
Trinamul Congress‘ objections to SIR as its com-
plicity in facilitating infiltration and harbour-
ing them to make electoral gains. Chief Minister
Mamata Banerjee has been steadfast in her
objections to the SIR exercise saying it is aimed
at disenfranchising a large number of people,
especially the minorities and the poor. The first
list of deleted names from the state indicates
that a large number of people from the Matua
community are impacted by the process. It has
been pointed out that several of them are unable

to trace their names or those of their parents to the SIR conducted in 2002.
Infiltration is in fact an issue that’s largely handled by the Union gov-

ernment as its agencies man the border. None would have a case that infil-
trators should have voting rights. But it is unconstitutional to use SIR as a
tool to identify “non-citizens” and disenfranchise them. The Prime
Minister talking incessantly about its potential to clean up the voter list of
infiltrators may persuade a section of people to see the SIR as a means to
introduce the National Register of Citizens by other means, triggering
panic and more suicides. More alarmingly, it may encourage overzealous
officials to come down harder on minorities. The government must make
a clean breast of its intentions; pointing to infiltration hardly is a substi-
tute for transparency.

The reference to jungle raj in Bengal by Mr Modi, too, is disputable. The
theme of poor law and order indeed had takers in Bihar but whether it will
get the same welcome in West Bengal is a question. Oddly enough, the
Trinamul Congress, too, has been harping on the same theme alleging that
the Left Front rule in the state had dismantled the very idea of rule of law.
It remains to be seen as to whose allegation convinces the voter on D-Day.
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PM signalling SIR bid
for NRC by backdoor?

The Prime Minister
talking incessantly
about its potential

to clean up the
voter list of 

infiltrators may 
persuade a section
to see the SIR as a
means to introduce

the NRC by other
means

T
his column is a
tribute to my
friend and col-
umnist, the late
Bibek Debroy.

Bibek was chairman of the
Prime Minister’s Econo-
mic Advisory Council
when he passed away last
November. A quarter cen-
tury ago he was a colum-
nist in a newspaper of
which I was the editor. On
one occasion when I was
off on a vacation with my
family, I requested Bibek
to take charge of the news-
paper’s daily editorial.

Bibek was at the time
actively researching the
damage that out-dated
laws, rules, regulations
and institutions were
inflicting on the economy.
He wrote an editorial ques-
tioning the functioning
and relevance of one such
institution — the Mono-
polies and Restrictive
Trade Practices Commis-
sion (MRTPC). A product
of Prime Minister Indira
Gandhi’s “leftist” phase,
the MRTPC was set up in
1969 in response to studies
that showed the growing
power of monopolies, oli-
gopolies and cartelisation
in the Indian economy.

After the industrial poli-
cy liberalisation of 1991,
the government’s commit-
ment to battling these ten-
dencies had weakened to
enable Indian companies
to scale up and become
more globally competitive.
By the turn of the century,
the MRTPC had gone soft
and was no longer very
active in going after mo-
nopolistic and restrictive
trade practices. Why not
wind it up, asked Bibek.
He did not stop with that
question.

He went on to ask why
the government should be
spending so much money
on a virtually defunct
institution headed by a
retired judge for whom, he
alleged, the office was just
a sinecure. The said judge
promptly issued a suo
moto notice of contempt of

court, for the MRTPC had
a legal status. Summon the
editor, said the judge.

When I returned from
vacation, I was informed
that as editor I was
required to appear in
court and either defend
Bibek’s editorial comment
and face the consequences
or extend an abject apolo-
gy. The judge was a tough-
minded gent who not only
demanded an apology, that
the newspaper’s lawyers
advised I extend, but also
imposed a fine. Within a
year after this incident the
MRTPC was wound up.

In 2002 the MRTPC was
replaced by the
Competition Commission
of India. The CCI began on
a hopeful note and was
active for a while, especial-
ly after 2004 when the gov-
ernment of the day was
serious about promoting a
competitive business 
environment.

However, over the years
even the CCI has lost its
bite. Under-staffed and
often ignored, the CCI has
been unable to prevent the
rapid growth of monopo-
listic and oligopolistic
practices and the spread of
cartelisation.

The merger of Air India
and Vistara was a fit case
for the CCI. It reduced the
number of private air-
lines, and when the IndiGo
crisis erupted it was
noticed that while IndiGo
had cornered 60 per cent of
the civil aviation market,
the merged entity of Air
India and Vistara had 35
per cent of the market and
the two airlines were carv-
ing up the domestic mar-
ket, adopting restrictive
trade practices. The Indi-
Go crisis opened the can of
worms of cartelisation and
cronyism in the civil avia-
tion sector. It also raised
questions about regulato-
ry oversight, political
interference, cronyism
and gross mismanagement
on the part of IndiGo.

Across several product
markets, it has since been

reported in the media,
duopolies have come to
exist. If IndiGo and Air
India dominate the civil
aviation market, we have
Jio and Airtel dominating
telecom, Asian Paints and
Berger in paints, Tata and
JSW in steel, Reliance,
Adani, Tata and NTPC in
power, UltraTech and
Adani in cement, Google
and Meta in online ads,
Apollo, MRF and JK in
tyres, and so on. Two,
three or at most four firms
dominate most goods and
services markets.

Even when there are a
few more firms as in pri-
vate health care, with
three to five corporate hos-
pitals dominating a given
geographical space, there
is price fixing and carteli-
sation. The fact is that
post-1991 economic liberal-
isation has allowed firms
to grow but has also con-
tributed to the dominance
of a few in each product or
services space.

In the past decade we
have witnessed something
more insidious — first, the
use of government agen-
cies by big corporates to
increase the latter’s mar-
ket power; second, the
emergence of oligopolies
in the media that enables
corporates to curtail
media scrutiny. There is
rarely any serious scruti-
ny of the operation of car-
tels, price fixing, market
sharing and so on in differ-
ent markets across the
country in the national
and business media.

In the face of oligopolis-
tic practices, the CCI has
been a toothless tiger, like
the MRTPC in its final
days. What is worse, today
the government is being
accused of enabling
cartelisation. Consider the
case of civil aviation. The
board of the Tata Sons was
reportedly not in favour of

buying Air India when the
Union government put it
up for sale. The Narendra
Modi government was
keen on establishing its
credentials as a business-
friendly government and
was keen on privatising
Air India. However, no
corporate was willing to
step forward and buy Air
India. It was at this
moment that the late
Ratan Tata stepped in and
persuaded the Tata Sons
board to take over Air
India. Board insiders say
that Ratan Tata made an
emotional appeal remind-
ing the members that it
would be a homecoming
for Air India. The govern-
ment had taken over Air
India from J.R.D. Tata and
it was only fair that the
airline be returned to the
Tatas.

When Air India was pri-
vatised the CCI should
have examined the move
and stepped in to prevent
the emergence of an oli-
gopoly. The CCI could
have tried to prevent the
merger with Vistara. If
two separate boards run-
ning two separate firms,
even if under the same
Tata umbrella, some ele-
ment of competition would
have still been preserved.

The merger of Vistara
with Air India and the
ease with which a politi-
cally well-connected
IndiGo was allowed to
expand services created
the duopoly that an embat-
tled government is now
trying to discipline.
Rather than promote com-
petitive markets, govern-
ment policy in recent
years has been to facilitate
cartelisation.

Where is the CCI? What
is it doing? Is it merely just
another sinecure for
retired officials? That was
Bibek’s question about
MRTPC a quarter century
ago. To be fair, the record
shows that CCI has been
active and has been hear-
ing and disposing off
scores of cases. Yet, we
find cartelisation on the
increase. Is it the case that
the CCI is going after the
small fish while turning a
blind eye to big fish?

SSaannjjaayyaa  BBaarruu is a writer
and economist. His most
recent book is Secession

of the Successful: The
Flight Out of New India.

NATURE OF FAITH
The recent public debate in New
Delhi between lyricist Javed
Akhtar and Islamic scholar Mufti
Shamail Nadvi on the existence
of god has revived an age-old
question: Can faith coexist with
reason without undermining the
spirit of inquiry? Mr Akhtar’s
central contention that faith
demands acceptance without
proof raises a crucial concern. In
an era shaped by science and
democratic values, the freedom
to question remains fundamen-
tal. Akhtar’s challenge to the
idea of divine justice further
complicates the discussion. He
argues that morality does not
exist in nature but is a human
construct designed to organise
society. Mufti's rebuttal, howev-
er, cautions against reducing
morality to social consensus.

AAffaazzuuddddiinn  KKaazzii  QQaassmmii
Assam University

When Air India was
privatised the CCI
should have 
examined the move
and stepped in to 
prevent the 
emergence of an
oligopoly. The CCI
could have tried to
prevent the merger
with Vistara.
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Cartels, customers, cronies
in the captive India market

Winter can be a cruel season in parts of India in which it brings extreme
cold, but unkinder weather is not the only discomfort it brings. The
low temperatures and high humidity are perfect ingredients for fog,

which can reduce visibility to near zero. The prevalence of such conditions led
to a tragedy for a herd of pachyderms that came too close to the railway track
on which a fast Rajdhani Express ran over some of them, killing at least seven
in Sangjurai in Hojai district, Assam.

The incident cannot be put down as just another
man-made tragedy as the low visibility of winter
was a major contributory cause. For a nation sen-
timental about its animals, especially the mam-
moth mammals that are also revered, this will go
down as a terrible event. Truth to tell, the railways
could have foreseen the possibility of elephant
crossings in this specific sector. In fact, there had
been warnings about the movement of this herd.

In the same mid-winter week, cars were running
into each other on the Yamuna Expressway and
vehicles were slamming into stray cattle which
represent a particular problem in Tamil Nadu.
Such conditions that create a cauldron of prospec-
tive calamities exacerbate the problems in a coun-
try that is not known to take safety too seriously. For instance, the known cor-
ridor of elephant movement did not have the AI-powered intrusion detection
system, nor were thermal vision cameras carried and used by the crew of the
fast train.

The Indian Railways says 77 stretches covering nearly 2,000 km have been
prioritised for mitigation efforts to prevent such “train-animal” conflict. Four
accidents involving pachyderms have occurred this year. Since the movement
of such large wild animals in herds is mapped for safety by forest officials, such
incidents should not recur, provided, of course, that the railways ensure spe-
cific safety protocols are strictly adhered to.

Tragedy of train-tusker conflict

The significance
and implications
as key elections

loom in Myanmar

LETTERS

E
lections in Myanmar are due to be held
soon, with the first phase being held on
December 28, 2025, and the subsequent phas-
es in January 2026. Many in the Western

media have written off these elections as yet anoth-
er farce by the military junta and an attempt to not
just ward off the large-scale condemnation that the
regime faces, but also to give a fig leaf of democratic
intent by the junta. In the six-decade domination by
the military, the December-January elections may
turn out to be a defining moment, not just for
Myanmar, but also for India, China and all other
stakeholders in the region.

The elections will see 57 parties with a total of
4,963 candidates in the fray. Six “union-level”
(nationwide) parties would contest across the coun-
try, while 51 parties would contest only within one
state or region. Besides, some Independents are also
likely to participate. The six nationwide parties
include the Union Solidarity and Development
Party (military backed), with 1,018 candidates, fol-
lowed by the National Unity Party (NUP), with 694,
the People’s Pioneer Party (PPP), with 672, the
Myanmar Farmers Development Party, with 428,
the Shan Nationalities Democratic Party (White
Tiger Party), with 584, and the People’s Party, with
512 candidates respectively. The largest and histori-
cally the most popular party, the National League
for Democracy (NLD), which won massive landslide
victories in 2015 and 2020, has been dissolved by the
junta for refusing to re-register under a new elec-

toral law. Moreover, voting will occur only in 274
out of 330 townships. Many Opposition and pro-
democracy actors — including the ousted leader-
ship of the NLD, the shadow National Unity
Government (NUG) and multiple ethnic-armed and
resistance groups — have rejected the election as a
sham and are calling for a boycott.

The junta sees itself as the only unifying force in
the country, with the 135 different ethnic groups of
the country pulling in different directions for
greater autonomy, and many, even for secession.
This has been the unfortunate truth in Myanmar
ever since it gained its independence in 1948. The
last five years have seen thousands killed and dis-
placed in an orgy of violence that has swept across
the country. Amidst large-scale condemnation and
sanctions, these elections are a last-ditch effort to
not just gain a shred of legitimacy but also to bring
down the violence levels and restore normalcy.

There are three likely scenarios in these elections.
In the first, the violence could be minimal, with a
smooth transition to democracy, in which the junta
would relax certain restrictions and ensure partial
inclusivity after due consultations with a few Eth-
nic Armed Organisations (EAOs). In the second sce-
nario, we could expect large-scale violence and dis-
ruption by the EAOs and the Peoples’ Democratic
Force, resulting in reduced participation and puni-
tive operations by the “Tatmadav” (the armed for-
ces). In the third, we could expect the junta carrying
out elections under its own terms, which would see

intermittent conflict that leads to a government
with very little credibility. The first option is the
most desirable, the second the most dangerous, and
the third the most likely. In all the three options, the
power would be retained by the junta, after the elec-
tions, yet showing some form of legitimate democ-
racy. Given the lifting of sanctions by the Donald
Trump administration (imposed earlier by the Bi-
den administration) on several allies of Myanmar’s
ruling generals in July this year, it may well be a
sign of the US now wanting to engage more proac-
tively and positively with Myanmar. President
Trump’s presence at the Asean summit in Malaysia
in October this year further shows the increasing
US interest in the region. This US interest is also
visible in the recently released US Security Strategy
of 2025, where the US is looking forward to step up
defence cooperation in the Indo-Pacific region.

For India, these elections in Myanmar are very
important. With four bordering states of Arunachal
Pradesh, Nagaland, Manipur and Mizoram sharing
1,643 km of border, the possibility of restoration of
near normalcy (no matter how thin the chances
may seem) is extremely important. These border
states have witnessed large-scale influx of refugees,
trans-border movement of insurgents, weapons,
ammunition and contraband (largely drugs). The
border guarding force, Assam Rifles, has confiscat-
ed drugs worth `2,396 crores till November 2025. In
2024, it was ̀ 1,949 crores; in 2023 it was ̀ 1,725 crores.

India’s Act East Policy largely hinges on normal-

cy in Myanmar. Towards that end, the Kaladan
Multi Modal Trade and Transit Project, as well as
the Trilateral Highway; our two flagship projects,
can become operational only when the elections
restore a sense of normalcy in Myanmar.

To assuage the multiple EAOs that have been in a
state of conflict with the Myanmar military over the
decades, it is reported that the junta is also serious-
ly considering greater federalism between
Naypyidaw (the country’s capital) and the states
and regions after the elections.

Some positive changes in the Myanmar
Constitution of 2008 may well be expected. Towards
that end, many Western democracies and
Constitutions are being studied by the junta.

India must impress upon Myanmar that it is the
Indian Constitution and form of federalism that
would serve Myanmar’s interests best, given the
similarities in culture and diversity of people. India
must do everything it can to help Myanmar in its
baby steps towards democracy, the first step for
which is the impending elections. China, whose
engagements are not liked in Myanmar, officially
supports the elections, viewing them as a practical
opportunity to secure its interests, rather than a
move toward genuine democracy.

The writer is a retired lieutenant-general who is
a former director-general of the Assam Rifles. He is

currently vice-chancellor of St. Mary’s
Rehabilitation University, Hyderabad.
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`500 for the best letter of the
week goes to Bal Govind 
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KOLKATA SAFEST
EEVVEENN  TTHHEE  WWOORRSSTT enemy of Mamata
Banerjee will not describe West Bengal
a maha jungle raj as PM Narendra
Modi has said about an elected govern-
ment. The state may be reeling under
diverse crises and some of them are
due to continued neglect of the Centre,
but no one can say that the state has
been taken over by criminals or hooli-
gans. Kolkata is still the safest city in
India. The PM must look at the law and
order in BJP-ruled states. The relent-
less efforts of Ms Banerjee to upgrade
the socio-economic conditions of
Bengal are receiving the best attention
of the public and they will under no cir-
cumstances endorse the views
expressed by Mr Modi.

AArruunn  GGuuppttaa
Kolkata

MEGHALAYA LESSON
TTHHEE  DDEECCIISSIIOONN of the Meghalaya gov-
ernment to make Khasi and Garo manda-
tory up to Class I deserves appreciation.
The use of mother tongue at the founda-
tional stage brings about a sense of cul-
tural identity and history. The CM’s focus
on preserving indigenous languages is
both timely and significant. Introducing
new textbooks as optional in the first year
reflects administrative foresight. This
policy has the potential to enhance early
education and preserve regional her-
itage, while also setting a positive exam-
ple for other states.

KKyyaammuuddiinn  AAnnssaarrii
Mumbai

Sanjaya Baru

Sanjayovacha

The Indian
Railways says 77

stretches covering
nearly 2,000 km

have been 
prioritised for 

mitigation efforts.
Four accidents

involving 
pachyderms 

occurred this year.

https://t.me/+TZib85GE_ew0NGE1
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INDIAN EXPRESS IS NOT AN  
INDUSTRY. IT IS A MISSION.

— Ramnath Goenka

CHAOS ROILS DHAKA  
AHEAD OF ELECTIONS:  
INDIA IS CONCERNED

B
ANGLADESH is approaching its February 12 parliamentary 
elections amid growing instability, highlighting the fragility 
of  the interim government led by Nobel laureate Muham-
mad Yunus. This has raised significant concerns in New 
Delhi regarding security, extremism and regional stability. 

An expected stabilising transition following the ouster of  Sheikh 
Hasina in August 2024 has instead resulted in recurring violence, 
political paralysis and rising anti-India sentiment. Once project-
ed as a regional success story, the country is now experiencing 
its most volatile period since last year’s student-led uprising.

The immediate cause of  the unrest was the death of  Sharif  
Osman Hadi, a prominent youth leader of  the July movement 
and a candidate in the upcoming elections. Violent protests in 
Dhaka and other cities followed his death, with attacks on media 
outlets, public infrastructure and Indian diplomatic premises. 
The interim government declared a day of  mourning and urged 
citizens to resist ‘mob violence by fringe elements’, but that has 
not reassured the public about its ability to maintain order. The 
crisis has exposed the limitations of  Yunus’s administration, 
which has struggled to manage rival political groups, Islamist 
hardliners and street mobilisation. The Awami League, excluded 
from the elections, has threatened to continue its protests, rais-
ing concerns that the electoral process may be disrupted.

For India, the implications are immediate and significant. 
Protesters attacked the Indian Assistant High Commission in 
Chattogram, and visa centres in Rajshahi and Khulna were 
closed. Anti-India slogans and graffiti are now more frequent. 
Since Hasina’s departure to New Delhi, India has become a 
political target, with some protest groups framing the unrest 
as resistance to ‘Indian hegemony’.

New Delhi is increasingly concerned about the rising ex-
tremist narratives and deteriorating security for religious 
minorities. Recent communal violence has direct implications 
for India’s border security. Strategically, India faces height-
ened competition from China and Pakistan. Beijing has in-
creased engagement with all segments of  Bangladesh’s politi-
cal landscape, including Islamist groups. India, meanwhile, 
maintains formal relations with the interim government and 
has reiterated its support for a ‘democratic, stable, peaceful 
and inclusive Bangladesh’. Efforts to advance connectivity and 
energy cooperation, such as power transmission from Nepal 
through India, continue. However, people-to-people relations 
are weakening, and goodwill is declining. The unresolved  
issue of  Sheikh Hasina’s stay in India adds further diplomatic 
complexity. The outcome of  the February elections will have 
lasting effects on India’s security and regional interests. 

Q U I C K  TA K E

MYTH OF DISORDER

HUMANITARIAN leaders like Jan Egeland call today’s con-
flicts a “new world disorder”, saying global rules have broken 
down and violence against civilians is becoming normal. 

Some agree, pointing to the ongoing Sudan war. But what’s called 
a “new world disorder” is really old patterns becoming more 
visible. Powerful countries always bent the rules. They always 
enforced the rules system unevenly. The difference is that it’s 
harder to ignore the unfairness today. The system hasn’t col-
lapsed; we see its weaknesses more clearly. Sudan is not tomor-
row’s future. It is the latest example of  what happens when prob-
lems are consistently ignored. Disorder seems new because our 
expectations are changing, not because rules have vanished.
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Renaming history
Ref: Nehru vs Modi: Ghost or glory?  
(Dec 21). The renaming exercise does  
not put forward the right precedence.  
The future generations to come would 
be greeted with a highly distorted and 
politicised history. It  seems like a balancing 
act for the Centre’s moral bankruptcy. 
A Sreeramarao, Vishakhapatnam

India’s roots
Ref: The Republic, carefully edited (Dec 21). 
The excellent column jingled my ninety-
year-old memories of those who laid the 
foundations of the Republic and nurtured 
it to the extent that the whole democratic 
world was once envious of our Constitution 
and the values enumerated in it. I  feel sorry 
for the generations that followed in the later 
years of independent India and grew into the 
‘banana republic’ we encounter today.
Rajan Ugra, Bengaluru

Eroding democracy
The vast majority of Indians, including the 
youth, seem no longer conscious of how the 
Republic is being carefully trimmed to suit 
narratives. While it’s easy to blame those 
in power, rulers everywhere tend to follow 
similar patterns when citizens remain blind 
and deaf to democratic erosion. 
Jagan Nadham, Vizianagaram

Boost exports
Ref: Pressure on rupee to continue  
(Dec 20). There should be no further delay 
in securing a trade deal with the US and 
foreign institutional investors’ withdrawal. 
The editorial is spot on about higher import
demand for the dollar amid the tariff fiasco. 
An export boost is needed more than ever.
V K S Krishnan, Thanjavur

Eternal laughs
Ref: Malayalam actor, screenwriter and
filmmaker Sreenivasan dies at 69 (Dec 
21). It  is an irreparable loss to Malayalam 
cinema. Over four decades of acting, he had 
exemplified that the only thing worth having 
an existence is with a sense of humour. May 
his humour endure and waft!
Kelath Gopakumar Menon, Thrissur

Bumrah’s role 
Ref: The chosen ones (Dec 21). The squad 
appears to be very strong and balanced. The 
omission of Shubman Gill, though surprising, 
seems imperative. There was a well-deserved 
spot for Yashasvi Jaiswal in the team, given 
his starry performance in the Syed Mushtaq 
Ali  Trophy 2025. Jasprit Bumrah, however, 
would have made a better captain choice.
A V Vara Prasad, email

HE spat between the White 
House and Fed Reserve Chair-
person Jerome Powell, an  ap-
pointee of  US President Don-
ald Trump, is hardly unusual. 
Lyndon Johnson and Richard 
Nixon bullied the central bank 

into lowering interest rates.
Central banks function as the govern-

ment’s banker, issue currency, maintain 
the payment system, and manage the na-
tion’s currency reserves. They safeguard 
financial stability, acting as a lender of  
last resort to banks, although separate 
bodies sometimes regulate the financial 
system. The contentious part of  their 
mandate is controlling the money supply 
and setting interest rates.

Central bank independence is recent. 
In 1990, New Zealand legislated inflation 
targeting, which other nations adopted. 
The concept was that an independent in-
stitution would determine monetary pol-
icy and maintain price stability, minimis-
ing opportunities for politicians to use 
interest rates to boost economic activity, 
especially around elections. The context 
was the high inflation era of  the 1970s 
and 1980s. It was convenient to transfer 
painful choices to central bankers, allow-
ing governments to blame others or claim 
credit depending on the outcomes.

The case for independence is unclear. 
The objectives, such as relative price stabil-
ity, growth and employment, are frequent-
ly contradictory. It is unclear which of  the 
multiple measures of  price levels should 
be prioritised. The 2-3 percent inflation ob-
jective is arbitrary. Empirical studies sug-
gest that fear of  deflation may be unwar-
ranted. There are differences in what 
constitutes full employment. Data, rarely 
timely, has methodological problems. The 
representativeness of  items used to meas-
ure inflation is contested. Unpaid work, 
zero-hour agreements, and contracting 
complicate labour statistics. Resource 
scarcity or sustainability is ignored.

Central banks have limited tools—in-
terest rates, regulating the money sup-
ply through open-market operations, 
quantitative easing (buying government 
debt) and forward guidance (open-mouth 
operations or jawboning). Budgets, the 
currency, international capital flows, 
and geopolitics (sanctions, trade restric-
tions) are outside its control.

The underlying economic models fo-
cus on NAIRU (non-accelerating infla-
tion rate of  unemployment) or the Phil-
lips Curve, a simplistic trade-off  between 
unemployment and inflation. In prac-
tice, these relationships are unreliable. 
Cause and effect are difficult to differen-
tiate. There is no agreement on a neutral 

(not contractionary or expansionary) in-
terest rate. Central bankers constantly 
validate Laurence J Peter’s judgment: 
“An economist is an expert who will 
know tomorrow why the things he pre-
dicted yesterday didn’t happen today.”

The problems are compounded by train-
ing and backgrounds that foster group-
think. Central bankers are economists, 
usually trained at the same universities, 
who spend their working lives within  
institutions, government, or academe, 
with limited commercial experience.  
Central banks are run by economists pro-
viding employment for their tribe. Inde-
pendent members rarely second-guess 
staff  recommendations, even if  they have 
the expertise and information.

Originally reticent, central banks, fol-
lowing the lead of  former Fed Chairper-
son Alan ‘Maestro’ Greenspan, have em-
braced celebrity. Inscrutable invisibility 
has given way to volubility, X handles, 

and Delphic oratory. They play to finan-
cial markets with an excessive focus  
on asset prices, which do not uniformly 
benefit all citizens. Politicians, never 
happy to share the limelight, increas-
ingly resent the power and public profile 
of  these unelected technocrats. They be-
grudge having to seek approbation for 
their policies. American presidents 
found themselves forced to kowtow to the 
all-powerful Greenspan. They are wary 
of  the threat that central banks may pose 
to their position and re-election.

Central banks’ records are unconvinc-
ing. The Great Moderation of  the 1990s 
and early 2000s, for which central bank-
ers unashamedly claimed credit, was 
driven by lower rates, the result of  Paul 
A Volcker using punitive rates with high 
human cost to bring down inflation, as 
well as the entry of  China, India, and 
Russia into the global trading system and 
the growth of  information technology. 

After the shocks of  2000 and 2008, hubris-
tic central bankers used public money to 
rescue the system without addressing root 
causes. After 2020, they grossly misread 
price pressures regarding them as suppos-
edly ‘transitory’. They have persistently 
ignored the side effects of  their policies, 
such as asset price inflation, rising debt 
levels, capital allocation distortions,  
financing government, and social issues 
like inequality and housing affordability.

The current environment is different, 
characterised by low growth, slackening 
trade, challenges to free capital flows, and 
geopolitical uncertainty. Interest rates are 
less effective in boosting economic activ-
ity. Inflation is less responsive to econom-
ic slack. Government borrowing in the 
aftermath of  the crashes and the pandem-
ic has created unsustainably high public 
debt and ongoing interest expenses, which 
are unlikely to abate given aging popula-
tions, rising welfare costs and tax cuts. 

Given his sharp political instincts, 
Trump senses an opportunity to under-
mine central bank authority, if  only by 
appointing voting Fed governors who fa-
vour his goal of  short-term rates as low 
as 1 percent. Rather than institutional 
reform, the motivation is furtherance of  
financial repression to disguise sover-
eign insolvency and maintain artificial-
ly high stock and property prices.

Lower rates would allow profligate 
governments to continue, with tax cuts 
and higher spending in sectors like de-
fence and national security that favour 
the government’s business constituents. 
Negative real rates and self-fulfilling in-
flationary expectations allow the gov-
ernment to inflate away its rising debts 
and devalue the currency to improve 
competitiveness. The policy entails 
transferring wealth from domestic and 
overseas savers to borrowers. Treasury 
secretary Scott Bessent has suggested 
that the US will de facto use foreign 
wealth to rebuild American industry 
and employment through policies forc-
ing foreigners to invest in US industries 
as directed by the Administration, while 
at the same time reducing the value of  
overseas investors’ holdings by weaken-
ing the dollar or worse.

Framed by the Administration’s crit-
ics around central bank independence, 
the opposition to Trump’s agenda has 
little to do with the subject. The govern-
ing classes’ concern is the realisation 
that the Federal Reserve is now one of  
the few remaining institutions that offer 
any check on presidential power, given 
the weakening of  Congress, the public 
sector and the judiciary.

 (Views are personal)

T CENTRAL BANKS, 
INFLATION AND 

POLITICAL CONTROL

Presidents have long pressured central banks. Independence is recent. 
Low growth & high debt weaken monetary power. Inequality feeds 

populism, and unelected bankers now face sustained political attack

SATYAJIT DAS

SOURAV ROY

Former banker and author

APPY Christmas in advance, 
dear readers. For someone 
trapped in the English lan-
guage as I was in my forma-
tive years, the Bible contained 
wonderful calls to faith, such 
as, ‘For God is not a God of  

confusion but of  peace’, Corinthians 
14:33. I also loved what Jesus said in 
Matthew 11:30, ‘For my yoke is easy and 
my burden is light’, which is the con-
cluding part of  a passage where Jesus 
invited those who were weary and bur-
dened to come to him for rest.

I felt such verses applied to me, too, 
as a Hindu, and they reinforced my 
own, then mute, attachment to Sana-
tana Dharma. At that stage, I used the 
Bible to light my path to my own home 
as a Hindu, realising that Hindus didn’t 
have one holy book; they had a library. 
Except that our books were somehow 
inaccessible when I was growing up, 
whereas the Bible came so easily to me 
in English, satisfying my inchoate in-
ner yearning for a God-connection.

While I knew I would stay loyal to my 
Hindu identity, I also felt, “What’s not 
to love about Jesus?” As a little girl, I 
wept reading about the Stations of  the 
Cross, and fiercely wished that I could 
have given Jesus a drink of  water on 
his last, sorrowful journey. It still af-
fects me deeply. When I grew older, I be-
came greatly attached to four books in 
the Old Testament. They were Ecclesi-
astes, Psalms, Proverbs and The Song of  
Solomon. Ecclesiastes seemed like an 
Upanishad to me in its wisdom. Psalms 
were raw emotion and deep faith. Prov-
erbs gave me social and emotional di-
rection while The Song of  Solomon 
seemed like Jayadeva’s lyrical Gita 
Govindam in its intense bhakti bhava.

However, I was uncomfortable with 
conversion agendas. I realised, reading 
about the mediaeval Church’s violent 
history, that Christ and Christianity 
were not always the same. And it seemed 
rude in modern India to be told, “My 
faith is better than yours, leave yours, 
join mine.” My quiet response was, “I 
find meaning and beauty in my faith. 
May I not peacefully continue being ‘my-
self ’ while respecting and appreciating 
your faith as a parallel path to God? Ec-
clesiastes 1:7 says, ‘All the rivers run into 
the sea’.” Because I celebrate Christmas 
every year and I regularly went to Mid-
night Mass with Christian friends until 
they themselves stopped, to sing the car-
ols and hymns I learned as a child.  

Regarding this, let me tell you a lit-
tle story about a Christmas party in 
Chennai. It was at the home of  the 
Hindu friends with whom I usually 
stay when in town. He is from North 
India, and she is from the South. They 
are a sweet, open-minded couple who 
celebrate both Diwali and Christmas, 
as many Hindus do across India. As I 
said, what’s not to love about Jesus, 
who preached ‘God is Love’? For one, 
it resonates with ‘Anbe Sivam’, which 
means ‘Love is God’ in Tamil.

Anyhow, not only do my friends un-
failingly put up a Christmas tree at 
home, but they also invite a close circle 
of  friends to a Christmas party, with all 
the traditional treats that mark the fes-
tival, especially plum cake. That year, 
their friends included several Chris-
tians, some nice, open-minded Muslims 
and me. The host couple and I chanced 
to be the only Hindus.

One of  the Christian guests had 
brought printouts of  carols so that eve-
ryone could sing together. We all had 
liberal, urban upbringings, and those 

who were unfamiliar with carols could 
at least look at the words. Then, we 
came to the great old carol ‘We three 
kings of  Orient are’. But a verse was 
missing from the printout. Guess which 
two people knew that verse by heart 
and sang it while the others, even the 
Christians, fell silent because they 
didn’t know? My Hindu hostess and I, 
that’s who. In fact, we were the only two 
singing every carol from memory with-
out glancing even once at the printouts. 
This is not to imply that we were extra 
clever. It’s just that for both of  us, carols 
and hymns were part of  our unforgot-
ten personal storehouse of  songs.

I should probably also share what 
my father did in New York in the nine-
ties while visiting my sister. My moth-
er’s shraadh date occurred then. My 
father, though a naastik for the most 
part, observed her death anniversary 
with the traditional puja. But he didn’t 
like to trouble my deracinated sister to 
find a pujari in a foreign land.

Instead, he went to St Patrick’s 
Church, knelt in a back pew, and mur-
mured from the beautiful Twenty-
third Psalm, which begins, ‘The Lord 
is my Shepherd’. When he told me 
about it, I thought he’d done well, for 
a personal prayer is a genuine thing. I 
loved St Patrick’s myself, and made a 
beeline for the shrine of  St Jude, the 
patron saint of  lost or desperate caus-
es. He symbolised hope and persever-
ance through difficult times, and I 
liked what he stood for. My prayer as I 
lit a candle and knelt to him was the 
universal wish, “Sarve jana sukhino 
bhavantu, ma kaschid dukh bhag 
bhavet”, meaning, ‘May everyone be 
well, may no one suffer.’

In that spirit, I would like to share 
these encouraging thoughts from the 
Bible. From Hebrews 11.1, “Now faith 
is the assurance of  things hoped for, 
the conviction of  things not seen.” 
And from Philippians 4:13, “I can do all 
things through Him who strengthens 
me”, meaning faith can steady us 
through every storm.

 (Views are personal)
 (shebaba09@gmail.com)

RENUKA NARAYANANH
CAROLS ACROSS FAITH

As a Hindu, Biblical verses 
reinforced my own attachment to 
Sanatana Dharma. I used the Bible 
to light my path to my own home 
as a Hindu, realising that Hindus 
didn’t have one holy book; they 
have a library. This, excitingly, also 
made Christmas carols and hymns 
a part of my unforgotten personal 
storehouse of songs

AF
P

FAITHLINE

Maya 
Angelou

You may not control all the events 
that happen to you, but you can 
decide not to be reduced by them

T
HE just-ended session of  Parliament was reasonably pro-
ductive and suggested a measure of  maturity among 
elected representatives, especially after the near washout 
of  the previous monsoon sitting. While tempers ran high 
on both sides, there was a noticeable willingness from the 

Chair and the treasury benches to accommodate differing 
views—a quality conspicuously absent earlier. Last session, the 
Opposition’s demand for a debate on the Election Commission’s 
special intensive revision (SIR) of  electoral rolls in Bihar had 
been flatly rejected, triggering repeated disruptions. This time, 
however, the government agreed to recast the issue as a wider 
discussion on electoral reforms. That semantic adjustment  
created space to raise concerns over SIR and alleged vote ma-
nipulation. The government, for its part, held firm on sequenc-
ing—insisting first on a debate marking 150 years of  Vande 
Mataram before turning to electoral issues. The Opposition 
gave way, resulting in a mutually acceptable compromise.

A closer look, however, reveals that over 40 per cent of  the al-
ready brief  session—just 19 days with 15 sittings—was devoted 
to non-legislative discussions. Even so, the passage of  eight Bills, 
several of  them significant, was no small feat. These included 
legislation to replace the two-decade-old MGNREGA framework, 
open the civil nuclear sector to private participation, and permit 
100 per cent FDI in insurance. Yet many of  these Bills were 
pushed through within a couple of  days of  being introduced, 
some amid protests and high drama, with repeated demands  
for committee scrutiny brushed aside. This has prompted ob-
servers to question whether legislative efficiency is more desir-
able than the depth and quality of  debate. The handling of  the 
VB-G Ram G Bill illustrates the concern: the Rajya Sabha took 
it up just hours after the Lok Sabha passed it on the penultimate 
day, denying the Opposition additional time for examination.

Overall, the Opposition appeared to recognise a shift in tone 
by attending the Speaker’s customary post-session tea—a  
gesture it had shunned since the 2024 monsoon session, citing 
lack of  opportunity to speak. That said, a proposed debate on 
pollution was dropped, with the ruling side citing the Congress’s 
conduct in the Lok Sabha. And on a different note, is it unreason-
able to expect senior political leaders to remain in the country—
and present in Parliament—while the House is in session?

A BETTER SESSION, BUT 
LAW MAKING RUSHED
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